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            1
After

         
         No one thinks to tell me about the crash, not until an hour after it’s happened. Even then, no one goes out of their way to
            tell me directly. Why would they? No one knows we’re friends, let alone . . . whatever we are.
         

         
         I’m caught by a reporter on my way out of a press conference, a bright red microphone pushed into my face.

         
         “Got a second, mate? Great.”

         
         Obediently, I stop walking and plaster on a look of interest. If it were anyone else, I might have made an excuse and kept
            on walking, but James Riley is a retired F1 driver, one of the greats from the eighties.
         

         
         “Well done out there today, Travis,” he says, in his bright English accent. “P4, you must be pleased with that.”

         
         “Yeah,” I say, swallowing down the uncomfortable prickle of nerves that always surfaces when I have to talk on camera. “We
            had a few issues in practice yesterday, but yeah, a bit better today.”
         

         
         “Talk to us about that,” James says. “You and Matty—” He moves aside as a man and woman in Crosswire Racing gear step past us. “You and Matty both had some problems out there yesterday—” 

         
         “—see the replay?” the woman asks. “Nichols’ car—”

         
         At the sound of his name, my entire body goes cold, like someone’s doused me in ice water. Her tone is tight and horrified,
            as if something awful has happened. I turn toward them, panic spiking my pulse, but James’ question drowns out most of the
            man’s response. I only catch three words.
         

         
         “—killed on scene.”

         
         “—if the weather holds out,” James finishes. He’s holding his mic expectantly, waiting for my response, but all I can hear
            is—all I can think is—
         

         
         Killed on scene.

         
         They can’t mean—

         
         He can’t have been—

         
         James is staring at me, a bemused look on his face. I know I need to answer, but I can’t hear anything beyond the rushing
            in my ears. The man’s words are stuck on repeat. Killed on scene. Killed on scene. Killed on scene.
         

         
         “Did something happen?” I blurt out, in a thin voice that doesn’t sound like mine. “Did something happen in F2?”

         
         James looks around, his forehead wrinkling. “I don’t know, mate. I’ve been in a meeting all morning, just stepped out two
            minutes ago.” He glances at his camerawoman, but her face is as blank as his.
         

         
         “Excuse me.” My words come out harsh and strangled. I push past them, my fingers clumsy as I fumble for my phone. It takes
            three tries to open the F2 live timing app, and another three to navigate to the updates. I feel sick, literally sick, as
            it loads, then my brain sort of freezes when I see what’s there.
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         The last live update was forty-three minutes ago. Martinez gets past Rourke to claim the lead on lap one. #livewithf2 #formula2 #circuitpaulricard.

         
         After that, nothing.

         
         I refresh.

         
         Nothing.

         
         My feet start moving again, carrying me toward the outside. If it were a minor crash, they would’ve posted about it. If they
            aren’t posting about it—if they aren’t posting anything—
         

         
         It means dying. It means death.

         
         Killed on scene, the man said.

         
         Nichols’ car, the woman said.

         
         There’s a roaring in my ears, drowning out all other sound. Someone tries to approach me. I push past them. Someone calls
            my name. I ignore them. A door opens and I’m momentarily blinded by sunlight. Sunlight and silence. The F2 sprint race was
            supposed to start after F1 qualifying—a change in the usual order of things, to try to entice more fans to stick around and
            learn about Formula 2—but right now, the whole track is eerily silent. How long has it been like this? I went into a press
            conference right after qualifying, but surely I should’ve noticed the silence fall?
         

         
         My stomach lurches as I remember the end of the press conference. I thought it had ended sort of abruptly, but I hadn’t bothered
            to wonder why. I’d just been grateful it was over. I even laughed at some smart comment my teammate, Matty, made about it.
         

         
         I force myself to keep moving forward. The grid is almost empty, and that’s not right, either. I look to one of the big screens,
            and it’s blank.
         

         
         Dear god, it’s fucking blank.

         
         The few people left in the pits are huddled in twos and threes, arms crossed and faces somber. No one’s smiling. No one’s laughing. I pass a group of fans on a pit lane tour and they swing their phones around to take pictures of me, but even that reaction is strangely muted, as if they aren’t sure they’re being appropriate. 

         
         My eyes seek out a familiar face, finally latching on to a mechanic in Harper clothing. He’s talking to a blond girl whose
            forehead is lined with concern.
         

         
         “What happened?” I demand. The girl blinks at me, startled.

         
         “Huge crash in F2,” the mechanic says. “They airlifted, like, six drivers out.”

         
         An icy wave crashes over me, numbing me to my fingertips. Six drivers. There are twenty-four drivers in F2 this year. That
            means there’s a one-in-four chance that one of them was—
         

         
         “Five drivers,” the blond girl corrects. “One of them was cleared by the medics here.”

         
         “Who—” The word doesn’t come out right. I swallow and try again. “Who was airlifted?”

         
         “Parrot,” the mechanic says, at the same time the girl says, “Nichols.”

         
         “Yeah, Parrot and Nichols, Costa, Theriot . . . and McDougall, I think,” the mechanic finishes.

         
         I walk away from them. Stumble away, maybe.

         
         There’s a horrible searing pain spreading through my chest. My lungs won’t work right. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to breathe.
            No, I have forgotten how to breathe.
         

         
         For a minute, a full minute, I stand there totally paralyzed. Then a little voice rises in the back of my mind, the same voice
            that hollers at me when I’ve done something stupid in my car, or when I’ve snapped at the team over something that isn’t their
            fault.
         

         
         What the fuck are you doing? the voice demands. Get to the hospital!

         
         I start moving again, pushing back through the doors and pounding through the halls to get to my room. By some miracle there’s
            no one around, not my trainer, not my teammate, not anyone. I grab my jacket and car keys and then freeze with one hand on
            the door. I can’t roll into the hospital in race gear. Someone could see—someone could realize—
         

         
         It takes me two minutes to strip out of my Harper gear and climb into jeans and a gray T-shirt, and it’s only as I’m sprinting
            through the parking lot and jumping into my car that I realize those two minutes might mean the difference between seeing
            him alive and seeing him dead. My heart starts hammering even harder, and as I wait for the security guard to let me out of
            the lot, my brain is stuck on the thought that I might’ve just thrown away my last chance to see him alive, all because I’m
            terrified someone might guess why I’m there.
         

         
         I’m out onto the highway before I realize I have no idea where I’m going. My hands shake as I punch in the numbers for the
            only radio station that might give me some news. Sky1 turns on mid-sentence, and I feel the first words as a thud in the center
            of my chest.
         

         
         “—with live updates from Circuit Paul Ricard. Lisa, tell us what’s going on,” says the reporter.

         
         “Well, John, it is very quiet, very quiet here as we try to come to grips with what we’ve just witnessed. Absolutely devastating
            crash in Formula 2, and as you know, five drivers were airlifted out just over an hour ago.”
         

         
         Airlifted where, I want to scream. A car honks behind me, and I realize I’m driving like a maniac, straddling two lanes as I type “hospital” into my GPS while trying to catch every word Lisa says. I pull over, because I think I might kill someone if I don’t. The GPS is coming up with two—no, three hospitals nearby. Hôpital Aubagne, Hôpital Maisonneuve-Talon, Medical Center Les Oiseaux . . . god, the further I zoom out, the more hospitals pop up. 

         
         “For folks at home who might not know,” the male reporter says, “Formula 2 is the motor racing league just below Formula 1.
            The cars are slower than Formula 1 cars, but can still reach speeds of nearly two hundred miles an hour, isn’t that right,
            Lisa?”
         

         
         “That’s right, John,” Lisa says. “We’ve just heard that two of the drivers at Hôpital Nord have been triaged with only minor
            injuries, but there’s no word yet on the other three—”
         

         
         I punch in the hospital’s name before she’s even finished the sentence, and the radio is interrupted by Siri, who tells me
            to stay straight for thirteen miles. I force myself to look around at traffic before I pull back onto the highway. Hôpital
            Nord is thirty-five minutes away. I take another breath as Lisa’s voice starts up again. I want to kiss this girl, whoever
            she is. I want to drain my bank account and send it all her way. Two drivers with only minor injuries.
         

         
         I force a deep breath into my lungs, then another. The male reporter is asking Lisa to tell us what she saw, and I turn the
            radio up higher to hear.
         

         
         “Well, all five cars were quite close coming off the straight. It looked like Parrot locked up just after turn one, then his
            car was hit by Nichols and Costa, who were wheel to wheel. It looked like Costa was trying to overtake Nichols when they hit
            Parrot, and then Theriot and McDougall were caught up in the wreckage—”
         

         
         The wreckage. I’m gripping the steering wheel so hard, my knuckles are white. In my mind’s eye, I try to imagine the crash. Parrot’s car locking up, then getting hit by two cars going a hundred and fifty out of the straight . . . he must be one of the drivers who’s in trouble. But if Theriot and McDougall were just “caught up in the wreckage” . . . if they were coming up behind the crash and had to swerve out of the way . . . does that mean they were the two that walked away with minor injuries? 

         
         Fuck, I think I might be sick.

         
         “He’s fine,” I say out loud, as though that can make it true. “He’ll be fine.”

         
         Siri interrupts the broadcast again to tell me to make a turn, and for the next twenty minutes I can barely hear any of the
            radio as Siri guides me through a series of complicated roundabouts and side streets. By the time I’m back out on open road,
            Lisa is signing off, and John is promising to keep us updated as more information is available. I hit the off button as a
            news broadcast starts up, and Siri tells me that in seven minutes, my destination will be on the right.
         

         
         In seven minutes, I tell myself, I’ll find him waiting for me with minor injuries. I can already picture it—he’ll be in some
            awful, sterile hospital room, and there will probably be all sorts of people at his side, but he’ll see me come in and crack
            a smile, crooked and subtle and just for me. I’ll keep my distance until I can get him alone, and then he’ll make some smart
            comment about me worrying about him and roll his eyes like I’ve been foolish. He’s like that, always playing things off, never
            admitting weakness or defeat. But if Parrot and the others are as bad off as it sounds, he’ll be shaken. I probably won’t
            have much time to be alone with him—fuck, his parents flew in for this race, didn’t they?—but I’ll take his hand and kiss
            the very center of his palm—
         

         
         “In three hundred meters, your destination is on the right,” Siri says, jerking me out of my thoughts.

         
         As I turn into the hospital, I’m thankful for the bits of French I’ve learned over the years. Stationnement, that’s the parking lot, although I’m not sure if it’s quite the right one. The hospital seems to have several different buildings, and I drive past three separate entranceways before I find a parking spot. 

         
         I find the closest entrance and walk into a small, quiet waiting room with a registration desk. I get a horrible sense of
            déjà vu as I walk in. I haven’t been inside a hospital since my dad died. He was already dead when I got there. The ER doctor
            had called to tell me. For a moment, I feel a flicker of hope—Jacob can’t be dead yet, because no one’s called to tell me.
         

         
         Then I shake my head at my own stupidity. Even if he’s dead, I’m the last person anyone would think to call.

         
         The sign by the registration desk says “Enregistrement—Chirurgie Cardiothoracique,” which doesn’t sound right at all. The
            woman behind the desk is speaking in rapid French to an elderly gentleman holding an appointment card. I wait behind him for
            about five seconds before I spot a sign on the hall to the right that says “URGENCES.” I take off at a run—that must be the
            ER.
         

         
         There are a few more signs along the way, but the hospital is so big I keep getting lost. It doesn’t help that they’re doing
            construction on some of the buildings. I’m getting increasingly desperate, typing “Hôpital Nord emergency room directions”
            into my phone when I spot a hospital volunteer wearing a bright red vest.
         

         
         “Est-ce que je peux vous aider?” she asks cheerfully.

         
         “Emergency room?” I blurt out, too anxious to remember what it was called in French.

         
         “Ah, oui,” she says, before switching to heavily accented English. “You will go down this hall, just here, then you are turning
            left, down the long hall, then there is a door that leads—away? Non, outside,” she corrects herself. “You are walking straight
            across, there is main registration.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I choke out, already hurrying away. Down the hall—left—down the long hall, which is so long I start to worry I’ve lost my way. But, no—there’s the door that leads outside. I emerge onto a sunny sidewalk. Across the road is the entrance to another building, with a bright red sign that says “URGENCES.” 

         
         Someone honks as I sprint across the road and through the doors. The air conditioning is bitterly cold after the heat outside,
            and the waiting room is filled with people, some of them looking pale and sickly, others red-faced and impatient.
         

         
         At the registration desk, one of those red-faced, impatient assholes is berating the clerk, who wears a thin, beleaguered
            smile. I don’t understand a word of his rant, but I don’t have to. He’s being a dick about the wait, never mind the fact that
            there are people here with actual emergencies.
         

         
         The girl behind the desk purses her lips as the jackass finally stomps away, and yet after he’s gone, she gives me a patient
            smile and gestures me forward. She says something in French, too quickly for me to understand.
         

         
         “Er—Anglais?” I say awkwardly.

         
         “Oui, a little,” she says, still smiling kindly. There’s a line forming behind me now, but she looks me right in the eye,
            as though she’ll wait as long as it takes to help. People like her don’t get paid enough, I think.
         

         
         “I’m looking for someone who was brought in,” I say. I have to swallow twice on a paper-dry throat before I can spit out his
            name. “Jacob Nichols.”
         

         
         “Ah.” The girl types something into her computer and squints at the screen. When she looks back at me, there’s something terribly
            pitying in her gaze. “And you are—friend? Famille?”
         

         
         “Family,” I lie.

         
         She nods. “He was in emergency, but he is transferred now, to USI. You take the elevator—là—to ninth floor. Press the bell and tell them who you look for.” 

         
         “USI,” I croak. “Is that—is that bad?”

         
         Her eyes soften even more, and I think I might vomit. “It is—” She hunts for the words. “L’unité de soins intensifs. Intensive
            care.”
         

         
         Intensive care.

         
         I don’t remember to thank her. I just stumble away, those two words ringing in my ears.

         
         The elevator ride takes a year. There’s a middle-aged woman riding with me who asks me something in French and then looks
            offended when I don’t answer. She gets off at the fifth floor with a little huff of irritation, and I ride the rest of the
            way alone.
         

         
         The doors open right into the intensive care waiting room. I don’t need to speak fluent French to know that’s what it is.
            The walls are painted a depressing shade of gray, and everyone sitting in the expensive-looking chairs has the same pale,
            tight look on their face. These people look just how I feel. Like they might fall apart at any moment.
         

         
         At the far end of the room is a door with a buzzer next to it and a placard of complicated-looking instructions. I press the
            buzzer and then wait, in perfect silence, for the door to open. No one in the waiting room looks at me or makes a sound. Just
            like me, they live in bubbles. Nothing exists outside of their fear.
         

         
         The door finally opens on a thin guy in pale blue scrubs.

         
         “Oui? Est-ce que je peux vous aider?”

         
         I clear my throat. Behind him, I can see a long row of glass-walled hospital rooms.

         
         “I’m looking for Jacob Nichols,” I mumble. Trying to keep my voice down, even now.

         
         “Vous êtes famille?”

         
         I hesitate this time, but only for one heartbeat. “Yes.”

         
         “Oui, entrez,” he says, waving me forward. “Salle neuf cent vingt-quatre.”

         
         I follow him, moving on autopilot. “Is he okay?” I manage.

         
         “He is not my patient,” the guy says, switching to accented English. “Voilà, c’est là.”

         
         He points to a room up ahead and then hurries away. I stumble along a bit farther—I can see “924—neuf cent vingt-quatre” engraved
            on one of the frosted glass doors just ahead. Time slows down as I walk forward. I can hear voices from inside. I can see
            shadows moving.
         

         
         The door is half open. Someone is crying inside, a woman. His mother, maybe? My heart thuds painfully. I’ve never met his
            mother. She doesn’t know that I exist.
         

         
         I step closer, and then I can see him.

         
         My whole body goes numb. I have to clutch the doorframe to stay upright.

         
         I had hoped—

         
         I had thought—

         
         I know it’s stupid, but a small part of me still hoped he was one of the ones with minor injuries. I was expecting . . . I
            don’t know. A split lip. A gash in his forehead. I was so stupid, I hadn’t even thought of broken bones.
         

         
         He looks so, so much worse than I could’ve imagined.

         
         One leg is casted and hanging from some medieval-looking contraption on the ceiling, and there’s a catheter draining bloody
            urine into a bag, and another tube coming out of his chest. IVs are dripping fluid into both arms, and there’s a heart monitor
            beeping over the bed, and another, bigger IV dripping stuff into his neck.
         

         
         And . . . he isn’t breathing on his own. I’ve seen enough medical TV shows to know that’s a breathing tube sticking out of his mouth. There’s a bag attached to it, and tubes running into a massive machine on the side of the bed, and rhythmically, the bag inflates and deflates. 

         
         His face isn’t bruised or cut up, but that almost makes it worse, somehow. He looks so fragile. So breakable.

         
         There’s a middle-aged woman with short blond hair sitting at his bedside, her face puffy from crying and one white-knuckled
            hand pressed to her lips. A thin, middle-aged man stands behind her, clutching her shoulders. On the other side of the bed,
            a brawny guy in his mid-thirties is talking on his cell phone, one hand pressed to his forehead.
         

         
         “I don’t know—I don’t know, Lil, they haven’t come to talk to us yet. No, not since downstairs—”
         

         
         His voice is tense and vaguely familiar. He must be Jacob’s older brother, Paul. He calls Jacob a couple of times a month.
            He has a huge, booming voice that always comes through the phone like it’s on speaker. He’s a businessman of some sort, and
            he’s always asking if Jacob has a girlfriend, or if he wants to be set up with one of his own girlfriend’s “hot friends.”
         

         
         The girl on the other end of the phone must be Jacob’s older sister, Lily. I’ve seen pictures of her. She’s twenty-seven,
            with dirty blond hair just like Jacob’s. She works as an event planner somewhere in America, always frantically busy with
            a hundred different weddings and bar mitzvahs and things. She only calls Jacob about once a month, but when she does, she
            keeps him on the phone for hours.
         

         
         His family’s like that. All of them, thick as thieves. No drama. No secrets.

         
         No secrets except me, I mean.

         
         I stand there stupidly until they catch sight of me. For a moment, their eyes light up, like they think I’m the doctor. Then they see my jeans and T-shirt, and their faces drop. 

         
         “Can we help you?” Jacob’s father says in a tight voice.

         
         It takes me a second to push out an answer. I can’t think, with Jacob lying there. All he has on is some stupid hospital gown.
            He’ll be so cold. He’s always cold. Irrational fury clenches my chest. Why haven’t they put any blankets on him?
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “I’m . . . he’s a friend of mine. From racing.”

         
         Jacob’s dad nods, but honestly, I’m not sure if any of them have even heard me. They’re staring at Jacob again, just like
            me.
         

         
         Then Paul looks at me, his phone still clutched to his ear. “No, it’s not the doctor,” he says impatiently. “I don’t know, Lil.”
         

         
         He stares at me again, his mouth twisting down, and I just know he’s going to ask me to leave. But before he can, the heart
            monitor starts going off.
         

         
         I can’t understand any of it, there are so many numbers and lines, but the thing’s definitely going off, and there’s some
            sort of alert flashing on the screen. About two seconds later, I’m edged out of the doorway by a nurse, this one tall and
            female. She goes straight to the monitor and pushes a button. The machine starts spitting out a long strip of paper, and the
            beeping stops but the flashing alert doesn’t go away.
         

         
         “What’s happening?” Jacob’s mom asks.

         
         “His heart rate is a little fast, that’s all.” The nurse’s English is flawless and her tone is calm, but there’s something
            in her eyes that makes me sick to my stomach. The machine starts beeping again, and Jacob’s mom rises out of her seat. The
            nurse turns to the machine again and shuts the beeping off, but this time, when she turns back, the worry in her eyes is obvious.
            “I’ll be right back with the doctor. If you would like to go to the waiting room?”
         

         
         “We’ll stay right here,” Paul says loudly. “We’re his family.”

         
         The nurse nods and hurries from the room, and this time, when Jacob’s family looks at me, there’s something beneath their
            grief—something like hostility. I am an intruder in this deeply private moment.
         

         
         I choke out an apology and fall back out of the way just as the nurse returns with an older woman wearing dress clothes and
            a stethoscope. There are two other nurses following close behind, and as they enter the room, the heart monitor starts going
            off again. The door slides shut and I’m left standing in the empty hall.
         

         
         They only want family inside.

         
         I’m the one who woke up next to him this morning. I’m the one who made him his coffee. I’m the one who wished him luck on
            his race, the one who kissed him and tried to work up the nerve to tell him I love him before chickening out for the hundredth
            time.
         

         
         But I’m not family.

         
         And so, while he dies behind frosted glass walls, I lock myself in the first bathroom I can find and cry until I’m sick.

         
         
      
   
      
      
            
         
            2
Impress Me

         
         I’d heard of him over the years, but only in the way that I’d heard about all the Formula 2 drivers. He was a name I’d hear
            every now and then on the racetrack speakers—“Nichols will take his first victory at Monza!” or “What a race for Jacob Nichols!”—without
            a specific face attached. We never really overlapped in the racing world. I was already in single-seaters when he started
            karting, and I moved up to F1 the year before he got a spot in F2. Even though some of the F1 and F2 races take place on the
            same weekends, the drivers don’t interact much. We’re busy with press, busy with training, busy with racing. I watched F2
            now and then, out of interest, but even so, Jacob was just another driver in a car. Utterly uninteresting, until one Friday
            at the Austrian Grand Prix.
         

         
         It was the last race weekend before the summer break, and it was supposed to be FP1—the first free practice session for Formula
            1—but it was pouring buckets outside. Rain was bouncing six inches off the ground and the wind was howling through the grandstands.
            Even the most dedicated fans had left the stands an hour ago, and it seemed inevitable practice would be canceled.
         

         
         F2 qualifying was scheduled to take place after FP1, but there was little chance that would be happening. Still, no one could leave until things were officially called off, and the stewards were taking an age to decide. Everyone was bored and waiting, and almost all the reporters and interviewers had packed up their gear or moved inside. 

         
         I was too restless to wait in my room. I did some weights with my trainer, Brian—an obnoxious, sleazy fellow I’d unhappily
            inherited from the previous Harper driver—and then ditched him in the cafeteria. I don’t think he noticed, honestly. He was
            too busy bragging about his gluten-free diet to one of Harper’s race engineers.
         

         
         I put my headphones on, loaded up my usual pre-race playlist, and began wandering aimlessly, going over the track in my mind.
            I’d only been in F1 three years—two decent years with Torrent, a midfield team, then this year with Harper Racing, the second
            best team in the league. The car was a hell of a lot faster, and I was running third in the championship. Halfway through
            the season, the championship was still theoretically in my sights. Every time I thought about it, I felt this little shiver
            of excitement. Winning an F1 championship was all I had ever wanted. And with rain forecast on and off all weekend, the Austrian
            race was anyone’s game.
         

         
         Secretly, though, I thought it was mine. Rain is the great equalizer of F1, a chance for drivers in objectively slower cars
            to snag a surprise podium or race win. I’d gotten my own first win for Torrent in a wet race three years earlier. For years,
            I’d made a point of practicing on rainy days. Not just in my F1 car, but in street cars, rally cars, anything with four wheels
            I could get my hands on. I’d torn up a few cars in the process, but after a while I got the hang of it. I knew in my gut,
            if it rained this weekend, I could win.
         

         
         I bit down hard on my lip and forced myself to recite the track again. I passed a few people, mostly bored employees on their cell phones, but for the most part I was alone. Then I took a left turn and walked right into the middle of a TV interview. 

         
         It was for a smaller network I’d never heard of, and the interviewer was a dark-haired woman with a nervous smile. Her eyes
            lit up when she saw me, and the cameraman swiveled my way.
         

         
         “Travis Keeping!” The reporter beamed at me. “Join us for a word?”

         
         I reluctantly took off my headphones. Harper’s press team had rules about impromptu media—“Don’t talk to anyone without us”
            was their mantra—but the camera was already rolling and the reporter looked desperately hopeful. Still, I hesitated a moment,
            until the driver she was interviewing shot me a crooked, white-toothed grin.
         

         
         I’ll admit, I felt it like a lightning strike. It’s stupid and cheesy and was in no way reciprocated—Jacob told me later he
            initially thought I was a dick—but that’s how it felt for me. He was just . . . god. He was every fantasy I’d never let myself
            have, wrapped up in dirty blond hair and gray eyes and strong forearms. I still remember the shirt he was wearing, soft gray
            cotton with his F2 team’s logo printed in black.
         

         
         In the five seconds it took me to (1) imagine stripping the shirt off his back, (2) realize what I’d just thought about another
            driver, and (3) freak the hell out about it, the reporter came up with her first question.
         

         
         “If you’re just joining us now,” she said to the camera, “I’m here with Formula 2 driver Jacob Nichols and Formula 1 driver
            Travis Keeping, both of whom are waiting impatiently, I imagine, for the rain to stop.” She smiled at us. “Boys, what do you
            think about this weather?”
         

         
         “It’s nuts out there,” Jacob said, with another slanted grin. “Shame they won’t let us race in it.”

         
         He was standing so close to me that I could smell his shampoo, something dark and earthy and masculine. My brain was going
            completely haywire at that point, but fortunately I was already known for being quiet in interviews.
         

         
         “Yeah,” I said.

         
         The reporter nodded like I’d said something profound. “The weather’s supposed to clear up a bit tomorrow, but the forecast
            still calls for showers on and off. This would be the first wet race of your season, Travis. How do you feel about that?”
         

         
         I cleared my throat. “Not bad.”

         
         There was a beat of silence while they waited for me to elaborate. When I didn’t, Jacob raised a single eyebrow. That’s probably
            about the time he was thinking I was a dick.
         

         
         The reporter, though, bless her, was not so easily beaten. Her cheeks were a little flushed from nerves, but she swallowed
            hard and changed tack.
         

         
         “Tell you what,” she said, with newfound vigor. “We’ve got a few minutes to kill—why don’t we do a rapid-fire quiz?” Without
            giving us time to answer, she barreled on. “I’ll say two things, you pick one. No hesitating, just say the first answer that
            comes to mind. Got it?”
         

         
         Jacob smiled encouragingly at her, a bright, confident smile that I felt deep in my stomach. “Go for it,” he said.

         
         The reporter took a breath and launched in. “Early bird or night owl?”

         
         “Night owl,” Jacob said, at the same time that I grunted, “Early.”

         
         “Beach or mountains?”

         
         “Mountains,” I answered, while Jacob said, “Beach.”

         
         “Rap or techno?”

         
         “Neither,” I said, at the same time that Jacob said, “Both.”

         
         The reporter laughed. “It’s a good thing this isn’t the newlywed game, or you two would be headed for divorce!”

         
         Jacob’s laugh was warm and infectious. One corner of my mouth turned up, entirely without my permission.

         
         “Tea or coffee?” the reporter continued.

         
         “Coffee,” we answered together, and I was rewarded with a flash of Jacob’s smile.

         
         “Cat or dog?”

         
         “Dog,” we both said.

         
         The reporter chuckled. “Alright, maybe you’ll stave off divorce for a little while. Last one—rain or shine?”

         
         “Rain,” I answered automatically, while Jacob said, “Shine.”

         
         The reporter grinned. “We’ll call it a rocky relationship, then, shall we?”

         
         “We have our ups and downs,” Jacob deadpanned, squeezing my shoulder. I felt the warmth of his fingertips through the thin
            cotton of my shirt, and for a moment I honestly couldn’t breathe.
         

         
         “Thanks so much, boys,” the reporter said. “We’ll leave you to it.”

         
         The camera turned off and she shook both of our hands and thanked us for playing along. “It’s my first week,” she admitted.
            “Sorry if I was rubbish.”
         

         
         “No, you were great,” Jacob said, and a pleased flush spread up her neck. She thanked us again and then headed off with her
            cameraman in tow. Jacob and I were left alone in the narrow, white-walled hallway. He could’ve just walked off, but instead
            he crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall. His smile was sharp and confident, and his eyes danced as he looked
            me up and down.
         

         
         “You’re really good at interviews,” he said.

         
         Warmth crept up my neck. I reckon I was just as flushed as the reporter. I cleared my throat, my mind completely blank. Later, I would think of something to say, but I was never someone who could be clever in the moment. 

         
         “Right,” I managed.

         
         I felt his laugh as a warm shiver down my spine. “It helps that you’ve got such a great smile,” he said. “Really puts people
            at ease.”
         

         
         My mouth twitched up reluctantly. It was true, I wasn’t known for being particularly friendly. It wasn’t that I was trying
            to be rude, I just always felt . . . out of place, I suppose. Uncomfortable. The only place I didn’t feel like that was inside
            a race car. In the real world, with people, I was rubbish. Luckily, it seemed to have translated into a “strong, silent type”
            sort of image in the media.
         

         
         Right now, though, I wasn’t feeling particularly strong. Jacob was grinning at me, and I felt like he could see everything,
            from the flush on my neck to the unsteadiness in my hands. Not just that he could see it, but that he knew the root cause.
         

         
         “What are you listening to?” he asked, nodding at my abandoned phone. Without waiting for me to answer, he took my phone out
            of my hand. He pressed the home button, then raised a surprised eyebrow as the home screen popped up. “You don’t have a passcode?”
         

         
         I shrugged. I’d never needed one. I didn’t have any social media, despite the Harper press team’s longstanding campaign to
            convince me to set some up. The only texts in my phone were work-related.
         

         
         I waited for Jacob to open my music, but instead he blinked up at me. “Did you just get this phone?”

         
         I cleared my throat again. “It’s a few years old.”

         
         “Your background is the default home screen,” he said slowly.

         
         Color was spreading farther up my face. I felt off-balance, nettled and pleased by his attention. “So?”

         
         “So you must have one picture you can put as your background.” He tapped the Photos icon and then stared at me in horror. “You’ve never taken a single picture on your phone? Are you a robot?”
         

         
         I grabbed my phone back, my heart twitching nervously as my fingers brushed his. “I don’t use it much.”

         
         He barked out an incredulous laugh. “You fucking weirdo.” He snatched the phone back. “Let’s see if your music has a personality,
            at least.”
         

         
         He looked down at my phone again, and I leaned closer under the slim pretense of looking at the screen. My eyes traced the
            lines of his neck, smooth tanned skin and strong muscle disappearing beneath the soft collar of his T-shirt. I had a sudden,
            overwhelming urge to put my mouth there.
         

         
         At the same time, my mind was skittering. It wasn’t just that Jacob was another driver. It was also only the second time I’d
            thought something like that about anyone real. I was aware of my sexuality, in a distant, inconvenient sort of way, but it was something I kept firmly relegated to the
            corners of my mind. For years, I told myself if I didn’t pay any attention to it—if I kept my fantasies vague and faceless,
            never attached to a real person—then it couldn’t really matter.
         

         
         Then, on a flight from Montreal to London a few years earlier, I sat next to a guy who spent the whole flight typing some
            research paper on his laptop. I spent the first hour plotting his death—he typed loudly and inconsistently, so every time
            I started to doze off, I was woken up by an abrupt burst of clacking—but then he pushed his sleeves up to his elbows, and
            I spent the next five hours sneaking glances at his forearms and fantasizing about feeling his fingers moving over my skin.
            That night, in my bedroom in London, I could hardly sleep for thinking about him.
         

         
         Then I woke up the next morning, completely horrified, and vowed never to think about a guy like that again.

         
         I took every thought and desire and shoved it into the darkest corner of my mind. Every time a feeling threatened to arise,
            I pushed it into racing instead. It was the first time I realized the sheer force of my own willpower. I told myself I wasn’t
            attracted to anyone, and I was so convincing, I think I actually believed it.
         

         
         Then Jacob stepped into the picture, and it was like I was back on that plane, shivery and wrung out from five hours of longing.

         
         “I’ve never heard of any of these bands,” Jacob said, wrinkling his nose. “ ‘Race playlist’—what is this, like, pump-up music?”

         
         He clicked play and listened for a minute with one earbud. I bit into my lip, fighting the smallest smile, because I knew
            it wasn’t exactly pump-up music. It was just calm, mellow indie stuff, most of which was only instrumental.
         

         
         Jacob pulled the earbud out and stared at me. “This is the kind of music they play at spas,” he said in horror.
         

         
         I frowned. “I’ve never been to a spa.”

         
         He ran a hand over his forehead. “Good god, Keeping. You really are a robot. Someone needs to teach you how to live.”

         
         He dug into his pocket and pulled out his phone, a battered iPhone with a splintery crack in the screen. His background image
            was a group of ten people grinning at the top of a mountain hike. They were all squished close together with their arms wrapped
            around each other. I’d never been in a picture like that in my life.
         

         
         “See?” Jacob said, holding up his phone for me to get a closer look. “This picture says something about me.”

         
         “It looks like an ad for some sports clothing company.”

         
         I won’t pretend it was a particularly clever thing to say, but it was an attempt at a joke, and my heart was racing at my own boldness. I was rewarded for my bravery with a crinkle at the corner of Jacob’s eyes. 

         
         “I do look like a model, thank you,” he drawled. “No, it says I like hiking, and being outdoors, and being with friends.”

         
         “What does mine say?” I asked.

         
         “Yours?” He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. 110101. Robot speak.”

         
         He laughed at his own joke, and I smiled without thinking about it. His eyes dropped down to my mouth, then back up again.
            Something shifted behind his dark gray irises, and a beat of loaded silence fell between us.
         

         
         “ ’Scuse me!” The moment was broken as a man appeared from around the corner, lugging a heavy crate on one shoulder. I stepped
            forward to get out of his way, and suddenly I was about six inches from Jacob. When I stepped back again, my legs were unsteady.
            I understood, now, that stupid saying about knees going weak. It turned out it wasn’t stupid at all, just an accurate assessment
            of how it felt to want someone so badly.
         

         
         He watched me for a long, drawn-out minute and then grinned. “Yeah, someone definitely needs to teach you how to live. Here.”
            He handed me his phone. “Give me your number.”
         

         
         I know he saw how clumsy my fingers were as I thumbed my number into his phone. My heart rate ratcheted up again as I was
            doing it. I felt like I was having some crazy out-of-body experience, like I’d been drugged or something. Or like I was drunk—drunk
            on sandalwood and stubble and forearms.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Jacob murmured as he took his phone back. He took a step toward me, and for one brief, insane moment I thought he might kiss me right there in the hallway, all of five minutes after we’d met. My eyes dropped to his mouth, and when I finally dragged them back up to his eyes, he looked exceptionally smug. He brought a hand up to his neck and rubbed it absently—months later, he would admit he knew exactly what he was doing to me with that single, casual motion—and my brain went totally blank. I think I may have actually leaned toward him, but suddenly he stepped back. 

         
         “Good luck tomorrow,” he said. He strolled away, hands in his pockets, and threw his last words over his shoulder along with
            a challenging grin. “Try to impress me.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
            
         
            3
Touch and Go

         
         After a few hours hiding out in the ICU bathroom—one of the staff bathrooms, I learn, after about ten irritated nurses knock
            impatiently on the door—my face is presentable enough to emerge. I walk past Jacob’s room, but the doors are closed. I can
            see shadows moving inside, and I hover for a minute, trying to work up the nerve to go in. But then a nurse walks by and frowns
            at me, and I’m forced to retreat.
         

         
         The waiting room is still half full. I sink into a seat, only to spot Jacob’s brother, Paul, in the far corner, cell phone
            pressed to his ear. I search his face desperately for clues. He’s nodding and talking in a quiet voice, then he cracks a thin
            smile and all the breath rushes out of my lungs. He wouldn’t be smiling if Jacob were dead.
         

         
         A painful lump is forming in my throat. I get up and flee into the stairwell before Paul can spot me.

         
         Compared to the pristine waiting room, the stairwell is muggy and dingy but mercifully quiet. I dig my phone out of my pocket
            and my breath hitches at the sight of the background picture. It’s from the top of a hike on the Isle of Harris, in Scotland.
            Jacob set it as my background photo nearly a year ago.
         

         
         I squint at the time. Ten forty-seven p.m. I have fifteen missed calls and ten texts. I ignore all of them, except the ones from my teammate, Matty. He’s been with Harper for three years already, with seventeen podiums and six wins under his belt, and he’s something of a media darling (his words, not mine). 

         
         F1 teammates aren’t really teammates at all—your teammate is the only one on the grid in the same car as you, so they’re your
            biggest competition, as well as the only driver your performance can be properly measured against—but Matty’s always been
            really friendly to me. He kind of reminds me of Jacob a bit. Always joking, always up for anything.
         

         
         Yo, did you see the F2 crash? his first text reads. Media canceled for the rest of day. I know you’ll be disappointed lol.

         
         Two hours later, there’s another text. Shit, did you hear about Parrot?

         
         My blood runs cold. I open up Google and type in “Parrot formula 2 crash.” The first result that comes up confirms my worst
            fears. “Formula 2 Driver Ellis Parrot Dies After Tragic Crash,” reads the first headline. I open the article and learn that
            Parrot died in hospital—this hospital—at eight thirty p.m. The article goes on to state that drivers McDougall and Theriot were released with minor injuries,
            while Jacob Nichols and Antony Costa remain in critical condition.
         

         
         I clutch my phone so hard, I think I might break it.

         
         Ellis Parrot died.
         

         
         Just like Jacob might die.

         
         The door swings open behind me and a young doctor in green scrubs and a long white coat emerges, phone and coffee in hand.

         
         “Pardon,” she says in French, spotting me on the steps. Then she does a double take. For a moment, I think she’s recognized me, but instead her face softens and she says gently, “Pardonnez-moi . . . est-ce que ça va?” 

         
         I open my mouth to lie, but instead I blurt out, “Do you know how Jacob Nichols is?”

         
         “Jacob Nichols?” she repeats.

         
         “Room 924,” I say, flushing. “He was in a car accident?”

         
         “Ah.” She nods. “The racing car driver. Oui.” A drop of suspicion creeps into her eyes. “You are—media?”

         
         “No, I—” I shake my head. “He’s just . . . a friend. I don’t want to disturb his family.”

         
         “We are not supposed to give information, only to family,” she says. The painful lump in my throat grows a little bigger.
            I swallow it down and force a nod.
         

         
         “Right. Sorry.”

         
         I wait for her to leave, but instead she gives a little sigh. A moment later, she sits down beside me on the steps.

         
         “It is, how you say, touch and go,” she says quietly. “He has suffered injury to—” She pats her stomach. “Organs inside. La
            rate. Ah, comment dire en anglais?” She rubs her forehead and then opens up some French search engine on her phone and types
            into it. “Ah! Ici. Spleen. La rate. And liver. You know?”
         

         
         I nod a little uncertainly.

         
         “He has done surgery to stop the bleeding,” she continues, “but . . . la tension artérielle—blood pressure—is low. He is taken
            back to surgery soon.”
         

         
         “He’s had surgery?” A hollow feeling spreads through my chest. “He’s going for more surgery?”
         

         
         She nods. “I am sorry.”

         
         “No, thank you,” I say. “Thank you for telling me.”

         
         Her phone buzzes in her hand. She ignores it, and studies my face a moment more. “You are . . . good friends?”

         
         The beat of silence is entirely too telling. She knows—or at least, suspects. The first person in the entire world to know. Maybe I should be freaking out, but in light of everything else, I can’t bring myself to care. And something in the girl’s steady gaze tells me our secret is safe. 

         
         “I am working all this week,” she says. “I give you information when I can, yes?”

         
         I manage a tiny smile. “Yes. Thank you.”

         
         She nods again and continues on down the stairs. My phone buzzes with a text from one of Harper’s press people.

         
         
            Race still on for tomorrow, will send updated press schedule shortly.

         

         The race. Jesus. I’d completely and totally forgotten about it. Qualifying seems like it happened a hundred years ago.

         
         I scroll through all the texts I’ve missed, mostly notifications from the team about canceled press events. With an F2 driver
            dead, no one will be doing interviews. But they won’t cancel the F1 race. There’s too much money on the line. Which means
            tomorrow morning, I’ll be expected to be in my car, driving around the same track where Jacob’s car was . . . what?
         

         
         Gritting my teeth, I open up Google again on my phone and slowly type in “Formula 2 crash circuit paul ricard video.” A YouTube
            clip pops up. The thumbnail looks a little grainy, like it was shot on someone’s phone, but it was posted a few hours ago
            and has sixty-seven thousand views. It must be the real thing.
         

         
         Taking a breath, I click play. It takes a few minutes to load, and every second steals another heartbeat out of my chest.

         
         The video was filmed by a fan in the stands. It opens on a section of empty track, with motors roaring in the distance. A car zooms through the frame, then five more cars zip past in rapid succession. It’s too quick to tell which car is which. They must be going one-fifty, maybe faster. The camera shifts to the left and suddenly it’s all smoke and flying cars. There’s a collective cry from the crowd, and the video jars. Someone nearby says, “Oh my god!” and then the camera swings back to face the big screen nearby. 

         
         There’s a replay showing—they always replay crashes, because usually there aren’t any injuries—and the track cameras have
            picked up a perfect shot. Parrot is coming out of the corner when his front left tire locks. His car swerves erratically at
            the exact moment that Costa tries to pass Jacob on the outside of the corner. Wheel to wheel, the two cars slam into Parrot,
            and all three cars shatter and fly. I rewind the video, my breathing quick and shallow as I watch Jacob’s car tumble through
            the air, over and over, before skidding upside down into the barrier. Three of the tires have come off of it, and the chassis
            is a mess of torn-up carbon fiber.
         

         
         Touch and go, the doctor said. Seeing that video, I’m surprised Jacob survived this long.

         
         I feel strangely numb all of a sudden, strangely distant from it all. I turn the video off and climb up one more flight of
            stairs, settling myself on the top floor, just outside the door to the roof. I can’t imagine anyone will come up here. And
            there’s no way in hell I’m leaving.
         

         
         Instead, I open up my text messages and find Jacob’s name. I scroll back, all the way to the very first text he sent me, almost
            a year ago to the day.
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Second Place

         
         The rain eased up the next day, scattered showers turning the F2 race into a slippery, dangerous melee. I watched it all on
            one of the big screens through the window of my changing room, while my trainer, Brian, prattled on about a party he was going
            to that night. Jacob got a bad start from P10, but as the laps ticked by, he overtook car after car and finished second. He’s
            a damn good driver, Jacob. Great instincts, aggressive pace. The camera showed him getting out of his car after the race,
            and for about three seconds I was transfixed by his crooked, cocky smile.
         

         
         I was fighting a grin of my own as I got into my car and headed out into qualifying. I breezed through Q1 in third and Q2
            in second. Then, in Q3, it all went wrong. I pulled out with ten minutes left, but before I’d even started my flying lap,
            I started to lose power. “Anti-stall” flashed on the steering wheel as I maneuvered the car off the track.
         

         
         I started the race the next day from the pit lane, after the engineers spent the night repairing the car. I checked my phone once more right before the race started. My stomach leapt when I saw I’d missed a text message. I swiped it open eagerly, but it was only a text from Brian. Feeling sick, be there next weekend.

         
         God, he was an asshole. There was no way he was sick. He’d been bragging all day Saturday about the “lit party” he’d been
            invited to. No doubt he was hungover somewhere. I turned my phone off and headed for my car, swallowing down disappointment.
            It had been two days since Jacob took my phone number, and there had been nothing but radio silence. I couldn’t even text
            him, not that I’d have ever had the nerve. He hadn’t given me his number.
         

         
         I pulled on my helmet and climbed into the car. Outside, the rain was starting to fall again, heavier than it had been all
            day. It would be a wet race after all.
         

         
         Try to impress me, Jacob had said.

         
         A feeling like cold water washed over me, and my senses seemed to sharpen. Impress him . . . I could do that.

         
         For two hours, it was like I could do nothing wrong. My mind was as focused as it had ever been. I wasn’t even thinking, really,
            just reacting. Car after car disappeared behind me, until there was one lap to go and only two cars left in front of me. Mahoney
            and Clayton were first and second in the championship, two of the best drivers in F1’s best cars. But they didn’t have as
            much experience in the rain as I did—or at least, Clayton didn’t. I overtook him on the last corner of the race and crossed
            the line in second place. From a pit lane start to second place, in a wet race. It was a record—or at least, that was what
            my race engineer was saying in my ear.
         

         
         I climbed out of the car, grinning beneath my helmet, and threw a cursory wave to the crowd. I shook Mahoney and Clayton’s hands, waited for Clayton to finish his interview, and then stepped up, obediently, for my own. I answered the reporter’s questions with a few one-word answers and wondered if, somewhere, Jacob was watching. 

         
         For the next four hours, I went from press conference to team debrief to press conference again. By the time I got to check
            my phone again, it was past six. I had one missed text from a number I didn’t recognize. My stomach tightened in anticipation.
         

         
         
            Second place? I thought I said to impress me.

         

         I grinned stupidly at the screen, then looked at the timestamp. He’d only sent it a minute ago. Biting my lip, I started typing
            an answer, then promptly deleted it. I made five or six false starts, cursing my own inability to come up with anything clever
            when it mattered.
         

         
         I was about to give up when three dots appeared on the screen. He was typing something.

         
         You could ask what would impress me, he prompted me.
         

         
         Heart pounding, I snatched a breath.

         
         What would impress you? I typed.
         

         
         Three dots appeared instantly. I grinned at my phone, glad that no one could see me behind the walls
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