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For anyone pushing through the pain every single day.


And for Mom J. I would have let you read this one.
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FORMULA 1 RACE SCHEDULE


Bahrain • March 3–5


Saudi Arabia • March 17–19


Australia • March 31–April 2


Azerbaijan • April 28–30


United States (Miami) • May 5–7


Italy (Imola) • May 19–21


Monaco • May 26–28


Spain • June 2–4


Canada • June 16–18


Austria • June 30–July 2


Great Britain • July 7–9


Hungary • July 21–23


Belgium • July 28–30


Summer Break


Netherlands • August 25–27


Italy (Monza) • September 1–3


Singapore • September 15–17


Japan • September 22–24


Qatar • October 6–8


United States (Austin) • October 20–22


Mexico • October 27–29


Brazil • November 3–5


United States (Las Vegas) • November 16–18


Abu Dhabi • November 24–26
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PROLOGUE


Dev


October – Austin, Texas


I’ve fucked up. Boy howdy, have I fucked all the way up.


My race engineer is in my ear, asking questions like What happened? and Are you okay? and, most importantly, How much damage did the car sustain? I need to answer him – need to reassure him and the team that I’m conscious after skidding through gravel and hitting a barrier at nearly a hundred miles an hour. For now, they’ll have to trust my vitals displayed on the pit wall computer screens, because I can’t seem to form the words to tell them. Not because there’s anything physically wrong with me. It’s just that my brain is . . . not present. It’s taking a day off. Fully out to goddamn lunch. And it’s not because of the crash.


‘Dev?’ Branny’s voice breaks through the fog, his concern deep and clear over the radio. ‘Can you hear me? Are you okay? Repeat, are you okay?’


‘I’m fine,’ I choke out, still clutching the steering wheel. My knuckles are probably white underneath my gloves. ‘Car’s done, though. I’m sorry, everyone. This is on me.’


Like any good engineer, he’ll want to question what the problem was, but he knows better than to ask it over the team radio where anyone in the world could be listening. It’ll wait until the debrief, and then I can get my ass handed to me by our CEO, our team principal and my lead mechanic. And I’ll deserve it, because this really was on me.


This was no fault of the car, the track surface, another driver, or a force of nature. No, I committed a mortal sin while behind the wheel.


I got distracted.


It shouldn’t have happened. It’s never happened in all my years of racing, and certainly not during the five I’ve spent in Formula 1. I’ve never let my mind wander so far that I braked too late and lost the back end. I barely had time to react before coming to a bone-shuddering stop in the barriers.


‘Turn the car off and come back to the pit,’ Branny instructs.


I do what I’m told before I ruin anything else. I can only imagine what the TV commentators will have to say as they discuss the possible reasons for my crash. I can practically hear them saying, It’s such a disappointment, but what matters is that he’s okay.


But I’m not okay. I’m far from it. I screwed up big time – and I don’t mean the crash.


I can’t stop thinking about it, even as I pull myself out of my ruined car and walk away from millions of dollars of damage. If I’m being honest with myself, things may never be okay again.


Because I kissed Willow Williams last night. And now I’m a dead man walking.
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CHAPTER 1


Willow


Seven months later, May – New York City


I’ve nearly set my apartment on fire. Again.


Making macarons should not be this hard. They’re small and cute, and the recipe calls for super simple ingredients – it’s just egg whites, almond flour and sugar. So why, oh why, can’t I make a single batch without completely messing up?


‘Oh no, oh shit,’ I mumble as I snatch an oven mitt off the counter and pull out the now-smoking confection. According to the timer, they shouldn’t be done for another five minutes, and yet these are nearly burnt to a crisp. Either the recipe was wrong about the baking temperature, or my oven was sent straight from hell. I’m betting on the latter.


I’m desperate to recreate the infamous Stella Margaux Bakery’s classic macaron because, as of a month ago, New York City’s one location closed for renovations, and I simply can’t live without them. The news was enough to make me consider moving back to the West Coast, where there’s a Stella’s practically every hundred feet.


Then again, I might not have a choice about returning to San Diego to live with my family if I can’t find a job in the next couple of months. I came to New York four years ago for college and had plans to stay for possibly the rest of my life. My education was bankrolled by my amazing parents, with the stipulation that after graduation, I’d support myself. Truthfully, they’d have no problem continuing to help me, and they absolutely have the means, but it’s the principle of it all. I made a promise, and I plan to keep it. I just didn’t think it would be this difficult.


I busted my ass during undergrad with a double major in communications and sports marketing, a minor in English, and a new internship every semester. With all that experience, I thought it would be easy to find a full-time position working in the marketing department of a professional sports team – a.k.a. my dream job. But after dozens of flat-out ignored applications, zero call-backs after interviews, and endless we’ll be in touch lies, I’m still unemployed.


It would be so much worse if I’d graduated ages ago instead of just last week, but I’ve been applying for positions for months now, hoping to have a job in place by the time I was handed my diploma. My brother landed one in his field months before graduation, so I figured there was no reason I couldn’t do the same.


Ha. Joke’s on me, because here I am with no job, a dwindling sum in my bank account, and a two-hour drive from the closest Stella Margaux’s. This is not what I call living my best life. But damn if I’m not trying.


‘What’s on fire?’ Chantal asks from the doorway to the kitchen, grimacing at the smell.


I sigh and move to open the window, sparing a glance back at my roommate as I do. ‘My hopes and dreams.’


‘Figured. Smells awful.’


Can’t argue with that.


‘This is the fourth batch I’ve ruined today,’ I lament as I shuffle over to her. Seeking comfort, I rest my temple against her upper arm. It’s not quite her shoulder, since I’m five-foot-nothing and she’s a six-foot-one angel. ‘The first ones weren’t sweet enough. The second ones were flat as crepes. The third were under baked, and these are—’


‘On fire.’


‘Singed,’ I correct, pulling back and giving her a warning look. I can’t be too mad, though, because they were kind of on fire at one point. ‘I can’t get it right and I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.’


‘Take a break,’ Chantal instructs. Her tone is firm, but there’s a tenderness in it. ‘You can try again tomorrow.’


She’s right, and I’ll absolutely pick myself up and dust myself off for yet another attempt, just like I always do. But she knows my frustration isn’t just about macarons. She knows how badly I want my life to be perfect and how upset it makes me that I’m struggling to pull it off. As my roommate since our freshman year, she’s witnessed plenty of my highs and lows, and is well-versed in all my hopes and dreams. I’m lucky that her own dream job as a financial analyst – go figure – is keeping her in New York, because I don’t know what I’d do without her.


‘I’ll order takeout so no one has to enter this disaster zone,’ she says, pulling her phone out of the back pocket of her denim shorts that showcase her long, deep-brown legs. ‘And check your phone, would you? It keeps buzzing in your room, and it’s driving me nuts.’


I flash her a bashful smile. ‘Sorry. I didn’t want to get distracted, so I left it in there.’


She cocks a brow playfully. ‘You mean you didn’t want to risk dropping it in the batter again.’


My face flames at the mention of that specific baking attempt. ‘It only happened one time!’


She flips her braids over one shoulder as she strolls out of the kitchen, the delicate beads at the ends clicking together as she goes. I helped her pick them out last week, the gold and deep azure perfect for the warming temperatures, and one last hurrah before she starts her new job and has to have a ‘professional’ hairstyle. It’d be great if the world could stop telling Black girls what’s appropriate when it comes to our hair, but today is not that day.


Sighing, I undo my apron and hang it on the hook by the window. The pastel-pink cotton flutters in the warm breeze, silently mocking me and my failure. I don’t even bother looking at the charbroiled macarons as I leave the kitchen and pad down the narrow hallway to my bedroom.


I pass Grace’s open door along the way, catching a snippet of the conversation she’s having on the phone. Judging from the occasional groan and the (very few) words in Cantonese I understand thanks to the lessons she’s given me over the years, she’s talking to her mother. She’s probably assuring her that she won’t miss her flight to Hong Kong tomorrow, which she’s done twice before.


She gives me a finger wave as I walk by, and I blow her a kiss in return before slipping into my room next door. The sun streams in through my gauzy curtains, casting short shadows across my desk. My phone sits on the surface, wedged between a few skincare products and a mug full of glitter gel pens. The screen is dark, but when I scoop it up, a litany of texts and missed calls, all from my brother, greets me.


Most people would assume there’d been some kind of emergency, but this is just how Oakley operates. If he can’t get ahold of me – or anyone, for that matter – on his first attempt, he’ll keep calling and texting until they pick up. There’s no subtlety with him.


I don’t bother looking at any of the twenty texts. They’re probably just emojis and the sentence pick up!!!! over and over again. Instead, I tap his name and put the phone to my ear, flopping onto my ruffled duvet to stare out the window at the brick apartment building across the street.


‘Took you long enough,’ Oakley grumbles when he answers.


‘I was busy,’ I say vaguely. If I confess my baking catastrophe to him, he’ll never let me live it down. ‘What’s up?’


‘Do you want to go to Monaco?’


Another thing about my brother – he doesn’t beat around the bush.


I’m used to it, but the question still throws me. ‘Monaco?’ I repeat. ‘Like, the country?’


‘Yes, Willow, the country,’ he mocks. ‘Keep up.’


I roll my eyes, mentally flipping him a middle finger. ‘God, I was just checking.’


‘So?’ I can imagine him prompting me by circling his hand in the air, ever impatient. ‘You interested or not?’


‘I mean, yeah,’ I reply, even though I’m suspicious of the offer. ‘Who wouldn’t be? But why are you even asking?’


‘Because I’m going next week and thought you might want to tag along. Plus, it’s a race weekend, and—’


My snort interrupts him. ‘I should have known this was a motorsport thing.’


As a teenager, my brother’s life revolved around kart racing, which led to a successful but short-lived career in Formula 3. In the end, he gave it up to have a ‘normal’ life and went off to college. Personally, I wouldn’t have given up the opportunity to be a professional athlete for anything. But that’s the difference between Oakley and me – he had options in life. I didn’t.


‘And,’ Oakley barges on, ‘my company is hosting a huge event. I figured you might want to schmooze with athletes, then watch the race from the paddock. I’ve got passes, courtesy of SecDark.’


Part of that ‘normal’ college experience for Oakley involved studying cybersecurity. He was recruited during the fall semester of his senior year by one of the leading companies in the industry, SecDark Solutions, and has worked for them ever since.


The business was so successful that they’d recently branched out into sponsoring various sports teams and athletes, a Formula 1 team among them, which would explain the party and paddock passes. If I wasn’t so proud of my brother for working his way up the ranks of such a flourishing company, I’d be jealous as hell.


But considering I’m being offered perks from his wins, I can’t complain that he’s doing better than me.


‘I know you’re not having the easiest time finding a job,’ he says before I can ask more about the event, ‘but this could be a good opportunity for you to network. You haven’t given up on the sports marketing dream, have you?’


Rolling onto my side, I pull my knees up to my chest. I’m more embarrassed by Oakley’s gentleness than I would be if he was making fun of me for still being unemployed.


A career related to sports has always been my dream. I grew up loving baseball and basketball, loved going to games with Oakley and our father, loved the electric energy of a crowd cheering for their favourite team. I was hooked from the second Dad took my hand and led me into my first stadium. There was no going back after that.


I wanted to be like the people on the field and the court. I wanted to run bases and make half-court shots. I wanted to hear my name chanted, to have it echo throughout the stands and beat in the hearts of fans.


Unfortunately, my body kept that dream from ever becoming a reality. Even though it took years and countless doctors to get a diagnosis of hypermobility, I knew early on that I was different from other kids. That I’d never get to do some of the same activities they did. My baseball career ended after a dislocated shoulder during my first tee-ball lesson, and basketball was simply out of the question thanks to all the running and sudden stops that my unstable knees couldn’t handle. Being an athlete just wasn’t in the cards for me.


So, after years of watching and learning from the sidelines, I figured sports marketing was the next best thing. I could still be immersed in a world that brought me joy, and I could share that joy with others. At least, I could if I got a job.


‘No, I haven’t given up.’ I sigh. ‘I’m still waiting to hear back from a few places.’


‘Then come to Monaco in the meantime,’ he wheedles. ‘Like I said, the event will be perfect for networking. Or, fuck it, just consider it a vacation on my dime. A joint graduation gift and a super early birthday present.’


‘All in one?’ I drawl. ‘Wow, you’re so kind.’


‘Let’s be real. I’m only offering because Mom made me.’


‘So, I should be thanking her for this invitation and not you?’


‘Semantics,’ he says, dismissing my comment. Then he launches back into his pitch. ‘Just think of all the people you’ll meet. You know how many athletes and their teams will be at this party? If you don’t end up with a job offer at the end of the night, I’ll cliff dive off the coast.’


I snicker. ‘You’ll do that even if I get an offer.’ We both inherited the adrenaline-junkie gene. I just know better than to act on mine.


‘Probably,’ he concedes. ‘But seriously, Wills. This is a great opportunity. And you don’t even have to lift a finger. I’ll handle everything.’


I roll onto my back and study the ceiling, twisting the hem of my sundress between my fingers. ‘You promise it’s worth my time?’ I hedge, but excitement is already starting to bloom in my chest. ‘I don’t want to be away for too long and miss out on an interview.’


‘I promise. You can fly in on Wednesday and fly back Monday morning.’


Blowing out a breath, I mull it over. He’s right. It could be an excellent networking opportunity. And who wouldn’t want to spend a few days in one of the coolest places in the world? Besides, who am I to turn down a free trip?


‘Okay, fine,’ I blurt before my brain can catch up. ‘Take me to Monaco.’
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CHAPTER 2


Dev


Monaco


I’m pretty sure everyone at this party thinks I have an STD.


For the record, I don’t and never have, despite my escapades that the press loves to report on. This rumour has everything to do with my social media manager – ex-social media manager now – who quit her job by announcing to the world on all of my online platforms that I was the new face of at-home STD testing kit brand IYK Quick Results. Without it, I wouldn’t have discovered that I had chlamydia so quickly. But don’t worry, I’m being treated for it. Though, unfortunately, it’s an antibiotic-resistant strain. Some guys just have all the luck.


The posts gave the company a boost, but for me? I haven’t had sex in six weeks, and most of the women here won’t even look at me. It’s a goddamn disaster.


I know I have a case for defamation of character, but the damage is already done, and I’m not interested in hurting Jani in retaliation. Moving past it is my best option at this point. And if I’m being honest with myself, I might have deserved to face her wrath after everything I put her through while working for me. I wasn’t the easiest client, but who the fuck wants to have every aspect of their life documented for the whole world to see? Yet Jani insisted on it day after day until I finally snapped.


Unfortunately, that made her snap in return. Now my reputation is in the shitter, my team is giving me the cold shoulder, and there are whispers that my sponsors believe I might not be the right person to represent them. I can’t lose them – can’t lose that money – because without it, I’ll lose my place with Argonaut Racing.


‘God, would you lighten up? You’re going to scare off all the women looking like that.’


Beside me, Mark innocently sips his champagne. His tux barely fits him, even though I’ve hounded him about replacing it. His shoulders challenge the seams of the jacket, and his pecs strain the buttons of the crisp white shirt. Any second, they’re bound to pop off and blind people unfortunate enough to be in the danger zone. With one glance, anyone would know the man has a job in fitness, and he clearly loves showing off his physique. If he wasn’t my performance coach and one of my best friends since kindergarten, I’d think he was an absolute douche for it.


‘Looking like what?’ I challenge, lifting my own champagne glass and knocking back its contents. I drag the back of my hand across my mouth before continuing. ‘Looking like I’m about to lose my career and fail to get my dick wet all in one night?’ Because that’s what it’s feeling like.


I’ve worked too hard to get to where I am, and I refuse to leave Formula 1 until I’m good and ready. Is Argonaut Racing the best team on the grid? That’s a joke if ever I’ve heard one. But if I’m going to break free from the midfield and land myself a seat at a top-tier team, they’re my best bet.


Every driver aspires to win a championship, and my chances of ever doing that hinge on my performance now. I came up through Argonaut’s driver-development programme as a kid, and I’ve only ever driven for the team, so I’m loyal to them in most respects, but I can’t stay there for ever if I want to win. And yeah, it’s optimistic for a driver who’s never won a single F1 race to be looking toward the championship, but I’m a dumbass with dreams.


The problem is that those dreams feel more out of reach with each passing day. Unless NASA starts designing Argonaut’s cars, I’m never going to win a championship with them. I’m certainly not going to do it while Zaid Yousef and Axel Bergmüller are battling it out at the top, no matter what car I’m driving. Honestly, I’d be thrilled to place third or fourth with my current team, but that seems about as likely as the sun exploding tomorrow.


For now, though, my priority is staying in Formula 1 until I can prove that I belong in the upper upper echelon of this elite sport. I just have to keep my head down and perform well enough to garner the attention of the best teams’ bosses. Zaid should be retiring in the next couple of years, so surely Mascort is thinking about his replacement. Or maybe Specter Energy will decide they need a new number-two driver to support Axel, and if so, I’ll be their man. That won’t get me the title I’m after, but it’ll be a step closer to it.


But none of that will happen if I lose my sponsorships and Argonaut cuts my contract short, all thanks to Jani’s parting gift. The team may not rely heavily on the money I bring in, but no one wants a driver who has nothing but their talent to contribute. It’s shitty, for sure, and yet it’s how our little world works.


After this season, I have another year left with them, and if I don’t live up to – or exceed – their expectations? Fuck, if I think about the possibilities for too long, I might crawl into the nearest hole and never climb out.


‘You’ll get laid again, Dev, I promise,’ Mark says. ‘But only if you stop moping like a little bitch.’


There’s no missing how he ignored the first part of my complaint. I’m not the only one who’s worried about my future in F1.


‘I’m not moping,’ I mumble. But he’s right. I am moping. I’ve always been the smiley guy, not the scowling one. This isn’t who I’m supposed to be. ‘I’m just stressed, all right? It’s a big night.’


It’s a big week is more like it. Tonight, I have to prove that I’m an asset to the world of racing, not a liability. Tomorrow, I have to grin my way through my media duties for Argonaut and pretend I don’t hate my teammate. Then I have to get a solid time during free practice on Friday, qualify higher than P10 on Saturday – there’s no way I’m scoring points otherwise at a circuit like Monaco, where overtakes are nearly impossible – and drive like my life depends on it on Sunday.


In a way, I guess it does.


‘You’re gonna get through it.’ Mark sounds assured, but I know he has his doubts too. ‘And if you don’t believe me,’ he says, nodding to the other side of the room, ‘go ask Oakley. You know he won’t sugar-coat anything for you.’


I turn in the direction Mark’s nodding in, spotting our friend by the doors to the ballroom where he’s shaking hands and slapping shoulders.


Thank fucking god. It feels like I’ve been waiting years for that dickhead to get here and save me from the boredom these stuffy sponsor events always inspire.


I’ve known Oakley since before I could walk. Our families have been neighbours for longer than I’ve been alive, and he and I grew up together in the karting circuits. We’re the founding members of the Awkward White Dads Club, two mixed kids – Black in Oakley’s case, Indian in mine – with white fathers, who bonded over never quite fitting into the motorsport world thanks to the colour of our skin. And also, because our dads are easily the most awkward people on the planet. Nerds, the both of them, but considering Oakley’s job these days, he’s not far behind them on the nerd scale.


Needless to say, we’ve been friends for ever.


And I almost ruined it all in a single moment last year when I kissed his sister.


I shake the memory from my head before it can replant itself and grow roots again. I know better than to dwell on it – I’ve done enough of that already and faced the consequences. Besides, I refuse to let it interfere with my friendship with Oakley; it was a one-time mistake, never to be repeated. I know better now.


Before I can make a move to head in Oakley’s direction, my agent steps into my path, blocking me from going anywhere. Great.


Mark, the bastard, manages to sidestep the glowering man and grins at my misfortune, lifting his empty champagne glass in a sardonic toast. ‘Catch you later, buddy,’ he calls to me before striding away.


A few steps behind my agent stands an exasperated Chava, his hands held out to the side in a universal I tried gesture. No doubt my assistant did his best, but there’s no stopping Howard Featherstone when he’s on a mission to make my life a living hell.


‘Howard!’ I call out, donning my signature smile and feigning enthusiasm. I knew he’d be here tonight, but I was hoping to avoid him for at least a little while longer. ‘How the hell are ya?’


‘I’ve been better, Dev,’ he says flatly, those cold grey eyes levelling on me. ‘But I think you know that.’


I’m tempted to stick my fingers in my ears and mockingly repeat Howard’s words back to him, but I have to remind myself that I’m a twenty-five-year-old man – the appropriate response at my big age is to tell him to go fuck himself.


Thankfully, I’ve had enough media training to keep me from behaving either way in public, so I school my expression into one of understanding and nod solemnly.


‘I hear you,’ I agree. ‘We’ve had some tough times lately.’


He eyes me suspiciously, probably well aware that I’m putting on a front. But he’s not about to call me out on it in case it leads us off-topic. ‘We have. And it’s past time to fix things. We could have started sooner if you weren’t avoiding my calls.’


I chuckle and drag a hand through my hair in an act of false sheepishness, though I can’t resist lifting my middle finger just a little as I drop my hand back to my side. I haven’t wanted to talk to him because I knew what he’d say. You need to fix this, Dev. Hire someone to clean up your image. Get a full PR team in place. Let them turn you into a robot. Let them drain the life from you.


‘Sorry about that,’ I reply, boldly dishonest. ‘The past few weeks have been crazy, you know? Hey, did you catch the race in Azerbaijan? I managed to make it to Q3 in—’


‘Cut the shit.’


I can’t help but cringe a little at the force behind his words. Oh, I’m definitely in trouble.


‘No one is happy with you right now,’ Howard ploughs on. ‘Not your team, not the sponsors. Certainly not me. And everyone else? They’re laughing at you.’


‘I mean, I’m used to being laughed at,’ I point out, shrugging. ‘I’m a funny guy.’


Apparently, this isn’t the time for jokes, because the next thing I know, I’m nose to nose with him, his age spots and close-to-bursting veins the only things I can see.


‘You keep this up, and you’re done,’ he snarls. ‘There won’t even be a seat for you in NASCAR.’


I don’t appreciate him insulting the chaotic art of turning left that is NASCAR, and I certainly don’t like the way he’s in my face. ‘I suggest taking a step back, Howard,’ I murmur. ‘This isn’t the place to make a scene.’ And I really don’t want to have to fight a sixty-year-old man who thinks he’s hiding his growing bald spot with that comb-over.


As if suddenly remembering where he is, Howard blinks away his anger and takes a stumbling step back, huffing as he straightens his tuxedo jacket. He glances around to see if his outburst drew any attention, but it seems the only person watching us is a grimacing Chava.


‘Get it through your head,’ he says after he’s recovered, careful to keep his voice low. ‘Your career is on the rocks, and I can’t save you unless you let me try.’


I blow out a breath. I’m not interested in the angle he’s come up with, one he’s presented to me many times before. ‘Look, if Axel can come back from getting caught on camera screaming the N-word multiple times while rapping along to a song, I think I’ll be fine with my fake STD.’


Howard shakes his head like he can’t believe I’d be so stupid. ‘You should know better than anyone that people will forgive racism far faster than a sex scandal.’


That gets me to snap my mouth shut. Because as much as I hate to admit it, he’s right. That is, unfortunately, how the world we live in works.


Taking advantage of my silence, he squeezes my shoulder, holding my gaze. ‘Let me fix this, Dev.’


The worst part is that I know he can do it. He can hire people that will sweep this all under the rug and make me look like the perfect little prince of the paddock. It would be so simple.


But I’ve done that before – I’ve given up control of my image and let them make the world believe I have the personality of a cardboard cutout. I wasn’t allowed to talk about anything even remotely political or ‘controversial’, even if the issue I wanted to address affected me or people I cared about directly. I wasn’t allowed to share my opinions or honest thoughts; I had to be the poster boy everyone else could project on. And I hated it, but I played along because everyone said that was best for me.


Yeah, right.


Jani was supposed to be the compromise. Instead of a full team, she was hired to handle my sponsored social media posts and anything mandated by Argonaut, maybe delve shallowly into facets of my personality for my fans. But she took it a step too far by trying to butt into my personal life and post it online. And after she attempted to get me to overshare one too many times, I was done.


So, yeah. I’m uninterested in handing my image over to people I don’t remotely trust.


‘I can fix it myself,’ I say, though my voice hardly sounds like my own. ‘Just give me some time.’


‘You don’t have much time left before people are going to give up on you.’ He takes a breath and straightens his shoulders. ‘I’m going to get a glass of champagne. But when I come back, we’ll make the rounds together and remind everyone why you’re such a delight to have in the paddock and on their billboards. Understood?’


‘Yes, sir.’ I barely resist the urge to salute him.


As if he can tell, Howard glares at me and then stalks off, leaving me to lock eyes with Chava.


‘Well,’ my assistant huffs as he approaches. His skin is close to the same shade as my own light brown, but it doesn’t hide the flush that’s crept up his neck. He hates Howard as much as I do. ‘This is a fucking mess.’


‘You’re telling me,’ I grumble, wishing I had a whole case of champagne to chug right now. ‘I’ve got to fix this.’


‘Any ideas how? Short of hiring a PR firm?’


I shake my head. ‘I don’t know yet.’ Blowing out a breath, I rest my elbow on his shoulder, suddenly exhausted. ‘I’ve got too many problems to solve right now.’


‘Including how every woman here is looking at you like you’re tainted,’ Chava says drily as a trio of ladies in expensive gowns side-eye me while they saunter by, giving us a wide berth. ‘And me too, by association. Damn it, Dev.’


‘It’s not my fault,’ I groan, dropping my head back. ‘But I’ve got to get laid. At the least, I need to fix that problem tonight.’


There’s a very slim chance that I’ll find someone here who doesn’t believe I’m currently being treated for an STD and will come back to my apartment, but I have to try. All I have to do is find a woman willing to give me the time of day and explain the situation to her. Just laugh it off like a joke, because that’s exactly what it is. A cruel, cruel joke.


It’s simple. I face harder strategies each and every race day. This is nothing.


Straightening up, I pass my empty champagne glass off to Chava and run my fingers through my hair to sweep it off my forehead. I’m a good-looking guy, and I’m charming as fuck, so this should be a breeze. I’m writing off the past six weeks as a fluke. I just haven’t tried hard enough. Now, though? I’m in it to win it.


But all my plans go out the window the second Willow Williams walks into the room.
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CHAPTER 3


Willow


It doesn’t matter that I’m wearing an outfit that costs more than a month’s rent; I feel wildly underdressed in this crowd.


I know I look amazing in this baby-blue silk gown and four-inch heels – even if I am tempting fate and my ankles by wearing them – but I still feel out of place. If there’s anywhere in the world that could make me feel like I don’t belong, it’s a swanky party in Monaco.


Monaco. Just thinking the name has me nearly shaking my head in disbelief. Because, honestly, who expects to be offered a last-minute invitation to visit a place synonymous with wealth and fast cars? Certainly not me and my barely used passport.


After flying into Nice this afternoon, I was picked up at the airport by a driver Oakley sent to fetch me. I kept my face glued to the luxury car’s window as we made our way down the coast and across the border to Monaco, admiring the beautiful blue waters, lush greenery and the stunning cliffs.


Even if my brother hadn’t mentioned the race this weekend, I would have known by the sheer number of closed roads and million-dollar yachts crammed into the harbour. It was controlled chaos. Excitement for the weekend was practically palpable in the warm spring air.


I video-called Grace and Chantal to show them the sights as we slowly drove past them, but I nearly lost my ability to speak when we pulled up to the hotel.


I’m not a stranger to luxury. My parents have done well for themselves, and Mom’s taste for expensive things is well known, but I’d never seen extravagance like this. The building had old-world charm in the columns and aged facade, with purple and yellow flowers climbing in perfect patterns up both and hanging over the portico. The lobby, with its sweeping ceilings and eighteenth-century art, might as well have been a backdrop straight off a movie set.


I nearly giggled when a porter wearing a maroon uniform and a little hat asked me in accented English if he could take my bags. It was perfect.


The suite Oakley reserved for me was just as incredible – beautiful views of the water, a soaker tub, and a bed big enough to fit ten people. Clearly, he went all out for this graduation-slash-birthday present. Either that, or his company has sweeter benefits than I realized.


But I still haven’t gotten a chance to thank him, because my brother has been MIA all day. He texted to tell me he’d be busy up until the start of the party, but that he’d meet me in the hotel’s ballroom for tonight’s event.


I spent the past few hours getting ready. I soaked, buffed and moisturized my body into submission before slipping into the gown Grace had encouraged me to buy, even though I nearly had a heart attack seeing the price tag. But it is stunning, and I felt like a million bucks . . . until now.


I’ve always been a tiny bit self-conscious about my looks, and one glance around has me shrinking in on myself. Every person drifting by me is somehow more gorgeous than the last. And here I am – short as hell, baby-faced and the CEO of the Itty-Bitty Titty Committee. It’s a trifecta that often leaves me being asked where my parents are when I’m out on my own.


I’m envious of women like Chantal, with her long legs and curves. Unlike her, I’m convinced I could be replaced by a square piece of cardboard with a picture of my face slapped on it, and no one would know the difference.


But each time I start to feel like that, I remind myself of the attributes I do like. I love the bronze glow of my skin no matter what the season. I love my curls (even though tonight I’ve straightened them to within an inch of their life). And yeah, most days I love that I can get away with not wearing a bra under almost anything.


With those reminders, I push my shoulders back a little and lift my head, thankful for the boost from my heels. Without it, I wouldn’t be able to see a single thing in this well-dressed crowd.


I take a few seconds to scan the ballroom, from its high ceilings with intricate moulding and gilded trim to the shining wood floors. There’s a Formula 1 car sculpted out of ice – complete with a shot luge – positioned on one side of the room, and a fire-breathing act is taking place on the other. Clearly no expense was spared, but I shouldn’t be surprised. This is a sport that’s always been about money, money, money.


‘Wills!’


I start at the sound of my brother’s voice and turn in the direction it came from, spotting him waving at me from beside the sleek bar. Blowing out a small breath of relief, I weave my way over. Ever the life of the party, he’s surrounded by a crowd of people, but he’s quick to excuse himself and meet me halfway.


He spreads his arms wide and I lean into them, squeezing him tightly for a few seconds. Standing back, he grips my shoulders as he looks me over. ‘Did you get shorter?’


I wrinkle my nose and knock his hands away. The moment of sibling love is decidedly over. ‘Did you forget I’m the perfect height to destroy your kneecaps? Don’t try me.’


‘Yeah, I guess I shouldn’t, especially with those shoes.’ He grimaces at my stilettos. ‘Should you be wearing those? I swear, if you dislocate anything, I’m not popping it back in for you.’


I roll my eyes, but his concern isn’t exactly misplaced considering my joints don’t always like to stay where they’re supposed to. Long ago, I learned that heels, no matter how stunning, weren’t the best shoes for me, though that never deterred my love for them. Sometimes you’ve got to live life on the edge. Oakley has fast cars – I have high heels.


Still, I spend at least an hour every day either in the gym or on a yoga mat, working on strength exercises to encourage my body to keep everything where it belongs. With the help of physical therapy and a couple of surgeries, I’m not too worried about major injuries these days. But I’ll always remain cautious. It’s why I had to sit back while Oakley got to run reckless and follow his dreams of being an athlete.


I try not to be bitter about it, try not to let myself wish I was the sibling without chronic pain and weak connective tissue, but sometimes I taste it in the back of my throat.


‘Relax, I haven’t popped anything out of place in a while.’ I wave off his comment. ‘But it’s nice to know you wouldn’t help if I did. You’re awful.’


He shrugs, unaffected by the insult. ‘We both knew that already.’ That settled, he gently grasps my elbow and turns me in the direction of the bar. ‘Let’s get drinks and go find Dev. He’s gotta be around here somewhere.’


I nearly face-plant when my heel catches on air. If it weren’t for Oakley’s grip on me, I would have gone down – and hard – all at the mention of a name.


‘Dev?’ I repeat, wincing at the way my voice pitches high. I clear my throat, then clarify. ‘Dev Anderson? He’s here?’


If Oakley were actually paying attention to me instead of eyeing a pretty blonde, there’s no way he wouldn’t have picked up on my panic.


It’s been seven months since I’ve seen my brother’s best friend – and the last time I did? Let’s say things didn’t exactly go the way I thought they would, and I’m still mortified.


‘Yeah, of course he’s here,’ Oakley says as we elbow our way up to the bar. ‘SecDark is a sponsor of his team.’


‘Right.’ I knew that. I just . . . forgot. And by forgot, I mean I genuinely had no idea. ‘But I – I thought you sponsored a different team.’ There’s no way I’m that oblivious. I may not follow F1 as closely as I do other sports, but it’s on my radar. And so are too many things related to Dev, the boy I had a massive crush on for most of my childhood.


Oakley grunts as he lifts a hand to signal the bartender over, which I take as confirmation. ‘We started out with Deschamp, but Argonaut won the owners over with their all-American, all the time bullshit. So yeah, we switched last year. Though Argonaut has yet to place on the podium this season, so it stands to be seen whether it’s a better partnership.’


I nod, trying to take all of that information in, but my mind is set to anxiety mode. Of their own volition, my eyes dart around the massive space in search of Dev in the crowd. I knew there was a small chance I might run into him at the race this weekend, and I prepared myself for that possibility, but this feels like an ambush.


Oakley is still rambling on about racing statistics, but I’ve mostly tuned him out. I’ve heard it all before anyway. The guy could talk about these things for ever. Usually, I dutifully listen, since I’m an amazing sister . . . and also because I find that stuff interesting, as much as I hate to admit it to him.


This time, though, I only pretend to pay attention, vaguely murmuring when it seems appropriate. But when my eyes land on a familiar form in the crowd, I can’t keep up the ruse any more.


Dev’s trademark grin – the one he’s never afraid to let loose – lights up the room. I swear his face was made for smiling and smiling alone, and the dark scruff on his sharp jaw only accentuates how bright it is. I’ve seen videos on my ‘for you’ pages that constantly gift him the title of best smile in the paddock, and I can’t disagree. No one on that grid – past, present and probably even future – has humour more infectious than Dev’s. None of them even come close.


As kids, it was rare to see him without a full-out grin on his face, and it hasn’t changed a bit. Worries seem to roll off his back. It’s not that he doesn’t take anything seriously – he wouldn’t have made it this far in his career if he didn’t – but Dev just has the uncanny ability to always see the bright side, no matter how dark things may seem.


Without his positivity, I don’t think I would have made it through the roughest points of my teenage years, a time when I hated my body for holding me back from the things I wanted more than anything. It’s a lot to credit someone with, but Dev and his smile and his little words of encouragement made all the difference.


My heart races like it always does when I see him, but tonight, it’s accompanied by anxious nausea. He looks . . . good. Really good. Better than I remembered, even with a mind that always paints him in the best light.


From where I’m standing, I have the perfect view of his profile. His jet-black hair is shorter on the sides and longer on the top. The strands curl and brush his forehead in that tousled way that looks intentionally styled, though it’s more likely caused by the way he constantly runs his fingers through it. And that tuxedo . . . No man should look that good in a penguin suit, but I know a lot of people – myself included – would rather see him and his broad shoulders out of it.


Although, from what I hear, women aren’t lining up to have that privilege these days, and I shouldn’t be thinking that way either. Not because the rumour going around the internet is that he’s being treated for an STD, but because he’s beyond off-limits to me. Our kiss is a secret I plan to take to the grave.


‘Oh, there he is.’ Oakley’s voice cuts through my borderline impure thoughts and brings my focus back to him. In my periphery, he’s looking in the same direction I am. ‘Let’s go say hi.’


‘Huh?’ The surprised syllable tumbles from my lips.


‘You weren’t even listening to me, were you?’ He passes me a glass of champagne that magically appeared – along with an Old Fashioned he’s already sipping – while I was ogling his best friend. ‘I spotted Dev. I wanna talk to him before my bosses descend on my ass.’


Oakley grips my shoulder and nudges me into walking before I even know what’s happening.


But if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that I’m absolutely not ready to see Dev Anderson again.
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CHAPTER 4


Dev


I’m in trouble. Big fucking trouble.


It feels impossible to be in even more trouble than I was five minutes ago, but it’s the truth.


Because with Willow here, I’m utterly screwed.


Sadly, not literally.


I have to leave the party. That’s my only option, because if she spots me before I can find my composure, I’m going to . . . Well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but it definitely won’t be anything good or smart or helpful to the recovery of my image.


Despite knowing I need to turn and power-walk the fuck out of here, I can’t seem to drag my attention away from her.


Across the room, she glances around, her delicate shoulders tensing as she looks for a familiar face in the sea of guests. If I were a braver man – funny, since I drive a car around a track at two hundred miles per hour for a living – I’d go over and greet her, tell her how great it is to see her again and offer to get her a drink. Only, in my current state, there’s a strong chance that greeting might come out as ‘What in the fresh fuck are you doing here?’


Thankfully, I’m a coward, so I stay rooted to the spot, and my focus stays trained on her.


She’s wearing a dress that sweeps the floor and is held up by straps so thin I could rip them off with the slightest tug. It drapes a little in the centre, emphasizing the soft slope of her chest, and while she’s not the most endowed in that department, it didn’t stop my hands from liking what they felt when I had the privilege of touching her. I examine the rippling blue silk, following it down to the soft curve of her hips, envisioning what it would be like to bunch it up to her waist like I did the last time we—


Shit. Fucking shit. I can’t think of her like that right now. Correction, I can’t think of her like that ever. I know better. We all know better, because we saw what happened the last time one of Oakley’s friends got involved with Willow. And it wasn’t pretty.


I’ve almost convinced myself to turn away when, suddenly, her face lights up. A smile blooms across it, giving me the same adrenaline rush that climbing into my car before a race does. But instead of spurring me to move, it keeps me frozen as I take in the full force of her joy.


She has dimples in both cheeks, deep ones that reveal themselves when she’s smiling or laughing – or trying not to smile or laugh. They pop when she folds her lips in or scrunches them to the side. Even when she frowns, there’s a hint of that dip in at least one side of her face. If there’s a moment where they’re completely hidden, it means she’s sleeping or bored out of her mind.


And man, do I hate that I know that.


A rock of dread drops deep in my stomach as I catch sight of the recipient of her smile.


Oakley sweeps his sister into a hug, and finally – finally – I drag my gaze away, because I know better than to repeat mistakes.


And kissing Willow Williams was the biggest mistake of my life.


‘Earth to Dev. Anybody home? Hello? Did you die?’


When I blink and turn back, Chava’s face is inches from mine. Mark is standing beside him, having returned from his great escape and looking at me like he’s tempted to call the team doctor.


‘You good?’ Mark asks, leaning in and squinting, probably checking my pupil dilation.


I swat him away as Chava cackles. The two of them are ganging up on me as usual. It’s like they’ve forgotten who signs their paycheques.


‘I’m fine,’ I mumble as I drag a hand through my hair, but I find myself glancing around again in search of Willow.


I’m lucky she never told her brother about our little . . . incident. For weeks after it happened, I was convinced Oakley was going to show up and assassinate me himself. Considering he nearly killed Jeremy for what he did to Willow, I don’t think my fears were unjustified.


Jeremy absolutely deserved what he got, though, and his crimes were far greater than a stolen kiss in a hotel stairwell. I’m practically innocent in comparison. But the guilt still weighs heavy in my gut.


‘We were talking about trying to get him laid tonight, and then he zoned out,’ Chava explains. ‘He’s probably praying he’ll be more than a one-pump chump after this long.’


His comment cracks me, and I’m grinning before I can stop it. I can’t resist a joke at my expense. ‘Come on, I’ve got at least two pumps in me.’


‘There he is,’ Chava coos, pinching my cheek. If this guy wasn’t one of my closest friends and the only reason I show up where I’m supposed to on time, I would have fired him by now. ‘Are we gonna find you a girl or what?’


‘That’s the plan,’ I reply. I can only hope it’ll help take my mind off Willow. ‘First, I need another—’


But I’m cut off when Howard once again appears by my side, this time with a glass of champagne extended to me. Based on his scowl, it’s not a peace offering.


‘What you’re going to do is take this glass and follow me,’ he instructs. ‘You’ve wasted enough time, and you’ve got a hell of a lot of ground to make up.’


Sure, I wanted another drink, but this is not how I wanted to go about getting it. ‘Can you give me like a half hour?’ I ask, holding back my exasperation. I’m sick of this guy breathing down my neck and ruining the vibe. ‘There are some people I need to say hi to first, then I promise I’ll chat up whoever you want me to.’


Howard shoves the glass against my chest with enough force that a few drops of the pale liquid spill onto my shirt. ‘Fifteen minutes,’ he concedes, and it’s enough to keep me from wanting to sock him in the jaw. ‘But I’ll be watching.’


Again, the urge to mock him is strong, because the man is a walking villain cliché. I know he’s only trying to ensure I get the best deals – and getting all he can from his cut of those deals – but he should really work on his bedside manner.


When he shuffles off again, I down the (possibly poisoned) champagne and hand the empty glass off to a passing waiter before glancing between Mark and Chava. ‘Think I could get away with sneaking out the back exit?’


Mark snorts. ‘No chance. Besides, Oakley will be pissed if you run away before he makes it over here.’


My whole body tenses, and my eyes snap to where I spotted Willow and Oakley in the crowd, but they’re gone. Instead, a familiar deep vanilla perfume surrounds me, and I know it’s too late to run.


I don’t immediately join in when the greetings start. There’s cheerful shouting and back-slapping and good-natured cursing, but I’m coming to terms with being mere steps from Willow for the first time in over half a year. Apparently, I have no idea how to behave around her any more.


C’mon, man. Just play it cool. Act normal. Easy as pie.


When it’s my turn to face Oakley, I force a smile and let him tug me into his arms, hoping he hasn’t suddenly developed the ability to read minds.


‘It’s good to see you, asshole,’ he says in my ear, thumping me so hard on the back that I swear it knocks my heart out of rhythm. Shit, maybe he does know what I did.


But there’s nothing but warmth in Oakley’s eyes when he pulls back, gripping me by the shoulders. He’s still my best friend. The guy I came up with through karting, attached at the hip all the way to Formula 3. If he hadn’t decided that racing was no longer his dream, I’m sure he would still be with me these days.


In some ways, I’m glad he’s not. I’ve seen friendships destroyed by competition, and most of the drivers I know aren’t particularly close with each other, no more than professional acquaintances. We’re co-workers, really. They aren’t people I’d share my deepest, darkest secrets with. But Oakley? He’s my guy.


Or, well, he was, until I did the one thing I could never tell him about.


Chava knows my secret though, and he shoots me a knowing glance when Oakley pulls back and shifts to my side, leaving me with an unobstructed view of Willow. Mark’s just hugged her, and now it’s my turn, but I’m having a hard time getting my feet to move.


I don’t know how I manage it, but I’m stepping closer, opening my arms, and folding her into them, all while my brain is still buffering.


The top of her head barely comes to my shoulder, and she’s so slight that I’m surprised again and again by how tight her hugs are. She’s always been delicate in my mind, soft and gentle. But while she might look fragile, I’ve seen her killing it in the gym. If she was determined to, the girl could probably bench press me. And she’s always determined.


It isn’t to say she’s unbreakable. Her condition means she’s got a few more limitations than the average person, but underestimating her would be a mistake. She’s stronger than most people think.


I only let the hug linger long enough to inhale her sweet scent and remind myself that my feelings for her are purely platonic, which is why that kiss was inappropriate on so many levels.


At least, that’s what I keep trying to tell myself.


I’m met with a tentative smile as she drops her arms from around my waist, but she’s watching me with those dark eyes, telegraphing a clear message: Don’t make this weird.


Well, she doesn’t have to worry about me making it weird because it already is. But I won’t give us away, even if that means ignoring her for the rest of the night.


Is that rude? Yeah, for sure, but a man’s gotta do what he can to keep from being murdered by his best friend.


Speaking of the guy, Oakley roughly curls his arm around my neck and asks how the season’s been so far, saving me from having to strike up a conversation with Willow. I have no doubt that he’s been keeping up with my career, which means he knows about my eighth-place finish in Azerbaijan and my DNF in Miami – the high and lowlights so far – so I drop my voice and say, ‘I gotta tell you what really happened with Nathaniel in Italy last week.’ He’ll appreciate the gossip about my teammate, plus I can’t pass up a chance to chat shit about the guy. ‘Spoiler: there was nothing wrong with the car when he crashed.’


I turn my back to Willow as Oakley presses me for the full story. It’s a solid distraction, even though Willow’s melodic laughter floats in the air around us as she talks to Chava and Mark. I do my best to ignore it and press on until Oakley’s practically crying from laughing so hard. I did the same when I heard the truth – Nathaniel puked in his helmet thanks to the stomach bug he promised the team he’d recovered from. The surprise of it caused him to lose control for a split second, leading him to hit the barriers.


Oakley’s still wiping at his eyes when something over my shoulder catches his attention and his smile drops.


‘Shit, my bosses are beckoning,’ he says, lifting a hand to wave at them. ‘Hopefully this won’t take long.’ With that, he turns to his sister. ‘You good here, Wills?’


My back is to her, but I’m far too aware of Willow’s presence behind me. ‘Yeah, totally fine,’ she reassures. ‘Go on.’


Oakley nods and slaps my shoulder. ‘Don’t have too much fun without me.’


As he walks off, I have no choice but to turn back around to face Chava and Mark and Willow. I’m almost tempted to run off and find Howard, but that’s a step too far, no matter how much I’d like to avoid this interaction.


‘So,’ I prompt, glancing between the three of them, wanting to wipe my suddenly slick palms on my tuxedo pants. ‘What’s the—’


‘You know what? I need another drink,’ Chava interrupts, disregarding my attempt to join their conversation. ‘Mark, come with me. We’ll bring drinks back for Willow and Dev so they don’t have to fight through the crowd.’


Mark frowns at his half-full drink, a step behind Chava’s scheming. ‘I don’t need—’


‘Let’s go.’ Despite the daggers I shoot him, Chava grabs Mark’s bulging bicep and drags him in the direction of the bar.


As much as I want to excuse myself and go talk to literally anyone else, I can’t ignore Willow. Partially because Oakley would yell at me for being mean to his sister, but mostly because the second I look down at her, I once again find myself frozen in place.


I never used to be like this around her. So stilted and tongue-tied and . . . uncomfortable. And it’s not like this is the first time I’ve ever been stuck with her one-on-one. Far from it. When we were kids, it felt like she and I were together more than we weren’t. I wouldn’t have called us friends, but we were a constant presence in each other’s lives.


We would hang out and chat while I waited for Oakley to get ready to go out. We’d sit in my kitchen when my mom made jalebi, scarfing down each fresh batch. We’d throw popcorn at each other when our families went to the movies together. Hell, she once sat with me for hours when I had a concussion and no one else was around to keep an eye on me. Things between us have never been awkward.


Until now.


She’s looking anywhere but at me, both hands clutching her nearly full champagne glass so tight her knuckles have gone pale. Knowing that she feels as weird about this as I do makes me feel a little better, but I need to stop being such a scared little baby and fix this surreal situation.


So, determined to make the best of things, I clear my throat, wishing I still had a drink in my hand, both to wet my desert-dry mouth and for the liquid courage. ‘So, Willow,’ I begin, internally cringing when my attempt at nonchalance sounds more like disgust. I scrap it, knowing it won’t work. Not with her. ‘How are things?’


Her big brown eyes finally swing up to me, and the grip on her glass loosens slightly. ‘Things are good,’ she answers, her breathy tone stirring something in me that should not be stirring. ‘You?’


The last thing I want to do is talk about myself, so I redirect the conversation. ‘You just graduated, right? Sorry for not sending a gift. It was the least I could have done.’


‘You’ve been busy,’ she says, waving off my apology. ‘And this trip to Monaco is my gift from Oakley. You can tack your name onto it and call it a day.’


I relax some at her joke and the hint of a smile pulling at the corner of her full lips, pleased that while this interaction is definitely strange, we can still find some sense of normality.


I snicker. ‘I’ll happily take credit for someone else’s work.’


She smiles at that, and I can tell she’s just as glad as I am that we’ve found our footing again.


‘Call your boss and ask if you can take an extra week off,’ I go on. ‘Oakley and I can charter a yacht.’


I’m playing around – though maybe not; the yacht does sound like a fun time – but I must have said something wrong, because the smile disappears from her face.


Shit. What did I do this time?


‘No need to make any calls, seeing as I don’t have a job,’ she says, her chin dropping a fraction. ‘I’ve applied for more than I can count, but I’ve heard nothing from most of them. I might have to look outside of sports marketing.’


Great, I’ve made her feel bad about her unsuccessful job search. It’s only been, what, a couple of weeks since she graduated? Not many people are lucky enough to get hired that quickly, anyway. At least I don’t think so. Not that I’ve ever been part of the real working world.


I know I can be a dick, and it’s usually on purpose, but not this time. ‘I’m sure you’ll find something,’ I reassure her, wanting to kick myself. ‘Don’t even worry about it.’


‘Mm, yeah. Right.’


She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, and I follow her fingertips, remembering how she did the same thing right before I—


‘Enough about me,’ she says, interrupting my thoughts before I can be dragged back into the memory. ‘You’ve certainly been making headlines lately. Everything okay?’


It’s my turn to grimace, hating that she’s the latest person to press on the bruise of my reputation. I hate that she even knows about it in the first place. ‘Ah, yeah. Things could definitely be better.’


We’re on equal footing now that we’ve made each other feel like shit, but Willow has always tried to find the lightness in heavy situations, so it’s no surprise that she grins and says, ‘So you’re telling me IYK Quick Results isn’t paying you millions of dollars to promote them? What a scam.’


That drags a laugh out of me, loud and genuine. ‘Upsetting, right? I’ve given them so much publicity that they should be paying me. And honestly, it’s a great product.’


Her grin remains, but there’s a glimmer of worry in her eyes. ‘You’ve used it before?’


Ah, shit. Now she thinks the STD rumour is true. Am I cursed not to say anything right tonight?


‘I’m just saying in general,’ I rush to reply. I do not need the rumour to spread any further, just like a—Nope. Not gonna make the joke. ‘Quick and easy testing could never be a bad thing. The product is good to have on hand, especially in a place like this, where people aren’t as cautious as they should be.’ I hold an arm out, motioning to the crowd around us. It’s full of new money and social climbers. ‘Better safe than that burning sensation when you pee.’


She closes her eyes like she can’t believe what I’ve just said, head shaking almost imperceptibly. ‘Oh . . . my god.’


I shrug. It’s true. Condoms only go so far, and not every use is perfect, so what’s so wrong with being cautious? I’ve always thought STD shaming was shitty anyway, but now that I’m a victim of it without even having one, those feelings are even stronger. Maybe they would be the perfect sponsor.


Willow takes a deep breath and pulls her shoulders back, her eyes settling on me again, this time with a knowing sparkle behind them. It’s been a while since she got a true taste of my sense of humour, but she’s handling it the way she always has – with resignation and a refusal to laugh, no matter how hard it is for her to hold back. She finds me funny. She just won’t admit it.


‘What’s the story behind those posts anyway?’ she asks once she composes herself. ‘Were you hacked?’


I blow out a breath and tug at my bow tie. ‘The gist of it is that my social media manager Jani got sick of my shit, so she quit. And that was her parting gift.’


‘I’ll be honest, I haven’t seen everything. Just snippets that people I follow have shared.’ She smirks, and I try my best to ignore how much I like the sight. ‘You’re kind of a celebrity, I guess.’


‘I am. Thanks for finally noticing.’ I pull out my phone and navigate to my Instagram archive. ‘And you’re in for a treat.’


My calloused fingers brush against her pink-painted nails as I pass the device over. She slowly scrolls through, reading the multi-paragraph caption Jani took the time to type up, and I can’t look away. Willow’s expression goes from passive to grimacing in a split second. At least I get to see a glimpse of her dimples when it does.


‘Wow, you really pissed this woman off,’ she says, her eyes full of a mix of pity and humour.


I take my phone back, letting our fingers brush again. ‘I’ll admit it. I did antagonize her.’


Willow scans my face, the hint of amusement in her expression instantly eclipsed by dread. ‘Dev, what did you do?’


I have a laundry list of minor misdeeds, but I’ll go with the worst of them all. ‘I . . . cancelled her flight from Australia after the Grand Prix and left her stranded.’


‘No.’


I put my hands up, palms out. ‘In my defence, she’d been hounding me all day about making some video using that sexy baby filter – you know the one going around everywhere – and then she snuck up on me after a bad practice session, and . . . yeah. Cancelled it then and there. And didn’t tell her.’


The back of Willow’s hand connects with my chest. ‘You’re such a dick!’


‘Never said I wasn’t.’


She lets out an exasperated breath, but then she studies me silently, like she’s searching for something. Finally, she tentatively asks, ‘You haven’t posted anything else since this happened?’


I shake my head. ‘I have no interest in handling social media myself. I’ve got a million other things to do.’ Like drive a fast car without crashing.


‘You’re wasting an incredibly valuable opportunity to recover your image,’ she says with a frown. She’s clearly looking at this from a marketing perspective, which makes sense considering her degree. ‘This post obviously did a lot of damage. Why not get Argonaut’s media team to handle things, at least for now? Or hire a full-service PR firm?’


I wince. ‘Because you can always tell the guys who hire firms. All their posts come off so bland. Zero personality, you know?’ I don’t need to get into my deeper reasons for it. ‘And I don’t trust Argonaut not to make me look bad.’


‘Come on, that can’t be true,’ she argues. ‘Their whole purpose is to help you.’


I snort. ‘Yeah, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. They’re so far up my teammate’s ass that I’m not even on their radar. All I got for this incident was a five-minute lecture from the team principal. That was it. Ever since my teammate and his father swooped in with a bunch of money, they just . . . ignore me.’


Her lips part in surprise, and my gaze drops to them. They’re plump and pillowy, the bottom one just a little fuller than the top, like she’s perpetually pouting. It’s sexy as hell. And that’s something I am not allowed to think.


‘Seriously?’ she asks.


‘Seriously,’ I confirm, forcing my eyes back up to meet hers. ‘They’re not looking out for me. They’re biding their time until my contract is up since they’re too cheap to buy me out.’


‘That’s awful.’


It really is, especially because I should be their number-one driver. I came up through their driver academy. I’m the one consistently scoring points while my teammate is red-flagging every other race. I’m thirteenth in the Drivers’ Championship and the only reason we’re not dead last in the Constructors’. But if my stats aren’t enough to earn their support, then I don’t know what is. Considering there’s so much time left on my contract, I’m stuck twiddling my thumbs for now. Eventually, I’ll have the opportunity to move to another team.


Maybe. God, I fucking hope so.


But who’s going to want me if I can’t prove my worth?


Instead of telling her any of that, I shrug and play it off like I always do when something bothers me. ‘It is what it is.’


But Willow’s not about to shrug anything off. The cogs in her head are already turning. ‘It doesn’t have to be like that,’ she says, passion behind the statement. She’s holding back, though, because when she’s really invested, her voice shakes a little. She hates it, claiming it makes her come across as too emotional, but I disagree. It shows how much she cares.


And that once again proves that I know this girl too well.


‘You can get their attention, Dev,’ she pushes on, both hands back to clutching her champagne glass. This time, the movement is one of excitement, not nerves. ‘You need to put yourself out there in other spheres. Pull in new sponsors and fans who will drop cash on your team’s merch. We both know money talks. If you show up to the table with a fat cheque, they can’t ignore you.’


I cross my arms, impressed – and a little intimidated – by Willow’s ability to throw a game plan together in five seconds flat. How she doesn’t have a job yet beats me. Clearly, she’s bullheaded and solutions-oriented, the perfect kind of employee.


Honestly, if I could, I’d hire her to fix this for me.


She’s still talking, eyes alight as she outlines a plan. But I’m no longer listening, because an idea has struck me, one I should have thought of sooner.


I could hire Willow to fix my dumpster fire of a reputation.


It’s brilliant. I mean, Oakley might not love the idea, but this would be a strictly professional arrangement. He has no reason to think anything less than appropriate would happen between Willow and me anyway. And we both know better than to let it. With her help, I could be on the road to becoming Argonaut’s number-one driver. Maybe even on the road to a better team.


Willow could get me there. She obviously knows her shit, and she’s got the degree to back it up. And, more importantly, she actually wants to see me succeed. This girl cheered for me and Oakley from the tiny stands at our karting races, and she’s still cheering for me now. What else could I possibly want out of a fixer?


She’s still talking, but the words leave my mouth before I can stop them. ‘I think I know how to fix this. All of this.’


She stops, scrunching her brow. ‘And how’s that?’


I take a deep breath. It’s now or never. ‘You, Willow. I need you.’
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