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				One

				“As much as I hate to say it, their chauvinistic remarks are starting to get me down,” Camara Cole admitted to her best friend, Lolly Morrison.

				“Ca-mare-ah Che-velle Cole,” Lolly said in an exaggerated pronunciation of her name, “don’t you dare let them pull you down.” Lolly shook her well-manicured finger at her. “Stan teases you, too, and he’s proud of your accomplishments.” 

				Camara searched her friend’s eyes to see if she was just trying to make her feel better. “Is he really?” 

				“Yes. He tells me that all the time. In fact. . .” Lolly’s red curls bounced as she glanced around Tooties Gourmet Coffee Shop. Camara followed her gaze, wondering what she was looking for. “Yesterday Stan told me he wished he was as good at building and racing mud bog trucks as you are.”

				Shock rippled through her. “Stan?” She dipped her head sideways. “We’re talking about your husband Stan, right?”

				Lolly laughed. “Yes. I’m talking about my Stan. What other Stan do you know?”

				Camara shook her head. “He really said that?”

				Lolly put her coffee cup down and laid her hand on top of Camara’s. “How long have you known me, Cam? Would I lie to you?”

				“No. But it’s just hard to believe. Stan teases me almost as much as the rest of the guys.”

				Lolly flipped her wrist. “Oh, you know how guys are. They stick together. By the way,” she said as she shook her finger at Camara, “don’t you go telling Stan I told you what he said. He’ll never tell me anything again.” 

				“I won’t.” Camara smiled. She picked up her drink and took a sip. “It’s all Chase Lamar’s fault. Ever since I ”—Camara tapped her chest—“a mere female, started beating his times, Chase has said women have no business racing in a man’s sport.” Camara rolled her eyes. “The frustrating part about this whole thing is now he has the rest of the guys teasin’ me, too. I get so angry anymore. I’ve prayed about my temper, and I’m trying to get it under control, but man, those guys sure know how to goad me.” She tucked her shoulder-length blond hair behind her ears. “Honestly, Loll. . .I don’t know what to do. Last Saturday at Pete’s Mud-n-Track, they were horrible. Especially Bobby-Rae.”

				“What did Bobby-Rae do?”

				“Well, when I finished checking under the hood of The Black Beast, Bobby-Rae came up and started saying all sorts of cruel things.”

				“Like what?”

				Camara pursed her face to imitate Bobby-Rae’s macho attitude and quoted him. “ ‘You’re a disgrace to Southern women. Women don’t race, and women don’t build trucks. When ya gonna quit playin’ mechanic and act like a real lady?’ ” Camara shook her head. “I refuse to live in a time warp. Besides, I know Bobby-Rae’s just mad because I refused to go out with him. I—”

				“Bobby-Rae asked you out?” Lolly’s blue eyes widened. When Camara didn’t deny it, Lolly raised her eyebrows. “Well, shoot a monkey and kiss a pig. I can’t believe it. When?”

				“After work one night a few weeks ago.”

				“What did you say?”

				“I told him no. That it was nothing personal, but I’d made it a rule a long time ago never to date coworkers because too many times it causes problems on the job. And, boy, has it.” 

				“Well, that explains his attitude toward you. Is that all he said?”

				“After I turned him down, he went on and on about how greasy my fingernails and hair were.” Camara held her hands out. Studying her rough-looking hands and chipped nails, she inwardly cringed. “I know my nails are a mess. But what’d he expect? I’m a mechanic. Besides, he didn’t have to say it the way he did. It really hurt.”

				“So that’s why you changed your hairstyle?”

				Camara self-consciously touched her hair. “Yeah, I thought maybe if I looked more feminine, the guys would leave me alone. I’ve never worn bangs before. Does it look okay?”

				“I love it. It makes your eyes look bigger. I wish I had pretty brown eyes like yours.” She popped a bite of raspberry-swirl cake into her mouth. “But enough of that. Did he say anything else?” 

				“No, not that night. But he started ripping on me again at Pete’s Mud-n-Track last Saturday. He repeated everything he’d said the night I turned him down. Plus he said”—she pulled her face into a manly pose to imitate Bobby-Rae again—“ ‘No man in his right mind would ever go out with a Miss Know-It-All like you.’ ” Camara chuckled.

				Lolly’s brows rose. “What’s funny about that?”

				“Nothing. That’s not why I’m laughing. You won’t believe what happened next.” Camara snitched a small piece of Lolly’s cake and tossed it in her mouth. “Guess who came to my rescue?”  

				“Who?”

				“Take a guess.”

				“Your brother, Erik?”

				“Nope. Chase Lamar, that’s who.”

				Lolly’s mouth dropped open so fast Camara giggled.

				“Well, I’ll be. You’re kidding, right?” Lolly blinked several times.

				“Nope. I about passed out from shock.”

				Lolly slowly shook her head. “That’s a hard one to believe.”

				“I know. Ironic, isn’t it?”

				“Y’all have been rivals for as long as I can remember,” Lolly said. “He’s teased you unmercifully for years.” Lolly moved her coffee out of the way and leaned toward Camara. “I want to know everything. And don’t leave anything out.”

				“Not a whole lot to tell. Chase told him, ‘Leave her alone, Bobby-Rae. And apologize to the lady.’ Bobby-Rae opened his mouth, but Erik showed up and Bobby-Rae hustled to his truck and hightailed it out of Pete’s Mud-n-Track like his backside was on fire.”

				“And?”

				“And nothing. Erik and Chase started talking, and I went back to work on my bog truck.” Camara took a long drink of her coffee. “I still can’t believe Chase and Erik are good friends now. Maybe Erik felt sorry for Chase because the first couple of times Chase came to singles night at church he looked pretty uncomfortable. Erik always does gravitate toward those in need of help. And Chase definitely needs plenty of help.” She snickered then turned serious. “Ya know, Loll, ever since John started bringing Chase to singles night at church, he doesn’t act like the same obnoxious bully. He’s. . .well, he’s almost sweet.”

				“That has to be God.”

				They both laughed.

				While finishing their coffee, they chatted about some of the drastic changes in Chase.

				For years Camara and Chase had been Chevy/Ford rivals. Just like their parents. Except his dad used family money to purchase Ford dealerships, and her dad, through hard work and perseverance, bought Chevrolet dealerships. But the real rivalry began when they both started mud bog racing four years ago. Chase had become downright ornery and sometimes cruel. And now he was. . .what was he? Camara decided she didn’t know or care. She didn’t want to think about Chase Lamar.

				As much as Camara hated to leave her friend’s company, she picked up the keys to her Hummer and stuck them in the pocket of her faded jeans. “Well, Loll, I’d better go. I have a few vehicles at the shop I need to work on the next couple of days, plus I want to finish getting The Black Beast ready for Saturday’s mud bog race.”

				Outside, Camara shielded her eyes against April’s warm sun and glanced at the row of historical buildings lining the streets of Swamper City, Alabama. They reminded her of the men she raced with. . .out-of-date and antiquated. In the past when she raced at several other places in the Heart of Dixie, none of the men were offended that she raced bog trucks and was a mechanic. In fact, they were just as friendly and hospitable as the rest of the people in Alabama. Camara heaved a sigh, jumped in her Hummer, and drove toward Cole’s Chevrolet. Maybe it was something in Swamper City’s water that made the men here act the way they did. Camara laughed at that thought. It was a possibility.

				❧

				At four thirty the next morning, Camara pulled into Cole’s Chevrolet and parked. She loved getting to work early. That way she got all her work done during the week so she could race on Saturdays. She hustled into the auto shop and headed straight to her work stall.

				Awed by the 1958 Corvette parked in front of her, Camara lovingly ran her fingers over the baby blue classic. She hurried into her yellow grease-stained coveralls and opened the hood. Goose bumps rose on her arms. What a privilege to work on Mr. Banks’s pride and joy. She still couldn’t believe he trusted its care to her only. Well, she wouldn’t let him down. She’d have it fixed in no time.

				Three hours later the Corvette roared to life. Satisfied with a job well done, Camara leaned over to pick up her tools. Footsteps sounded behind her. Smiling, she stood and turned. Her smile dropped at the sight of a big burly man. He may have been handsome, but his hairy body and tattoos reminded her of a rebel biker. Good thing she’d made the no-dating-coworkers rule a long time ago. He was definitely not her type. “What are you doing here so early?”

				Bobby-Rae’s gray eyes darkened. “I came to see if I could work on Mr. Banks’s car. But, as usual, the boss’s daughter gets to.”

				Camara frowned. “What does me being the boss’s daughter have to do with anything?”

				He snorted. “Well, it definitely ain’t because you’re a better mechanic than the rest of us here, that’s for sure. No man in his right mind would ask a woman”—he spat out the term as if it were a dirty word—“to work on a vehicle of this quality unless he was insane or, in this case, a friend of the family.”

				Camara shook her head. It wasn’t just Mr. Banks who requested her. Several people did, and each time it angered the men she worked with. So what was she supposed to do? Not do a good job so their egos were pacified? No way. She had worked hard to get where she was. If the men she worked with couldn’t handle that people requested her, then that was their problem. Not wanting to defend herself for the millionth time, she tossed out the only word she could think of. “Jealous.” She brushed past him and headed toward the restroom.

				❧

				Saturday proved to be a nice sunny day. Camara stood at the front of the mud pit at the east end of Swamper Speedway’s oval racetrack. The foamy water on top of the mire reminded her of froth on a root beer float—or a black cow, as her mamaw would call it. She glanced at the empty wooden grandstands that covered one side of the racetrack, knowing that in a couple of hours they would be full of spectators. 

				The sound of loud glasspack mufflers drew her attention. Two pickups pulling trailers entered the contestant’s area. Pretty snazzy—and pricey. Camara looked around at the few other rigs that were there. She recognized several of them and marveled at what she saw. Knowing what some of them did for a living, they surely must have gone into hock to own those rigs. Camara gave a short snort. Typical of most people who love vehicles and racing—they would rather have a garage full of cars, pickups, and monster trucks than eat. Well, okay, maybe not eat, but close. Camara wasn’t any different. Except that hers were paid for. However, if she had had enough room in her garage, she’d own a variety of classic cars and trucks with big tires and lift kits. As it stood now, she had a Hummer, which she bought at cost through her dad’s dealership, a ’68 Camaro that her dad gave her on her eighteenth birthday—he was the original owner—and her ’74 Chevy bog truck that she picked up at a junkyard for a hundred dollars and completely modified. 

				Looking up, Camara did a double take at the bog vehicle pulling in. Sitting high on a trailer, the bogger resembled a giant outer space bug. She wondered what it sounded like and how it ran. From the looks of the other contestants’ vehicles, she might have some stiff competition today. She turned her attention to the 3½-foot-deep, 150-foot-long mud pits to see if today was one of those days when they added more mud to the usual twenty inches. Sometimes they did that, and it made a real difference to anyone who wanted to win.

				“Don’t fret your pretty little head off.” Chase’s deep Southern drawl boomed from behind her. “With any luck, your poor Chevy will make it through.” 

				Startled, Camara sucked in a sharp breath and spun around. Her foot slipped on the clay mud. One leg headed directly toward the mud pit, which was exactly where the rest of her would have followed if not for Chase’s strong arm encircling her, hauling her upright. 

				The rain-fresh scent of his aftershave wafted up her nose, reminding her of a spring shower. As he steadied her, she gazed into his dark green eyes, mere inches from her face. She knew she should exercise her manners and thank him, but she didn’t. It was his fault in the first place that she’d been nearly dipped in mud. 

				She moved away from him so he was between her and the pits. “Do you always sneak up on people?” she asked frostily, her heart rapping at 2,000 rpms. Planting her hands on her hips, she sent him an icy stare. 

				Chase chuckled. “By the way, Camaro, you’re welcome.”

				“It’s Ca-mare-ah, thank you very much. And I’m welcome for what?” She tipped her head sideways and hiked a brow.

				“For saving ya from an unwanted mud bath.” He grinned.

				She clenched her jaw. That man could be so infuriating. She was in no humor to play his game—whatever it was. Instead she wanted to wipe that smug grin right off his face. Strutting close to him, she shook her finger under his nose. “What do ya mean you rescued me? You’re the reason I almost fell in the first place, sneaking up on me like that.”

				“I didn’t sneak up on you. You were just concentrating too hard.” Squinting, he rubbed his chin. “Afraid your truck won’t make it through, huh?”

				Camara glared up at him from shoulder level. 

				Chase’s eyes twinkled. “Anyway, ya owe me.”

				“What do you mean, I owe you? Owe you for what?” 

				A deep chuckle rumbled from Chase’s throat.

				Camara pursed her mouth and frowned. Was he laughing at her—again? Her anger started boiling over like an overheated radiator. She jutted her chin and spun the bill of her yellow Chevy cap around. One, two, three. Help me to control my anger, Lord. Four. . .

				“Ya owe me because as tiny as you are, if you’d have fallen in that pit, no one would be able to find ya.”

				Five, six. . .I’m trying, Lord.

				“So, see, I just saved ya from a muddy grave.” His snide grin did it.

				“Ack! You!” She shoved him hard.

				Eyes widening, Chase backpedaled and his arms flailed as he futilely tried to avoid falling into the trench. Camara couldn’t hold down the laughter bubbling from within as he landed with a smack in the thick mud. 

				Quick as a flash Chase jumped to his feet, but he lost his balance. Struggling to stay upright in the knee-high mud, he staggered before falling forward. He shot his arms in front of him to break his fall but plunged face-first deeply into the mud. When he finally stood again, his body was coated with muck, and a shock-filled gaze peered out from under his mud-masked face. His normally spiked, dark brown hair lay limp from the heavy mire.

				“That’ll teach ya,” she declared, pivoting in triumph. 

				She’d barely taken a step when muddy arms wrapped around her waist, tugging her backward. Her Chevy cap flipped off her head and landed on the ground.

				“Noo!” Camara screamed, but it was too late.

				Chase pulled her down next to him in the pit. She gasped at the gooey mud. Using Chase for leverage, she stood. Her mouth fell open. Even in the shallowest part of the mud pit she couldn’t see her knees. She shook her hands, trying to rid them of the gelatinous mud that was starting to seep through her shoes and clothes.

				“That’ll teach me what?” Chase snorted with a mixture of indignation and humor. 

				Insufferable man! Camara scooped up a big glob of mud, her mouth curved in a vengeful smile. Twisting without warning, she slung it at him, hitting him square in the mouth. Chase sputtered and spat.

				Now was her chance to escape. In hopes that her tennis shoes remained on her feet, Camara gripped them with her toes and leaned forward toward the embankment. Using her arms to balance herself, she forced one leg forward and then the next. One more step and she’d be able to climb out.

				Suddenly she felt solid arms wrap around her, pulling her backward.

				“Oh no, ya don’t. You’re not getting away that easy, Ca-mare-O.” Pulling her back tight against his chest, Chase pinned her arms to her body and scooped up a handful of mud with his free hand. 

				“Don’t you dare!” She fought to twist sideways, rearing her head and staring up defiantly at him.

				“Or what?”

				His hand headed toward her face. She jerked her head back and forth, but Chase managed to smear her cheeks and chin with mud. Camara strained to free herself from his strong but strangely gentle grasp. However, Chase held her even closer to his chest.

				“Ya know, Cammy,”—he waggled his eyebrows—“in Hollywood they pay a fortune for this stuff. So, see, I’m doing your skin a huge favor, and it didn’t cost ya one red cent.” He tossed back his head and roared with laughter.

				Camara dipped a handful of mud, flung her hand behind her, and slapped it against his neck.

				“So, that’s how ya wanna play, huh?” His voice sounded mischievous.

				In one fluid motion he gathered a large handful of mud, held it over Camara’s head, and shot her a wicked grin.

				As much as she hated to admit even to herself, she was enjoying this playful side of Chase. She ducked when a few clumps landed in her hair.

				“You play dirty.” She tried wiggling out of his grasp. “No fair. You’re stronger than me.” 

				Chase drew her closer and waved the mud mere inches from her face. “Do you concede defeat then, matey?” he asked in a pirate accent.

				“Never, vermin! I shall go down with the ship first,” she imitated him. The mud was a whisper away from her mouth. She arched her head backward. “Let me put it to you this way. If you do, I’ll just have to pay you back.” She smirked and then smiled sweetly.

				He leaned his head down. His breath brushed across her face when he spoke, “Oh yeah, and just how will you pay me back?” His eyes twinkled and then turned serious when he glanced at her lips. 

				Camara swallowed hard. She didn’t like the look on his face. Was he going to try and kiss her? Well, there was no way she’d let Chase Lamar kiss her, no matter how good-looking he was. She jerked herself free and scrambled out of the pit. 

				Snatching up her cap, she stoically made her way toward her vehicle. The muddy clothes clung to her, making it difficult to walk.

				Chase strolled up beside her. “If your Chevy moved half as fast as you did just now in that pit, ya just might have a chance of winning today. But don’t count on it. It’s a Chevy.” He chuckled.

				Camara stopped dead in her tracks. She turned sideways, facing him.

				“My Chevy moves just fine, thank you very much. It’s that Ford of yours ya need to be concerned with.” Placing her finger over her lips, she squinted. “Hmm. Now let’s see. . .what does Ford stand for again?” She snapped her muddy fingers. “Oh yeah, I remember: Fix Or Repair Daily. Or, Found On the Road Dead. Too bad there aren’t any initials for ‘Can’t run worth diddly-squat.’ ” She sent him a smug grin. 

				Truth be known, she liked Fords, Dodges, and just about any other make of vehicle. She liked their power and the intense challenges they presented. But she’d keep that information tucked away from Chase or anyone else. 

				“No, Ford stands for: First On Race Day.” He grinned. “Remember last week? It was my Ford that beat your Chevy.”

				“And do you remember the week before that? It was my Chevy that won the big trophy and the big moneys at Jenson’s Speedway,” Camara stated proudly. “And I seem to recall you telling me that me and my Chevy had zero chance of winning.” She smiled smugly.

				“You still don’t.”

				Her smile dropped.

				“Aw, Cammy, c’mon. You and I both know that if the Mud Boss hadn’t broken an axle, you wouldn’t have beaten me.”

				Camara frowned. 

				“So why don’t you stop playing trucks with us big boys and go home and play with your dolls?”

				Her old defense mechanism kicked in, and his twinkling eyes did nothing to soothe the anger rising in her. She spun the bill of her cap around, closed her eyes, and started counting. One, two, three, four, five. . .

				Her eyes darted open. Even though he was teasing, Camara couldn’t take it anymore. If looks could burn, he’d be a crispy critter with the fiery flames she shot his way. “Let me tell you something, mister. I didn’t graduate at the top of my class from the best auto mechanic college in the world to play with dolls. I plan to keep on racing and to keep on winning. And there is nothing that you or any other chauvinistic male will say or do to stop me.” Camara crossed her arms and glared at him, challenging him to refute her claim. She hated that she’d allowed him to rile her again. Attacking him made her feel about as slimy as the mud dripping from her body.

				Chase took a step forward and flicked a piece of mud off her shoulder. 

				“What are you doing?”

				“Knocking that chip off your shoulder.”

				One, two. . . So much for feeling slimy.

				“Listen, bucko, the only chip on my shoulder is the one you put there with all your hateful, mean-spirited remarks and your constant put-downs. I’ve worked hard to get where I am. Y’all are just jealous because I can build and drive a truck as good as any man. I’ve proved it, too.” She looked toward The Black Beast and then back at him. “I paid a hundred dollars at the junkyard for a rusted-out bucket of bolts and turned it into a clean, mean running machine. But no matter what I do or how hard I try, because I happen to be the wrong gender, y’all constantly put me and my truck down.”

				His macho, cool-as-chilled-watermelon expression melted.

				“Well, just wait and see. My new modifications will speak for me.” She twisted the bill on her cap forward. Not giving him a chance to retort, she whirled around. “See ya at the pits.” She strutted toward her mud bog truck.

				❧

				“Lord, that woman drives me crazy,” Chase muttered. “I know I deserved what I got. I’m the one who started it. Why can’t she see I was just having fun?” 

				In spite of her getting his goat, he chuckled. He had to admit just how fun it was watching her get all fired up. It tickled him that every time she got angry, she’d spin her cap around backward and close her eyes. 

				Those big brown eyes of hers, framed with thick eyelashes, glowed every time she talked about trucks and racing. She was as passionate about them as he was. His attraction for her had grown, along with his respect. “Lord, Ya gotta help me not to antagonize her anymore. Please.” 

				He remembered her words about being cruel and felt instant remorse. She might appear tough on the outside, but he saw the hurt in her eyes when she mentioned how they’d all put her down. Even though he was just teasing her now, before he became a Christian he’d been as mean as a rabid dog, constantly putting her and her truck down—a fact he was now ashamed of. From now on, he’d watch his teasing of her. Plus, he needed to ask her to forgive him for being such a jerk.

				First, Chase needed to get out of his muddy clothes. He looked over where Camara’s truck and trailer were. Erik was using their water tank to hose the mud off her. Good thing he wasn’t using the power sprayer. As tiny as she was, the pressure would send her flying. An idea struck him. He grabbed a towel and headed toward them.

				“I’m next,” Chase said, grinning.

				Erik glanced at Chase and back at Camara. A smile of understanding spread across Erik’s face. “So, y’all couldn’t wait for the race, huh? Next time don’t forget to take your trucks.” 

				“Very funny, Erik. Ha, ha. Someday remind me to laugh.” Camara narrowed her gaze at him menacingly.

				Erik turned off the nozzle at the base of the tank and shook Chase’s hand. “Good to see you again.” He eyed Chase up and down. “From the looks of things, I’d say she bested ya.”

				Chase glanced at Camara, who quickly looked away. She snatched up a large towel and headed toward her Hummer.

				“I have to admit, she did.”

				“Toss your towel over there.” Erik jerked his head once toward the trailer. “I’ll hose ya down.”

				While Erik sprayed him off, Chase watched Camara storm toward the bathroom. 

				She was an enigma for sure. Feminine and sweet. Rustic and gutsy. And feisty as all get-out when someone teased her about being a female mechanic—or about her Chevy losing—or about her short stature. That’s when the feminine side of her evaporated like water drops on hot asphalt. Make no mistake about it, Camara Cole could hold her own against any man in any race—including him. Many times she’d given him a run for his money. And anytime he had beaten her, it had been by a mere one-hundredth of a second. 

				Camara was one of Alabama’s best mechanics. She knew her stuff, and Chase knew she could teach him a thing or two about building and repairing engines. He just wasn’t ready to admit that to her or anyone else yet. He chuckled.

				“What’s so funny?” Erik asked.

				“I was just thinking about your sister.”

				“Oh yeah?” Erik’s eyebrows waggled.

				“Not like that.” Chase rolled his eyes. “I was just thinking that she’s not afraid of a little mud or grease. And she sure doesn’t back down from a challenge.”

				“That’s for sure.” 

				Both had a hearty laugh.

				Then Chase remembered her comment about her modifications. Just what did she have under that hood? He’d soon find out. And he could hardly wait.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				

				Fed up with Chase’s constant Chevy-bashing, short jokes, blond jokes, and female-mechanic slamming, Camara stormed off. Even though he was only teasing, she had heard enough to last her a lifetime. “You just wait and see, Chase,” she grumbled under her breath. “My Chevy’s gonna surprise you today.” She grabbed a set of extra clothes from her Hummer and headed toward the women’s restroom. Her body shook from the cold hosing down.

				Inside the bathroom stall, Camara changed quickly. While tucking in her yellow T-shirt, she noticed her grease-stained nails and sighed at the futility of making them look nice. By the time she finished checking things under the hood today, they’d look a whole lot worse than they did now. She had to make sure everything ran in tip-top shape.

				Usually Swamper Speedway only held mud bog races twice a month. But because mud slinging had become so popular, the owner decided to make it a weekly event. He had announced that the winner of this season’s mud bog racing would receive the honor of having a replica of their bogging vehicle, along with its name, sported on all of next year’s trophies, so it was even more important to win this year.

				Not only would she be the first female to win, but she would finally prove that she could build and drive a truck as good as any man. Maybe then the harassment would stop.

				She stuffed her clothes in her bag and smiled. After losing precious seconds at the start-up line, she had finally figured out how to gain a second or two—a stall converter. Today she’d see if her efforts paid off. She could ramp up the rpms until the torque converter engaged and then her truck wouldn’t stall anymore.  

				It was the best four hundred dollars she’d ever spent. And if that didn’t work, she knew what she’d found in a popular off-road magazine would.

				She put on her jean jacket and hugged it tight, relishing its warmth. If Chase hadn’t thrown her into the mud pit, she wouldn’t be this cold. What had come over him anyway?

				He sure had been acting different lately. She wasn’t at all sure she liked the new Chase. At least with the old one, she knew how to act around him: barb for barb, jab for jab. When he’d slam her Chevy, she’d slam his Ford. Truth be known, she loved his ’34 Ford Coupe. Camara pictured how macho and handsome Chase looked sitting in it. 

				Her thoughts drifted to earlier. She couldn’t believe Chase had almost kissed her. She wiped her lips off with her shirtsleeve and scrunched her face. She would have decked him if he had.

				Camara gathered the rest of her things and stuffed them in her duffel bag. After dropping it at her Hummer, she headed toward the entry booth. 

				“Good morning, Sam.”

				“Morning.” Sam’s bronzed tan made his bright smile appear even whiter, and his white hair made him look much older than forty-three. Camara smiled at his familiar face.  If Sam wasn’t making sure the contestants completed their entry forms, signed their insurance waivers, paid their entry moneys, and received their contestant numbers, he was out flagging or any other volunteer job that needed doing.

				She took the proffered clipboard with the attached entry form and a rules pamphlet. Holding up the pamphlet, she sent Sam a questioning look.

				“Something new this year,” Sam replied to her unspoken question. “You might want to go over it before you enter, Camara.” 

				Camara walked over to a picnic bench and sat down. Tapping the pen against her lips, she pondered whether she should mention the changes she’d made to her bog truck. Places she usually raced had Modified, Super Modified, Stock, and Super Stock classes, but because Swamper Speedway only ran an 8-cylinder Open class where anything was permissible and tire size didn’t matter, she decided against mentioning the nitrous oxide system. 

				Finished filling out the form, Camara handed her entry fee and form to Sam. “Thanks, Sam.”

				“Good luck today, Camara.”

				❧

				Camara removed her favorite yellow Chevy emblem cap, tossed it on the front seat of her Hummer, and sprinted over to The Black Beast. Once inside her 1974 Chevy bog truck, she fastened her harness and watched as Erik moved her step stool out of the way. 

				Giving her a thumbs-up sign, he said, “Go show ’em how it’s done, girl.” 

				Thankful that her brother believed in her and had always been there for her, Camara smiled.

				Admiration for her six-foot-tall, athletically built brother made her sigh. Being the youngest and only girl in her family, Camara had always followed in her closest sibling’s footsteps. Everything Erik did, she did—including building and racing mud bog trucks. In fact, Erik had raced boggers for years until he decided driving a monster truck sounded more interesting. Perhaps someday she’d build and race a monster truck, too.

				Looking at the instrument panel, she flipped two toggle switches and simultaneously pressed the starter button and racing gas pedal. The engine roared to life. Shivers of delight raced up and down Camara’s spine. Strapping on her helmet, she put the truck in gear and drove toward the mud pits. 

				Chase pulled up to the pit next to her. She smiled. Good. 

				Even though it was a timed event, her wish of running side by side with him came true. Excitement bubbled inside her, knowing the men who belittled her would be watching as she blew off Chase’s doors. 

				Pride goes before a fall. Guilt tugged at her soul, but the desire to prove to everyone that she was a proficient competitor drove her harder. A hint of sadness dabbled over Camara. If only they would accept her.

				Over the PA system, a voice announced: “Lining up at pit number one is contestant number 23, Chase Lamar, driving the Mud Boss, a 1934 Ford Coupe with 39.5 boggers. Powered with a 351 Cleveland small block.”

				Camara watched as they hooked up the pull cable to Chase’s receiver hitch. Her gaze followed the other end of the cable where a backhoe sat ready to pull them out if need be. Without it, if any of them got stuck in the middle of the mud pit, they’d have no way of getting out. Camara was grateful to whoever thought up the idea. She might like mud racing, but she didn’t want to get out in the middle of the pit.

				She watched the flagman motion Chase forward. When he reached the start-up line, the flagger jerked his fist shut. Chase stopped and revved his engine. Expectant faces peered out from behind the protective chain-link fence. Men, women, and children of all ages clapped when Chase’s name was announced. 

				She hoped they would be as excited to see her as they were to see Chase.

				“At pit number two, we have contestant number 24, Camara Cole, driving a 1974 modified Chevy pickup, The Black Beast. Camara’s running 38-inch Super Swamper TSL tires with a 400 small block engine.” 

				Camara glanced at the crowd and grinned. More than half the crowd stood clapping. 

				“C’mon, Cammy! You can do it!” she heard Erik yelling above the noise. She glanced toward the nearby contestant’s pit. Erik stood at the end of the orange fence blockade along with her dad, mom, and brothers Tony and Slick. All of them gave her a thumbs-up. Thank You, Lord, for a family who supports me. She looked to see if anyone was there for Chase. The only person she noticed was his friend John.

				Turning her attention back to the task at hand, she quickly perused the deep ruts made by the other drivers. At the end of the mud pit was a thick muddy wall that the other drivers hadn’t penetrated. It seemed to mock her. Strong determination rose up inside her. She’d show that mud pit she could break its barrier. 

				She studied the ruts. If she went to the left of the deepest one, she’d end up out of control and perhaps over the side, disqualifying herself. She looked toward the right. Noting a fresh spot where no one had gone, she decided to try it. 

				That wall would not best her. She’d show it who was boss.

				The flagman motioned Camara forward. She inched her way until he signaled her to stop.

				Goose bumps rose on Camara’s flesh. Her adrenaline kicked into overdrive. She tugged on her leather gloves and clutched the steering wheel. Her right leg started shaking.

				Chase revved his engine again. 

				Not about to be outdone, Camara pressed the pedal to the floor. Rrrruuun rrrruuun. She let up, allowing the engine to idle. Crr crr crr crr.

				She pressed it again.

				Over the loud rumbling inside the cab of her truck, she heard the crowd roaring.

				Chase tapped his pedal fast two times. She looked over at him. He waved a pointed finger, smiled, and gave her a thumbs-up. 

				What’s that all about? Humpft. She liked it better when he was an arrogant jerk.

				The flagman raised the green flag. 

				Camara flipped the master switch. Every nerve stood on end. She fidgeted against the harness.

				With her left foot on the brake, Camara pressed the gas, ramping up the rpms. 

				The flag dropped. 

				She slipped her left foot off the brake and floored the gas pedal. The Black Beast lurched forward then dropped into the pit, dipping her stomach right along with it. 

				The front tires pulled to the right. Arms tensed, she clutched the steering wheel tighter. With all her might, Camara jerked the wheel left. The rear stayed to the right, and she had to correct back to the right. 

				Her tires gripped their way through the deep mud, slinging the muck a good twenty-five feet into the air and onto her windshield.

				Using all her bodybuilding strength, she tightened her grip to keep The Black Beast headed down the center of the pit. She darted a quick side glance toward Chase but couldn’t see him because of all the mud flying.

				Nearing the end of the pit and that mocking mud wall, she mashed the secret weapon button on the steering wheel with her thumb. Surging with power, The Black Beast shot forward. Quickly, she broke through the mud wall, raised her thumb, and up and out of the pit she flew.

				Realizing she beat Chase, she pumped her fist and whooped and hollered, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” 

				She stuck her head out the window so she could see where she was going as she drove to the contestant’s pit and revved the engine before shutting it off. She jerked her helmet off and shook her hair loose. 

				Erik slung the door open, yanked her out of her truck, and swung her around. “Way to go, Cam!”

				When he put her down, she held her breath, waiting to hear her and Chase’s times.

				“Well, folks, each contestant runs twice, and we combine their total times. For this run, Camara’s time is 9.26, and Chase Lamar’s time is 11.83. . . .” The announcer’s voice faded as several people came up to congratulate Camara on a great run. She thanked them, keeping her eye out for Chase. Her heart did a funny flip-flop when she saw him heading toward her.

				“Congratulations, Camara. Nice run.” Chase grabbed her hand and shook it, holding it longer than necessary. Vibration ran up her arm from his touch. Uncomfortable, she snatched it back. What was wrong with her? That had never happened before.

				She blew away the unwanted feelings. 

				“Thanks,” she said. Then she turned around and talked to Lolly.

				❧

				Chase stepped back. Whatever she had under that hood had worked. He walked back to his Coupe and started hosing it down. When he saw his father heading toward him with a scowl on his face, Chase cringed.

				“What are you doing letting that Cole woman beat you?” his father spit out.

				“Hi, Dad.” 

				“No son of mine is going to let a girl, let alone one of them Coles, get the best of him. What happened out there?”

				“I didn’t let her win, if that’s what you’re thinking. She beat me fair and square.” Chase chuckled. “Whatever modifications she did to her truck worked.” As soon as his gaze met his dad’s disapproving glare, Chase’s smile faded.

				“Well, we’ll just have to find out now, won’t we? You took care of it in the past; you can do it again.”

				That was in the past, Chase wanted to tell him. But as angry as his dad was right now, Chase knew better than to say anything. 

				At one time, Chase had wanted to make Camara look bad, too. More to please his father than anything. But secretly he was jealous of her. She could outbuild and outdrive most men, and she was an amazing mechanic. He’d heard her praised by lots of people. However, since accepting Christ as his Savior, he no longer cared about showing her up. Mud slinging was a sport he loved and nothing else. Well, almost. Sure, he wanted to win. What man wouldn’t? It was tough losing to anyone, much less a woman. 

				“Chase, did you hear me?” His father’s raucous voice broke through his musings.

				Chase hated how his dad could make him feel five years old again.

				“What are you going to do about it?” The hatred in his eyes made Chase’s skin crawl. 

				Even though he knew why his dad was so bitter toward the Coles, he no longer wanted to take on his dad’s offense as his own. Sure, at one time, he had. Especially after Camara had become his biggest competitor. Rather than face his dad’s displeasure at a Cole beating him, Chase had started messing with her bog truck. At first it was exciting, thinking of different ways to make The Black Beast run badly. Each time he’d beat Camara’s time, his dad had praised him. Approval from his dad was something Chase sought. But after giving his life to Christ, his desire switched from wanting to please his earthly father to wanting to please his heavenly Father. And the difference was huge.

				Chase drew in a deep breath. It was time he started standing up to his father. And there was no time like the present.

				“Not a thing, Dad.” Chase refused to flinch under his dad’s evil stare. 

				“Well, somebody should.” His father stormed off.

				Something about the way his dad said it caused a deep, sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Hard telling what his father was capable of these days. Whatever it was, Chase knew it was bound to be bad. He shuddered. From now on, Chase would have to keep an eye on his dad—especially around Camara.
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