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Prologue



[image: ]


It’s stupid, absolutely pointless. The risk is too great, too high. We deserve everything that goes wrong. Every car crash. Every arrest. We know that we’re not perfect, and that’s okay.


We live for the asphalt.

We justify it, because for us, there’s no other way to live.


The adrenaline high is too strong. The humming motor of our cars. The scent of gasoline as it trickles to our nostrils on a hot summer night.


We’re alive.

Intoxicated.

Even if it only lasts a short while, even if we lose it all.


It’s worth it.

Not that there’s much else left to lose without this feeling. We’re nothing without the vibrations.


Without this speed. We’re lurching forward toward


nothing in particular. Moving, like the ocean, because sheer force and nature pulls us along.


Fighting our desire is like moving against the current. Sure, we might still drown, and whether we win or lose,


the outcome is the same.


Regrets are pointless. There is only you and the car.
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Chapter 1: Amanda
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Amanda closes the door on her Subaru WRX with a soft thud. She presses the lock button on her key and places it in her pocket.

She has no business being here, and yet that doesn’t stop her; her Dolce and Gabbana flip-flops clacking against the hot summer asphalt. She questions her choice of footwear, down to the pink bottoms and gold tops. Girls like her—the ones who wear shoes like this—shouldn’t be in the ware- house district at 9pm on a Friday night. She should go to

a club or pick classes for a fall semester at the college she dropped out of.

A loud thump distracts her from her looming self-doubt and replaces her imposter syndrome with raw, tangible fear.

Two men in their late twenties are facing each other. One has a tire-iron in his right hand. The other, for some unfath- omable reason, is laughing.

“I didn’t mean to hit your car, bro,” one man says to the other, shrugging his shoulders.

An orange ‘67 Dodge Charger had flung its door into a 2014 Shelby 500.


There’s a clear dent in the Mustang’s door.


“You didn’t mean to? Then why did you park so close?” he says, his voice getting louder with each word.

He lunges at him, narrowly missing the second man’s temple.


“Jeez, chill out. It’s just a fucking dent.”


“A dent? This paintwork costs more than your entire car!”

Amanda half-expects somebody to pull a gun. Instead, an engine revs in the distance.

“Let’s race this out,” the angry man says, pointing. “If you lose, you’re paying for the bodywork—and you’re buying me a new TV too.”

They agree. Amanda lets out her breath, glad that she isn’t about to witness a murder. The tension in her body eases slightly as the men retreat to their cars.

The cars start, and within moments, they’re revving their engines and readying for the challenge. She hurries to the side to ensure that she doesn’t become the victim of the man that, just moments ago, was ready to create blood- stained artwork on the pavement.

She nearly jumps out of her skin when she feels a tap on her shoulder. She twists, mentally preparing herself for the worst even though her rational brain isn’t sure what the worst would even be.

Andy, a New Yorker she met when her mother forced her to spend summers there as a kid, is standing beside her.

“What are you doing here?” she says, a little too shocked to sound polite.

“What are you doing here?” he says and then laughs, more jeering than insulted.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says. How can she explain to Andy why she’s there when she’s not so sure it’s a superb idea?

She tries to focus on the cars half-heartedly because she’s not vying for a winner.

“Here to pick up a street racer?” he asks, and she visibly winces.


“Definitely not,” she says, her tone defensive.


For most of the race, the two cars disappear. She and Andy are silent for a while, content to await the cars coming back as they take in the scene that surrounds them. Cars are in every corner of the parking lot. Aside from two streetlamps, most of the lights are coming from the headlights on the cars. Some of the cars are decorated

with colored lights and many varieties of music play from speakers inside them. The music muffles together into one thumping bass-beat.

The two cars return, the owner of the Mustang trium- phant. He exchanges money with the loser, and his bad mood seems replaced by a winner’s high.

She watches as two cars pull up to the start/finish line hastily drawn with sidewalk chalk; the finish line is more of a finish zigzag.

A green ’97 Supra and a black 66’ Dodge Charger are side by side. The custom green paint job is vaguely famil- iar.

One driver revs his engine, and the other driver squeals the wheels of his car.


“The Dodge is a powerful car,” Andy says.


Amanda had almost forgotten Andy was there. She glances at him and shakes her head in disagreement.

“I don’t know. The Supra looks nice,” Amanda says as she crosses her arms, a slight breeze chilling her arms.

“It’s not how a car looks. It’s what’s on the inside,” he says, pointing at the cars. “The Dodge is classic.”

“Sure, but it’s muscle versus import,” she says. “I’m not even sure why they’re bothering.”


“Well, why not?” Andy asks, and she shrugs.


One of the cars revs its engine, the other responds ac- cordingly; one car purrs, the other roars. The cars jolt forward. They take a minute to accelerate, but once they do, they whip out of sight.

She’s not exactly sure what she expected—just being here is enough to make her hands shake.


“Did you bet on the race, Amanda?”


“Honestly, I didn’t even consider betting,” she says. Andy’s question brings back her self-doubt. “I’m saving money for my car.”

“Oh?” he asks, his eyes still scanning the distance for the cars.

She bites her lip. She can feel her stomach gurgling from anxiety and fear of Andy’s judgement.

“I want to race,” she says, still timidly, testing how it sounds out loud.

“It’ll be hard as hell to get them to take you seriously,” he says, his attention only half on her.

“I know that,” she says. It doesn’t change the pent-up desire that’s been boiling over for the last few years. Even if it’s the worst idea she’s ever had, she wants it too bad to forget about it.

“It’s kind of boring waiting for them to get back,” he says. “I’d rather be racing.”

The last of the sun is disappearing, the heat from earlier replaced by a sudden chill.

After a couple minutes, the sound of screeching tires pierces through the night. The two cars spin around the corner. The Charger has two smashed headlights, and the Supra is unscathed.

The Supra is also a good half a second ahead and flashes across the chalk line.

The driver of the Charger is beating his fists on the steering wheel, and her stomach knots.


“I guess you lost your money,” she says. “Nah, I bet on the Supra.”


Amanda’s eyes narrow. “You bet on the driver you thought would lose?”

“I may think Ben has a good enough car, but I hate him,” Andy says as he shrugs.

He places his hand on her shoulder for a moment. She wonders if she should brush him off, but he smiles.


“Listen, it was great catching up, but it’s time for me to


drive,” he removes his hand from her shoulder. “Let me know when you’re ready to race. I want to see what you can do.”


She nods and smiles too.


Andy turns toward the cars, and within a few moments, she loses sight of him. Instead, she catches sight of the Supra’s driver. She takes a much-needed deep breath. Of course the Supra had won—Ryder is an amazing driver. He always has been.

Ryder grins at the crowd, and a couple of girls immedi- ately bring him drinks and fawn over him. Guys who had been recording the race congratulate him, and one pats him on the back. He’s a champion, and by the look on his face, he knows it.

The other driver is ushered away. A few wise friends keep the two from interacting. By the looks of the head- lights, it’s a necessary precaution. Ryder may have won, but he didn’t do so without playing dirty.

Ryder looks tougher than she remembers. His face is older and stronger. He was never weak, but he’s no longer a rebellious kid fresh from high school.


He notices her staring.

“Amanda, is that you?” he asks, calling out to her.


She could walk away and pretend she didn’t hear him. Or she could suck it up. Coming here was bound to dredge up the past. Might as well face it sooner rather than later. Even though she’d hoped for the latter.

She was supposed to meet with her friend from college, Natalie, but she hasn’t seen her anywhere.

She swallows her breath. Amanda’s never been afraid of anybody, ever. Why does she feel so freaked out by Ryder?

It’s not long before he walks over to her. She hasn’t seen him in four years. Her hands shake slightly, so she places them in her back pockets, determined not to let on that she’s anxious.


“So, what’re you doing here, Amanda?”


Lie. That’s her first instinct. Lie, walk away, and never come back. She could go home and pretend this never happened.


“I guess I missed this,” she says.


She missed the cars, anyway. The men that drive them is another story.

“You missed watching street racing?” Ryder asks, narrowing an eyebrow.


He’s still glowing from his win.


“Not just street racing—cars, racing, the thrill,” she stops herself to take a quick breath.

He nods slightly, as though he understands, and looks back at the two cars that have pulled up to the line.

“Connors isn’t going to beat Ben until he gets rid of that little crap Mitsubishi.”


“Ben? Is that the guy whose car you decimated?”


Ryder smirks, his eyes animated by the mention of his win. “Yeah, that’d be him.”


“You’re lucky he didn’t punch you,” she says. “Funny he didn’t try,” Ryder says, and he laughs for a


moment then continues, “Andy’s a good driver, but his car just isn’t good enough to win; not that I’d mind if Ben lost

again,” he says, his eyes on her.

“Why, what’s wrong with Ben?” Amanda turns her attention back and forth between the car and Ryder but only glances at Ryder briefly between speaking.

She can’t look at him too closely without thinking about the past.

“Everybody here is competition,” he says. His teeth grit together.

She needs to get far away from Ryder before she recon- siders every life choice that led her to the parking lot.


“I should go; the girl I was meeting up with isn’t here,” “Yeah, you better run home to your mansion,” he says


before laughing at his own pathetic joke. She shouldn’t be surprised he has turned so cold, so fast.


“I live in my garage now.”


“Why?” he says, his eyes narrowing, and his shoulders pulled back as he speaks.

“I want to race,” she says. She stops her hands from trembling and straightens her spine.


He laughs again. Right in her face.

“You don’t have to be a total asshole about it,” she says.


Her hands are no longer shaking.

“Sorry,” he says, staring at her. “I just didn’t think you were the type.”

“Type? And what type are you?” she asks, her voice snapping.

“I don’t know,” Ryder says. His nose scrunched. “I guess I’m the type that can spill motor oil on my shirt and not break into tears.”

“Don’t be afraid because you know I’ll eventually get better than you, Ryder.” She probably won’t be, but she doesn’t care.

“Go ahead and get your car, and we can test whether or not you actually belong here.”

“Belong here? It’s a back street, not the Winston Cup,” she huffs out a breath after speaking. Fuck him.

“Exactly,” he says and then smirks. “We don’t have safety precautions and white flags.”

“I’ll risk it. Why do you care? Are you worried about me?”

“No,” he says. His eyes move down her body. “I’m just worried you’ll break a nail.”

Amanda turns on her heel, unable to handle any more of Ryder’s bullshit.

“I’m not going to be breaking anything that’s not on your car,” she says as she walks off, too angry to face him.

“Go ahead and try,” he calls out to her backside as she leaves.
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Chapter 2: Ryder
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He watches Amanda walk towards her car. The tiny blonde girl wants to race? Yep. Her failure is certain. Her reasons for racing, less so. Of course, she’d choose a Subaru. The sleek body and the blue tones—very likely that she had chosen the car simply for its curb appeal. Only a scoff could manage to convey the emotion that surfaced at the idea of Amanda becoming a street racer.


Whatever reason she has to be here, it doesn’t matter.


She’s stirred up feelings he forgot he had. His anger toward Jordie intensifies. Vodheo causes nothing but problems.

He leans against his Green ‘97 Toyota Supra. Since he’s won, girls seem to be coming closer to him. Everybody wants to be with the winner. He’s not against their fawning, but it’s not something that will last. As soon as he loses, he’ll be replaced by the next winner.


“Was that who I think it was?”


Like clockwork. Where there’s Amanda, there’s Jordie. The two had been intertwined for years, and yet, nothing has changed.

The hairs on the back of his neck stand up at the sound of Jordie Vodheo’s voice. For the past 5 years, he hasn’t found another guy that has come closer to being his greatest rival—smug, irritating, and a boundless egomaniac.


“Yes,” he says.

“What is she doing here?” He shrugs.


Jordie leans against the Supra too. He takes a deep breath, pressing his tongue against his cheeks. Don’t hit him. Don’t hit him. He’s not worth it.


“I haven’t seen her in years,” Jordie says.

Neither had he. And yet, here they are, talking about it.


The last thing he wants to do.

“Good luck telling Brooke that you saw her,” Ryder says. He wants Jordie to go away. “Or you could always not tell her and lie.”


He wants to make Jordie feel uncomfortable.


“No matter what I do, I’m sure it’s going to be thrown back in my face.”


“Probably.”

Like he cares what happens to Jordie.


Jordie, walking around the Supra, runs his fingers across the side of the car.


Ryder growls as he speaks, “Do you mind?” “Come on, let’s race.”

He’s already won once tonight. He should stop and go



home. Take home his victory and sleep easy.

“Alright,” he says before thinking harder. Victory is one thing, but walking away from Jordie, that’s an impossibil- ity.


Jordie smirks.


He wants to slap him across the face. He’ll have to settle for causing damage to The Judge. Jordie’s GTO is the car of a classic-attention seeker. Everything he does is for show. He couldn’t have a modern car. No, it had to be something that was a legend.

“Let’s go,” Ryder says. He’ll beat this asshole, and then he can go home and have a beer. No triumph is really enough until it involves seeing Jordie flat on his ass.
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Chapter 3: Natalie



[image: ]


The subtle difference between the shaking rumble of her Chevelle and the roar of a Dodge Challenger may not be what most of the girls at the race are thinking about, but for her, the machinery itself is more enthralling than any of the drivers. Even Jordie’s GTO has its own specific sound, so intricate that the engine itself is speaking its tale. Jordie, though, seems to only be saying “Look at me,” as he flexes his muscles in front of the girls watching him in awe.

In awe of what? She’s not sure. As far as she can tell, there’s not a lot going on in his head, but he wins enough races that the girls keep flocking. They try with Ryder too, but he doesn’t seem as interested. He gets enough girls, which is clear by the slow click of the front door in the middle of the night, but he never takes them home; he always just leaves and then comes back in the early hours of the night, and they never discuss it.

In fact, she never brings anybody home either. Especially not Ben. Ryder surely knew something about their tumul- tuous affair, but he never asks questions. As far as either

of them is concerned, their love lives are completely off topic. She’s glad because there’s not a lot to say about her relationship with Ben. She’s not even sure if she ever loved him or if it was a delayed response to circumstances. Either way, she’s determined that whatever it is stays over.

She met Ben at the races during her first year of classes. She was surprised to learn that he was attending the same school. He had even convinced her, rather passionately, that she should take a political science class. She dropped the intro within the first 6 weeks. Ben tried to explain to her the systems of government, even went as far explaining that all of life was political, but she informed him that she wanted to build things, not analyze people. Machines were always easier to understand—at the very least they could be used for scraps when things completely disintegrated.

“Yes, but machines can’t do this,” he had said, leaning in and kissing the nape of her neck as they huddled together in the back of the campus library, not even pretending to study on the leather sofa barely hidden by two rows of books.

She presses her hand to her neck, almost feeling the ghost of the kiss. She briefly closes her eyes but only lets the moment last a few seconds before opening them and removing her hand. The memory of her relationship with Ben has been marred too much to think only of the good, and just then, the same miserable grayness overcomes her. She has to make a choice to either cry or stop thinking of

him completely.

It would be easier to let go if Ben would just stop calling her or cornering her at races.

Ryder, just having finished a race, curses, and she looks up, quick to ask, “What’s wrong?”

He groans and then lifts the hood, moving back so that she can examine the damage for herself. He might have won, but the car itself is sending its own message: too much, too fast. She sighs and starts digging around, exam- ining the problem and making a few adjustments, nodding for Ryder to start the car. When she finishes, everything seems normal, and he nods at her and says, “Gracias.”

“You’re welcome,” she responds in English. Despite their Mexican heritage, she usually only speaks Spanish when she’s drunk—or pissed off.

Ryder probably could have fixed the car himself, but he insists that she’s a mechanical genius, and it’s not like she’s ever disputed the title. Something about machines, really seeing what makes them work, pulling them apart and

then finding where the pieces fit back together, has always been comforting for her. Once as a kid, she had completely decimated the family lawn tractor which was particularly frustrating for her father because it was during an unseason- ably wet summer when the grass had sprung out of control. He had to replace the tractor.

Eventually, as a teenager, he had given her his beat-up Chevelle with the promise that she’d stop taking things apart and would dedicate that attention to the car. If he knew she had eventually started street racing, he probably

would have let her keep tinkering with lawnmowers.

The Chevelle SS to the right of Ryder’s Supra sits pris- tine. The bodywork Ryder helped with, but the engine she had rebuilt herself, probably using too many of her summer paychecks. The car—blue paint, racing stripes, and humble engine growl—had made everything worth it, and Natalie knew she was capable of going fast. It would have been a shame not to use her.


“Do you think I should race again tonight?” Ryder asks. Natalie shakes her head. “Give the car a break,” she says,


“or else you might regret it.”

He nods and says, “Yeah, I figured. Unless you want to let me use the Chevelle...”

She throws a dagger look at him. Nobody uses the Chevelle. Ever.

Ryder laughs and shakes his head. “Don’t worry, it was a joke.”

She sighs with relief and smiles. Just because he’s family doesn’t mean she’s going to trust him with her car. She grazes her fingertips over the Supra, thinking about her own race and how she’d managed to win despite the other driver having a fully restored Charger.
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Chapter 4: Ben
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“$80, and it’s yours,” Ben says.


The man in front of him has shifty eyes. He reaches into his pocket to retrieve his cash. Ben assumes the money was obtained from gambling or stolen. Oh well.

“That’s $5 increase from last week,” the man named Carl says, his voice screeching.

“Drugs are expensive. Get over it.” Ben says. “I don’t make the prices; I just collect the money.”


“They’re not usually this expensive.”


“Listen, if you don’t want it, go somewhere else. It’s $80 or nothing.” Ben shakes his head; his eyes are narrowed, but his breathing is steady.

“Fine, but I’m going to be having a word with your boss about this.” The guy takes the money out. It’s a wad of scrunched up bills. He clenches them in tangled hands.


“You’re going to complain to Edge?”


Ben’s boss, or supplier, is one of the few people that makes even him uneasy. Ben never asks questions past ‘How much do we sell it for?’. Edge has a reputation, and most of it involves missing person’s reports.

“Oh,” the man says, and then pauses as he considers Ben’s words. His face twists into worry and then back to irritation. “Well, you’re not going to get very much busi- ness if you keep raising your prices like this.”

“Yeah, yeah, Carl. I’ll let the boss know that the drug business is going to suffer because of the economy; maybe he can start peddling hot dogs.”

Ben takes the money and slams the drugs into Carl’s hand.

“Don’t take too many—or do. I don’t really care,” he says.

The other man shuffles out of the room. Ben rolls his eyes, shaking his head. Sadly, this is just a regular part of his morning. He probably shouldn’t have let Carl know where he lives, but he has a hard time caring. Maybe Carl will come back with a baseball bat or gun. At least then his misery would be cut short.

Leaning back in his chair, Ben sips a lukewarm cup of coffee. It’s cheap and possibly decaf. He cringes at the taste, having to lick his lips to handle the bitterness.

Regardless, he takes several quick gulps of the coffee. He checks his phone for the tenth time. He has a few messages from questionable people but none from anyone he actually wants to talk to. One person in particular is always on his mind. It doesn’t matter, though, because she wants to talk

to him about as much as he wants to spend the day in his apartment.

“Good morning,” Ruth says as she walks out from the bedroom. “Who was here?


“A client.”


“Oh” she says, and reaches for Ben’s coffee, taking a sip for herself. “Eww, that’s disgusting.” She puts the cup beside him, her eyes hovering over his phone.

Ben clicks the lock button and puts it beside the coffee. His nostrils flare, and he sighs. The last thing he needs is Ruth reading his messages over his shoulder. She knows he’s a drug dealer; what more does she want?

Ruth is about 5’3 and has medium length brown hair. Instead of clothes, she has a red housecoat on. Her eyes move toward the bedroom, and she subtly licks her lips. She’s kind of mousy but inarguably attractive, the house- coat perfectly settling over her small frame.


“Yeah, good morning. There’s more coffee in the pot.


Get your own.”

Her eyes narrow, and her lips purse. Instead of comment- ing on his rudeness, her face softens, and she walks across the room to the counter, pouring her own cup of coffee in a grimy mug. “Do you want to do something today? A movie maybe?”

“I can’t. I’ve got to go out,” he says before yawning. “I have to work.”


“Oh,” Ruth says, her voice wispy.


Ben ignores it. He has little to no time for her. Ruth’s always trying to act like they’re friends or even a couple.

He doesn’t want her to get the wrong idea. She’s just some girl that happens to be sleeping in his bed—and occasion- ally with him. That’s it. He’s already let her crash at his apartment, have half his bed, and eat whatever she can find in the cupboards.

Ben gets up from his chair and gives Ruth a once-over. Annoying or not, he can’t deny that she looks sexy in her satin house coat. It fits tightly around her chest and is cut low on her thighs. He takes a deep breath and ignores the urge to push her into the bedroom. He has other stuff to do.


“I’ll be back tonight,” he says.


“Oh,” Ruth sounds discouraged. He resists the urge to bang his head against the wall. “What time?”

“I don’t know, Ruth.” He grabs a sweater and quickly goes for the door, slamming it behind him. It’s hard avoid- ing the sex, but it’s not worth the agony of listening to Ruth whine.

Once on the street, he shivers slightly. It’s unnaturally cool for June. A breeze pushes past him and tosses crum- pled newspapers across the pavement.

At the race the night before, Ben lost quite a bit of money. What annoys Ben most is the back bumper of his car being left behind.

He doesn’t really need money, but he does need his car. He isn’t as die-hard as the other racers, but he’s not thrilled to have his car fucked up.

Groaning, Ben checks his phone once more. He has about an hour before he has to get back to Edge and give him the profits. Edge always takes part of his cut mid-week.

Before putting his phone away, Ben looks at a picture of his ex-girlfriend that he’d taken before she discovered that she deserved better. Staring at her face to start his day is a desperate addiction. He should probably delete the picture. He’s tried before, but every time he gets even close to the delete button, he freezes and closes the app instead. She may not be coming back for good, but he can’t let go either.

***
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Ten minutes later, Ben slinks into the back booth of a diner. The coffee is only a little better than what he has at home, but at least it has caffeine. Besides, there’s less bitterness. Unlike his fridge at home, the cafe is fully

equipped with milk. He never thinks to buy groceries. The least Ruth could do is go shopping.

He’s glad to be away from her. Ever since she’d used him as a get-out-of-her-life card, she’d been obsessive and clingy. It was supposed to be a couple nights on his couch after she came in from New York. Days quickly became three months.

Ben watches a skinny waitress with a blonde bun come over to take his order. She looks tired, and her apron is full of grease.

“Can I get you something?” she says, approaching the table. Her face slumps when she locks eyes with him.

Ben comes in here every day. That doesn’t mean the waiting staff likes him.

“Same as usual, Daphne. Piece of pie, another coffee, and a little bit of you,” he says as he winks at her. He

knows he makes her stomach churn, but he still can’t resist. Daphne is an easy target, and since she had passed him off as a bad guy, he is happy to deliver.

Daphne sighs and takes down his order, probably leaving out the part about casual hate sex.

“One of these days I’m going to report you to the manager,” Daphne says.

“You wouldn’t. You like my smile,” Ben says as he plays with the saltshaker and pours a little bit of salt out on the table.


Daphne’s eyes turn a dark shade of grey.

“Will that be all?” she asks, her voice exasperated. “Yes, please,” he says as he continues to spread the salt


around. Daphne turns on her heel, hightailing it back to the kitchen. She’s probably debating whether or not she can quit her job and get away with it. Or just as likely, she’s wondering if she can get away with murder.

Ben makes no attempt to hide that he’s watching her as she walks towards the kitchen. She has a skinny body and droopy eyes that show she works at least one other job. She isn’t exactly his type, but he admires a girl who is willing to work her way through life.

Daphne approaches slowly with his pie and his coffee. “You didn’t say what kind, so I brought you apple,” she says, her tone flat and cool.

“Apple’ll do,” he says, and
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Fast cars. Mafia ties. What could go wrong?
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