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CHAPTER 1: MOVING IN

| thought this was going to be a crappy move. Then we pulled
up to the new house on moving day. My new neighbor across the
street was working on a 05 Pontiac GTO.

"Dad, look at that awesome street racer!"
"Yeah, that's cool, Zack," Dad remarked.

My dad's not into cars as much as | am. | had less than a year
until I could get my driver's license. It's all | could think about. |
dreamt of being able to build my own car too. | just didn't have
enough money to get started.

The neighbor's car wasn't anywhere near ready to race yet. It
was still in pieces all over his garage. / wondered if he would talk
shop with me?



| stared at the GTO every time | came to get another box. It
was right there in front of me. Right across the street. | was getting

tired of carrying boxes and looking at the GTO helped pass the
time.

My new room looked out over the street. | had a perfect view
of my neighbor's garage and that GTO. | was supposed to be
setting up my room. Instead | was staring out the window.

Mom interrupted my daydreaming with a reminder to finish
my room. "Didn't | hear about plans for a car show? | would like
you to get your room done before then," Mom chuckled.

"Mom, that's not for another week yet!"
"I know, | know, but with all this daydreaming..."
"Dont worry, Mom, I'll get it done."

"If you say so," she laughed on her way out.



CHAPTER 2: THE CAR SHOW

| managed to get my room finished before the car show. And
yes, that was with plenty of daydreaming.

On the morning of the car show, breakfast seemed to take
forever. All | wanted to do was leave. Dad was taking forever.
Mom kept packing more stuff in the cooler for us.

"Please, can we leave now? Please!" | pleaded.
"Ok, Bud," Dad chuckled. "We're going."

We pulled up to the car show parking lot. Even some of the
cars in the parking lot were cool. | couldn't wait to see the show
cars.

That show was great! They had everything there! Old hot rods,
dragsters, hooked up street cars, and show cars. | could have
walked that place ten times and still not have been tired of it.



It was lunch time, so Dad and | headed for our car.

"Hey neighbor!" someone said. It was the GTO guy who lived
across the street from us. "Hi, I'm Don. | live right across the street
from you," he said. "This is my daughter, Ella. My wife Becky isn't
here. She doesn't really care for cars."

"Hi, I'm Peter. This is my son Zack.," Dad said. "My wife Jenn
usually comes along. But she is bent on getting everything
unpacked."

"Are you guys car buffs like us?" Don asked. "Ella's only five
and is already hooked on cars." Ella grinned widely, but sheepishly
hugged her dad's leg.

"l do like the shows," Dad said. "But Zack here can't get
enough of cars. We go to every car show in driving distance."

"l saw the GTO you're working on. Great car, and fast," | said.

"Thanks. It's a good car to get started with, because the parts
are so cheap. I'm trying to get done in time for a race coming up.
But I'm working by myself. | don't think I'll make it in time. | could
really use your help. If you're allowed?"

"Yeah! | would love to!" | said as fast as | could.
"Yeah. Thats fine with me," Dad said.

"Great, I'll be home from work at 4:00," Don said.

We had plenty of food to share. So we invited Don and Ella to
eat with us. They agreed to eat with us and we had a lot of fun.



The four of us spent the rest of the day together.



CHAPTER 3: BUILDING

| met Don after he got home from work the next day. The car
needed a lot of work. Ella played in front of the garage while we
worked. Don had a full roll cage installed inside. He also had the
plastic interior parts and the back seats out.

Don said we could only change certain things. It was part of
the rules for the racing series he liked. We started by unhooking
everything we were allowed to change on the engine. Every once
in a while, Ella would hand us tools we needed. We worked
nonstop for several hours. When we realized it was really late, we
called it quits for the night.

| went over to help again the following day. We started
installing the new engine parts. It was harder putting parts back
on than taking them off. At our speed, | could tell it would be
weeks of work. A lot of it I'd already read about before. | get more
than one car magazine in the mail.



Did | really need this hands on training?



CHAPTER 4: STRUGGLING

"Hey, Dad. Can we talk?"

"Yeah, of course, sit down, Bud. Whats on your mind?"
"This helping with the car thing. It's really hard work."
"You had to know it wouldn't be easy."

"Yeah, but, it's harder than | thought it would be. It's also not
my car. All this hard work, for free. Then never even getting to
drive it."

"The benefit of work, isn't always money. The time is worth the
experience. It's worth the friendship. Let's say Don wins the race
coming up. You could get a job working on cars out of it."

"Yeah. | guess you're right."

"Don't give up yet, Bud. Most people give up only steps away



from victory."
"Thanks, Dad. | guess I'll keep helping with the car."

"l think that's a wise choice, Bud, and you're welcome."



CHAPTER 5: CAN'T DRIVE

| kept going to help Don. He was a cool guy and a good
teacher. We were also getting to know one another while working.
One day, he told me something | didn't expect.

"Here is the most important thing | can tell you. Keep the
racing on the track. One of the worst mistakes | ever made was
street racing."

"Why, did something happen?" | asked impatiently.

"Yeah. | was eighteen. | raced every chance | got. One time |
was showing off and wrecked my car. It was a bad wreck. | almost
ended up in a wheelchair. The good part, is that no one else got
hurt. But, it's caused life-long problems for me."

"Like what?"

"Well, the main thing is pain. Pain every day. All day."



"You dont act like you're in pain."

"| take heavy pain meds every day. | would be stuck in bed
without them. This is my first car built since then. It's painful. But it
distracts me."

"Distracts you from what?"

"Becky and | had another child. She died. Her name was
Emma. It's almost been two years, but it still hurts."

"Oh. I'm sorry. | didn't know." | looked over at Ella. She was
playing jump rope at the edge of the garage.

"She was only three. She doesn't really remember. She knows
her sister is in heaven. But that's about it."

"That's why you work on the car every day?"

"Yeah. It's rough going through all this pain. Knowing | won't
even get torace it."

"What do you mean?" | asked, very puzzled.

"My wife said I'm not allowed to race again. She said she's too
afraid she'll lose me. I've been trying to find a driver, but it's hard.
Some drivers have a bad driving record. Some aren't aggressive
enough to place. That means their time wasn't fast enough to be
in the race..."

| couldn't help but drift off into thought. Could | be his driver?



CHAPTER 6: WONDERING CAN

1?

| was glued to the computer. | read and read. There were
dozens and dozens of different racing types. Each racing type had
different rules listed. There's so much information on the internet,
it's overwhelming. One article led to another and another. It was
just too much. | needed a break. But | started reading again and
that's when | found it.

NASCAR LOWERS DRIVING AGE FROM 16 to 15.

"YES! YES! WAHOOQ!" | couldnt help but shout aloud.

My mom came in to see what | was so excited about. | told her
about Don looking for a driver. So she helped me do some more
research. The allowable driving age depended on the group



running the race. Don wanted to enter the IMSA Continental Tire
Sports Car Challenge. IMSA stood for The International Motor
Sports Association. The IMSA didn't have a minimum age
requirement.

| would need to go to performance driving school. | would
need to pass a physical. You had to be in good enough shape to
handle long races. Then, | would need to file for membership in
the IMSA. The first race in the series would be at NJ Motorsports
Park.

First, | needed to figure out how to ask Don.



CHAPTER 7: NEAR MISS

We were getting close to being done with the car. Don still
hadn't found a driver. | wasn't sure how to start the conversation
with him. 'l know I'm only fifteen, but, can | be your driver?' That's
just not going to work. | think Don could tell | was distracted. But
he didn't say anything right away.

We were installing aftermarket racing gages, because they are
more accurate. Don was in the driver's seat. | was going back and
forth for tools we needed. Ella usually helped us with the tools.
But, she was distracted by a new ball. | stopped to watch her for a
second. Trying to think of what to say to Don.

"Everything ok, Zack?" Don asked. Just then, Ella's ball bounced
away from her into the street. She ran after it. A car was coming
down the street. They were going way too fast and weren't
looking.

"Ella! Stop!" | yelled. She didn't stop. | dropped the tool | was



holding and made a dash for her. | snatched her out of the car's
way just in time. The side view mirror just brushed my shirt. The
car didn't even stop. Don was right behind me. He grabbed me
and Ella, hugging us both tight. Becky had heard me yell Ella's
name and came running out.

Out of nowhere | had a camera crew in my face. "That was
incredible! What's your name young man?"



CHAPTER 8: CAUGHT ON FILM

"Kim Sutherland here, with Channel 8 News. We are live on the
scene with 15-year-old, Zack Wilton, whose daring rescue we
accidentally caught on film just moments ago. We were here doing
a piece on a historical landmark. What a double whammy. Talk
about us both being in the right place at the right time. How do
you feel about being a hero, Zack?"

"Great, | guess." | wasn't sure what to say. | didn't feel any
different than | did earlier.

"You just risked your life to save five-year-old Ella. Did you
think about it or was it just instinct?"

"l didn't really think about it. | just know how much she means
to her parents."”

"Well, a great job you did young man. For those of you just
joining us..."



My parents were standing with us now. They couldn't stop
grinning from ear to ear. Don and Becky couldn't stop hugging
Ella. After the camera crew was done, they all gave me big hugs.

"We can't thank you enough for what you did. Anything you
want, just name it and it's yours," Don said.

| knew exactly what | wanted to ask for. "l would like to be your
driver for the Continental Challenge."

"Well, we had better get that car done then. We need to get
you to driving school."



CHAPTER 9: 1 GET TO DRIVE

The next two weeks were hectic and exhausting. We had tons
to do in a short amount of time. | couldn't register until | passed
the performance driving school. We had a few tasks to complete
before that could happen. One, | needed the GTO finished for
driving school. Two, | had never driven before.

My dad borrowed a friend's car with a manual transmission.
We went to an empty parking lot almost every day. It was much
easier than | thought to drive stick shift. | had it down patin only a
few tries. | also had to do a few TV interviews about saving Ella.
But | did those during the day while Don was at work. The good
part was, the publicity helped us land some sponsors.

Don and | worked every day on the car. We had to make sure
it was running at peak performance.

It got done much quicker once Don called his friend Ezariah
Jackson. He liked to be called Ez. Ez owned a small race course in



the area, Jackson Raceway. Ez volunteered to be the crew chief for
crew Wilton. In no time, Ez had a pit crew helping us get ready. He
was also going to teach me the performance driving school.



CHAPTER 10: DRIVING
SCHOOL

The car was finished and ready to go on the track. Ez said we
would practice with starter cars first. Ez was in one car and |
followed behind him in another. He was giving me instructions
through a headset in my helmet. He was a great instructor and a
lot of fun. | really liked him.

He taught me how to slide around corners. He also taught me
how to pass. He said | learned quickly, so | switched to the lead.
Then he taught me how to keep someone from passing me. This
was really similar to the arcade simulator. The biggest difference
was feeling the G-force going around corners.

It was a three day course. | passed with a 98% on the written
test and 100% with driving. Ez jokingly said | could have passed
after only one day. We filed with the IMSA the same day. | just



barely made it. | got the second to last spot open for qualifying.



CHAPTER 11: QUALIFYING

It was qualifying day, and man was | nervous. Each driver got
two times around the track. Your best time determined your
placement. My hands were shaky, but | wasn't giving up, not for
anything. The spotters all checked in to make sure | could hear
them. They were around the course to tell me how | was doing. |
got out on the track and warmed up the tires. | took one lap
around before they started timing me.

Green flag was out. My time started as | crossed the
start/finish line. Don was at the start/finish line timing me as well.
After | crossed the start/finish line, | heard Don's voice in my
headset.

"Great job, Zack, but | know you can do better than that. Don't
be shy on the throttle, Buddy. Punch it on the straight-a-ways.
There's no one else out there to get in your way." Don's
encouragement really helped. | punched it hard on the straight-a-



ways and cut my time drastically.

Now, we had to wait. The others had to finish before we could
hear our placement. It seemed to take forever.

Finally, they were announcing everyone's placement. |
impatiently waited to hear them call my name.

"Zack Wilton, position 24, with 2:36.212."

"24th, Wahoo!" | shouted.

"Position 24! Hahaha, that's great!" Don shouted.

When they announced my position, the crowd cheered. | was
starting to get a large fan base. All the news interviews had drawn
people in.



CHAPTER 12: RACE DAY

The motorsports park was packed on the day of the race.
There were even some people in the stands holding signs with my
name on them. | started up the engine, to let it warm up. We
checked and rechecked everything on the car. We didn't want to
miss anything that might have loosened during qualifying.

All the race cars were lined up at the start/finish line. 43 cars
total were in the race. The cars were in rows of two. Except for the
last row, it only had one.

| suited up and got in the car. | was nervous, but | tried not to
show it for my mom's sake. | could tell she was already really
nervous for me.

Ez gave me a thumbs up. That meant | was all ready to go. The
announcer called out over the loudspeaker, "The race is about to
begin!"



All the crew members cleared the course. The flagman
stepped out into position. He held up the green flag. All the drivers
revved their engines.

The flagman pulled the green flag down, waving it in a figure
eight. The race had begun.



CHAPTER 13: THE RACE

The cars in the front started to go, one row at a time. It didn't
take long for it to be my turn to go. As soon as the cars in front of
me went, | took off. Suddenly, there was a crash two rows in front
of me. A driver must have missed a gear. Four cars wrecked,
including the car next to me and in front of me. | swerved, just
missing the wreck. | instantly went from the 24th spot to 20th.

This track had some great places to pass. Don and Ez had
given me some really good tips on passing. | also owned a lot of
racing games. Those were actually the only games | played.

In no time, | was moving up in the ranks. First lap, | jumped
two more spots forward. Two laps later, | jumped another and
another spot forward.

Before | knew it, | was in 4th place. | could hardly believe it. A
Mustang and Viper had taken each other out fighting over 1st and



2nd. Their crash bumped me into 4th.

The cars in front of me were really fast and aggressive. It was
practically impossible for me to move forward another spot.

"You're doing great, Zack," Don said in my headset. "Just keep
doing what you're doing, Bud." For the rest of the race the Porsche
team had 1st and 2nd, a BMW had 3rd, and | was in 4th.

"Two more laps to go, Bud," Don said. In no time, | was passing
the white flag. Last lap.

"Zack, | think the Mustang is trying to retake second. He is
aggressively pushing his way forward," one of my spotters
squawked in through my headset. "He's already clipped two cars
and is only one car behind you now."

"Just let him pass you," Don said. "One spot in the first race
isn't worth losing the car over."

The Mustang passed the car behind me. Immediately, he was
right on my tail.



CHAPTER 14: THE WRECK

| slowed and moved to the side, letting the Mustang pass. He
zoomed past me and bullied his way past the BMW in 3rd. He tried
to push past the Porsche in 2nd as well.

The Porsche pushed back. The two cars spun out, taking the
BMW in 3rd place with them. | swerved and missed getting caught



in the wreck. Now | was in 2nd. | was only a turn from the last
straight-a-way. | shot out of the curve into the straight-a-way and
stomped the accelerator. The Porsche was too fast, | just couldn't
pass it. The checkered flag was out. | took second.

Even though | only took second, the crowd was screaming my
name. After the awards ceremony, we had a big celebration at the
Wilton tent.

The TV news reporters and fans all came to the tent.

The first question | was asked was from Kim Sutherland, "How
does it feel to go from hero to racer?"

That one | knew the answer to right away, "It feels good. Really
good."



AFTER

Don left his office job and went into racing. He is now a top
paid advisor in the motorsports field. Zack went on to win the
championship as the overall points leader. He is now driving for
more than one style of racing.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

"l was once a struggling reader, just like you. | had neurological
damage after having an allergic reaction. It took me years and
years of hard work and never giving up, for me to be where | am
today. Keep pushing on, no matter how hard it is, and you will be
able to accomplish anything."

~Matthias Southwick
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