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Racing Hearts

Good Sports, Book Two

Alex Winters


Chapter One

RILEY

“The hell?”

Riley Hunter did a quick stutter-step onto the sidewalk, used to having the whole of her big, wide suburban street to herself at this admittedly ungodly hour. Instead, she was suddenly sharing it with a rattletrap pickup truck in some sickly shade of mustard yellow, the crooked bumper covered in a hodgepodge tapestry of faded Northern Carolina State bumper stickers, as it grumbled by at an almost luxurious pace.

Riley took a break from glaring at the ramshackle bumper, afraid it might fall off in the middle of the street, and glanced up at the sky, familiar shades of orange, blue, and black as her morning run straddled the last of nightfall and the beginning of daybreak.

The truck’s brake lights faded around the corner as it wound clumsily along toward the cul-de-sac at the end of Sycamore Street. Riley shook it off and slipped back from the sidewalk onto the blacktop, pink-and-white running shoes finding familiar footing as she wound down her morning jog, savoring the cool dawn air as it washed over her sweaty body.

In the vague distance, the truck’s engine still hummed, the only sound for miles as the sleepy little town of Jasper, North Carolina slumbered through the last of the night, hours away from waking. It was what made her morning runs so appealing, despite the ungodly hour: an entire town, quiet and sleepy, all to herself.

Not that little Jasper was ever quite bustling or hectic to begin with, but there was something to be said about the solitude of an early morning run, the peace and quiet of empty streets, hers for the taking. Winking stoplights glowing just for her, no traffic jams or waiting at crosswalks, no barking dogs or passing school buses; nothing but her, the road beneath her feet, and the familiar sights, sounds, and even smells of her tiny hometown.

Most mornings, anyway. But this morning, she was sharing her long, meandering street with a noisy, rusty, unfamiliar interloper. Some college kid delivering papers, perhaps? Or some burned-out frat partier heading home after a rowdy kegger, heading off to bed as her day was newly beginning? Riley wasn’t curious, per se, just ticked off that the best part of her run, the quiet, slow, leisurely cool-off down the last of her street, had been ruined by some rattletrap junk heap at the ass crack of dawn.

“Chill, Riley,” she told herself, musing quietly with the last of her breath. “You sound like Old Mrs. Johnson when you and Piper used to drag your asses home after some high school party!”

Thus, she rounded the corner that led to her house, finding the piss-yellow truck parked crookedly in front of Piper’s old house. As she watched, transfixed, the driver’s side door opened and none other than her old teammate, and first lady crush, unfolded from the seat, one velvety-smooth, irresistible inch at a time.

“Speak of the devil,” Riley murmured, heart racing as she padded closer to the house at the end of the street, legs suddenly as unsteady as her trembling knees.


Chapter Two

PIPER

“You still do that shit?”

Piper McPhee stood at the back of her truck, admiring the sleek curves of her old track teammate, stretching leisurely at the curb.

“What shit?” Riley huffed, vaguely out of breath as sweat drizzled along her stretching limbs, provocative and comely as the first rays of dawn caressed her smooth, olive complected skin.

Piper reached for the crumpled pack of smokes in her beach hoodie pocket. “Run every morning,” she explained, waving a freshly tamped-out cigarette in her general direction.

Riley stood, body glistening in the provocative dawn light, skin radiant—and plenty of it. Her sports bra was drenched in sweat, as was the waistband of her sheer pink jogging shorts. The only other clothes Riley wore were a pair of lowcut socks and, of course, the best running shoes money could buy. She winced as if she could already smell the smoke wafting from between Piper’s lips. “You still do that shit?”

“What shit?” Piper teased as a ribbon of smoke slithered through each nostril and up from between her crooked, almost leering smile.

Riley smirked and inched closer, face aglow with endorphins and eyes smoky with mystery. “Poison your lungs, that’s what shit,” she huffed, reaching for the cigarette.

Piper assumed she’d toss it to the ground and stamp it out beneath the ribbed, rubber tread of her $280 sneakers but, instead, Riley slid it between her ripe, full lips and took a long, leisurely drag.

Piper leaned back against the truck bed, admiring the sexy trail of smoke that slid from between those same sultry lips. Riley handed it back. “Damn, that’s good,” she said, eyelids fluttering in sheer nicotine ecstasy like spinning numbers in a racing slot machine.

Piper chuckled through another drag. “When’s the last time you smoked, Cool Breeze?”

“When’s the last time I saw you, Piper?”

Piper didn’t have to struggle to remember the occasion. “Sophie Tucker’s graduation party.”

Riley frowned. “So…three years then?”

“Almost four,” Piper corrected her, offering the cheap cigarette she’d picked up at a gas station off the interstate less than two hours earlier. She watched as her old friend did the mental math, waiting for the inevitable callout.

“Hmm,” Riley observed knowingly, her smoky brown eyes searching out Piper’s as they lingered near the back of the truck. “It’s too late to be home for spring break, and a few months early for graduation, so…what gives?”

Piper sagged with the weight of her decision, the old truck shifting behind her. “Do you want the whole truth?” she asked, dropping the last of her cigarette to the driveway and tamping it out herself. “Or the sanitized version I’m going to give my mom when she wakes up and finds me sitting in the kitchen, having my eighth cup of coffee of the morning?”

“The whole truth, duh.” Riley’s face was dotted with concern, making Piper feel bad for disturbing her old friend’s morning run. She knew how much those meant to Riley growing up.

“So, I…actually didn’t go to school this semester.”

“What? Why not?”

“I don’t really know, Riley. I just…didn’t want to.”

Riley nodded as if she understood, even as she began her predictably thorough interrogation. “All of a sudden? But your scholarship—”

“Shit, honey, I screwed that up sophomore year. I’ve been paying for school myself ever since.”

Riley gave her the vaguely judgmental, quietly concerned look she’d been dreading ever since deciding to drive home in the middle of the night the day before. Her lease was up, her bags were packed, her roommates were tired of her sleeping on the couch, it was time. She just wished she’d left a little sooner to avoid a predawn reunion with the one girl that got away. “I…I had no idea, Piper.”

“Well, how could you? We kind of left on not the best of terms, so…”

Riley grew indignant. Piper grew defensive. It was too early for this kind of thing, too soon, too much, too fast, yet somehow not even close to enough. Their voices mingled in the rising sun, hushed as if to match the dulcet tones of a small-town Carolina morning in the stilted air of May.

“I mean—”

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s just—”

“No, I get it, still—”

“Sure, of course, but—”

Riley’s voice struggled to have the last word. “It’s just…friends fade away, don’t they? Eventually? After a while. I mean, I don’t keep in touch with most of the kids we graduated with, do you?”

Piper wanted another cigarette so badly she could taste the acrid burn deep down in her lungs but resisted the urge. She’d always been the bad girl to Riley’s goody two-shoes, responsible, stuck-up little self, and the last thing she wanted now, upon seeing her old friend for the first time in years, was to add chain-smoking, scholarship-losing, couch-surfing, college dropout to the list.

“I’m not blaming you, Riley. I…I got all caught up in college athletics that first year, and after that, it was hard to pick up the pieces and remember I even had a life back here, you know?”

Riley nodded, glancing slightly away at her own house, further on up Sycamore Street. Her voice was oddly sentimental as she muttered, just above a whisper, “I hope you didn’t forget all about your life back here, Piper.”

Their eyes met in the shimmering new dawn, Piper nodding gently as she struggled to contain the feelings bubbling straight to the surface. She’d hoped, with nearly four years’ distance, she could have put some of those old longings to bed. Instead, they came back, harder, faster, more powerful than ever.

And all it took was one sultry glance from her high school crush. “Not all of it, Riley. No. The only thing I regretted leaving behind was you.”

Riley brightened. Or perhaps it was the sun, glinting off her smooth shoulders, stinging her eyes as her lean, sweaty body cooled in the balmy Carolina breeze. “Funny,” she sighed, inching gently away as if she’d already said too much. “The only person I wanted to stick around was you.”

Piper chuckled, shifting her weight from the rear of the truck and snatching her duffel from the back. “Lucky you then,” she said with a smirk as they stood, inches apart but miles away.


Chapter Three

RILEY

“Why so gloomy, Riles?”

Riley glanced up from a property listing she was midway through updating and peered into the face of her boss, Shirley Renaissance. She had to blink a few times to focus on the person across from her desk, wondering when she’d managed to slip into her office without being noticed.

“Am I?” Riley asked, wiping the blur from her eyes and peering out from behind her sleek computer monitor for the first time all day.

Shirley wrinkled her ebony nose, straightened her sleek red glasses, and nodded perfunctorily. “Maybe not gloomy, per se,” she said in her stiff, efficient southern accent, the perfect complement to her tailored red suit and matching manicured nails. “But you’re definitely not the perky social media manager who normally bounds in here six days a week, updating us all on your viewing trends from the night before.”

Riley stifled a blush and forced a dry, humorless chuckle. “Sorry, I ran into an old friend this morning, that’s all.”

Shirley made a dramatically surprised face. “You? Have? Friends?”

While she ran the offices of Renaissance Realty with an iron fist, Shirley also made time to familiarize herself with the lives of her fellow realtors and even employees, humble as they might have been in Riley’s case. She’d started working for Shirley the summer after graduating high school, needing something flexible but that paid well so she could have time off to care for her grandfather at a moment’s notice.

Shirley had needed someone to manage her new social media development and figured someone fresh out of high school would be just the right fit for maximizing all the latest trends, sites, keywords, and hashtags. Riley hadn’t had the heart to tell her future boss that she was so busy caregiving for her elderly grandfather she barely had time to take a selfie, let alone post one, but still got the job almost sight unseen.

Since then, she’d worked her way steadily up the ladder to have her own office and a new title—Social Showcase Coordinator—with a whole new host of responsibilities, such as the one she was currently supporting when Shirley had all but snuck up on her: updating the daily fluctuations in price, availability, and amenities of Renaissance Realty’s new Property Management division.

“Had friends,” Riley corrected her. “As in, once upon a very long time ago…”

“Oh, come on,” Shirley tut-tutted, shifting her generous weight in the rarely used chair across from Riley’s desk. “It’s only been a few years since you graduated, right?”
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