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Content Warnings




Clutch Start is a light romantic comedy, however the characters experience past and present traumas. 

If any of the below are triggers for you, please stop reading. 

Your mental health matters to me.


	Dealing with and discussions regarding a sibling death (suicide, grief, depression)


	Discussions of highly critical, negative family members


	Discussions of divorce, mutually accepted (no cheating, widowed)


	Open door, graphically explicit sex scenes


	Alcohol consumption





Depression looks different person-to-person, so while there is not a singular representation, this book takes my personal experiences into consideration as the mental health representation.

Please know that you matter and while you may not want to reach out to friends or family, if you need that extra support, the below organisations are available to help.

Australia

Black Dog

LifeLine Australia – 13 11 14

13YARN – 13 92 76

Beyond Blue – 1300 224 636

International

LifeLine International - https://lifeline-international.com/








  
  
Championship Schedule




Outlined on the next page is Love on the Limit’s fictitious motorcycle championship schedule.

Each month holds two races at the same track.

Not all of these tracks in Australia facilitate motorcycle racing anymore, but creative license and ambitious storytelling took over logic and practicality.

However, these are wonderful tracks in their own right, where still operating.



Notes: Paddock is mentioned throughout this story. Paddock is referencing the workplace environment encompassing the pit boxes, tracks, people and teams as an overarching term.

Where there is a month and location on top of a chapter, this is the location for the subsequent chapters until a new month and location is listed.




      [image: ]Championship Schedule

First half of season

February: Pre-season testing, Philip Island, Victoria

March: Philip Island, Victoria

April: Adelaide International Raceway, South Australia

May: The Bend, South Australia

June: One Raceway, New South Wales

July: Mid-season break/testing



Second half of season

August: Mount Panorama Motor Racing Circuit, New South Wales

September: Sydney Motorsport Park, New South Wales

October: Queensland Raceway, Queensland

November: End of season testing: Queensland Raceway, Queensland

December – January: Championship break








  
  
Dedication






This book is dedicated to those out there who have more bad days than good.


Who put up walls and say you're fine because it's easier.


I see you.


You matter. People love you.


Even when it feels like those are unbelievable things.


We don't have to silently struggle anymore.
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1

Riley


February – Preseason Testing – Philip Island, VIC





It’s the new season, and I am ready. Last season was an intense and fierce battle until the very last race. My best mate, Javi Cordova, walked away with the championship and hand-in-hand with the woman of his dreams. It was all sweet and wonderful, and Sophia has fit in well with the rest of the crew. 

Plans of long days spent at the MudPit motocross tracks over the season break were unexpectantly cut when my parents called to tell me the news that my sister, Kiara, had taken her life. This sent a shockwave through my family, and I raced back home to be with them.

I was touched when the whole crew, my team owner, Koby Hartley, and a few other team owners came to pay their respects at Kiara’s funeral. She used to hang out in my pit box through the last few seasons, so they knew her well.

The crew helped by reaching out and keeping me involved in group chats while I was spending time with my parents back on our farm in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales. I was grateful for their regular check ins.

Updates from Fleur revealed she's been happy there's another woman around to dial down the boy hijinks and bottom of the barrel humour. But she can’t stop this happening all together.

I arranged for a late start on the first day back on track. My parents came to spend a few days with me while I geared up for the start of the season, and we wanted to spend as much time together as possible as they get incredibly busy on the farm and live far away from all but one of the tracks. So, I wouldn’t be seeing them for a few months. 

We sit around the hotel’s restaurant before they head to the airport.

“Are you sure you have time for breakfast with us, dear? We don’t want to keep you for your first day back on track.” Mum worries as we sit down, looking at the menus.

“It’s ok, Mum. Koby said to take the whole day, if I wanted,” I reassured her. Koby values family and understood our situation. A stand-up team owner.

“As long as you won’t be in trouble for being late,” Mum replies. I feel like she thinks this is like an office job, where I have an unreasonable boss who clock watches and has a mountain of paperwork for me to do. My parents love that I can do something I love and am passionate about, but they don’t completely get it. They have spent minimal time in the pit boxes, only because they don’t understand or want to get in the way. So they support me from afar. They always turned up and were in the crowds when I raced Nationals, but that was the extent of what they could grasp of it. My sister, Kiara, on the other hand, loved being in the pits with me, parking herself next to me whenever she could. She really enjoyed herself here.

“Do you have an idea on when you’ll have a free weekend to come back home?” Dad interrupts my thoughts.

“Nah, I might know today when we get the racing schedules and if there are any changes. I will let you know as soon as I do, so we can plan,” I reply as a server arrives to take our order.

Breakfast was nice and made me feel sad that my parents don’t live close enough to see on my off-weekends. I’ll have to call them more this season. They give me long hugs as they get into a cab for the airport, refusing my offer to ride with them, saying I was late enough because of them.

Taking the next cab in the cab rank, I head to the track to get this season started.








  
  

2

Mabel





Oh, my FUCKING goodness, it’s my first fucking day and I am late. Everything is going wrong, and I can’t catch a break. I was staying with my parents before coming here, and it fucked with my entire schedule and rhythm. I shouldn’t have stayed with them, but they guilted me into it, saying because I’ll be away so much this year with this new job, I need to put the time in with them before I went away. Fat load of good that was. They nitpicked and badgered me to no end. I should have just left, but that would have caused a scene. Instead, I am paying the price and running so fucking late. I opted to skip dropping my luggage at the hotel and head straight to meet with my new boss, Rayna Ellsworth, at the track and get the first day going. I’ll check in at the hotel at the end of the day.

The track is in view as the cab drives along the road leading to the entry, and I reach for my luggage by my feet. My phone died as I left the airport and, since I treated myself to some new luggage that had a charging port, I hooked my phone up for the cab ride. Unzipping the section my phone is charging in, I lift it up and…it’s dead. My eyes grow wide as I run the smooth cord through my fingers and notice the zipper of my suitcase has chewed it up. Shit, shit, shit, SHIT!! How am I meant to find Rayna?! I am not familiar with the track, and all my security clearance documents for the track are on my phone. Arrgghhhh, ffuuuccckkkkkk! My head falls backwards, hitting the headrest.

Reaching the track entry gates, I scout around in my carry-on for money to pay the cab driver. I’ll deal with one thing at a time. Pay the driver, done. Getting by track security will be the next task.

I make my way to the entry, and the security guard is already looking at me suspiciously.

“Hello,” I warmly open with. Let’s get my likeable PR side out. “I’m starting with Infraction32 today, and my phone has died. Any chance Rayna Ellsworth can be reached for me, please?” I put on my best smile, resting my hand on the top of my luggage, stopping it from rolling away.

“Name?” the security guard asks gruffly. Like he has heard this all too often.

“Mabel Bowman. I’m the team’s new PR Director.”

“Give me a moment,” he replies. He turns away and puts some distance between us so he can talk in his earpiece, out of my earshot. I don’t care what he says, just get me in there.

Exasperated, I exhale and look around. It’s pretty quiet outside. You wouldn’t think there were people inside the track working. Guess I am late. I can't see anyone else outside going through the gates. Another cab pulls up and a cute guy rolls out. Sweeping his blonde hair up and out of his face, he smiles at me with a wide grin that could melt panties off and walks towards me. 

“Hey, Jerome on a break?” he asks as he looks around for Jerome, whoever that is. He catches the eyes of the security guard, and they exchange nods as Jerome, as it would seem, is still on his earpiece. Allegedly.

“You’re new?” the cute guy asks, side-eyeing me, trying to work things out.

“Yeah, first day today,” I reply. I won’t completely dismiss him. He might be in my team.

“Ohhhh! Are you the new PR Director with Infraction32?” he asks as he snaps his fingers.

“Yes! Are you in the team?” I ask.

“Nah, but that’s my best mate’s team, Javi. Sorry, you’ll see a lot of me. I like hassling him.” He winks at me. “Hang on, you’re late!” He picks up on the time problem I’m having and checks the time.

“I am! And my phone’s dead, so I can’t ring Rayna or pull up any of the paperwork she sent me to give to security. He said to give him a moment to sort it out, but I think he’s just biding time, hoping I’ll give up and go away.” I look back at the cute guy, who suddenly holds his phone up, getting us both in the frame as it rings.

Rayna picks up the phone call. “Hi, Riley. And Mabel! Where are you two?” Rayna and I have video called a few times during the recruitment process, so she recognises me on the screen.

“Hey, Rayna, Mabel’s having a crap start to the morning. Obviously, she’s late, but her phone is dead, and she can’t get through Jerome. You know how much of a stickler he is,” Riley answers.

“Ah, no problem. Is Jerome close? Flip me around and I’ll clear Mabel with him,” Rayna offers.

Riley turns the phone around to Jerome and calls him over.

Rayna and Jerome chat, and she approves my clearance into the track. She then asks if I want her to come collect me. Riley answers, “You stay put, Rayna. I’ll bring Mabel to you.”

“Thanks, Riley. See you soon, Mabel,” Rayna says, and the screen goes black.

“Thanks for your help,” I offer as we walk deeper into the track, Riley guiding the way.

“No problem. Looks like you needed a helping hand.” He extends his hand to me. “Riley Fortuna. Rider for Ghostly Flux.”

“Mabel Bowman. PR Director for Infraction32.” I grip his hand in return.
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Mabel





Reaching the pit box for Infraction32, Riley glides through with me in tow, throwing intros out as we walk. “That’s Sophia, that’s Dave, that’s Micah, that’s Javi. Now, don’t listen to anything Javi says about me. All fabrications,” he comments, and then directs me to give him my luggage as he rolls it towards the back of the pit. 

“No point taking that up the stairs to Rayna’s office,” he remarks before navigating up the narrow stairs that lead to an office on top of the pit box. 

“Knock, knock, Rayna! I come bearing one new PR Director,” he says, waving his hands in front of me as he presents me to Rayna.

“Thank you, Riley!” Rayna gets up and throws her hands around him in a hug. “Plenty of time spent with the family?”

“Yes, thanks. How about you?” Riley asks, returns the hug.

“Fabulous.” She pulls away from Riley. “Sitting on the beach, flipping between books and sponsor calls. Living the dream!” She smiles, squeezing his shoulder.

“No rest for the almighty Rayna,” Riley teases, but something in his voice tells me it’s not a joke. “Glad you got some relaxation in there. I’ll catch you both around. Have a good first day.” He directs his last statement to me.

“Thank you,” I sing out again, and he answers with a wink and a smile as he squishes past me to get down the stairs, where I heard a distant, “Yooooo, Javvviiii!”

“Mabel! I am so happy you're here. Sorry you had such a rough morning,” Rayna extends her sympathy as she places her hand to rub my back, ushering me into her office and to a chair near her desk. The office is compact and understated. A small desk is pushed against a wall with just enough real estate for a laptop. A spare chair is backed against the wall, so when someone sits on it, they and Rayna can still maintain eye contact while Rayna is on the laptop. For being above a pit box, the smell is floral and pleasant.

“Sorry I'm late. I can’t believe this morning. My charger got chewed up, so my phone is dead. My flight was delayed, so I came straight here from the airport instead of the hotel. But it won’t happen again,” I fumble out.

She looks at me with kind eyes. “Please don’t stress. These things happen. First days are already stressful. Don’t put that extra pressure on yourself.”

Her words settle my nerves a little. “Thank you.”

Rayna reaches for a plastic box on the floor near her feet, placing it on the desk in front of her and pulls out a few cables. “Which one matches your phone?” she asks, presenting the different chargers for me.

I grab the one that will charge my phone. “That’s the one. Thanks, I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”

Rayna waves me off. “Keep it. I got heaps of them. Everyone forgets chargers in the hotels, or they get destroyed in the pit. You know where they are if you need another one.” She shakes the box to highlight which one it is and places it back on the floor.

“Before we head down to meet everyone, are there any questions you have about your role? I am hoping our expectations and goals are clear?”

“No questions. I'm pretty clear on expectations and what I need to do. It's similar to previous roles, just slightly different content. Two-wheels instead of four and not as much dust and dirt. That's what I am most excited about. I want to challenge myself,” I reply.

“Well, I loved the PR season campaigns you did with the Azure Illume team over the last few years. I’m happy you had the courage to branch out and give us a go.” She smiles at me. “Okay, let’s go downstairs and get you introduced. Then, I’ll get you up to speed with some of the top line promo events happening the next few weeks before the races start,” Rayna says as she stands up. I follow as she leads me down to the pit box.

I'm introduced to the entire team, and Rayna makes a speech to mark the start of the season. We're mingling with the team when she gets tied up on the phone and asks me to give her a minute. I look for my phone to plug into my luggage and get it charging.

“Ohh, I was tempted by that luggage,” a voice says from behind me, scaring the crap out of me. I turn around and see Sophia Everett, Infraction32’s Technical Director. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to creep up behind you!” She raises her hands up in surrender, taking a step back. Her blonde hair sweeps around in her high ponytail.

“No, all good. It has been a morning,” I palm off.

“I'm going to pop over to the hospitality tent for a cuppa. Did you want to come with me to see where it is? We’ll walk by Rayna. She’ll be on the phone for a while,” Sophia offers.

“Coffee sounds wonderful.”

We head out the back of the pit and Rayna still has her phone to her ear, pacing up and down the back of the pits. “She does this often. If you ever need to find her, this is the first place you look. Loves getting her steps in while on the phone.” 

I nod in reply. Sophia comically mimes a drink gesture to Rayna, who silently laughs but shakes her head ‘no’ and waves a ‘thank you’.

Sophia shows me to the hospitality tent. It's a huge tent that gets packed down and travels with the teams across the country to provide on-track catering needs for the teams. The food is a mix between freshly made food in bain-maries to pre-made salads and sandwiches in packages for those more time-poor team members. But, most importantly, coffee. There's a barista on hand, ready for coffee orders. Sophia and I order one, pick up some fruit and take a seat.

“What's your first impression of Infraction32?” Sophia asks, breaking open her mandarin.

“Good, so far. I really like Rayna. Is she always this nice, or is it just because it’s my first day?” Rayna gives off genuine caring vibes, and it’s abundantly clear that everyone loves and respects her after being in the pit box for only an hour.

“Yeah, she is the Paddock Mum. She will be there to support you forever. So never worry if you need her help with anything. She’ll always be there for you,” Sophia offers.

We discuss my background with Azure Illume and my motivation to go from rally racing PR to motorcycle racing PR while we drink coffee.

Sophia’s phone buzzes aggressively on the table, prompting her to pick it up and check it. “I have to head back to the pit. I’m sure Rayna is still on the phone if you wanted to stay here, or you can come sit in the pit and watch what’s happening.”

“Yeah, I’ll sit in. Might as well start getting a feel for it.”

Sophia sets me up sitting next to her while she points out the operations the team are conducting. Today is the first day back; which means testing some new mechanical improvements for the bike they worked on during last year’s end of season testing. 

During any given testing, Javi takes the bike out, gets a few laps in, comes back, and reports what he feels in the bike, like some gypsy. Then they somehow understand the witchcraft, make adjustments on the bike parts and the onboard computer, and he heads out again. 

A typical race weekend is full of media interviews, promo commitments, fans, time trials, and racing, racing, racing.

Rayna comes back in, exasperated after her call. “I’m sorry, Mabel. That call normally never takes that long. Let’s finish up talking about the promo events and that should take us to knock-off time.”

“Sounds great. Thanks, Sophia!” I call out as I jump off the stool sitting next to her, throwing her a smile as I trail off after Rayna up to her office.


      [image: ]My mind is boggled after a few hours with Rayna sharing everything I need to do before the official start of the season, and her outline for the year. 

And the season! I knew this would be intense, but wow. Fourteen race weekends over the course of a seven-month season, two races per weekend, and two and a half months of testing split up by one month at the start, two weeks in the middle, and one month at the end of each season. 

To limit unnecessary travel to and from tracks between race weekends, racing is held at seven different tracks. Each track hosts two race weekends with a week’s break in between—depending on how far the distance is to the next track, and if it needs some more time to get the truck convoy there and equipment unpacked. Guess I didn’t really think about the logistics of the sport travelling up and down the east and south coasts of Australia. Teams all travel together and stay at hotels close by the tracks. Those who want to head home when they are near their homes are free to do so. This is why my parents were so relentless for me to stay with them leading up to the first day. Break is two months at the end of the season and a fortnight in the middle of the season, and would put me too far away for an easy visit with them.

“Okay, have I completely melted your brain on the first day?” Rayna jokes as we pack up our things in her office to head to the hotel.

I laugh. “A little, but it’s ok. I'm sure I'll be fine after a night’s rest. Boy, I am looking forward to a shower, rot my brain with some TV, and hit the pillow!”

“Brilliant. Shuttle bus picks everyone up at the hotel by 9:00 a.m., other than that,” she looks at her watch, “it’s 5:00 p.m. It’s knock-off time! Shuttle should be waiting for us at the gate,” she ends with a warm smile.

I sit next to Sophia, and she gives me a quick rundown of what she’ll be doing when she gets to the hotel. 

“Hot date with my laptop analysing aerodynamic data.” She laughs.

“I am so looking forward to checking into the hotel and checking out until the morning!” I exclaim.

“I’m sure Rayna info dumped you today.”

“Yeah, it’s okay. I’m used to the high-pace environment with Azure Illume, but this is going to be on a different level, which is exactly what I wanted,” I reply.

“You’ll get into the swing of it in no time,” Sophia offers with a smile.

Piling out of the shuttle bus, I wheel my luggage up to the front counter to check in.

“I’m sorry, we don’t have a record of your reservation,” the front desk clerk says softly.

Fucking great. I pull out my phone and pull up the reservation confirmation Rayna forwarded to me. Reciting my confirmation number, the clerk checks and says there are no records.

About to hit Rayna’s number from my phone, I see her dark brown hair heading towards the hotel’s restaurant.

“One moment, let me get the boss.” I raise a finger at the clerk and run over to Rayna.

“Rayna! I’m so sorry, but the front desk doesn’t have my room reservation. I gave her the confirmation number you sent through, but it didn’t match for them.”

Rayna is instantly concerned. “Let’s sort this out.” She heads straight to the front desk, tapping furiously on her phone with me straggling behind her, steering this damn luggage around the slick hotel foyer floor.

The hotel contains a large amount of the teams at the moment, so all rooms are occupied. There’s nothing reception can do. Rayna is on her phone, working on alternatives when Riley comes through the foyer doors with some other people in similar colour clothes to him, assuming they're part of his team. He smiles widely at me.

“Hello again! How was your first day?” he asks as he reaches me.

“It was good, but could have ended better. The hotel must have missed my booking confirmation,” I reply.

Rayna lifts her face up from her phone. “I’m checking through the team’s rooms to see if anyone has a double room you can share with. Sophia and Javi might.” Her hand is raised in a flurry along with a lifted eyebrow.

That might be a little awkward!

An older man approaches Riley’s side, smiling at me and Rayna.

“Koby! Any chance you have any spare rooms amongst your team no one has checked in as yet?” Rayna directs to the older man, Koby. He pulls out his phone to check.

Riley offers, “I got a two-bedroom room. My parents were staying with me for a few days before they went home, if you wanted to take the other room? No one is staying there now.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, wary. How is someone so nice to someone they just met?

“Yeah, it’s just sitting there. We can get house-keeping to change the sheets. Makes sense, then you aren’t couch surfing,” Riley replies.

“Sure, that sounds good. Thank you!” I manage. “Guess I'm sorted, Rayna.”

Rayna nods, then turns to the clerk. “Can we please get housekeeping to room…” She looks over at Riley.

“Room 845,” Riley provides.

“Absolutely,” the clerk replies, then gets straight on the phone.

“Thanks, Riley,” Rayna offers. “Are you all good, Mabel? Need anything else?” She places a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m okay. Thanks, Rayna,” I reply. She smiles and heads back to the restaurant with Koby following as they talk between themselves.

The clerk passes me a room key and informs that housekeeping will be up to my room straight away.

Riley and I head up to the room on the 8th floor, and all I want to do is hit the shower after such a horrendous day. But instead I ask, “Koby is in your team?”

“Koby IS the team! He’s the team owner. He’s my Rayna. Actually, they used to have a team together with Rayna’s husband about twenty years ago, but Koby started his own team. Restaurant or room service?” Riley asks as I finish looking around the hotel room. There’s two bedrooms on opposite sides of the lounge area, with a dining table separating the area from the kitchen and a wonderful view of rolling mountains near the beach.

“I am so down for room service. I'm having a shower and not leaving until we have to tomorrow morning!” Responding as I wheel my luggage into my room.

There’s a knock at the door, and Riley opens it for housekeeping to come in and change over my bed linens—which is done in record time—while I peruse the room service menu.

“I’ll order, and you go have a shower; it should be here by the time you're done,” Riley offers, and I agree by giving him my order. Fried chicken burger is the perfect dinner after a day like today.

As predicted, our meals are delivered to the room by the time I'm out of the shower and dressed.

Riley and I sit at the lounge to eat.

“They sent up some complementary beers, if you drink?” Riley asks.

“Sure, shoot one over. Take the edge off this hell of a day,” I sigh out while I begin to inhale my burger.

“Shitty things aside, did you enjoy the first day with Infraction32?” Riley asks, opening and handing me one of the beers.

“Oh yeah, loved it. I am so excited to get started and organising my workload,” I reply, taking a long sip. “How did your first day go with your team? What was it again? Ghost Rhino?”

“That’s a terrifying image,” Riley says, laughing. “Ghostly Flux.”

I join him in laughing, holding a hand up in surrender. “It’s been a long day and Rayna really did melt my brain today.”

“Well, don’t feel you need to stick around after dinner if you wanted to get to sleep. I was just going to tune out watching TV, but I can do that in my room, so it’s not heaps noisy here,” Riley offers, starting on his cheeseburger.

“Once I am out, I will be out. You do what you normally do. I am taking up your space,” I reply between shoving chips in my mouth.

Riley and I continue to chat about our first days as we finish our meals. He makes the space open and comfortable with his light-heartedness and easy-going nature.

If everyone is as nice and welcoming as Riley, I am going to love it here.
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Exhaling as I slowly drag out my last rep, my arms shaky and noodley, I hit the bottom mark and am relieved to rack the weights. The crew are all here at the Training Facility site. 

Fleur steps up to the weight rack and replaces the dumbbells she was using with a puff. “Hamish, this workout is brutal. I love it!” She nods to our trainer, Hamish, as he supervises Cole’s set.

“Don’t encourage him! I only just got through it,” I sputter out.

She squints her eyes and looks me up and down. “You look like a grownup, but you are still just a cream puff.”

Javi’s burst of laughter erupts while he’s mid-rep, and he all but drops his weights.

Patting my stomach, I say in mock-offense, “Ham, Fleur is saying your routines aren’t making me buff like her.”

“If you put as much effort into my routines as you do running your mouth, you’d be jacked,” Hamish throws out.

I pout as Javi adds, “Just drop it, hotshot. You’re not going to win.”

Shaking off their playful ribbing with a wide smile back and a gentle tap on Fleur’s shoulder, I grab my towel and move over to a treadmill with Javi and Fleur.

“What’s everyone up to after this?” Fleur asks as she, insanely, cools down with a run.

“Sophia wants to get some lunch with Dave and Nikki,” Javi answers.

“What about you, Fleur?” I ask.

“I have someone coming in to fix the spa out the back of the property,” she replies, never breaking her stride.

“How about you, Riley?” Javi continues.

“Not sure. Mabel is working in the hotel room. I don’t want to get into her space while she's working,” I reply.

Javi pipes up, “She’s been doing a great job the last few weeks. Feels like she’s always been part of the team.”

“Sophia has been saying the same thing,” Fleur adds.

“If she can put up with your crap, she must be a keeper,” Cole puffs as he comes over to us on the treadmills, grateful Hamish has taken a phone call.

Finishing up our session, we part ways with Fleur and Cole as she offers to drive him back to the track where his motorhome is parked. Javi and I split a cab back to the hotel in the other direction. 

“Oh hey, can we stop off and grab some food?” I query. “I want to take it back to the hotel.” 

“Yeah, sure. Pizza?”

“I could go for that.”

We give the cabbie new directions.

“How have things been going?” Javi asks, concerned.

“Actually okay. Like, there are hard days. But it needs time, right? Kobs sent through some therapist names, but I don’t think I'm ready to talk to a stranger about it all yet.”

“It’s not too much having Mabel with you? Sophia mentioned now that Mabel has gotten to know her more, she was happy to swap around so the girls were in a double room together. If you needed the space, that is. We could work out a room swap.”

“I appreciate the thought from both of you, but I’ve actually been enjoying Mabel sharing the hotel room with me during this time. I was worried it would feel too soon to share my space, but it’s been fun getting to know her and helping when she has questions while working on her PR schedules.”

Exiting out of the cab when we reach the pizza shop, we walk up to the packed restaurant.

“I'm going to pop over to the supermarket over there. I’ll be right back.” Javi claps my back before I can confirm or deny his request.

Mabel has spent the last few weeks really focusing on getting up to speed with her role and what we do around the track. I’ve done what I can, including sorting out meals for us, bringing her snacks when I can see she’s been on her laptop for ages or getting stressed about something, and making sure she has enough time on her own in the hotel room to focus. I try to stay out of her hair, but be available when she needs some help. The thought of her rooming with Sophia doesn’t make me relieved; I actually hate the feeling of not seeing her.

The crew has been caught up in their own lives this preseason, as well. Javi and Sophia have been inseparable when they don’t have work to do. Fleur has been spending her time at her property she bought down here a few years ago—which I don’t blame her for. It’s stunning. I would be there as much as I could if it were mine. Cole’s been a little aloof this preseason. He has been staying at the track as much as he can, and only catching us for our preseason training sessions.

Seeing Mabel in distress on her first day made me want to watch out for her. She reminded me of Kiara, putting her emotions up behind a mask that slipped slightly, but I still caught it. I needed to make sure she was okay. Keep her close and safe.

We have even fallen into a comfortable routine of dinner, chatting, and watching 90s sitcoms. We’ve been mixing up dinners between room service, the hotel restaurant, or out boosting the local economy and hitting different food joints. She’s even jumped on some of my video calls with my parents. I've enjoyed spending the one-on-one time with her.

The line at the pizza place is progressing smoothly, and it’s almost my turn to order when Javi messages to ask me to place an order for him. I wait to the side for our pizzas. By the time Javi rejoins me, I have our two boxes in hand. 

Full shopping bag in tow, he raises it. “Sorry! Got caught up. Didn’t realise how many things I needed.”

“Gotta get that stuff down on a list. You’re easily distracted by shiny things.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re one to talk. Let’s get back.” 

We jump back into a cab and head for the hotel.

I open the door of the hotel room, and Mabel is where I left her this morning—sitting at the dining table, working on her laptop.

“Please tell me you had a little break?” I ask, entering further into the room.

“Yes. But it was just a tiny one.” She laughs.

“Well, have a break now. I brought pizza.”

“Just what I needed!” She gets up, but I wave her to sit back down. “I’ll get drinks.”

She sits back down, closes her laptop, and moves it to the side.

“How was your training session?”

“Great. Hamish really loves punishing us for something we didn’t do,” I jest.

“And you pay him for the privilege.”

“That we do! He is great, though. Kept us in line last year.”

“You lot need someone to keep you in line that much?”

I laugh. “Well, we figured the strength and condition training would help keep us at optimum weight for the year.”

“You all have to be at a particular weight?” She sounds shocked.

“Yeah. If we are too heavy for the bikes, it goes through too much fuel and the tyres get worn out too quickly. Everything has to be balanced. And then it could all change at the next track because it’s longer, or newer tarmac has been laid recently. Or, the track also has cars using it and it wears differently, so we need to ride the bikes slightly different. We need to be resilient and strong enough for anything.”

“Wow, so it’s a real engineering kinda thing on the bikes.”

“Absolutely. I’m sure the same goes for rally, or any motorsport. These are just some possible scenarios and impacts for us.”

“Interesting,” she ponders out loud.

“Got through heaps of work today?” I ask, setting down glasses of water for us.

“So much, but I'm really happy with the progress. Rayna got me into a bunch of sponsor meetings today, so it was great to put faces to names over video calls. I’m ready for when I meet them at their respective tracks.”

“Smashing it!”

“Time will tell when the season starts and the first media start rolling, through.”

“Media are great. They are all here for the same thing and don’t want to piss anyone off. You could wing it and they will go with the flow.”

“I’ll use that to my advantage!”

Finishing the last slice, I take the box into the kitchen.

“I’m going to hit the shower,” I call over my shoulder.

“No worries. And I should be finished up by the time you're done. We can keep binging that new TV show.”

“Deal,” I remark, heading to my room to collect some clothes from my room before heading into the bathroom.


      [image: ]“What are we feeling tonight?” I open with as we enter the hotel room, returning from a long day on track. “Pizza? Fried chicken? Tacos?”

Mabel twists her mouth around, considering. “Why don’t we make dinner here? Something simple. We can head to the supermarket and decide what to make on the way?”

“Sure, that sounds like a nice change,” I agree.

“I’ll just change, and we can head out.” She ducks into her room.

I look down at my clothes and decide against changing. There’s no need. I've been in my leathers today and hardly in these clothes. Looking around the room, I smile at some of Mabel’s things she's left around the hotel room, happy she feels comfortable enough to leave evidence of herself around in our shared space. I pick up one of her coiled hair ties and realise it’s plastic as I play with it in my hands. Mabel reappears from her room in pink and black activewear shorts, a black tee, and sneakers in hand.

Holding up the hair tie in my hand, I ask, “Doesn’t this rip your hair out?!”

She laughs as she pulls her sneakers on. “Not at all. It’s actually comfortable.”

“I don’t believe you.” I shake my head with an unconvinced look on my face.

She stands and walks in front of me, her face close to mine, her eyes looking at the top of my head as she runs her fingers through my hair. Nails dragging across my skull, it sends goosebumps down my neck and arms. I’ve been growing out my hair for fun, and the top reaches my ears, so it’s a little long. I’ve not been this close to her face to admire her from such a short distance. Her hazel eyes sparkle under the overhead lighting. Her lips are a soft shade of pink. I can see a small scar near her hairline, indented but the same colour as her skin, indicating she got the scar at a young age.

Taking the hair tie from my hands, she ties the gathered hair in a spout on the top of my head. Stepping back, she laughs. “Hang on.” She takes her phone out to take a photo of my hairdo. “Now take it out,” she instructs with a flourish of her hand.

I pull the hair tie, preparing myself for pain, but get nothing. “Alright, it doesn’t hurt. I’ll believe you from now on.”

“As you should,” she says triumphantly. “Let’s get going.”

It’s not a long walk to the supermarket as we discuss what we should have for dinner. We agree on steak and salad so we can both help make the meal. Walking through the supermarket, we gather the ingredients, never running out of things to talk to each other about. Right now, the topic is what classifies as an ideal Christmas meal.

“Are you are saying Christmas meals are determined by how rarely you have it during the year?” I ask, trying to get my head around the concept.

“Yeah, what do you think?” A quizzical look is on her face as she picks a few ripe tomatoes and puts them in the basket I'm carrying around.

“It’s the family’s favourite foods! No matter how many times they have it during the year,” I reply.

“So, are we ignoring the standard traditional meals, yeah? Like turkeys, hams, and prawns?” she asks.

“Naturally. We’re going non-traditional, ideal Christmas. No stresses, no pressures,” I reply, reaching for some chocolate before putting it back down.

“Ha, that would definitely be an ideal Christmas!” she scoffs, but I notice her shoulders tense. “Okay, we have everything.”
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