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For everyone who ever fell for the one they were supposed to beat.
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VANE

There are nine hundred metres of circuit left in the season, and Elliot Vane spends the first six hundred of them watching a mirror.

He shouldn’t. The mirror tells him nothing the car hasn’t already told him, nothing he can’t feel in the floor and in the way the air keeps dragging at his rear wing every time the gap shuts. But he watches it anyway, because the shape filling it is scarlet and low and far too close, and because he has spent eleven months refusing to look away from that exact shape.

Cardoso is right there. Half a second. Then less than that.

The pit wall is shouting something in his ear. He stopped hearing words a few laps ago, around the point where the numbers on his dash stopped being lap times and started being the rest of his life. Win this corner sequence and he keeps the one on the nose of the car. Win it and the season ends the way every season is meant to end, with Vane alone at the front and the rest of the grid learning to live with it again.

Lose it, and he loses it to him.

They come out of the final chicane side by side, which should not be possible. Vane has the line. He has had the line all afternoon, defended it lap after lap until his tyres went to glass beneath him, and on cold rubber a year ago he would have backed Cardoso into a wall by now and called it racing. He doesn’t. That is the first thing he notices and refuses to think about: that somewhere in the last eleven months he stopped being willing to put this particular car in the wall.

The straight opens up. The rear wing flicks flat, the car surges, and for two hundred metres Vane is gone, clear, the gap stretching to a length that on any other Sunday would be the end of it.

Then the tow takes hold. He feels it the way you feel a hand on the back of your neck. The scarlet car tucks into the hole his own car punches in the air, draws all that turbulence into speed, and starts to come back. Of course it does. It has been coming back to him all year. Every time he has tried to leave it behind it has found the slipstream and returned, closer than before, until closeness stopped being a problem he was trying to solve and became the only state he understood.

The braking board comes up. One hundred metres. Final corner.

He goes to the brakes late, later than he has all weekend, and the car squirms and holds, and out of the corner of his vision the scarlet nose arrives anyway, level with his front wheel, then his cockpit, the two of them carrying far too much speed into a corner that was only ever built for one.

There is no room. There has not been room for either of them for a long time.

Vane turns in. The red car is there beside him where the apex should be, close enough that if the visors were up they would be looking straight at each other, and he cannot see the face inside that helmet but he does not need to. He has the whole thing by heart now. The grin. The fury. The thing underneath both that neither of them has ever said out loud at a circuit, where there are eight hundred cameras and not one private metre of asphalt on earth.

For a fraction of a second, going into the last corner of the season with a championship balanced on the head of a pin, the only thing in Elliot Vane’s world is the car he is supposed to beat.

Then the front tyres bite, the two cars commit to a piece of track that belongs to one of them, and the rest of it happens too fast to be a choice.

•   •   •  
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Eleven months earlier.
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VANE

Elliot Vane had never minded the hour before a race, because it was the one hour nobody could reach him.

Everywhere else there were people who wanted something small and called it nothing. Sponsors who wanted ninety seconds and a photograph. Engineers who wanted a decision in the time it took to say the word. Journalists who wanted one sentence they could cut in half and run beneath a picture of him not smiling. But in the hour before lights out the sport built a wall around its drivers and called it preparation, and Vane walked behind that wall the way other men walked into a warm house.

He sat at the back of the Arden garage with his race suit unzipped to the waist and his eyes closed, and he listened to the team work around him. He did not have to look to read the room. The stammer of a wheel gun. The flat quiet of his race engineer reading a number he disliked. The scrape of a mechanic’s knees on the floor beside the car that, in a few hours, would either keep Vane where he had stood for three years or begin the slow work of taking it from him.

“Twenty minutes,” Marsh said, close to his ear. He did not touch him. Nobody touched Vane before a race, and most of them had given up trying in any other hour too.

“I heard the first one,” Vane said, without opening his eyes.

“I know. I tell you anyway. It’s tradition.” Marsh had been his race engineer for four seasons and had worked out early that the way to last beside Elliot Vane was to fill the silences with small true things and ask for nothing in return. It made him, by some distance, the person Vane could stand to be near the longest. Vane was aware of the smallness of that distinction and tried not to examine it.

The grid sheet was pinned where he could see it, and he opened his eyes now and read it the way he read everything, top to bottom, looking for the thing that could hurt him. Pole position. His own name in the box at the front, where it had been for the opening race of the last three seasons and most of the races in between. Three world championships. A number on the nose of the car that the sport handed to whoever had won the last one, and that he had not given back since the first time he took it.

It should have felt like something. People assumed it did, and in the press he let them, because a champion who admitted that winning had started to feel like maintenance was a champion who had handed his rivals a paragraph. The truth was colder and duller than anything he would put near a microphone. Winning had stopped being a feeling somewhere in the second season and become a place instead, a high flat plateau with very good weather and no one else on it.

Through the garage opening he could see the pit lane filling with the people allowed into it an hour before a race, which was to say the people who mattered and the people the people who mattered had brought. A driver from one of the midfield teams was laughing at something with his arm around a mechanic, easy in a way Vane watched the way you watch a language you used to speak and had let go.

A figure detached itself from a television crew and came toward him on the brisk diagonal of a man who had decided he was owed thirty seconds. Reuben Ashby ran Arden the way a surgeon runs a theatre, had built the fastest car in the world around Vane twice, and still crossed the garage to his own driver as though crossing a frozen lake.

“The red side’s sold the grandstands a story about the kid,” Ashby said. “Half of Italy is here to watch him.”

“Then half of Italy will be disappointed by lunch,” Vane said.

Ashby almost smiled. “That’s the line. Give it to them after, would you. With the teeth.” He meant the smile Vane could produce for a camera, the one that tested well and reached nothing, that Vane had learned the way he learned a circuit, corner by corner, until he could do it without being present for it. He agreed to it, and Ashby took his thirty seconds elsewhere, satisfied, and never once asked the only question that might have landed, which was how he was. Nobody asked Vane how he was. He had built a life in which the question would have sounded absurd, like asking a mountain how it had slept.

Two doors down, in front of the garage that wore the specific deep red the sport had spent eighty years letting that team believe belonged to them, the Moretti mechanics were rolling a car into the light. Vane had beaten the red cars more often than he had beaten anyone, and he did not think about them more than the rest. He registered the new name on the second car the way he registered weather. Cardoso. The rookie. The one the paddock had spent all winter being excited about, because the paddock was always excited about someone in the winter, and it cost nothing, and by summer most of them were gone.

“Ten minutes,” Marsh said.

Vane stood, zipped the suit to his throat, and let the wall close the last of the way.

•   •   •  
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Lights out happened the way it always happened, which was that the whole of him narrowed to five red bulbs and the soles of his feet.

Five lights on. The world went quiet inside the helmet, the grandstands and the commentary and the three championships all falling away until there was nothing left but the bite point under his right foot and the breath he was holding without having decided to. Lights out. He fed the clutch and the car launched clean and square, and by the first corner the gap behind him was already a thing he was building rather than a thing he was defending.

This was the part he could still feel. Not the winning. The driving. The opening stint of a race that was going to plan was the nearest Vane came to the easy thing he had just watched the midfield driver do with his arm around the mechanic, and he chased it the only way he knew how, which was alone and at the front and flat out.

“Gap to second, two-one,” Marsh said a few laps in. “You’re managing this however you like.”

He managed it the way he managed everything, by making it boring. Laps a tenth inside what anyone behind him could hold, tyres looked after, no theatre. A Vane race from the front was famously dull to watch, and that was the entire point. He turned grands prix into arithmetic, and arithmetic did not produce upsets.

Which was why, on lap nineteen, a number on his dash made him look at it twice.

“Who’s in third,” he said. It was not really a question.

“Cardoso.” A pause that told Vane the pit wall had seen the same thing he had. “The Moretti rookie. He’s setting purple sectors. Just took two tenths out of you through sector two.”

Rookies did not take two tenths out of Elliot Vane in sector two of their first grand prix. Rookies in their first race drove like men carrying something fragile across a wet floor, which was the correct way to drive a first race, and he had watched a decade of them do it. On the next straight he let his eyes flick once to the timing screen and saw the scarlet car hauling itself up through the order with no apparent regard for the floor, or the fragile thing, or the wet.

“Tell me his pace,” Vane said.

Marsh told him. Vane listened, and then, for the first time in longer than he cared to count, he added a tenth of his own.

He won. Of course he won. He had a cushion and a car built by people paid extraordinary sums to ensure that men like him won, and he brought it home the way he always did, clean and unbothered and first. But he crossed the line two and a half seconds clear of a red car driven by someone who had not existed to him that morning, and two and a half seconds, on a day he had spent managing however he liked, was not the number he had gone to the grid expecting to read.

“P one,” Marsh said. “World champion does it again. Nicely done.”

“Who finished third.”

“Cardoso. Debut podium.” Marsh let it sit a beat. “First one since you, as it happens. Your debut.”

Vane did not answer. He took the slowing-down lap with his visor up and the wind loud in the cockpit, and he told himself the thing he told himself after every win, that it was one race and the season was long and there was no such thing as a result that meant anything in March. He had believed it for three years. He believed it all the way back to parc fermé, where he climbed out of the car into the noise, and it held right up until he turned around and found the rookie watching him.

•   •   •  
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Up close, Cardoso was younger than the size of his nerve, and he was smiling.

They had been funnelled together into the cramped room behind the podium where the top three were weighed and watered and made to wait, and most rookies in that room spent the whole of it staring at the drivers they had grown up watching and saying nothing at all. Cardoso leaned against the wall with a bottle of water and looked at Vane as though he had been wanting to for some time and had finally been handed the chance.

“You’re smaller than you look on television,” he said. His English had a Brazilian warmth poured over the top of it, unhurried, amused. “Everyone says this and nobody believes them. But it’s true.”

“Congratulations on the podium,” Vane said, in the voice he kept for people he did not intend to speak to twice.

“Thank you.” Cardoso did not appear to notice the voice, or noticed it and found it funny. “It was a good day. You drove beautifully.”

It was the kind of thing rookies said, and Vane had the nod ready for it, the small economical nod that closed these exchanges before they could open. He had it half made when Cardoso tipped his head and finished the sentence.

“Lonely,” he said. “But beautiful.”

He said it without a trace of cruelty, which was the part Vane could not lay a hand on afterward. He said it the way a person might mention there was rain coming, an observation offered freely because it seemed odd that the other man had not noticed it himself. Then a Moretti press officer had a hand on his shoulder and he was moving toward the cameras, still smiling, and he left Vane standing in the small loud room with a nod he had never finished.

Vane had been called a great many things in three years of winning. Difficult. Cold. The best of his generation, by people who meant it, and a machine, by people who meant that as the same thing. None of it had ever followed him out of a room. Lonely was not on the list, and it was the only word out of the whole long day that rode back to the hotel with him, and was still there, unhelpfully, when the lights went out.

TWO
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The New Kid

[image: ]


RAFA

The red suit still felt like a costume.

Three weeks Rafa Cardoso had owned it and he still caught himself in every reflective surface in the paddock, checking, the way you check a lie you are getting away with. Moretti red, the most photographed colour in the sport, worn by men whose posters had hung over his bed in São Paulo until the corners went soft from being taken down and put back up. He had never once taken his own poster down for anybody. There had never been one.

He had come the long way, which in this sport was the only way that left a mark on you. Karting on tyres other boys had thrown out. A mother who worked two jobs and called it one so that the second would not sit on him. A man named Toninho who ran a scratched-up kart track outside the city, who looked at a loud skinny boy who would not lift off the throttle and decided to spend fifteen years and most of his own money making the world look too. Every driver on this grid had a story about arriving. Most of theirs had a sponsor in it by the age of ten. Rafa’s had Toninho’s rattling van and a blue tarpaulin and a thermos of coffee at five in the morning, and he would not have traded a minute of it, because it had left him with the one thing none of the rich boys could buy. Nothing here could frighten him. He had already done the frightening part. The frightening part had been eleven years old and good and poor.

Moretti had signed him because their season had been quietly dying for four years, and somebody high in the building had decided that what a dying romance needed was a new love story, and that a Brazilian boy with a smile and no fear tested well with the people they paid to test such things. Rafa knew exactly why he was there. He had decided somewhere over the Atlantic that he did not care about the reason as long as the seat was real, and the seat was real, and it was red, and it was his.

“You are thinking too much,” Matteo said in his ear. His race engineer had a face like a kind landslide and had been at Moretti long enough to have strapped three of the men from Rafa’s ceiling into this same car. “I can hear it from here. Stop.”

“I am not thinking,” Rafa said. “I am enjoying.”

“It is the same face.” Matteo almost smiled then. “On the grid you do the start I taught you. Not the start you would like to do.”

“The one you taught me is slower.”

“It is slower, and you will still be racing at turn three, which is where the fast one usually ends. Slower and alive, Rafael.”

He liked Matteo, who said his full name like a small scolding and treated the famous red car as a thing that belonged to all of them and to none of them. Down the garage the mechanics moved around it with the gentleness people use on something they love and fear in equal measure, and beyond the open front of the box the grandstand was a wall of red caps and flags, here on faith for a team that had not won anything worth keeping in four years. Some of the flags had his name on them. Three weeks, and he had not got used to it, and hoped he never would, because the day a thing like that stopped frightening you a little was the day you had begun to believe you deserved it.

•   •   •  
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By lap nineteen he had stopped counting the cars he had passed and started counting the one he had not.

There was only the one. The silver Arden, a long way up the road, driven by the man who had been winning since Rafa was at school, and who drove, Rafa had decided across nineteen laps of watching the gap on his dash, like someone trying not to be touched. Everything about the silver car was distance. It put distance into every corner and defended distance down every straight and made the whole afternoon look less like a race than like a man walking quickly away from a conversation.

Rafa had never in his life been able to leave a conversation.

So he chased it. Not because Matteo told him to, Matteo was in fact telling him with some urgency to think about the tyres and the long game and the points a debut podium would bring, all of it sensible and none of it the thing alive in Rafa’s chest. He chased it because it was there and because it was fast, and because somewhere in the second stint he had caught the silver car in a slow corner and seen, for a quarter of a second, the dark visor flick to the mirror. To him. The great man had looked back and found Rafa Cardoso there, in red, on debut, and the look had gone through him like current off a bare wire.

He wanted it again. That was the whole of his strategy, if anyone had asked, which nobody sane would have.

He began putting the car in places a rookie’s car had no business being. Purple in sector two, then purple again, the timing screens lighting up with his name in the colour that meant faster than everyone. He could not catch the Arden, the silver car was a second a lap quicker than anything fair, but he could make the gap stop growing, and then he could make it shrink, a tenth here, a tenth there, until he knew, he knew, that up ahead in the cockpit the most controlled man in the sport was being made to spend something he had not planned to spend.

“Rafael.” Matteo, very calm, which was how Rafa had learned the man got when he was not calm at all. “P three is history. A podium on debut. Bring it home.”

“How far to the leader?”

A pause. “Further than you can make up today. Bring it home, menino.”

He brought it home. Two and a half seconds behind a man he could not reach, which on the timing sheet was a defeat and in Rafa’s body was the best afternoon of his life. He crossed the line and the radio filled with Italian and joy and Matteo’s landslide voice cracking in the middle of a word, and the red wall in the grandstand came up off its seats, and Rafa drove the slowing-down lap hard one last time just to feel it, screaming inside his helmet where nobody could hear, a sound with no words anywhere in it.

•   •   •  
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Up close the champion was not what the posters had promised, and Rafa could not stop looking at him.

They had been put together in the small room behind the podium, the three who had finished first and second and third, and Niklas Brandt, who had come second and had been doing this long enough to find it routine, was drinking his water and looking at nothing. But the man in silver. Rafa had grown up on him, on the highlight reels and the records and the cold clean genius of him, and he had expected, meeting him, to feel the thing you feel meeting weather, something large and impersonal that did not know your name.

Instead there was only a man, narrower than the legend, with a stillness on him that Rafa recognised because he had seen it on people at funerals. The man had won. He had won the way he won everything, and he stood in the corner of the small loud room as though the winning had happened to somebody else and he was merely there to collect it on their behalf.

“You’re smaller than you look on television,” Rafa heard himself say, because he said the things he thought, it was the worst and the best of him and Toninho had given up trying to cure it. “Everyone says this and nobody believes them. But it’s true.”

“Congratulations on the podium,” the champion said, in a voice built to end the conversation, and Rafa felt the whole shape of it, the politeness with the door already shutting behind it, and found that he did not want the door to shut.

“Thank you. It was a good day.” And it was true, so he said the next true thing, looking at the man properly, at the stillness and the distance and the way he had driven the whole afternoon as though getting away from something. “You drove beautifully.”

The champion had a nod ready. Rafa watched him begin it, the small economical nod of a man who had been complimented by a thousand rookies and filed every one of them in the same drawer, and something in Rafa refused to go in the drawer.

“Lonely,” he said. “But beautiful.”

He had not planned it. It arrived the way true things arrived in him, out loud before he had voted on it, and the instant it was in the air he watched it land. The nod stopped. For one second the stillness cracked straight down the centre and something looked out through the gap, startled, before the wall came back up so fast that Rafa almost doubted he had seen it. Then a press officer had a hand on his shoulder, steering him toward the cameras and the cooldown room and the rest of his suddenly enormous life, and he went, grinning, his heart going like a kart engine on the limiter.

He had made Elliot Vane spend a tenth he had not meant to spend, and flinch at a single word, in one afternoon. Rafa walked out into the noise already wanting, with his whole greedy unfrightened heart, to learn what the rest of the season would cost the man, and what it would be like to be the one charging him for it.

THREE
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VANE

The press conference was the one part of winning that Vane had never managed to make boring.

He had made everything else boring on purpose. The races. The interviews that came in ones and twos, where he could choose the ground. Even the sponsor evenings, where he had perfected a way of being present that asked almost nothing of the man inside the suit. But the conference put the top three drivers behind a long desk in front of a room of people whose entire profession was the manufacture of meaning, and meaning was the one thing Vane had never found a way to turn into arithmetic.

He sat at the centre, because the winner sat at the centre. Brandt was on his left, second again, wearing it like a coat he had stopped noticing. And on his right, near enough that Vane could hear him breathe between answers, was the rookie.

They had cleaned him up for the cameras and it had not taken. Cardoso still looked like he had been plugged into something live, leaning into the microphone with his whole body when his turn came, laughing at the first question, charming the room so completely that Vane watched three hardened journalists forget to write anything down.

“Elliot.” The moderator. “Another lights-to-flag win, a record-extending start to the year. Does it ever get old?”

“No,” Vane said, which was the answer that closed the question, and he gave them the next sentence too, the one about the season being long and one race meaning nothing in March, the sentence he had said so many times it had worn smooth as a stone in a river. The room wrote it down. They always wrote it down. It told them nothing and they printed it anyway, and that was the contract, and he had honoured it for years.

Then a hand went up at the back, and the question was aimed at him but it was about the boy.

“Elliot, the Moretti rookie took two tenths out of you in the second stint. First driver to make you visibly respond in a long time. What did you make of him?”

Visibly respond. The words touched something. He had added a tenth on lap nineteen and had believed, with the certainty of a man who had built a life on not being read, that nobody had seen it. Somebody had seen it. They always saw more than you thought. It was the lesson he kept relearning and kept resenting.

“He drove well,” Vane said. “Rookies often do, once, before the season teaches them what it costs.” It was correct, and it was cold, and it was the kind of line that would run, and he felt rather than saw the boy beside him turn to look at him while he said it.

“Can I answer?” Cardoso said, to the moderator, to the room, delighted. He did not wait. “He is right. The season will teach me many things. I hope it teaches me to do that to him in sector one as well.”

The room laughed. Of course it laughed. He had taken Vane’s cold little blade and turned it into a joke that flattered the man who had thrown it, and made the whole press pack adore him for it, and done it in his second language without appearing to try. Vane had spent fifteen years learning to manage a room. The boy did it the way other people breathed.

“And,” Cardoso went on, quieter now, almost to himself, “it is not nothing, to chase him. People should try it before they call it nothing. It was the most alive I have ever been.”

He was not looking at Vane when he said it. That was somehow worse. Vane sat very still at the centre of the desk, in front of the room, holding the smile that tested well and reached nothing, and found that he had no arithmetic for the thing the boy had just put into the air. No system. No worn-smooth sentence. Nothing to turn it into.

•   •   •  
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It followed him to the next race, which was the first sign that something was wrong.

Things did not follow Vane. He had built his life so that they could not. The plateau was high and the weather was good and the defining feature of it was that nothing reached it, and for three years nothing had. But he flew out of Melbourne with a sentence in his luggage he had not packed, it was the most alive I have ever been, and a quarter-second image he could not delete, of a wall in himself cracking down the middle on a podium while a Brazilian boy watched it go.

He told himself it was the threat. That was a thing he understood, a rival quick enough to matter, and for most of a week he let himself believe that what he felt was the clean cold attention he had always turned on anyone fast. He had felt it for other drivers. It had a shape. This did not have that shape.

He learned how different a shape it had on cold tyres.

Final practice, a new circuit, an out-lap on a fresh set with the rubber not yet up to temperature and therefore treacherous, the part of every lap Vane had navigated ten thousand times, because the whole craft of it was patience, was waiting for the grip to arrive before you asked the car for anything at all. He knew this. He had built a career on knowing this. And he turned into the fourth corner on cold rubber with his mind two thousand kilometres back in a small room behind a podium, and he asked the car for something it did not yet have, and the rear stepped out from under him.

He caught it. Of course he caught it, his hands had been doing this longer than the boy had been alive, and to anyone watching it was a flicker, a champion having a moment and gathering it back the way champions do. But Vane sat in the cockpit at the end of the lap with his heart doing something undignified, and he understood precisely what had happened, because he was, beneath all the other things they called him, honest in the one room nobody else could enter.

He had lost the rear because he had not been present. He had not been present because he had been thinking about Rafa Cardoso. And the genuinely dangerous thing, the thing that sat colder in him than the near-spin, was that some part of Melbourne had not felt like a threat being measured. It had felt like being seen. After three years alone on the plateau with the very good weather, somebody had looked up from a podium and named the weather, and Vane had no wall built for that, because he had never once imagined he would need one.

“Everything all right?” Marsh, in his ear, carefully. “That was unlike you. Turn four.”

“Cold tyres,” Vane said.

It was true. It was even the truth Marsh would accept, and write down, and build the afternoon’s engineering around. It was simply not the whole of the truth, and as he guided the car back down the pit lane Vane understood that he had begun, for the first time in three years, to keep something from his own team, that he was going to go on keeping it, and that the boy in red was the reason.

FOUR
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Closing the Gap
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RAFA

By the fifth race the television had a number it liked, and the number was the gap, and every Sunday the gap got smaller.

It was the points. That was what the graphic meant, the distance in the championship between the silver car at the top and the red one climbing toward it. But the graphic put their two faces side by side now whenever it came up, Vane and Cardoso, the champion and the kid, and Rafa had learned to feel a small private heat every time the broadcast paired them like that, as though the screen had guessed something he had not told anyone.

The points were real and they were his and he had earned them the hard way. A second place from a damp start that the dry men hated and he did not. A third from near the back after a mistake in qualifying that Matteo had forgiven out loud in the garage and never once mentioned again. Another second, close enough to the win that he had sat in the cooldown room afterward with his hands still going. Moretti had not had a run like it in years, and the factory in Italy began sending photographs, the men and women off the floor holding up his number with both hands, and Rafa had cried at the first one in a way he had told nobody about except his sister, who had cried too and then told him down the phone to stop being soft.

Toninho called after every race from the scratched-up track outside São Paulo, and the calls were always the same, which was the whole reason Rafa loved them. Never well done. Toninho watched the same race the world watched and saw the single corner Rafa had given away, the one lift he had not needed, and he laid it out down the telephone in detail, patiently, like a man returning lost property. And then, only then, at the very end, in a voice he worked to keep flat, he said the closest thing to it he ever said. The car looked happy. Rafa would have raced the whole season for that sentence on its own.

The win came in the sixth race, and it came wrong, and Rafa knew it before he had the helmet off his head.

Vane had been leading it the way Vane led everything, out front and managing the gap to the decimal, when a wheel would not leave the silver car for three extra seconds at the second stops, and a safety car fell exactly where it gutted him and exactly where it carried Rafa, and the lead simply arrived in Rafa’s lap like a gift he had not asked anyone for. He took it. You took it. You did not hand a Moretti win back to be polite about it. He crossed the line first and the red came up over the barriers in a wave, and Matteo was sobbing the team’s first win in four years into the radio, and Rafa stood on the top step with the anthem going and his grandfather’s face on a phone somebody was holding up to him, and it was the happiest he had ever been and underneath it, the entire time, sat a splinter. He had wanted that step. He had not wanted it like this. He had wanted to take it from the man, not from the man’s broken luck.

In parc fermé Vane climbed out of the silver car in fourth and walked past the red one without turning his head, and Rafa, who had never once in his life let a person walk past him unspoken to, opened his mouth and found that for the first time he had nothing in it, because the only true thing he owned in that moment was I did not want it this way, and you could not say that to a man you had just beaten. So he said nothing, and Vane gave him the same back, and it was the first silence that had ever passed between them, and Rafa hated it more than he had loved the win.

•   •   •  
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After that, the thing the press had been building all season finally had a name, and the name was the two of them.

The sport had been waiting years for it, and Rafa understood, watching it arrive, that he and Vane had just handed it over gift-wrapped. A champion who did not lose, and a boy who would not stop coming. They put it on the covers, the silver and the red, ice and fire, every tired opposite a designer could reach for, and the tired opposites were not even wrong. They printed caps in both colours and counted which ones moved. A broadcaster cut a title sequence out of nothing but the pair of them, Vane’s face and then Rafa’s and then Vane’s again, and ran it before every race until even his sister complained she was sick of looking at him.

Rafa fed it, a little, because feeding it was easy and because the only other option was pretending, and pretending was the one thing he had never been any good at. But there was a part of the public thing he did not feed and could not have explained to a single person. It was the way his name had grown attached to Vane’s in the mouth of the whole world. Nobody said Cardoso on its own any more. They said Vane and Cardoso, in one breath, the way you say the name of one thing, and every time he heard it some quiet traitor in him liked it, liked being one half of a phrase with the man’s name folded into it, and that was not a feeling you could hand to a press officer, so he handed it to no one and carried it himself.

The conferences were where they wanted blood. A feud, trash talk, the boy calling the king finished. Every week they leaned across the room and offered Rafa the knife, and every week he set it down again, and after a while the setting-down became its own story.

“They keep asking me to tell them he is finished,” Rafa said, the tenth time somebody tried, and he heard his own voice go somewhere he had not sent it. “I won’t do it. You don’t understand what you are asking. I did not come here to watch him fall down. Anyone can beat a man who is already falling. I want him at his best. The best he has ever been, every Sunday, no safety car, no broken wheel, nothing helping me. And then I want to beat him. That is the only thing I want in this whole sport.” He had meant it as the truth about racing. It went round the world by morning as something else, because he had said it looking at nobody, with too much in his voice, and a few hundred strangers who had never met him wrote that the kid talked about the champion the way you talk about a person you cannot stop thinking about. They meant it as a joke. Rafa read it at two in the morning with the phone too bright in the dark and did not laugh, because the strangers were also, without the smallest idea of it, right.

•   •   •  
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The sport, smelling money, started putting them in rooms together on purpose.

They were stood, the two of them, in a cold studio with a photographer and a silver show car and a red one and a man from the series holding a clipboard, and told to stand close and look like enemies, which the man with the clipboard seemed to believe was a thing you could ask two people to perform on a count of three. Vane arrived exactly on time, stood exactly where he was placed, and waited with the patience of a man enduring weather he had dressed for. Rafa, who had been there twenty minutes early learning the lighting crew’s names, took the mark beside him, close enough to feel the cold come off the man like an open fridge.

“You don’t have to hate me for the camera,” Rafa said, low, under the photographer’s counting. “They’ll buy it either way.”

Nothing. The wall, the polite shut eyes, the famous distance, the whole of it sealed and eighteen inches from his shoulder.

“I have the line you gave them in Melbourne,” Rafa tried. “About rookies, and what the season costs them.” He grinned at the lens. “I wrote it down. It was a good line. Cold.”

The shutter went, and went again. The man with the clipboard asked them to turn and face one another. And as they turned, with the lights hot and the car cold against his arm and not one person near enough to
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