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Chapter One
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Rex Henderson opened the glass front door of Howard Motors and crossed the threshold, carrying his guitar and duffle bag. He couldn’t help a glance at the empty spot in the center of the opposite wall lined with trophies where last year’s trophy should have been. He dropped his attention to Howard Motors’ pride and joy, the No. 43, which dominated the center of the foyer. 

The No. 43 Monte Carlo was Howard Motors’ first car to win the Daytona 500 nine years ago when Winston Howard’s father owned the company. The win had been Franklin’s most treasured accomplishment, and Winston hoped to replace the receptionist desk, which sat to the right with his own first winning car. Rex planned on being the driver who crossed the finish line in that car. 

When Winston Howard plucked him out of the dirt track circuit at age twenty-seven, Rex quit his band, sold everything but the homestead, signed his name—and his soul—over to Howard Motors, and hadn’t looked back...until now. 

Last season, his first full year of Sprint racing, had started as a godsend, the jackpot that would allow him to buy his own car and crew. After the first fifteen races, he was the top NASCAR driver with the best crew, the best record, and a beautiful blonde on his arm. He ended the season twenty-third in the standings as “Wrecks Henderson” with no mechanic and no blonde. 

Resentment twisted his gut. “Thank you, Crystal,” he murmured, but knew the disastrous last twenty races had been his own damn fault. 

No one had forced him to let the season go down the tubes after she went running into Dillon Alexandre’s arms. Hostility flared. Dumped was what the press had called it. Killing his baby was what he called it. She had moved onto greener pastures and he’d gone down in flames. Only, unlike a nationally televised crash on the track, no one had seen what really happened. 

Forget it, he commanded himself, and started past the Monte Carlo. Crystal was history. Dillon Alexandre wasn’t. Dillon might have been last year’s Cup winner, but this year, Rex planned to leave Dillon in the dust. Then, once Rex owned his own crew and cars—he laughed bitterly. Who was he kidding? His finances were more of a mess today than when he’d joined Howard Motors. Five years, and not a damn thing to show for forty-eight weekends of racing and public appearances on days off. 

What’s done is done and this is a new season. 

Rex set his guitar on one of the guest chairs and dropped his duffle bag on the floor beside it. “Anyone home?” 

“Back here,” Duff called from an office down the hall. 

Rex headed down the corridor to the fourth office on the right. “Charles Duffy” was painted on the open door with “Crew Chief” in block letters below. Rex stopped in the doorway. Duff sat behind a gray metal desk, holding a handful of printouts. 

He looked up. “You’re two days early.” 

Duff dropped the papers beside a Dunkin’ Donuts Styrofoam cup, stood, and extended a big paw. Rex took four steps to Duff’s desk and clasped the outstretched hand. Duff’s firm grip tightened as Rex exerted pressure. He released Duff’s hand before the older man applied his gorilla grip. Duff always won the battle of grips, no matter how hard Rex squeezed. Rex couldn’t prevent a smile. He owed Duff. Winston Howard had given Rex his big break, but Duff taught him what being a NASCAR driver meant. 

“By the way, Randy says the new RV’ll be here tomorrow for paint and prep,” Rex said. “I really appreciate you talking Winston into buying one of his RVs for this year’s motor-coach.” One more debt he owed Duff. “It’s been his only sale since news of his 

accounting problems broke.” 

“I suppose you’re helping him with that, too.” 

Rex held Duff’s gaze and nodded. Before the scandal, Rex’s brother’s company, R&J RV Sales and Rentals, had been making real money. Randy had committed to going fifty-fifty in the racing company when Rex’s contract expired at the end of the year. 

That wasn’t happening—that and any help Randy might have given with Mom’s health care. The only good thing about Mom being laid up after the stroke was that it kept her away from Randy. She would kill him for failing to hire an independent accountant, then bury Rex alongside him for going broke digging Randy out. 

“I hired the best attorney money could buy,” Rex said. Duff gave him a quizzical look, and Rex added, 

“I sold my ’69 Camaro.” 

“Not Dick Harold’s Z-L1 race car? That’s one of a kind! A collector’s item.” 

Warmth rippled through Rex at the memory of Randy’s anger when he discovered Rex had sold his prize Camaro. In that moment, Rex had glimpsed the big brother who bandaged Rex’s nose after Greg McGuire broke it, then taught him to throw a proper right punch. 

“How much did you get for it?” Duff asked. “$300,000.” 

Duff shook his head. “The car is worth a half million, easy.” 

“Forget it,” Rex said. “All I’m thinking about is getting back behind the wheel.” 

With a new sponsor and hotshot mechanic, he might manage enough endorsements to pay for Mom’s care and the payment of any additional money the IRS might demand from Randy. 

“Good,” Duff said, and reached for a stack of papers resting on the right hand corner of his desk. “We have a lot to do, what with the new uniforms and cars.” 

He thumbed through the first few sheets, pulled out a color print, and flipped it right side up on the desk in front of Rex. He stared down at an artist’s rendering of Howard Motors’ new No. 14 Chevy. The powder blue base wasn’t bad, but the Cozy Fabric 

Softener rabbit across the hood left a lot to be desired. 

Rex picked up the printout and studied it. Against a background of wispy clouds, the stuffed rabbit hugged a white sheet that encased the Cozy logo. “Super Fresh” floated in smaller letters above the rabbit’s head. 

“Looks kind of girly, but the women will like it.” 

Duff chuckled. “The crew is already saying we’ll soften up the competition.” 

Rex glanced up to see Duff’s toothy grin, then looked back at the picture. As bad as the pun was, they would get worse as the season progressed. But that didn’t matter. No matter how tough this season got, it couldn’t get as bad as last year. Aside from Rex tanking, they’d lost their head mechanic, John Emerson. Thirty-two was too young to die—especially in a stupid back highway car accident. John had been a damn good mechanic and everyone had taken his death pretty hard. 

“When do you expect the new mechanic?” he asked, eyes fixed on the photo. “I want to start testing the new Yates engine we bought for Daytona.” 

“We’ve already started.” 

Rex jerked his attention back to Duff. “You know I like to be around from day one. Emerson would have called.” 

“Rex, you need to know Jimmy is—” 

“I haven’t even met this guy and you’ve got him working on my car. Since when?” 

“Since Wednesday. Look, there’s something—” 

“Four days? I want to see what he’s done.” Rex tossed the photo onto Duff’s desk and turned. 

“Rex—” Duff jumped to his feet and started around the desk. The phone rang and he cursed. 

“Rex,” he called as he grabbed the phone. “Winston. 

Yeah, I got the pictures. In fact—” 

Rex took a left out the office door and strode past Emerson’s office, then past the office of the new accountant, Gary Blackeagle. The last office belonged to Brent Douglas, the guy who’d had Rex’s job for six years before he got caught with his pants down and a barely legal aged girl jammed between him and his locker. 

Rex pushed open the door to the garage and stepped onto freshly waxed concrete. Despite last year’s sting, his heart raced as it always did at the start of the season when he first laid eyes on the immaculate eight thousand square-foot garage. 

A dozen red, five-foot-tall toolboxes stood guard beside the uncluttered workbenches that lined the cinderblock walls. No. 14 sat in the first assembly area on the right, awaiting paint and window netting. Rex slid his gaze along the trunk and over the top of the car. The new Chevy was his ticket to owning a crew next season. 

He started forward, then halted when a shapely figure in powder blue coveralls shifted into view. She bent over the engine like a real mechanic. What idiot had left his girlfriend to roam the garage alone? Rex dropped his gaze from the red ponytail to the feminine undercarriage on her fine frame and angled his head to get a better look. He couldn’t see her face, but judging by her body, her boyfriend had taste. 

She pressed against the fender and in closer to the engine, straddling the front tire like Daisy Duke at her finest. Ouch! The fabric of the coveralls stretched across the lovely curves of her buttocks, complete with bikini brief panty lines. Rex shook off an unexpected need to hook a finger under those panties. 

He crept to the car with panther-like stealth. She hadn’t emerged from the open hood when he leaned a hip against the fender beside her and drawled, “What fool left you alone in my garage, darlin’?” She stilled, and he ran his gaze the length of her five foot four body, then back to her taut rear end. He laughed softly. “You better come out before you get dirty.” Rex shifted his attention to the sparkplug wire she gripped. He straightened in shocked anger. “What the hell are you doing to my car?” 

He seized her arm as she started to straighten and yanked her from under the hood. Her head struck the hood with a thunk. She gasped and Rex released her. “Ouch!” Her hand flew to the top of her head and vigorously massaged the spot. “Why did you do that?” 

“No one screws with my—” 

She jerked her head around and Rex’s mouth went dry when his gaze met gorgeous brown eyes tinged with fury. 

“That hurt!” She shoved back a lock of hair that had fallen loose from her ponytail and glared at him. 

Those were the eyes a cowboy found only in a dream—and in midnight encounters in front of a wood-burning fire. 

The sprinkling of pale freckles across her cheeks scrunched up when she wrinkled her nose. Her eyes narrowed. “Here, hotshot.” She shoved the sparkplug wire into his chest. “You put the plug wires on. You know the firing order of your Chevy V-8?” 

Rex raised a brow. “As a matter of fact—” 

“Let me get you started,” she snapped as she gave her head another vigorous rub, “one, five, two, eight...” 

“Look,” Rex retorted, “no one touches—” A hand clamped down on his shoulder and he whirled to find Duff standing behind him. 

“I see you’ve met Jimmy James, our new mechanic,” Duff said. 

Rex stared at the buxom figure, then faced Duff. “Mechanic? What the hell were you thinking? Even in those coveralls she doesn’t look like a mechanic. She looks like a...like a...hell, like she belongs on Sex in the City.” 

“Hey!” she exclaimed. 

“Her qualifications are top notch,” Duff interrupted. 

“Why didn’t you just paint her on the hood hugging the damn Cozy fabric softener rabbit?” Rex shot back. “That’d get Cozy to renew their sponsorship for the next ten years.” He pictured her, sheet thrown across breasts and hips, one leg sprawled over the rabbit’s belly. “We’ll get nothing done with her around,” he added tightly. 

“Winston doesn’t concur.” Duff turned Rex to face Jimmy. “Jimmy, this is your driver, Rex Henderson.” 

“I know who he is.” The lock of hair had fallen across her eye again. She jammed it behind an ear. 

“You ought to keep him in his cage.” 

Duff chuckled. Rex gave him a thin-lipped scowl, then leaned against the car and crossed his arms over his chest. Jimmy flicked him a withering glare. His groin pulsed. 

He ran his gaze down her body before meeting her fiery brown eyes again. “Only if you’ll be my cage-mate.” 

She drew a sharp breath and a camera flash lit the garage behind Rex. He whirled in time to catch a second flash in the eyes. Spots raced across his vision, but he made out the figure straightening from a crouch behind a workbench near the side door. The man lifted the camera to his eye and Rex jammed his eyes shut an instant before the flash penetrated his eyelids. 

Rex snapped open his eyes and started for the paparazzo. “I’m going to kick your ass!” 

The man pivoted toward the side door. 

Rex accelerated to a sprint with Duff close behind. 

The photographer bolted through the door. “Sex in the City!” He laughed, adding before the door banged shut behind him, “Cage-mates.” 

Rex slammed into the door a second later and flung it open as the photographer dove into the passenger seat of a beat up blue Subaru. Rex hit the asphalt at a sprint as the car leaped into gear, passenger door ajar. Rex picked up speed. The Subaru slowed at the end of the building and Rex thought he had him, but the car rounded the corner and accelerated toward the open gate at the entrance. 

Dammit. During the off-season, no guard manned the front gate. Rex cursed again and picked up speed. The paparazzo had probably followed him onto the property. He should have closed the security gate after he entered. 

The car leaped over the parking lot speed bump and hit the street, tires squealing as it hung a right and zoomed away. Rex slowed and stopped at the curb. The blue compact had reached the end of the block and took a hard left toward the freeway. Damn. 

He didn’t get the license number. 

Duff halted next to him, breathing hard. 

Rex glared at him. “What do you say now, Duff?” 

Duff’s gaze locked on the direction the car had taken. “I say all of Dallas will know what Howard Motors has up its sleeve by tomorrow morning, the rest of the world by supper time.” 

Inside the garage, an engine starter whined. Rex turned toward the garage and stared as the engine caught, followed by the roar of exhaust when Jimmy pumped the accelerator in short, quick stabs. 
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[image: ]


The next morning, Rex ambled through Howard Motors’ front lobby and headed down the hallway to his office. Duff hadn’t been completely correct. The news of yesterday’s incident in the garage had already hit the press and the worst was yet to come. 

Male voices drifted from the open conference room next to Winston’s office. Rex reached the room and entered without knocking. Winston, Gary Blackeagle, and Alan Hicks of Hicks and Gentry Public Relations sat on one side of the rectangular conference table. Why was the executive staff here on a Sunday morning? They must have heard about his pass at their new head mechanic yesterday. Damn. 

Winston rose. A stocky man about Rex’s height, he had acquired a tan this past January that camouflaged some of the shine where his hairline receded. “Rex,” he said with genuine warmth. “Duff said you returned yesterday.” He grinned. “That’s what I call dedication.” 

Rex strode forward and extended his hand. They shook, then Rex faced the accountant. “Good to see you, Gary.” 

“Rex,” he replied in his deep voice. 

Last year, when Winston hired Gary Blackeagle as CFO of Howard Motors, Rex hadn’t been impressed with him. Gary was quiet to the point of rudeness. Rex had begun to suspect Blackeagle might not like anyone who hadn’t grown up on a reservation. But when Rex saw him jump into an off-track brawl that was going against an innocent man, he knew the guy was all right. The fact Blackeagle had fought better than any other man hadn’t hurt Rex’s opinion either. 

Rex turned toward Alan Hicks, their public relations representative. This guy, he didn’t like and never would. Alan considered himself a big-time mover and shaker in a fifty-dollar suit, but everyone, including Alan, knew that Winston’s mother, Ellana “Money-bags” Howard, had hired him. 

“Alan,” Rex said. 

“Rex, old buddy. How are you?” 

“Well enough.” Rex faced Winston. “There’s something I’d like to discuss.” 

“Gail James,” Winston said. 

Rex paused. “Duff spoke with you.” 

“He did.” Winston motioned to the empty seat facing the others. 

Rex lowered himself into the chair “Look, I’ve got nothing against women. In fact, I love women—maybe more than the next guy—but this is dangerous ground.” 

Winston leaned back in his chair. “Why? Jimmy is exactly what we need.” 

Rex hesitated. Did he mean her qualifications or her sex appeal? He’d studied her resume over dinner last night. Gail “Jimmy” James was no slouch. A B. S. in mechanical engineering from Purdue, graduated summa cum laude, then earned a Masters in Engineering from Michigan State. She had worked at G.M. in Detroit for five years and helped design the Chevy Corvette’s new active suspension system for their advanced products division. She also moonlighted as a mechanic on the ARCA race circuit, which was like NASCAR, except the crews and drivers held day jobs. 

She was a far cry from the southern lady who painted her nails, hosted dinner parties, and organized charity events. The press would love her—a point that had been proven yesterday—and with good reason. But if anyone on his team got caught doing anything with her that could be construed as compromising, there would be no hushing it up like they’d done with Brent Douglas. 

“What we need,” Rex said, “is someone like John Emerson.” 

“Really?” Duff said from behind him. “John never got the extra twenty horsepower she got from a Yates engine.” 

Rex leaned to his left and looked at Duff standing in the doorway. “Yeah,” Rex said. “I talked to her about it.” 

He had taken a look at the work she’d done on No. 14. She had squeezed an astounding five percent more power from the Yates engine they bought for Daytona—something John Emerson wouldn’t have been able to do. When he pressed her on how she boosted the output, she explained something about laminar flow in the intake. The more he thought about her engine ‘magic,’ the more compelling became his need to see the car on the dynamometer first thing in the morning. 

“I saw the data.” Duff slipped into the chair next to Winston. The four men sat across the table from Rex as if arrayed against him. What was going on? 

“What’s the big deal?” Alan asked. 

Rex regarded him. A disagreement with Alan usually meant a disagreement with the Howard matriarch, which was a career buster. 

“The big deal is,” Rex said, “reporters like the one I chased out of here yesterday. All we need is a reputation for fooling around in the garage. Every time she bends over the guys will be looking at her—” 

“Let me worry about the crew,” Duff said. “Any bad press will come as a result of our driver hitting on his head mechanic.” 

Rex shrugged. “I proved my own point.” 

“Naw. All you proved is you’re a dumb hick.” Duff grinned. 

Rex couldn’t prevent a laugh—or the mental picture of him and Gail after winning the Daytona 500. He’d take her to Miami. A five star hotel, then the Miami strip for dinner and dancing. After the clubs closed, they would retire to their separate rooms. Next morning, he’d charter a flight to Nassau for snorkeling and the finest seafood at the La Grange de La Rogue. That night, they’d share a beach bungalow—no—a little grass hut, and make love until dawn. No reporters, no fans. Just the two of them. That’s how he would do it, if he were going to do it. 

A knock sounded on the open door and Alex Hecht, No. 14’s master fabricator and front tire changer, stuck his head inside. “We got ourselves a nice RV sitting in the parking lot.” Rex tensed. 

“It’s here?” Winston asked. 

“Large as life,” Alex replied. 

“You and the crew go ahead and check it out. 

We’ll be out in a few minutes.” 

Alex vanished, and Rex steeled himself for the inevitable interrogation into his older brother’s legal problems. He’d known the sale of the RV from Randy’s RV lot would cause a sensation, but he hadn’t expected to be surrounded by Howard Motors’ top executives when it arrived. 

Winston looked at Rex. “Your brother gave us a fabulous deal on the RV. How’s he doing?” 

“Not well. The IRS froze his accounts.” 

Winston didn’t look away. “What are the official charges?” 

Rex’s heartbeat accelerated. Did Winston know the whole story? “Tax evasion.” He glanced at Gary, who was nodding with pursed lips. 

Winston shook his head. “Once the IRS catches a scent, they won’t let go until they draw blood. It’s a shame. People like your brother make the mistake of trusting the wrong people and get tossed into the system’s wood chipper.” 

Winston had heard the news that the IRS wanted to hang fraud and embezzlement charges on Randy along with the tax evasion, but he was setting the record straight. Rex wondered for the thousandth time how his big brother had been lax enough to let his accountant steal the IRS’s money. 

Alan leaned forward. “Just keep your promise not to do any promotion for him. We don’t need the negative publicity. As for Jimmy, there’s already a buzz on the street about Howard Motors being the first NASCAR team with a female head mechanic. This will be great for ratings and boost our merchandizing. Do you know how many women are NASCAR fans?” 

“Out of seventy-five million fans, forty per cent are women,” Rex replied. 

“Right,” Alan agreed with the salesman’s I can sell you anything enthusiasm that Rex hated. “That’s thirty million.” Alan tapped the table with a forefinger. 

“And our fan base is growing like crazy.” 

“Gary,” Winston interrupted, “how much did we lose last year?” 

“Just over a million.” 

“How much did we make from merchandizing?” Winston asked. 

“We lost a quarter million.” 

Rex felt as if he’d taken a hit in the gut. Those were figures he couldn’t blame on Crystal. He should have appeared at the press tent more often, but being friendly with the fans hadn’t meshed with his anger and dejection. 

“How’s that possible?” he asked. “I was Rookie of the Year.” 

“You finished twenty-third. All-Clean laundry detergent wouldn’t renew our contract with the needed dollars. Cozy fabric softener made a good offer, but we have to be in the Chase for the Cup at the end of week twenty-six or they won’t renew.” Winston held his gaze. “That means top ten. Can you do that?” 

“Hell, yes,” he said, and silently added, I’m taking first place. 

Maybe he could turn last year’s bad luck into an opportunity after all. When Winston’s father died last May, Ellana Howard made it clear she didn’t want her precious son dabbling in racing. Winston was destined for the Senate, and senators didn’t spend their time at racetracks. If Rex could prove his worth, maybe Winston would sell him a controlling stake in Howard Motors, which would free Winston to pursue his—Ellana’s—political aspirations. 

Winston leaned forward. “Gail’s our insurance. As long as she’s on the team, our sponsors won’t drop us, even if we take a hit in the races.” 

“We don’t need insurance,” Rex countered. He read tension behind Winston’s mild tone. “I’m going for first place.” 

Did Winston regret hiring him, or was Ellana yanking his strings? Year before last, Brent Douglas had been on a winning streak that landed him in the top five. Screwing a fan in the locker room had been a stupid move. The fact the girl had been only a month past her eighteenth birthday had been the kicker. Winston demoted Brent and put him on probation. When he named Rex as Brent’s replacement, even Rex had been shocked. His gut churned harder. Life as a racecar driver was about as smooth as the track at Sonoma. 

Winston turned his attention to Duff. “Is she qualified?” 

Duff looked Rex in the eye. “Everyone here read her resume. Top fuel engines are her specialty. She can tear down and rebuild an engine between races. I know. I had her do it as part of her interview.” 

Rex stared. “You had her tear down an engine and rebuild it?” 

“Yep.” 

“How’d she do?” 

“Nineteen minutes, fifty-eight seconds.” 

Damn, he wished he’d seen that. It took John twenty minutes just to pull the heads, and George Buell, the assistant mechanic, took slightly longer. Working on top-fuel engines was a big plus, but twenty minutes was still damn fast, even for a man. 

Winston whistled. “You didn’t tell me that, Duff.” 

Duff nodded. “She’s far more qualified than George. George had seniority, but...” He shrugged. “Despite her lack of NASCAR experience, I couldn’t be more pleased if we had every top mechanic clamoring to work for us—which we didn’t. Not hiring her because she’s female would be discrimination. Not to mention stupid.” 

Winston swung his gaze back to Rex. “We needed someone, and fast. It’s a done deal. Between Cozy’s backing and the commercials you’ll do for Belle Salon and Hal’s Insurance, we might break even this year. Without those endorsements and merchandizing, I’ll have to close the doors.” 

His expression sobered and Rex’s instinct told him Winston’s mommy was exerting a helluva lot more pressure than he was about to admit. 

“We need you as much as we need her,” Winston said. “Are you with us?” 

“Absolutely.” He wasn’t about to let Winston down. Rex leaned back in his chair and blew out a breath. Too bad Gail James couldn’t drive their car. 

He groaned inwardly. Hell, even he would pay to see that. 
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Jimmy eased her red convertible Corvette to a stop at the entrance to Howard Motors. Half a dozen reporters—paparazzi, she realized with a start—were gathered at the gate. A large man wearing a Perkins Security uniform peered out at her from within the guardhouse. Reporters swarmed around her car, snapping photos and firing questions so fast she couldn’t sort through the confusion. She blinked against a succession of flashbulbs. Rex’s chauvinistic stunt in the garage had attracted scum from all over NASCAR country. She should have been more cognizant of people sneaking around in the garage, including Rex Henderson. 

The guard stepped from his post as the chain link fence began a slow roll open. “Go on in!” he yelled over the shouts, and waved her forward. 

She looked at the reporters. They weren’t budging. 

The guard pushed through the paparazzi to her car. “Drive! If they don’t move, you’ve done the world a favor.” He hurried ahead of her and shouldered a fat photographer aside. 

Jimmy inched forward. The paparazzi shifted away from the car, but hurried alongside snapping photos. She feared they would follow onto the property, but the guard shoved aside another reporter who stepped onto the asphalt parking lot, and the others fell back as she rolled across the speed bump. She looked in the rearview mirror. Animals. 

The gate slid closed and the guard faced the paparazzi, legs spread, arms crossed over his massive chest. Jimmy imagined his glare and snorted. Apparently, Winston wasn’t taking any chances after yesterday’s incident with the reporter in the garage. Maybe his next move would be to install razor wire atop the chain link fence around Howard Motors’ compound. Who would have thought she’d be such big news? She glanced at her duffle bag, remembering the modified restrictor plates—plates neither Duff nor Rex had authorized—stashed there and the one she’d already installed on No. 14. 

Did she dare tell Duff the plates were how she’d gotten the extra twenty horses they now expected from the Yates engine? No. Rex’s first race could be big news, especially if the new female head mechanic botched the race with untried methods that bordered the fringes of NASCAR rules. If NASCAR found out she had etched microscopic groves in the restrictor plate ports to reduce turbulence in the intake manifold at high revs, they’d be inspecting everyone’s restrictor plates under a microscope. 

Rex would love that! Good thing he hadn’t asked if she’d touched the plate. Smoky Yanick would be proud she had the guts to sneak in modifications NASCAR hadn’t explicitly banned, but Rex might not be so forgiving. Since they were packing for Daytona today and leaving tomorrow morning, there wasn’t time to fully test or get approval from Duff or Rex. The new plates would have to wait for Talladega or Las Vegas. There had to be another way to get those extra twenty horses. 

She glanced at the clock in her dash: 7:23. If her calculations were correct, she had plenty of time, a little over a half hour, to get the modified plate off No. 14 and hide it before the crew showed up for work. 

Duff’s white Cadillac Escalade wasn’t parked in his spot nearest the door. The space beside Duff’s was also empty. Jimmy breathed a sigh of relief. Neither Duff nor Rex had arrived yet. She pulled her Corvette into her spot beside Rex’s and cut the engine. 

Jimmy grabbed her duffle bag and hurried to the side entrance of Howard Motors. The white sign riveted to the door at eye level read “Employees Only” in thick black letters. That’s what she was, an employee, a bona fide member of the Howard Motors team. For the millionth time, she imagined the excitement of becoming a major player in the NASCAR franchise. As head mechanic, the car was hers. A win for Rex Henderson would prove her skill, and the first step toward putting Rex in the winner’s circle week after week. 

Despite all its rules, NASCAR remained the apex of the racing industry. Her three older brothers argued Formula One racing was the be-all and end-all, but she knew better. Formula One was too conservative. NASCAR was balls-to-the-wall, race-until-you-drop for twenty million fans each weekend. NASCAR was something a girl could sink her teeth into. 

Then there was Rex Henderson. Jimmy grinned as she reached for the door handle and turned it. His own crew chief hadn’t told him his new head mechanic was a woman. Lucky for her, she had her head under the hood when he leaned up against No. 14 and called her darlin’ with his Alabama drawl. She grimaced at recollection of the warmth in her cheeks. 

When Rex returned after chasing the reporter, she hadn’t been able to hide her amusement over the fact he’d made an ass of himself. He hadn’t done much better when she rattled off the list of modifications she’d finished. Grudging respect crept into his eyes as he shot question after question at her and she answered without hesitation and without giving up the source of the extra horsepower. The odd expression that had followed still puzzled her. Maybe he suspected she had bent the rules a bit? He hadn’t said good-bye, just turned and left. Quintessential Rex Henderson. 

She remembered last season when he made Rookie of the Year by winning an unprecedented eight races. He’d placed in twenty-third for the season, but stole Dillon Alexandre’s thunder by winning the last race at Homestead and doing doughnuts on the track before Dillon got a chance to. 

Rex was some driver, and with her as head mechanic... She would see how much guts Rex Henderson had when she gave him a car that would make Smoky proud. 

With a deep breath, she handed her duffle bag from her left to right hand and pushed through the door. The open bay garage yawned forty feet long in front of her. Mercury dome lights hung from steel ceiling beams twenty feet above a polished concrete floor clean enough to eat off. A tremor zipped through her at sight of a half-dozen crewmembers milling about workbenches that lined both sidewalls from midway to the rear of the building. 

Jimmy checked her watch. Only seven-thirty. What was everyone doing in the garage so early? The workday didn’t start until eight. They must have parked on the other side of the building. She looked up to see several crewmembers abruptly yank their attention away from her. Oh God. No way she could get the modified restrictor plate off No. 14 unnoticed. 

She strolled along the workbenches with a nonchalance she hoped said she’d done this every day of her life. “Hi, guys.” 

Almost in unison, the men voiced greetings or nodded. On Friday, she had been introduced to some of them. George, her assistant mechanic, had the bench next to hers. Alex, the master fabricator, had the next bench, and Francis, or Red as he’d been nicknamed, Alex’s assistant body man, had the next bench down. She sighed. She had imagined more camaraderie and excitement on the morning before departure. Emerson’s death still hung heavy over the crew. 

She set her duffle bag on the workbench, careful not to rattle the plates inside, and turned to the adjacent double-decker, bright red, new chest of SnapOn tools beside the bench. Wouldn’t her older brothers be jealous when they got a look at that set of tools? 

Jimmy unzipped her duffle, unclipped a ring of keys from the inside front pocket, then rezipped the bag and placed it beneath her bench. She snagged the larger of the two brass keys, slid it into the new lock, and turned. The lock didn’t budge. She twisted harder. Nothing happened. She removed the key, turned it upside down, but it didn’t fit the lock. 

“Stupid,” she muttered, and glanced up. 

Alex and another crewmember looked away and went back to fabricating the front cowling on car number two. She flipped the key ring into her palm, selected the other brass key for the bottom lock, and tried it. The lock didn’t budge. She retried the top lock. Still no luck. Maybe she left the drawers ajar when she closed the chest yesterday and the lock had jammed. She pushed the bottom drawers all the way in and tried again. Still nothing. She flushed. This wasn’t possible. The keys had worked yesterday. She jiggled the key, rattling the tools. 

“Having a problem?” Rex said. 

Jimmy whirled. Rex stood nose to nose with her and she leaped back. Her elbow caught the edge of the workbench and she cried out, dropping the keys. “Whoa!” Rex grabbed her arm and yanked her into his arms. 

She clutched at the front of his powder blue racing suit. Her gaze latched onto his as she shrieked and shoved away from him, barely stopping her backward free fall against the workbench. 

She glared at him, breathing hard. “You shouldn’t sneak up on a person!” 

He didn’t so much as twitch, but stood there in his new racing suit looking at her through those deep blue eyes. Six feet of lean driving muscle. Her stomach did a flip and her legs felt like motor control was about to give way. Rex grinned as if he knew she’d just melted like butter on a hot ear of corn. What she knew of Rex Henderson the driver hadn’t prepared her for the man. 

“I still haven’t recovered from yesterday’s encounter,” she snapped. “I need at least twenty-four hours between assaults.” 

From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the men. They had stopped working and were staring at her—not Rex—her! A snicker came from the far end of the workbenches. She snapped her head around in time to see Alex duck his head. His hunched shoulders trembled, and she realized he was stifling laughter. 

“What’s going on?” Rex demanded. 

Jimmy squatted and scooped up a loose key and the broken key chain lying at her feet. She didn’t see the other key. Damned cheap chain broke and the other key had taken off like a Mexican jumping bean. She scanned the floor, then nearly froze when she saw her duffle bag. If Rex moved the bag and heard the plates rattle, her second week with Howard Motors would be her last. She swallowed and looked under the workbench. Sure enough, the key lay against the wall. Jimmy knelt and stretched an arm under the bench but couldn’t reach the key. She dropped her head between her arms. This wasn’t going well at all. 

“What are you doing?” Rex asked. 

He wasn’t getting the best of her this time! “Looking for my key,” she replied calmly, and scooted closer to the bench. 

One fingertip touched the key. She flicked it closer, grabbed it, and got to her feet. She inserted the first key into the lower lock. The key still didn’t turn. What had happened to the lock? The key had slid in, but not with the same oil-slick ease she remembered yesterday. In her enthusiasm to feel the tools in her hands, she hadn’t noticed the difference. 

The last time something like this happened was when her second oldest brother Justin cut off the padlock on her snowmobile trailer and replaced it with an identical model. Understanding struck. The crew had changed the locks on her tool chest. No wonder they beat her to the garage. She straightened, slowly swung her gaze around the room, and fixed on the men who were doing everything possible to keep from looking at her. Bastards. 

Jimmy met Rex’s gaze. “Did you need something, 

Rex? I’m busy at the moment.” 

“You want to tell me what’s going on?” 

“Nothing is going on.” 

He eyed her. “It’s not nice to lie to your boss.” 

“Boss—” Jimmy bit her lip. Winston Howard signed her checks, not Rex. 

He raised a brow and said with an exaggeration of his Alabama drawl, “All right. I want to get some more runs on the dyno before we load it on the hauler tonight for the trip to Daytona.” 

Jimmy nodded. “Give me a minute.” She shot a glare at Alex and Red. “I need my analyzer. Go on ahead. I’ll be right there.” 

“I’ll wait.” 

Warmth spread across her face. Damn him. No car hood to hide under this time. Her freckled complexion had to be blazing. She fumbled with the keys, then stilled. 

“All right.” She twisted to look at him over her shoulder. He stood, arms crossed. “I can’t open my toolbox. Satisfied?” 

Confusion flickered in his eyes, but was immediately replaced by a smoldering fire. He flicked a glare at the men, one by one. “Give her the keys.” Nobody said anything. No one moved. 

“You’ve had your fun. Cough up the keys,” he ordered. “Now.” 

George fished in the pocket of his coveralls and pulled out a wire loop with two keys. He tossed them, avoiding her glare in the process. 

Jimmy snatched the keys from the air. Quiet, agreeable George was the last person she’d expected to pull such a stunt. Maybe he’d been coerced. Or maybe he was angry because she’d taken the job she’d heard he’d been in line for. Her heart fell. 

Looked like she had a ready-made enemy. 

“Grow up, boys,” Rex said. “We have work to do.” He turned back to her. “I’ll meet you in building two.” 

She nodded and watched him stride toward the door. As Rex reached the door, he angled his head toward George. George dropped his gaze. Rex grabbed the doorknob, swung the door wide, and stepped outside. Sunlight flashed off his suit an instant before the door slammed shut. 

Jimmy stared at the closed door. What just happened? Her stomach did another flip. She knew that feeling. Nights at Derrek Cole’s cabin in the Rockies, flying to New York to meet between hectic work schedules, picnics on Lake Erie. Derrek was the love of her life—until the day he told her it was racing or him. Five years, and she still remembered the feeling. 

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. Good Lord. Rex was No. 14’s driver—the man she was going to work side-by-side with for a very long time. It wasn’t possible that she was attracted to him. 
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Chapter Four
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With a glance around the garage, Jimmy unzipped her duffle bag. She was finally alone. It had taken all day and evening to complete the final tests and load the hauler. The rest of the crew had gone home or was out doing a final check of the cars and equipment. She reached into the inner pocket of her duffle and pulled out three restrictor plates, then slipped them into the bottom drawer of her toolbox under the clean rags. 

After another glance, she unzipped her coveralls, reached around to the small of her back, and pulled free the plate she had rescued from No. 14 when no one was looking. The click of the office door echoed in the garage. Her heartbeat kicked into high gear at the sound of footfalls approaching from behind. She yanked the coveralls’ zipper up and stuffed the fourth plate under the rags with the others. 

“Gail,” Bobby Wilson called. 

She slid the drawer closed and turned as he sauntered over to her, clipboard in hand. Bobby was Winston’s cousin, Ellana’s sister’s son, and Jimmy hadn’t yet figured out what his job was—if he had a job. His green eyes dropped to her chest. Ire shot to the surface. 

“Uh, Gail.” He pointed at her chest with his pen. 

Jimmy glanced down. Her zipper had caught the fabric of her undershirt between her breasts. Heat crept into her cheeks. She grasped the zipper and yanked it free, then slowly zipped it back up and met his gaze again. 

“Mr. Wilson.” 

“Call me Bobby.” He grinned. “Everyone does.” The grin widened. Dimples puckered his chubby cheeks and she was struck by how immaculate he kept his flame-red hair. “Did you get the itinerary?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “I heard you tell George we’re leaving at eight.” 

Bobby pulled a paper from his clipboard. He closed the gap between them. The faint aroma of High Karate aftershave reached her an instant before he extended the document toward her. “Rex wanted to be sure you didn’t miss the RV. The next two weeks will be busy.” 

She took the paper and her gaze caught on the open drawer of her toolbox. The drawer hadn’t closed all the way, and a sliver of the restrictor plate showed from under the rags. 

Heart pounding, she shifted back a step and, eyes on the paper, slid the drawer shut with her hip. 

“Thanks.” 

A list of times and events filled the page along with his phone number handwritten in the top margin. She turned to stuff the schedule in her bag. He caught her elbow and she looked up. He stood only three inches taller than her and weighed about two hundred pounds, a lot of which was spare tire. He smiled. “If you have any questions, call me. 

My mobile number is at the top.” 

Jimmy resisted the urge to yank her arm from his grasp. Instead she pulled free by using both hands to open the duffle and tuck the itinerary inside. 

“Thanks.” 

“Being your first race, and first Daytona, you might need someone to show you around.” 

“I’ve been to Daytona before and my brothers are coming.” 

He showed the grin again. “Being in charge of public relations, I can get you into any event or extracurricular activity you want. There’ll be a lot of action around town during the next two weeks.” 

“I’ll let you know, Mr. Wilson.” 

“Bobby. Give me a call. Anytime.” He winked, turned on his heel, and lumbered back toward the offices. 

Jimmy whirled on the drawer with the restrictor plates. Damn thing was closed. The aroma of High Karate still hung in the air. The door opened and closed behind her. With any luck, he’d been more interested in her open neckline than her toolbox. She shuddered at the memory of Bobby’s eyes on her breasts, then fished her keys from the duffle and locked the toolbox.  

* * *
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Jimmy pulled into Howard Motors’ parking lot the next morning and looked across the lot at the parking space where the company RV should have been—but wasn’t. Her pulse skipped a beat. She glanced at the dash clock. 7:10. Where was the RV? 

She swung her gaze left and spotted Bobby’s ugly, bright yellow Hummer. He had taken a first class flight to Daytona. Ellana’s sister was obviously even richer than Ellana. No riding in a bus all the way to Florida for Bobby. Various other crewmembers’ cars filled reserved spots. Duff’s white Cadillac Escalade sat parked nearest the door beside Rex’s metallic blue double-cab Chevy Silverado. She pulled her Corvette into her spot beside Rex’s truck and cut the engine. 

Had she gotten the date wrong? Jimmy unzipped the duffel bag sitting on the passenger seat and pulled out the schedule. Right at the top, under Bobby’s handwriting, she read, Six a.m. Howard Motors RV departs. 

Six a.m.? Bobby said the RV would leave for Daytona at eight. Had she misunderstood? She recalled hearing him tell George they were leaving at eight—had even told him she’d overheard. He couldn’t have misunderstood her. She stared at the itinerary. He’d purposely let her believe they were leaving at eight. Why? 

The first time she met Bobby, Duff introduced them then had to take a phone call. Bobby had clasped her hand and held tight. She remembered thinking how he’d never have held her hand so long if Duff had been there. She’d finally snatched her hand from Bobby’s and turned her back on him. Had he lied to her about the departure time to get even for the rebuff? 

Last night, he mentioned extracurricular activities. Maybe Bobby Wilson believed NASCAR was a man’s profession. Politicians talked equality, but NASCAR didn’t give a damn about politics. Here was a sport worthy of the gladiators. Not many women got thrown in the arena and lived to tell about it. NASCAR was as high testosterone as it got. Her heart sank. Hit in one, out in two. 

Jimmy left the car and glanced around the lot again. Gary Blackeagle’s black Dodge Magnum sat parked in his spot several spaces down from hers. She hurried across the lot and entered the building. A moment later, she stood outside his door. With a deep breath, she knocked. 

“Come in,” he called. 

Jimmy opened the door. Gary sat behind a modest oak desk and looked expectantly at her. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr. Blackeagle, but I’m wondering if you know when the RV left.” 

He laid down his mechanical pencil and said, “They left at six.” 

“Six,” she repeated, then felt stupid for seeming so dense. “Thank you,” she mumbled, and started to pull the door shut. “Miss James.” Jimmy paused. 

“Is everything all right?” She hesitated. 

“How did you miss the RV, Miss James?” 

Her heart took another dive. The jig was up. “I wasn’t paying attention.” That was true, damn it. She wouldn’t make that mistake again. 

He gave a small nod. “I believe there’s a ten forty flight leaving Dallas-Fort Worth for Miami.” 

Her mind snapped to attention. “Yeah?” 

Another tiny nod. “I can arrange for you to pick up your rental car at the airport instead of the Daytona Beach office.” 

She could beat the RV there—and teach Bobby not to lie to her. 

Jimmy smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Blackeagle.” 

She backed out of the office and closed the door, then paused. The hauler and crew had left last night, would drive non-stop, and unload well before the RV arrived. She’d be there to help unload and start work on the car. She had her digital camera in her duffle bag. This time, she wanted a picture of Rex’s face when he walked into the Daytona garage and found her already at work on his car.  

* * *
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Voices approached the No. 14 stall in the Daytona infield. Jimmy dropped her copy of the NASCAR rulebook onto her workbench and grabbed her digital camera. She whirled, camera pressed against her eye. Her ponytail swished across her face and the laminated pit-pass hanging around her neck whacked harmlessly against the front of her coveralls. The voices faded and no one entered the stall. 

She lowered the camera and glanced at her watch. Nine p.m. Rex and company were an hour late. Despite the anticlimax of waiting for him to show, a tickle of anticipation still trembled within her at the prospect of catching their surprise on film. Her empty stomach grumbled. The crewmembers who had taken the Howard Motors bus with the hauler had arrived not long after she did. They’d unpacked the semi, parked the car, and left to get supper. Maybe she should have accepted their invitation and gone with them. 

If Rex didn’t show in the next half hour—the door abruptly opened. She dropped the book and grabbed the camera, then halted, camera mid-air, when Bobby Wilson filled the doorway. Discomfort turned her stomach to jelly. She hadn’t expected this confrontation so soon. Alex had told her Bobby was taking the Learjet to the Keys later that morning. 

“Hi, Gail.” His voice echoed across the large garage as he strode toward her. Once he reached close enough to talk without his voice bouncing off the metal walls, he asked. “What’s with the camera?” 

“Oh.” She set the camera back on the workbench. “I’m expecting my brothers, and wanted to get a picture.” She flashed a warm smile to cover the lie. “You know, them seeing me at work for the first time and all.” 

“Sure,” he said. “I get it. Where is everyone?” 

“They went for dinner.” 

Bobby looked surprised. “In the RV?” 

“The RV hasn’t arrived yet.” 

Confusion replaced the look of surprise on his face. “If the RV hasn’t arrived, what are you doing here? Did they send you on ahead? I thought you’d be the one person to stay and help.” 

“Help?” 

“With the repairs on the RV.” He frowned. 

“What’s going on?” 

“They had engine trouble?” Her heart leaped into high gear. 

Puzzlement clouded his eyes again. “What’s going on, Gail?” 

Jimmy stared at him. He actually sounded like he didn’t know. “I missed the RV this morning.” 

The shock that registered on his face startled her. 

“You didn’t have problems on the road, too?” he demanded. 

“No,” she replied. “What happened with the RV?” 

Bobby shook his head. “Engine trouble was all Duff said.” 

Her stomach knotted. The RV broke down, and she wasn’t there to help. Her, the head mechanic. “No ETA?” she persisted. 

“He hoped no more than an hour delay,” Bobby replied. “You still didn’t say how you missed the RV.” 

She hesitated. “I made a mistake in the departure time.” 

“Mistake?” 

“Yeah. It’s getting late. I think I’ll get out of these work clothes. When my brothers arrive, they’ll want to take off.” She gathered up the camera and looked expectantly at him. 

“Sure,” he said, then added, “Did you leave passes at the front gate for them?” 

The tension in her shoulders kicked up another five ticks. She had. Only the passes were for Saturday’s Budweiser Shootout. If he checked with the guard, her goose was cooked. She nodded. “You know traffic. They’re not from this area and probably miscalculated the time.” 

“Okay,” he replied. “Let me know if you need anything.” 

“Will do.” 

Jimmy turned and headed for the locker room. At the door, she paused and glanced over her shoulder. The door was just closing behind Bobby. She stared at it. The company RV had broken down and she hadn’t been there to help. What would Rex think? What about Duff? Dammit. She
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