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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Manny

      Paris, France

      

      Drawn metal shades extinguish most of the afternoon sun reaching Samantha’s lifeless body, half her face covered with bandages, a tube down her throat, her hair singed by fire. The ventilator uses the tube to blow air into her lungs, giving the girl life as her body struggles to survive. The heart machine beeps at a rhythm that I'm already quite familiar with. Some may think it's an annoying sound. But to me, it means Samantha is still alive. I pretend that she's talking to me. That her beating heart is a constant plea for me to stay.

      To keep her company.

      To not give up on her.

      Samantha appears so delicate, her small body swallowed up by the French hospital bed. I guess she's shorter than I imagine because the girl's personality is so much bigger than the body she inhabits. She's like a tiger inside a lamb's body. The type of girl that makes things happen. The type of girl who doesn't know how to give up on what she wants. The type of girl that lifts up others around her. I'm lucky she picked me.

      Now I'll be lucky if she survives.

      I can't keep having thoughts like that. She's tough. Tougher than I am. Yet I'm scared. I don't know what I would do if I lost her. Would I go insane like my friend Hanna? There's a chance I may. When you love someone with this intensity, the fire in your heart is so hard to extinguish.

      “She'll pull through. Samantha is young. Vibrant. Lovely.” My uncle Ralf pauses. His familiar salt-and-pepper beard hugs his face. Even through the man’s glasses I can tell he’s holding back tears. “She's a lovely young woman. She'll be fine.”

      My uncle has more hope than all the world put together. I know he's in as much pain as I am. And he's in his seventies. I worry about him a lot. My uncle doesn't need this strain on his conscious.

      “Yes, she’ll be fine.” I'm lying of course. The doctors had to put Samantha into a medically induced coma to prevent her brain from swelling. They don't know how this will play out. They act optimistic. But when you push them for true specifics, they give her fifty-fifty. They say the shock to her body cannot be overestimated.

      The door opens and Graham, Samantha's sports agent, slips in with some flowers. He’s always so well dressed, not even a thread out of place. But his eyes are red. He’s been crying too.

      “Still the same?” he asks.

      My uncle nods.

      “Poor girl. Our poor, brave little girl.” Graham approaches Samantha, leans down and kisses her on the forehead. He whispers something to her before placing the flowers on a table. He wipes his eyes. It's hard not to become emotional in this place. Hospitals seem to breed sadness.

      “I have to be getting back to London,” Graham says. “You'll contact me when she awakes?”

      “Of course. Let me walk you out.” My uncle pats my shoulder. “Can I bring you anything, Manfred? A sandwich, something to drink?”

      “No, thank you. I don't feel like having anything.”

      Uncle Ralf squeezes my shoulder. His kind eyes acknowledge my feelings as he escorts Graham out of the room.

      We're now alone.

      I move my chair up to her bed, where I can be close to Samantha. I lean over and brush a few strands of hair out of her eyes. My fingers linger on her forehead. Her skin is soft and warm to the touch. A sign she's alive and simmering with life. Her fantastic personality just waiting to burst out again and flood my life with her awesomeness.

      I wonder if she heard Graham. I wonder if she can hear me now.

      “Samantha?” I whisper. “I'm going to pretend that you can hear me so you know I'm still here. I don't want you to wake up from this and be alone.”

      Her eyelids are frozen shut. No sign of any reaction from her.

      “You will wake up, alright? Do you know why? It’s because having you ripped out of my life would destroy me. You can't do that to me, Samantha. Please don’t do that to me.”

      Her chest rises as air inflates her lungs and then relaxes.

      I rest my cheek on her shoulder and fight back the darkness threatening to strangle all my hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Jerez, Spain

      Two Months Earlier

      

      I relax on a grassy hill that overlooks the racing circuit. The sun is out and warm. The wind blows in from the sea, keeping the temperature pleasant and mild. A normal day for the southern tip of Spain. Back home in the US, there's a winter storm dumping snow and freezing rain in the Midwest. But here it feels like early spring thanks to Jerez being so close to the African continent.

      Jerez always reminds me of a place of rebirth. Every new Formula One racing season begins here with testing the new cars. There always so much optimism. So much hope. Every driver could be this year's world champion. Every mechanic could be working for the best racing team in the world. Every engineer could be designing the car that will win all the trophies and be praised behind closed doors by their competitors.

      And last season is a memory.

      I touch the raised lettering now sewn on my racing suit. The words "For Emilio" written in cursive black. Everyone on the Wolert Porsche team has this on their uniforms. A tribute to the greatest racing driver who ever lived. A friend who will always be missed. A legend that I could never hope to live up to.

      But this doesn't mean I'll stop trying.

      A roar echoes down the straight as our test driver Sebastian pushes our new car to its limits. The V-10 turbo engine is a monster. So loud I'm convinced they can hear it all the way across the straight into Africa. Sebastian takes the Dry Sac turn too fast, burning the rubber off the front tires as he brakes. I bet that V-10 can get away from you if you're not careful. It's like strapping a ballistic missile to your back.

      I'm a day early. Tomorrow I get to feel out the new car and have things adjusted to how I want them. But today, it's Sebastian's car to play with.

      My phone buzzes. I check the message from Manny.

      Nelson’s here. He's in the garage.

      I type back.

      Thanks. Be right there. Want a selfie?

      Sure. :)

      I check the area. I'm the only one on this hill, so I unzip the top of my racing suit and let some of my chest show. I hold my phone up and do this silly wink with my tongue out before taking the picture. I check it and it's hilarious, like silly and sexy all at the same time. I hit send and start the long hike back downhill to the track.

      I walk along an empty pit lane. Normally on a race day, all these garage stalls would be crowded with equipment and race cars. But we’re the only team doing testing this week.

      I reach Wolert Porsche’s garage stall, which is missing a car. The sun reaches in across the shiny white floor and walls. The mechanics and engineers are huddled around their computer monitors and laptops as they analyze the data streaming from Sebastian's car in real time. They’re always obsessed with their data.

      Manny greets me with a huge grin. I bet he liked my little gift for him. I blow him a quick kiss before changing my composure into professional racing-girl mode.

      “How does the new car look?” I ask.

      Scott, the lead mechanic, turns. “Getting some vibration in the chassis that we weren't quite expecting, but we'll sort it all out. How was your nap?”

      I stretch my arms. “Very relaxing. It's nice outside.”

      Some of the crew notice my presence and glance over at Scott for some reason.

      “You look...refreshed,” Scott says.

      Some of the guys chuckle and turn away. What’s up with them?

      I touch Manny’s arm and flash him a quick smile.

      “Nelson’s over there with Benito.” Manny points me towards the pit wall control center.

      I step outside again and cross the width of pit lane to reach our little outdoor control center. The large canopy on top shields six seats and three levels of computer monitors from the burning Spanish sun.

      I welcome Nelson Vorstam with a warm hug. After Emilio’s death, I was promoted to first driver and Nelson was promoted to second. Now that we’re teammates this season, I wanted to start things off right. When I became Emilio's teammate—to be honest—I was a real bitch to him. Emilio wanted to be my mentor and friend. He didn't want our relationship to become a vicious rivalry. When Emilio came to Wolert Porsche, he gave me respect and I responded by slapping his hand of friendship away. I wanted nothing to do with him. I wanted to humiliate the man and make him pay for being a sexist douche bag. But Emilio had changed and I was too late to see it.

      Then his genius was taken away from us.

      I won't treat another teammate like that ever again.

      “How was your flight?” I ask.

      “Once we flew above the weather, it was nice,” Nelson says. “Did you arrive yesterday?”

      “I wanted to get a head start. Lots of changes to the car this season.”

      “Yes, it should be interesting.”

      Nelson is holding back and I don't know why. Am I doing something wrong?

      “What plans do you have tonight?” I ask. “I was hoping we could meet for dinner and talk about the coming season.”

      “Well then, I'm sure I can work it into my schedule. Can we make it a late dinner?” Nelson asks.

      “Sure. I look forward to it.”

      After Nelson leaves for his hotel, I use my phone to set up reservations at this nice restaurant Manny and I found in Jerez. The food is local and delicious.

      “Samantha?” A gruff voice with a Sicilian accent forces me to look back up. Team boss Benito always has this kind of intense presence about him, especially when he’s over six feet tall and has a deep scar running down his hairy arm. I still don’t know how he got that scar and no one on the crew is brave enough to ask.

      “New phone?” Benito asks.

      “Yeah, my family bought it for me right before I left. It does, like, so many amazing things, but I'm still trying to figure all that out.”

      “On your messaging app, you should separate Manny from your group settings.”

      “Oh, thanks. That's a good idea because I wouldn't want to send...” I freeze as the horrible realization drops on my head.

      Did I?

      No.

      Yes?

      I check my phone. The sent messages folder. My erotic selfie. The group settings. A tick mark beside the label that reads Wolert Porsche.

      Oh jeez.

      Benito reads my face. “Send out a quick apology. Then ask everyone to delete the picture before TMZ gets a hold of the damn thing and blasts it to all the tabloids.”
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        * * *

      

      The La Carbona Restaurant has an open dining area with beautifully decorated light fixtures on the walls. Bottles of wine are hung perpendicular between each light fixture. In the middle of the floor is a circular fireplace with a vent that runs upward through the ceiling composed of dark wooden planks. I think my dinner guest will like it.

      If he ever shows up.

      Nelson should have been here thirty minutes ago and I'm starving. No text. No call. And I don’t know what’s going on. I have the waiter bring over some bread. But before I can finish off my first piece, my teammate finally shows.

      The waiter comes over with a menu for Nelson, but he refuses.

      “Only a glass of sherry for me. Thank you.”

      The waiter confirms my order before leaving.

      Why did Nelson already have dinner? Did he forget? Is this a snub? Is he too good to have dinner with me?

      I push aside the angry, emotional girl and bring back the newer Samantha, the one with a little patience thanks to Manny's influence.

      “Not hungry?” I ask.

      “Spain has such rich food,” Nelson says. “My stomach is still adjusting.”

      I go along with it. “How's your girlfriend? Isn’t her name Tanya?”

      “Yes, Tanya. We broke up.”

      “Oh. I'm so sorry.”

      “She cheated on me. Some Texas playboy from America. You probably know him.”

      “I'm from Oklahoma. It's not in Texas.”

      “Close enough,” he says.

      The waiter brings Nelson his sherry and me another Coke. We drink and no one talks. It's kinda weird. It’s like we're both on a date.

      “Is there a reason I'm here tonight?”

      Nelson wants to get right to it. Okay. I place my hands on the table and flash a friendly smile.

      “I wanted us to do some teammate bonding. You know, let our hair down and just talk.”

      “What would you like to talk about?”

      “I don't know. The season coming up. The new car. How was your time off? You know, fun things,” I say. “I took my family down to Disney World in Florida. They have that Epcot world showcase representing eleven different countries. That was kinda cool.”

      “Why not take your family to actual countries? Why experience a fake American representation of international culture?”

      What? It’s freaking Disney World and they do a good job. What’s his problem?

      Whatever. I ignore the jab.

      “They also have pretty awesome rides. My cousin Toby and I jumped on every roller coaster we could find. He did get sick on the coaster with the double corkscrews. I can’t blame him because some of those rides are intense. Like this one called Superman. It throws you way up in the air and drops you down, like, hundreds of feet...”

      I stop.

      Nelson sips on his sherry as he checks his phone. He's not listening.

      I change tactics. Maybe I'm talking about me too much.

      “What did you do over the break?”

      “Went with some friends to Dubai. The beaches were pleasant,” Nelson says.

      “I haven't been to the beaches there. The race weekend keeps us so busy—did you do any tanning?” I ask. “Oh jeez. I remember during my rookie year when you came back from Dubai. Do you remember? You fell asleep under the sun and you had a severe sunburn. I mean, you were as red as a lobster when you showed up here.”

      Nelson's mouth stiffens. As if he does remember and isn't pleased I brought it up.

      “Do we have to keep doing this?” he asks.

      “Keep doing what?”

      “Small talk. Why did you invite me here? Really invite me here? It's not to be friends, is it?”

      Yes?

      Okay, maybe I should just say it.

      “Look, during my rookie year, I sensed we weren't on good terms. There was some tension between us.”

      Nelson crosses his arms. “Ah, I do remember that tension, yes. It started because you humiliated me in front of Ralf and Benito and took away my place on this team.”

      There’s a sharp pain inside my palm. My fist is so tight my fingernails are biting into my skin.

      I try to relax. He's not exactly lying, but it wasn't personal. Can I help it if I was a better driver than he was that season? And I wouldn't say I humiliated him. He's kind of being a drama queen there.

      “Do you feel I owe you an apology?”

      “An apology? No. Revenge? Maybe.”

      Wow, I’m so glad he’s not bitter.

      “Nothing I did was personal,” I say. “Things were different then.”

      “You were a snotty young girl trying to put your foot in the door. And you walked right over me to do it.”

      I don't see what mucus has to do with me, but he’s right about the foot in the door. Like any good driver, I saw my opening and pounced on it. I mean, if I hadn't spoken up, Benito would never have given me a chance to race. Still, Nelson has a point, and maybe I should do the right thing here.

      “If I embarrassed or hurt you in the process, I'm truly sorry,” I say. “I only wanted to race. I'm sure you can understand that. As a girl, I have to work four times as hard to get someone to notice me—but I'm not saying getting a ride on a Formula One team is easy for a guy either.”

      “I understand. Survival of the fittest.”

      “Right. Exactly. There's nothing personal. We're both competitive people and I respect that. But we're teammates now. And we should treat each other with respect. Does that make sense?”

      “I completely understand,” he says.

      I let out a long breath. “Good. That's what I wanted to bring up. So we're good. Me and you?”

      “No,” he says.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I understand what you’re saying and why you're saying it. We're teammates. That's fine. I will be your teammate in front of the press and the fans. We will pose for pictures together and give them friendly smiles so the fans are happy with us,” Nelson says. “But make no mistake. Out on the track, you're fair game. If I have a chance to knock you down a position or knock you out of the race, I won't hesitate. Why? Because I don't like you. And I won't like you no matter how hard you try to charm me with your spunky all-American girl facade you create for the world. I see through it. You're a razor on the track. Sharp and dangerous. Willing to cut me while saying, ‘I'm sorry or, oops, I'm only a girl.’”

      His thumb rubs against the handle of the knife on the table.

      “Emilio Ronaldo knew how dangerous you were. But the man tried to be an ally. To put his arm around the snake and make it his friend. Now he’s in a casket.”

      “Wait, are you saying I put him there?” I ask.

      Nelson finishes his glass of sherry and stands. “It’s been an interesting evening. Good night, teammate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Manny

      Munich, Germany

      A Week Later

      

      My parents’ vast estate looms above the trees. The house itself was built in the 1700s as a retreat for one of the great Hessian kings that once ruled this land. Our Wolert family crest was chiseled into one of the yellow limestone walls back in the 1800s. (Yes, my family name is that old.) The red and yellow house is full of itself. Like my family.

      The late afternoon sun dies on the horizon while the German flag proudly snaps in the wind. My father likes to think of our family as a national treasure. Something other Germans should admire and praise. When I see the place, it always turns my stomach.

      My uncle Ralf sighs next to me in the black leather seat of his Maybach sedan. That sigh is a subtle hint that we’re both experiencing the same uneasiness. We are both the black sheep of the family. Those pesky nails that stick up from the wood after the family tries to hammer them flat into obedience.

      “This is a happy occasion, ja?” My uncle says. “We will enjoy ourselves as much as we can. Under the circumstances.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. It’ll make the night go easier,” I say.

      We leave the safety of the car and step inside the house. We’re both eager for this night to be done.

      The relatives gather in the parlor and stuff their faces with hors d’oeuvres while drinking slim glasses of beer. Beer steins are seen as too crass. Too much like a working-class outing. The Wolert family is more “civilized” than that. My uncle and I receive a few pleasant hellos. Some of the men ask my uncle how his manufacturing company is doing, and soon they talk numbers and profit margins and other business-related topics that put me to sleep. It’s interesting how most of them won’t talk about the Formula One team, the one topic my uncle and I would love to talk about. Yet, that’s how it is inside our family. Money always comes before passion.

      The family gathers around the large table in the grand dining room. The fine china and silverware gleam under the chandelier as the servers wait for all the guests to be seated. We have three courses scheduled for tonight. Soup is first. A fine Hungarian goulash. Next, a light flaky beef turnover with a delicate sauce on top, which is all right. Then comes the main course. My father’s favorite. Beef Wellington with mushroom risotto. Freshly baked rye bread served with a French cheese spread that’s quite tasty.

      As we start on the main course, the large table splits into various conversations. However, since I’m sitting next to my father and uncle, our section of the dinner table falls into quiet eating. Besides making money, eating is my father’s second favorite activity.

      My uncle adjusts his glasses. “The risotto is wonderful.”

      Father nods. “Ja, Sylwia is an excellent chef. Why eat at a restaurant when we can have a superior meal here.”

      “What happened to the Italian? Did you not have that chef from Tuscany?”

      “Too emotional,” my mother says. “The man was difficult. He was always experimenting with the food.”

      Father nods again. “Couldn’t make a decent beef Wellington. Would try to spice up the crust or try different ways to prepare the beef. I don’t like surprises when it comes to food.” His fork spears another piece of his non-surprising beef Wellington.

      Mother gently moves her glass of beer to the side before flattening the rebellious tablecloth in front of her plate. “How are you, Manfred?”

      Such a simple question and I only have complex answers, many of which my family doesn’t want to hear.

      “Good,” I reply.

      “Good is better than not good.” My mom smiles. “Are you still seeing that racing driver? Oh, I can’t think of her name…”

      “Samantha Sutton,” my brother, Joseph, spits out too willingly. He always talks, but few people want to listen. “Did you not hear? Manfred broke up with her last year and the girl was so upset she blew off an entire race. Everyone was talking about it. Did you not see all the media coverage?”

      “I have,” my father says. “Your team handled that situation rather poorly, Ralf. I would have fired your public relations executive for a start. Suspend that driver for acting like a brat. And give that team manager of yours a proper shaking down in the office. Can’t let those things slip. Makes our team look bad.”

      Our team look bad? Our family owns shares of the team, but they couldn’t care less about it. Father only cares about it now because it was a public embarrassment.

      My uncle clears his throat. “Benito and I took appropriate action at the time. Samantha learned from her mistakes and we were happy with her performance at the end of last season. Plus her attitude for this coming season has been excellent.”

      “How did Porsche react to all the controversy?” my father asks.

      “Did you know one of our drivers died last season?”

      I throw the question out on the table like a king cobra snake.

      Everyone locks their eyes on me. Yet I don’t care.

      “That affected the team more than Samantha skipping one race.”

      A hand rests on my arm. My uncle’s kind eyes tell me that I’ve made my point and to calm down.

      Finally, everyone returns to their meals.

      “When does the team’s engine contract expire?” my father asks.

      My uncle stares at his plate. “End of this season. I’m sure there will be no issues that would prevent them from reuniting our partnership.”

      “I’ll call my friends on the Porsche board and take care of it,” my father says.

      “That isn’t necessary, Fredrick.”

      “I’ll call them in the morning. Wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Nein,” my uncle says with a sharp edge that causes the room to stop talking. He then calms himself. “Again, Fredrick, that’s not necessary. I’ll take care of it.”

      Father grunts and focuses on his mushroom risotto.

      “Leaving that girl was for the best,” my mother says. “Now you can find someone more suitable, Manfred. A girlfriend who’s worthy of the fine young man that you are.”

      More suitable. Those subtle little phrases my family uses to belittle things, yet always in a polite way.

      “You mean like Hanna?” Joseph asks with a twinkle of mischievous knowledge in his eyes. Hanna is the one subject that you don’t bring up at this table.

      My mother’s face twists. “Ah…that girl was disgusting. First you go out with a psychopath and then you date some hillbilly from America. You’re too good for these girls. Why must you aim so low?”

      “Samantha and I are back together again.”

      Another pause at the table.

      I finish my glass of beer and catch the server’s attention for another.

      “Oh.” My mother pauses. “You failed to mention that.” She takes her fork and pokes around her risotto.

      “Better than being with Hanna, I suppose.” My father grunts as he takes another piece of rye bread and spreads some cheese on it.

      Samantha always asks about meeting my parents. She assumes I’m too embarrassed to show her off. Yet it’s quite the opposite. Bringing someone I love into this pit of despair will only make her run far away from me.

      

      An hour later, my father’s birthday cake is served with coffee. The family migrates to various pockets of conversations around the house. Uncle Ralf and I are left alone in front of the empty fireplace.

      “You should be with your father,” my uncle says.

      “He’ll get over it,” I say. “He always does.”

      “Your father isn’t that terrible. Stubborn and set in his ways, ja. But he does care for you.”

      “The same way he cares about you?”

      My uncle’s eyes linger on the various old portraits hanging on the walls. “What’s done is done between Fredrick and I. But you, my boy, have a bright future ahead. Don’t close the door on your father, no matter how…unreasonable he might become. Promise me you’ll do that, Manfred.”

      I nod to my uncle and enjoy a piece of rich, velvety birthday cake.

      My uncle keeps staring at the family pictures on the wall. He hasn’t touched the plate of cake he’s holding.

      “What happened? Between you and my father?” I ask.

      “It’s something I won’t burden you with. You and your father should forge your own path, not be shackled with ours.”

      My uncle motions towards one of the large family portraits on the wall. My father and uncle are wearing suits and standing in front of a large family behind him. I can even see a six-year-old boy who looks exactly like me. Probably because he is me.

      “Having a family can be our greatest strength, Manfred. It also can be our greatest weakness.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      One Week Later

      

      Megan and I bundle up and take Bugs and Daffy out for a ride. The afternoon is crisp, but the sun warms us and the horses as we ride way out to the meandering creek that runs through the far end of our family’s land. On the way back, we stop near the new house construction and watch the workers hammer nails into a new section of drywall. The giant wooden skeleton stands there like a majestic symbol of awesomeness. It’ll take a few more months for it to be built.

      “Are you sure you want us to move in?” Megan asks. “It's your house and wouldn't you like to have some privacy?”

      “No, because it’s going to be your home too, and you'll have your own wing of the house to live in,” I say. “Besides, I need someone to watch the place while I'm around the world, doing my thing.”

      “Just as long as you're sure.”

      “I'm sure. Seriously. Don't worry about it.”

      Megan takes in the building for a moment. “It's so huge.”

      “Yeah. It looked smaller on the floor plans. Do you think it's too big?”

      “For a single young woman...well, it's kinda…” Megan lets it drop.

      “It's kinda what?”

      Megan doesn't want to hurt my feelings. “Jumbo-sized.”

      Okay, for some reason I wanted something huge. Something that looked big from far away. A place I could point to and say that I owned that. But then as I look at this gigantic building that is taking up space on our land, I realize that maybe it's because of Emilio. That huge mansion he had in Brazil. A symbol of his success. A beacon of achievement.

      Jeez, I didn't even realize it before. Am I still wanting to be Emilio Ronaldo?

      “My plan was to have everyone live here, including Mom, because it's big enough for all of us,” I say. “Could you please talk to her again?”

      “She's not going to change her mind.”

      “You're more persuasive than me. Mom kisses the ground you walk on.”

      “Oh please,” Megan says.

      “It's true. Who sweet-talked her into letting me go to Europe to race cars? I crashed and burned trying to sell that idea.”

      “It's not about being persuasive enough. Mom loves the old house. She wants to stay in it forever. It's a lost cause, Samantha.”

      Megan steers Daffy away and trots back towards the old house. I coax Bugs to follow her.

      Megan and I guide the horses along the newly paved driveway that replaced the old gravel one that snaked through the trees and connected our property with the main state highway. A pink Porsche Boxster zooms up the drive. Pink is not a color available to your average Porsche customer. But when a driver brings honor to the brand by winning twenty-five races, she can have anything she wants. Even if it means painting a beautiful Porsche...pink...because her sixteen-year-old sister wanted it that way.

      Paige gives us a wave from behind the wheel as she swings the car around carelessly towards the small roundabout driveway we built in front of the house. She's coming up behind my yellow Porsche Carrera kinda fast.

      Paige!

      My young sister slams on the brakes, avoiding the back of my car by inches. The passenger door pops open and my nephew, Toby, emerges. The third-grader slings the backpack over his shoulder and lumbers towards the house.

      “How was school?” Megan yells.

      This makes Toby stop. He stares at the ground as he changes direction to walk over to his mom. He acts like he's being summoned to give a speech in front of class.

      “Okay, I guess,” he says.

      “Just okay? Nothing interesting happened?”

      Toby shrugged. “Mark Bernard took a dump in the reading circle.”

      “What?” Megan asks. “You mean he took his pants off and...”

      “He dumped in his pants. I don't think he meant to do it. He thought it was just a fart.”

      Megan's face turns a bit green.

      “Well, you wanted to know,” I say.

      My comment makes Toby look up at me. “Hey, can I ask you something? Can I come with you this summer?”

      “And do what?”

      “Watch you race.”

      “I'm sure you can go to one race, sure,” I say.

      “Not one race. I want to go to all of them.”

      “Not by yourself,” Megan says.

      “Paige got to do it,” he says.

      “Paige was fifteen. You're only eight.”

      “Oh, come on.” He pouts.

      “Paige was working for Aunt Samantha as her personal assistant.”

      “I can be one of those,” he says.

      “Dude, you don't know the first thing about being a personal assistant.” Paige walks over to us, holding her own backpack. “You have to arrange Samantha's schedule. Do errands for her. Help her with her clothes. Keep her on the team’s set schedule. There's no way a little kid could do it.”

      Toby's head sinks. He steps into the house, letting the screen door smack shut.

      “Poor guy,” Megan says.

      “We keep forgetting he's living with four girls,” I say.

      “He'll get over it,” Paige says.

      “Here’s a thought,” I say. “Why don't you and Toby stay at my place in Germany this summer? And if you want, you can travel with me to the races. Seriously, when was the last time you had a real vacation?”
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      Samantha

      Melbourne, Australia

      Two Weeks Later

      
      The blue sky doesn’t have one single cloud. The sun burns thousands of Aussie race fans as they crowd around the Albert Park racing circuit, waiting in anticipation for the new Formula One season to start.

      You always worry about the first race because it sets the tone for the rest of the season. I want us all to do well so we can put our team on the map for the race to the championship. I didn’t win pole position. I tried hard, but Nelson somehow went an extra half second quicker to take it. I can already tell he's going to be a force to be reckoned with. My thoughts go back to that restaurant in Jerez. I wonder how serious Nelson was about humiliating me.

      “Still favor the car setup? We have time for a few minor tweaks if you're not happy,” Scott says.

      His voice pulls my attention back to the smooth concrete walls of our garage stall. The work lights shine against the polished new race car. The crew is waiting for me.

      This car is a beast compared to the one last season. A V-10 turbo engine built around a heavier chassis. It has a totally different feel to it. Last year's car was nimble around the turns and quick on the straights because it was lighter. But this one is all about power. The new regulations specify these type of engines, so the teams have had to scramble to design an entirely new car. I think Manny and the team have done a wonderful job. We've smoothed out enough of the rough spots and I feel comfortable pushing my new best friend to her limits today.

      I smile at Scott. “I have no complaints.” I put on my helmet and slip into the cockpit. The V-10 fires up, and the beast I'm driving comes alive. The steering wheel vibrates. My seat vibrates. My body vibrates as both driver and car become one.

      Hello, new best friend. If you take care of me, I promise to take care of you.

      I push the pedal and the noisy engine howls with power. It sends a wave of energy through my suit. She's acting like a bull, snorting and restless, just waiting for a chance to knock me off. Thinking I can't control her. But in about twenty minutes, this wild girl is gonna get schooled on what's expected of her.

      Nelson rolls out of the open garage first and heads down pit lane.

      Scott steps outside the garage stall and signals me. I put the car in gear and roll it out into the bright sunshine.

      All twenty-two cars line up on the starting grid according to our qualification times. My teammate Nelson is to my left and a car length in front since he’s on pole position, ahead of everyone else.

      When we get the green flag, I'll have to do my best to beat him off the line and make my move at Brabbam, the first right-handed turn. Then as we exit that turn and go through the sweeping left turn at Jones, I can hopefully slam the door shut and point my wing in his face for the entire first lap. Once I get the lead, I'll burn rubber and build my lead.

      It sounds simple. But execution is always a bitch.

      The drivers wait for the five red lights above the grid…the signal to be ready.

      The first light pops on. I shift into first gear.

      Second light. I squeeze the throttle with one foot while the other holds the brake. My best friend wails. She's ready to take off with or without my consent.

      Third light. Twenty-two engines wind to full power.

      Fourth light. The V-10s make the ground shake.

      Fifth light.

      This waiting drives me insane.

      This hesitation…

      This tipping point when the weight of everything can go one way or the other…

      A flock of birds flee in terror. Their black, feathery bodies cut across the sun like an omen. As if some dark magic is about to swallow the continent down under.

      But I hold on. You have to hold on. You must wait for it.

      Mental discipline is everything.

      The five red lights…go out.

      I'm on the throttle, feathering it, controlling the wheel spin as much as possible. Bring her up to speed as fast as I can. Nelson's tires spin. Too much throttle. It's only a little spin.

      But it's enough.

      My best friend's front wing is even with Nelson's car. I have the advantage going into the inside of the first right turn. I hold the racing line and Nelson stays to the outside, out of position.

      I floor it out of turn one, and the V-10 pushes me against the seat as my car turns into a fighter jet. I power my way around the next sweeping left turn and gain tons of speed.

      Nelson throws his car behind my rear wing in frustration and breathes my exhaust. Yes, he took pole from me. Yes, he had the edge going into this race. And yes, I still beat him.

      I focus on each turn. Learn what my best friend is telling me as I swing her around the circuit and launch her V-10 along the straights.

      I build a one-second lead on Nelson.

      It increases to three.

      Five.

      Ten.

      Nelson Vorstam and I have equal cars. Identical in every way. And I still carve out a twelve-second lead when I head towards the checkered flag to capture victory number one.

      I park my car in the winners' circle. The surface treads of my best friend’s tires are like sawdust. On the last few laps it felt like I was driving on marbles not rubber. But she got me here in one piece. I climb out of my car and hold my arms up as people cheer. I give my new best friend a kiss on her nose cone because she's done everything I needed her to do today. I run over and give Manny a wet kiss full of spit because he did everything I needed him to do today too.

      Scott and the mechanics get their fair share of hugs. Mr. Wolert is there also. I give the old man a kiss on the cheek and his eyes just take me in like the proudest man in the universe.

      I want to keep soaking up all this positive energy from the crowd because it feels so awesome. But I force myself inside the building, knowing full well the faster I get weighed, the faster I get a trophy.

      Inside the green room are two of the drivers I beat today. They also happen to be my best friends. The man with brown sweaty hair and a Scottish flag on his McLaren racing suit notices me as I enter. Jonathan throws me a towel, which I catch in midair.

      “Thanks.” The cool fabric feels good on my warm face.

      Jonathan’s McLaren teammate rubs his wet dark black hair with a towel. A Japanese Flag decorates the side of his suit.

      Akira shakes his head. “How did you do it? Thirty laps on one set of tires?”

      “Our cars were peckish for tires,” Jonathan adds. “Ate them up like chocolates. What's your secret?”

      “I'm a princess and I'm magical,” I say.

      “You're a girl and you’re sweaty,” Jonathan says
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