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First-Time Caller
	Hurting had taken on a certain normality in Barrie Jarman. Before the BloPop Truck Series race, L’Evon Archer provided the same protective service in the drivers’ meeting, forcefully preventing Barrie from being jostled in the crowd. L’Evon took the unusual step of riding along with Barrie in the back of a Toyota pickup. Rather than circling the track, the truck just passed through the tri-oval, then turned around at the pit-road exit and returning Barrie, a driver Barrie had never heard of, and L’Evon back to the end of the grid, where Barrie was starting because Jay Higbe had qualified the truck for him.
	Neither Barrie nor Jay had ever driven a truck in a competitive event.
Now Barrie was leaning against the side of the Ford truck he had not yet driven, staring at a neon sunset beyond the first and second turns of Pompano Beach World Motorplex. The grandstands seemed hauntingly empty. The cheers were so separated from one another that they echoed.
“How’d you get FASCAR to let you ride in the truck?” Barrie asked L’Evon.
“I didn’t. I just helped you up … and got in myself.”
“I bet one of the FASCAR pledges said to another one, ‘Hey, he can’t do that,’ and the other one said ‘You tell him’.”
“How you feeling, tough guy?” L’Evon asked.
“Oh, I’m feeling grateful for friends like you helping me through this. The pain ain’t that bad tonight. I never felt so uncertain in my life. Not only have I never driven this truck, with the exception of fooling around on a dirt track with Errol, I’ve never driven any truck.”
L’Evon laughed. “How different can it be?”
“I reckon I’ll find out in about fifteen minutes,” Barrie said.
Errol walked up.
“Speak of the devil,” Barrie said.
“When you speak of me, I hope you speak of me well,” Errol said, smiling.
“Hadn’t seen much of you, holed up in condo hell. Getting laid regular, I take it.”
“Thanks to you and your collection of stock cars, I ain’t had much time. Besides, I got my dad keeping me in line.”
“Ah,” Barrie said. “I hadn’t thought about that. You and Roosevelt, spending quality time.”
“I bet I’ve seen ten episodes of Columbo.”
“You look like you been taking it well,” L’Evon said.
“I didn’t think about that,” Barrie said. “I guess you guys know each other.”
“A little,” Errol said. “I reckon L’Evon figures I’m a decent fellow because I’m friends with you, and it works the same the other way.”
“We’re exactly the same,” Barrie said, “but I’m blacker.”
“You couldn’t prove it by your music,” Errol said.
“I love you, man,” Barrie said. “Not as much as your sister, but that’s normal and all.”
Angela, who had remained in the motorcoach during the Dual Duels, arrived in time for the prayer and national anthem. Errol trotted off to his truck, located nine rows ahead. During the prayer, delivered by a rabbi because it was the Truck Series and nobody cared, Barrie informed L’Evon that he and Angela were going to keep their heads bowed during the national anthem.
“Huh?”
“We had a long talk, and we decided that we wanted to do something as a symbol that we didn’t approve of what the new president is doing. We didn’t want to be accused of being disrespectful to the office, you know, but we decided we’d bow our heads in prayer for the country’s success.”
“Please, God, give us an impeachable offense,” L’Evon said. “Hell, yeah, I’ll go along. It’s a good idea.”
“Maybe nobody will notice,” Barrie said.
“Oh, somebody’ll notice,” L’Evon said. “I’ve seen shit like this. There will be a meme up with a screen shot of you bowing your head before the race starts.”
“Fuck ‘em,” Barrie said as the rabbi was saying “shalom.”
“It is the hardest thing in the world for me right now to restrain myself from elbowing you in those tore-up ribs,” Angela said.
“Honey, don’t look up,” Barrie said. “The anthem is about to start as soon as the color guard gets through clicking their rifles. Straight across from us, first few rows of the stands, some good old boys is waving they rebel flags. As soon as the anthem waves, you and me are going to walk around to the other side of the truck, and I am going to lay a kiss on you that will make them redneck boys ashamed of their hard-ons.”

“Okay, the race is what? Twenty-five, twenty-five, and fifty?” Barrie asked me via radio once the trucks pulled off pit road.
“Ten-four, Barrie.”
“I gotta figure out how this thing drives. I’m going to just ride in the back first segment. I’m guessing the tail enders will string out, and then I can start picking them off one by one, and, maybe, if there’s a wreck up front, there’ll be enough time and space to avoid it.”
“How you feeling?” I asked.
“Think, Charlie.”
I switched to the secret channel.
“Yeah?”
“I feel good enough to race,” Barrie said. “Not good enough to wreck.”
Five laps in, Barrie was still running dead last.
Carter Frick, who usually watched races from the press box, had decided to remain in the infield media center for this one.
“Look at Jarman,” he said to Cullen Popovich. “He’s just collecting a paycheck.”
“He’s trying to help Errol Hughston. And he’s never driven a truck. I wouldn’t count him out just yet.”
Barrie passed five trucks between laps ten and twenty.
“This thing drives great,” he said. “It’s very stable. I thought air going over the cab would shoot over the top of the blade, but I guess it’s so damned big, it still produces plenty of rear downforce. It’s easier to drive than an Enervation car, and it’s a heap easier than a Trophy car. You watch me. I’m gonna put on a show in the next segment.”
“You’re right,” I said.
“What?”
“It’s my job to watch you.”
The opening stage ended with Barrie running twenty-sixth, eight positions better than he started. On the restart, though, he would be back in the draft. On lap thirty-five, Barrie passed Errol and took ninth place. The second segment ended with the Saguaro Gunsmiths Ford, Number 89, in fifth place.
“Okay, now I’m set,” Barrie said. “Now I can really race ’cause the drivers still in front of me all know what they’re doing. You don’t know what these kids my age are gonna do.”
“I’m trying to digest that,” I said.
“Smart-ass. This is a damned good piece, man. I’m gonna win this race.” He turned his attention to his crew chief, an engineer named Tom Loquasto who Jerry was grooming to for bigger and better things. “Tom, we just need to play the strategy straight up. Take four tires again during the break. If we lose a few positions, no worries because they’re not that hard to make up with plates. The whole thing’s gonna turn on the pit stop in the last segment. If it’s green, we’ll have to get the job done real good, but if there’s a caution … as long as I can be in the lead draft, I got a good chance.”
“Barrie thinks he’s gonna win,” Cullen, who had been listening, said to Carter.
“I’ll believe it when I see it. He might push Hughston across the finish line. I could see that,” the veteran scribe replied.
Errol couldn’t keep up. His Chevrolet was no better than the one he’d driven the previous year. Errol could hang on to the top ten but couldn’t advance into the top five. Helping Errol never became an option for Barrie. The anticipated multi-truck crash didn’t occur until twenty laps into the final, fifty-lap segment. It started next to Errol, but he managed to get away. Twelve trucks didn’t. FASCAR officials unfurled a red flag to stop the race while all the wreckage was cleared away. Then the trucks pulled away, pit road opened, and everyone took a full tank and four cars. Fuel now wasn’t an issue. Barrie entered the pits fourth and exited ninth.
“No problem, guys,” Barrie said. “Give me ten laps, and I’ll be leading.”
It only took five. Two more times, the yellow flag came out. Two more times, other drivers pitted for tires. If Barrie had pitted, they’d have stayed out. He called the shots. He’d had one slow stop and wasn’t going to risk another one. By the final fifteen laps, eight remaining trucks were capable of keeping up with the lead draft, but it came down to a battle between Pat Ledoux, a two-time Truck champion; Tradd Walburn, an eighteen-year-old whose father manufactured hiking gear in Singapore; and Barrie. On the last lap, Barrie took advantage of the veteran getting occupied with the kid. While those two bumped each other all the way down the back straight, and Walburn forced Ledoux nearly to the infield, Barrie stayed up against the outside wall and barreled into turn three with a full head of steam while the other two were scrubbing speed as well as sheet metal off each other’s trucks. Barrie won by more than a second, which, on a plate track, is hard to do.
Victory. Barrie hadn’t even thought about what that entailed. He didn’t do a burn-out. He drove to Victory Lane as if he had been there before, which, at Pompano, he hadn’t. He climbed slowly out of the truck and leaned against the side of the truck while BloPop Girls – I kid you not – posed in the background. Herman Puterbaugh, who had never owned a truck that won a race, spewed champagne all over his face and uniform.
Cal Stengel, merely a pit reporter on Gray Wolf’s Trophy coverage, was a big shot with the trucks and got to do the Victory Lane interview.
“First FASCAR BloPop Truck Series race for Barrie Jarman, first BloPop Truck Series victory! How’s it feel?” Stengel asked.
“Somebody get the cops,” Barrie said, making a big show out of licking champagne with his tongue from the area around his mouth. “This man, Herman Puterbaugh, is contributing to the delinquency of a minor.”
“Aw, bullshit,” Puterbaugh said, making the crew in the Gray Wolf Sports Network truck happy the telecast featured a nine-second delay. “Barrie Jarman ain’t no minor! He’s a man!”
Angela arrived in time to force her way through a small army of BloPop Girls, but Gray Wolf Sports had to switch to a live soccer match in Estonia, so nothing except the champagne dousing got on TV. As soon as the TV crew left, Barrie turned up a bottle of champagne and grabbed another for him and Angela to split during the winner’s media conference. He sat down at a table with Angela on one side, and Puterbaugh, who couldn’t possibly have gotten this drunk after the race without also drinking while it was going on, on the other.
Barrie started talking before designated moderator Jed Huntley arrived. He poured champagne in a clear plastic cup and said, “Shhhhhhhh. Do not be alarmed. In the off chance that we could win this race, we cleverly replaced the contents of this champagne bottle with sparkling water. You buying that?”
A few remarks of derision arose from the gallery of journalists.
“Well, I guess, uh, I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t give FASCAR another chance to fine me. It seems really big, man, but, obviously, this is conduct detrimental to the sport of FASCAR. Uh, oh. Here comes Mister Huntley, and he … is … pissed.”
The FASCAR vice president stood at a podium on the side, the better not to smell Barrie’s breath, and asked Barrie if he’d enjoyed his first race in “the FASCAR BloPop Truck Series.” Moderators weren’t often hard-hitting.
“Yeah, the only time I ever drove a truck was when we took one of Errol’s Chevys to a dirt track up near Statesville,” Barrie said. “Errol hadn’t ever raced on dirt till last year, and I’ve raced a heap on it, so I tried to show him a few things.”
Barrie realized as the words were coming out of his mouth that FASCAR banned testing of any kind on non-FASCAR tracks. He stopped.
“Actually, that never happened,” he said, “and this is … sparkling water.”
That got a bigger laugh, and Barrie realized that a gang of journalists who had been excoriating him in his absence were now back on his side because, yes, Jesus, he had given them a good story, and that hadn’t expected one from the lowly Truck Series race.
Huntley took the first question from Carter Frick, who was often granted favorable status.
“Barrie, you weren’t even here this week to practice, right?”
“No. I mean yes. Let me see. ‘Weren’t even here,’ so, yes, I wasn’t here, or maybe it’s no, I wasn’t here. Ah, that’s why you said ‘right,’ isn’t it? Right. I didn’t practice.”
“How did you get in a car, I mean, a truck, that you hadn’t ever cranked up before, and then win the race?”
“I had to learn as I went along,” Barrie said. “For instance, the first thing I learned was how to crank it.”
Herman Puterbaugh fell out of his chair. L’Evon Archer picked him up and sat him back in it. Angela crept behind Barrie’s chair and asked Puterbaugh if he had to drive to get home. Puterbaugh told her he might drive straight to Key West to see the sun come up.
More hilarity ensued as Barrie and Puterbaugh asked the next few questions. As Huntley did not consider Cullen Popovich and an un-FASCAR-licensed website an elite member of the media, Cullen had to do everything but wave a handkerchief and jump up and down until Huntley finally granted him a question.
“Early in the race, several people in this race seemed to think you were just riding around for a paycheck,” Cullen said. “Is that the way it started? Did you just decide to go for it when you saw how good the truck was?”
“Ah, Cullen, you know how folks are in this business about money,” Barrie said. “They tell you not to tell nobody anything about how much money you’re making, and then, off the record, people say you’re making three times what you are, and that ends up being adopted as fact. Then there’s the fact the dumbass racers like me don’t actually know what we’re making. I’ve got a business manager, Frank Maglie, who takes care of my money, pays the government, invests some of it, and gives me way more than I can possibly spend. However, in this particular instance, it only takes the barest of knowledge for me to accurately tell you that, while I had many reasons to race tonight, one of them was not money.”
Carter didn’t wait for Huntley’s permission. “Did you run that race for free, Barrie?”
“I will not tell a lie, Carter, but I cannot tell the truth. Good night, y’all. See you tomorrow.”
Dona had one cart waiting outside, and I slid behind the wheel of another. By then, the champagne wasn’t agreeing with Barrie. We had to wait while he puked his guts out next to the carts.
Barrie slumped on the cart’s back seat, which faced backwards, next to Angela. Errol sat next to me. L’Evon and Rafe Trujillo rode back to the motorcoach lot with Dona and Selena.
“Where’d you finish?” Barry asked Errol.
“Seventh. Front end got dented in that last wreck, but I was able to drive away.
“Shit,” Barrie said. “I’m gonna need a damn dose of that Red Hot tonight. And something to settle my stomach. I just had an eruption. Know what that means?”
“What?” Errol asked.
“Ain’t gon’ be no erection,” Barrie said.
