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      Johannes

      11:59 ticks over into midnight, and that’s it. He’s really forgotten my birthday.

      Four years ago, I was basically the focal point of his whole world. Granted, it was on his racing blog and podcast, where he mostly tore apart my rookie year, but still. There’s no way in hell he doesn’t know what today is.

      My phone is full of pleading messages from my friends, begging me to come out and celebrate my birthday; Instagram notifications from fans wishing me a happy birthday; even a message from my agent telling me to still enjoy my day, despite fucking up – his words – in the race today. I came sixth. Which, whilst not my best performance, is still in the fucking points. Still better than fourteen of the other best drivers in the world.

      Yet, nothing from my stupid boyfriend.

      I sigh and lean my head back against the plushest velvet headboard I’ve ever seen. Like a fool, I unlock my phone again, just in case I’ve missed something. But I haven’t. I’m living in a dreamland if I think he’s stepping out of the office to do anything special for me today.

      Daddy’s got him on a tight leash as he grooms him to take over stupid Team Hendersohm. Hendersohm was already my biggest rival on the track and now they’re competing for my boyfriend’s time and love, too. It’s a joke.

      At a minute past midnight, there’s a knock at the door. When I say knock, it’s actually multiple fists pounding away.

      Part of me wants to pretend to be asleep, noise-cancelling headphones in and dead to the world, so I don’t have to get the door and put on a happy face for my friends. But the other part knows them too well to think that if I ignore them, they will go away.

      In moments like this it would be so nice to tell my best friend that I’m having relationship troubles and need some time by myself. But my relationship is such a big secret right now that I may as well have signed a flipping NDA.

      Falling in love with Jackson Calder wasn’t part of my life plan. Not when his father is the team principal of my biggest competition. Not when the man I love can’t bear to be seen in public with me. Or even in private, if tonight is anything to go by. It’s not like how it used to be before his dad asked him to give up everything and become a fucking workaholic as team-principal-in-training.

      Sometimes, when I swipe back through the pictures in the password-protected folder on my phone, I don’t recognise the couple who went on all those skiing holidays and quiet lake retreats in the first year of our relationship. Those images don’t marry up with how lonely I currently feel.

      The banging on my door doesn’t stop, so I pad over to the door in just my boxers, peer through the look-out hole just to be sure it’s the assholes I believe it to be, and crack the door once I confirm it’s them.

      Harper glares at me, less than impressed. I’m not sure if it’s because of how long it took me to open the door or the fact that I refused to join them tonight, but the disappointed stare almost makes me want to wilt. Harper’s never made me feel like that before.

      ‘Okay, so now that your birthday is officially over, would you please come and join us downstairs for steak and a drink?’ he asks wearily.

      Behind him, Elijah’s leaning up against the wall looking bored and pissed off. ‘Yeah, please come and fucking eat. We’ve been sitting downstairs in the bar all night waiting for you, and Harper wouldn’t let me have anything but honey-roast peanuts. I’m fucking starving.’

      Like that will make me want to celebrate. Like I was hiding away just to piss him off. It wasn’t even a big birthday. Twenty-nine. I just wanted to spend it wallowing in misery. Alone. Because if I can’t be with him on my birthday, then I don’t want to be with anyone. God, the self-pity is really starting to take over. I swear, no one should be so bitter this side of thirty.

      ‘You’re both idiots. You should have eaten without me. I don’t feel like getting dressed and going downstairs. Like I said a few hours ago, I want to get an early night before we fly to Europe tomorrow.’ First stop, Harper and Elijah’s home race of Silverstone. Harper’s practically bouncing on his heels at the thought. He’s just one race away from being reunited with his fiancé.

      What a feeling that must be. To know he’s heading home to someone who loves the freaking pants off him. Someone willing to promise him forever.

      ‘Okay, so what if we order room service? A bucket of beers and some steaks. Then you don’t have to go out and we can all still eat dinner together.’

      ‘I can feel my resolve slipping and before I know it, Harper’s flashing me his puppy-dog eyes – that don’t normally work on me – and I’m letting the pair into my room. Elijah pounces on the room-service phone as Harper flops down on my bed like it’s his own.’

      ‘Ash and Cole joined us for a while to see if you’d come, but they had to go to bed to be up early for a meeting. Nils also declined in favour of some hook-up. Said you’d told him multiple times you weren’t celebrating.’ I’m more than glad that it’s only this pair stinking up my room right now and not our full group of friends.

      I wave off Harper’s comment as Elijah finishes placing our order then I grab a T-shirt and some tracksuit bottoms from my suitcase so I’m not having dinner in my underwear.

      ‘Move over,’ I say, slapping Harper’s thigh so he’s not star fishing on my bed. He relents and makes room for me and then for Elijah as he drops down onto the end of the bed.

      ‘All ordered, and just so you know, I pretended to be you and I name-dropped a lot after they told me the kitchen was already closed for the night.’ He’s grinning like a stupid idiot, but I can’t bring myself to care. I try not to throw my name around anymore, but when my stomach grumbles loudly I’m glad he’s done it.

      ‘Great,’ I reply as Harper settles his head against my shoulder, like the affection-hogging guy he is.

      ‘Has he always hated birthdays?’ Elijah asks my best friend of fifteen years.

      ‘Nope. Before he got boring, we’d spend them partying the night away.’ Harper nods at me. ‘Didn’t you have a threesome for your twenty-third?’

      I shrug. I think it was after winning my first race of the year in that category. It was probably well earned.

      Today’s performance wouldn’t have got me so lucky.

      ‘You two were wild so that doesn’t surprise me.’ Elijah came into this sport already in a relationship with his childhood sweetheart, whom he then married and had kids with, so he never got to experience the crazy nights of celebrating race wins like we did. I probably should feel sorry for him, but I wish, like him, I had someone to go home to with all my trophies.

      I just ‘hmm’ in response. There were some good times, I can’t deny that. The fact that I’ve now celebrated more birthdays with Harper in my life than without is one of the good things about turning twenty-nine.

      Harper and Elijah slip into a conversation about birthday sex – which apparently isn’t on the cards for me tonight – but I can’t switch my brain off. My thoughts are racing with all the things I’m currently missing out on right now. The years when everything is meant to be good and easy are slipping away from me because the guy I love keeps me dangling. Because he keeps me as a secret. How much have I lost? How much time have I wasted?

      For the last three years I could have been dating other guys, finding someone willing to show me off or maybe just, you know, hold hands with me in public or acknowledge my existence. Right now, I could be having shared experiences with my loved-up friends, trading happy stories of our trips away together and plans for the future. Instead, my life’s become a vault I can’t open to them. Instead, he’s turned me into someone who lies to the people I love.

      It’s exhausting having to be so careful and secretive. It’s draining the life out of me.

      I blink and find I’m alone in the bed. It takes me a second to realise that Elijah’s at the door accepting our food, Harper hovering behind him eagerly.

      ‘Can you at least put down some towels?’ I scold Harper before Elijah can start laying out the plates on my bed sheets. I’d prefer not to be sleeping on sauce and oil stains tonight.

      ‘Ohhhhh, I haven’t heard you say that in so long! For a second, I almost felt a thrill.’ Harper runs to the bathroom to grab a couple of big fluffy towels, while I swallow uncomfortably. That’s not a memory I want to think about anymore.

      ‘Sometimes I forget you two have shagged,’ Elijah contributes helpfully as he lays the dishes down on my newly protected bed. ‘So strange how Harper’s slept with both of my friends.’

      ‘I wish I could forget, too,’ I reply, but there’s no forgetting. Ever. I don’t regret it, though, not when it’s part of why we’re so close today.

      ‘No one ever forgets this ass, don’t you worry.’ Harper gives his perky little butt a tap, before seating himself in front of the ridiculous amount of food we seem to have. I’m pretty sure Elijah’s ordered every possible side dish on the menu to accompany three hulking pieces of steak.

      As I swallow a piece of the tenderest, butteriest steak, it hits me how grateful I am for these two. I wanted to be alone, but now I’m glad I’m not.

      ‘Thanks guys,’ I say around a piece of tenderstem broccoli. ‘I do appreciate you both coming tonight.’

      Harper drops his fork onto his plate with a clatter and throws his arms around me, tugging me close as I try not to choke on my mouthful of steak. ‘We love you, okay? All we want is to celebrate you.’

      It’s not the kind of love I was looking for tonight, but as my best friend clutches at the back of my T-shirt, I realise it’s better. I’m lucky that I haven’t pushed them both so far away that they don’t want to be here for me.

      ‘Love you, too,’ I mutter into his curly hair, before pushing him away. ‘Now let me eat my steak.’

      We settle into conversations about the rest of the season and where we’re flying to next and then fall into shared food comas once Elijah moves all the trays to the cart in the hallway. It’s a good evening, once I embrace it. I look at the time and see it’s just before 2 a.m. – and whilst I have a flight tomorrow and should probably be asleep, I don’t want them to leave.

      I contemplate suggesting we all bunk down here, in my room, like we aren’t grown men who have their own beds in this hotel tonight, when there’s a knock at the door.

      ‘Did you order yourself a rent boy for the night?’ Harper teases as the knocking doesn’t stop.

      ‘Or maybe it’s the hotel staff coming to tell you to shut the fuck up,’ I say. Harper is fond of singing along to whatever background music is playing.

      ‘Unlikely. I have the voice of an angel.’

      ‘Sure you do,’ Elijah says sarcastically.

      ‘The hotel’s been taken over by racing drivers and team staff – it’s probably someone who’s wasted and got the wrong room.’

      ‘Well why don’t you answer it and tell them to bugger off,’ Elijah suggests irritably.

      I shrug Harper off and pad to the door and the second I open it, I regret not looking through the peephole first, because there he is.

      The only person I really wanted to see tonight.

      His wavy brown hair is scraped back into a bun on the top of his head and his chocolate-brown eyes are hugged with dark shadows. His glasses rest on his nose in place of his usual contacts, so I know he must be tired, and I find myself softening towards him. But it takes him precisely three seconds to go from exhausted to panicked as he realises I’m not alone.

      I can’t speak. If I do, I’m going to give the game away because the only thing I want to ask is where the fuck he’s been and why he’s been ignoring my messages. I want to tell him how pissed off I am that he forgot my birthday. That with him, I never ever come first. Yet I can’t say any of that in front of Harper and Elijah. I’m sure even a quick glance over my shoulder right now will make them both immediately suspicious. So, I just stand there like an idiot and don’t say anything at all.

      The panic slides away as he schools his face into a blank expression. He forces out a laugh and pretends to catch sight of the others. ‘Shit, sorry, I must have the wrong room! I was looking for—’ he’s playing calm-and-collected very successfully. But then he struggles to find a name. Eventually he comes up with: ‘Anna.’

      ‘Wrong floor, man,’ Harper offers from the bed. ‘She’s on four, I think, not eight.’

      ‘Of course, sorry, only just finished for the night. Clearly my brain isn’t working.’ It’s a believable lie, because why else would he be wandering the hotel at 2 a.m.? ‘Sorry to interrupt your night.’

      ‘You didn’t, don’t worry,’ Elijah replies, holding out a hand to Harper to pull him up off the bed. ‘We were about to call it a night anyway.’

      I’m almost hopeful that that means Jackson might stick around, but I’m clearly delusional. ‘No worries. I’ll walk back with you. Maybe I’ll actually end up on the right floor this time.’

      All three of them laugh, but I can’t move, let alone speak. Harper and Elijah have to contort their bodies to get around me to join Jackson in the hallway. I’m not sure I’ve even spoken since he arrived. Or breathed.

      He refuses to meet my eye, instead smiling at his drivers as they tell him he needs to take a break more often or he’ll end up like his dad.

      Joke’s on him, because little do they know that’s exactly how this will end.

      ‘We’ll see you in the morning, okay?’ Harper’s looking at me curiously, perhaps confused by my awkward silence and complete lack of social skills right now.

      ‘In the morning?’ It’s a stupid question, he’s just trying to say goodnight, but my brain is completely lagging in this moment, trying to catch up on what the hell is happening.

      ‘We’re crashing your breakfast with Nils. We all want to hear about his new woman. Maybe she’s the one.’

      Three years ago, I couldn’t imagine Harper James understanding what ‘the one’ even meant, never mind making it his life’s mission to help his friends find their own. Falling for Kian Walker really did a number on him.

      It doesn’t help that every time we go for dinner or a drink, he points out every guy he thinks could be a possible match for me. Like I don’t have a long-term boyfriend. If only he knew. It’s so fucking stupid. I can’t believe I’m still keeping this ridiculous secret from him. It’s past the point of making me feel like I’m fourteen again and sneaking around with my first boyfriend behind my parents’ back. Now the secret is eating me up inside, making me feel ashamed of who and what I am. Making me hate myself. And I hate Jackson for that. Almost more than I miss him.

      ARGH! This is some seriously toxic shit.

      ‘Oh, okay, yeah, see you in the morning.’ And then, just when I thought this couldn’t get any more fucked up, I wave at him.

      Harper’s not an idiot. The media used to make him out to be a fool, but I’ve known him a long time and he’s anything but.

      ‘Night, Jo,’ Elijah calls over his shoulder as he trails behind Harper towards the lifts.

      It hurts to watch them all walk away, leaving me completely alone. But then I catch Jackson looking back. That’s what completely guts me. I hope, desperately, to see remorse, regret, or an apology in those eyes that once upon a time made me feel warm and safe.

      But they hold nothing but relief.

      Relief that, yet again, we’ve got away with this. He’s made it through another close shave without this stinking, festering, toxic secret getting out.

      It’s only when I shut the door that I realise he all but pretended I wasn’t even there. He talked directly to Elijah and Harper and didn’t even acknowledge my presence.

      What the fuck?

      I don’t even know whether he remembered my birthday.

      As I reflect bitterly on how this night turned out, I begin to think that perhaps he came knocking on my door to get his own needs met and not because he wanted to meet mine. And yet all I feel is pitifully grateful that he remembered my existence at all.

      That’s fucking tragic.

      Happy fucking birthday to me.

      As I get back into bed, it’s hard to see how twenty-nine is going to be any better than twenty-eight.
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      Caleb

      Becoming Johannes Müller’s race engineer was meant to be one of the most exciting moments of my life. And, for maybe nine or ten races, it lived up to all my expectations. He was on that podium every week and I was being heaped with praise for basically not changing anything after his last guy retired and I was brought in.

      Yes, he was performing, but he wasn’t the fearless spitfire I’d watched from the garage in my previous role. His risks seemed unusually calculated and there was less freedom and ease as he sped around the track. He wasn’t focused. He was too in his own head.

      When he finished sixth in Canada, there were already whispers of – What the hell’s going on? What’s changed? – and so many of those questions were being thrown at me. There’d been no significant changes to the car, so that meant it had something to do with the driver. That meant it could be something to do with me. At first, I convinced myself it was one sub-par performance, only bad in relation to the incredibly high standards Johannes had started setting himself last season. Then he qualified eighth at Silverstone yesterday, and the headlines about him overtook those about Harper cruising home in pole position.

      His last two years with Racing Borough Force (RBF) were pretty great, especially last year when he finished third overall and hardly ever left the podium. Although he’s actually still sitting in third overall, the gap between him and the top two is gradually increasing. Yesterday’s eighth place qualification isn’t going to help that at all.

      I’m sure Nathan, the RBF team principal, must be thinking that the only thing that’s changed is his race engineer. I see it in the way he glares at me when Johannes doesn’t make it anywhere near the front row, yet again, and in the way he stormed off before Harper even had a chance to sign his pole-position tire.

      It is, of course, possible to turn it all around here at Silverstone. There’s room for him to work his way up the points if he puts in the effort, if he finds his way back to the Johannes who isn’t afraid to put it all on the line. But he has to be prepared to take risks. And right now, Johannes doesn’t seem prepared to do anything.

      He’s sluggish as he gets into his suit; vacant as he stands with the others for the British national anthem. And it takes me two attempts to get him to do a radio check before the formation lap.

      ‘Johannes, you okay?’ I ask in a whisper, because if he’s not, we really shouldn’t be letting the other teams know, but I can’t stop myself. He looks like he hasn’t slept and that’s really not good. I didn’t sleep either because I stayed up half the night analysing his race from Silverstone last year, but that doesn’t matter because he’s the driver and I’m not.

      He was magic out there last year. Finished top of the podium, pissing off his best friend and closest rival on the track by preventing him winning his home race. But this year, there’s none of that fire. I don’t get it. It’s like he’s just going through the motions. It’s almost like he … doesn’t care.

      It’s hard to watch.

      He grunts out a ‘yes’ in reply and it tells me everything I need to know. He doesn’t want to talk. Did my predecessor Gary ever have this problem with him? I’d have to ask Ian, Nils’s race engineer, if Gary had ever talked to him about Johannes’s quirks. I need more insight, more understanding – because despite being part of this team (albeit in the garage) for the last few years, I don’t know him and he doesn’t know me.

      He needs to get in the zone so he can fight to climb back up that grid to where he actually belongs. He has it in him, I know he does, but I’m not sure he knows. Not right now, anyway. To be honest, I have no idea what’s going on in his head.

      That’s the problem. In our first set of races together, he was on the radio a lot. Both he and his teammate are talkers. Nils doesn’t stop running his mouth throughout his whole drive, filling the line with things he doesn’t need to air on the radio. It annoys Ian to no end – he’s someone who enjoys a bit of peace and quiet. But whilst Johannes is active on the radio, it’s always with helpful insight and commentary about the car and how it’s moving on the track. It made settling into my role easy, but just when I thought we might be starting to form a good partnership, he completely shut down on me in Montreal.

      He didn’t get the best result, which is definitely not what he wanted on his birthday, but he had mentally checked out before the race even started. He had nothing to say all weekend, just a few grunts punctuated by German swear words.

      When I finally got back to my room, after multiple meetings and crisis talks about Johannes’s starting position, my family group chat was full of concerned messages from my parents and three older brothers checking that I was okay after such an awful race.

      Despite them being much older than me, we’re still close. When I was offered the promotion to race engineer, I went to each of them for advice about whether I should take it. At thirty-two, I’m reasonably young for this position, and so much weighs on your shoulders when the driver is out on the track. I know there was some worry, especially from my oldest brother, Gregg, who has almost two decades on me, that I was taking on too much, especially alongside the PhD I’m also working on.

      I was so proud to have proved myself to them when the first ten races went so well, watching Jackson win and take podiums at every track, only for it to crumble away last week. And now it’s like the first ten races didn’t matter, because Johannes has had a bad one. I know they’re worrying about me, but I’m only thinking of Johannes.

      It feels like an age that they sit on the grid, waiting for lights out. I can only imagine what it’s like for him in that cockpit, in the downward spiralling headspace he seems to be in. It’s like he’s lost confidence in his ability, like he doesn’t trust himself out there anymore. It’s so hard to watch.

      When the lights finally go out, I send up a silent prayer that Johannes makes a good move into turn one…

      It’s almost a miracle when straight away he pushes into sixth before everyone is even off their mark. I knew he could do it!

      I cheer, only for Johannes’s move to be rendered completely redundant seconds later when Kinsley goes straight into the back of Hunter before turn one. Hunter’s car rolls across the gravel, leaving him upside down. Immediate red flag.

      A whole heap of groans ring out up and down the paddock, because the red flag means a complete restart. Any gains made are therefore void. Damn it.

      Of course, my focus goes straight back to making sure Hunter’s okay and not injured, but his team and the safety crew will be all over that. My priority has to be letting Johannes know what’s happening and preparing him for the restart. Hunter upside down in the gravel. Red flag. Restart looking lightly.

      ‘Scheiße! Scheiße!’ Johannes screams, before turning his radio off.

      He needed that start – and the element of surprise is now lost as the two cars he jumped ahead of will be aware of his tactic. It’s unlikely he will be able to pull off the same move again.

      Everyone files slowly into the pit as we wait for the driver extraction. There’s a buzz as we plan our restart strategies, but there’s also a heightened awareness of how risky this sport is, and how the drivers put their bodies – and their lives – on the line. There is palpable relief when we hear that Hunter is breathing and alert and on his way to hospital.

      When the drivers come in, they end up in a messy queue in the pit lane. There’s still no word on when we’re going to restart. Some get out of their cars and chat with mechanics and teammates in the paddock. Nils is at the pit wall, talking Ian’s ear off about what he thinks he can do better in this restart, and Ian’s nodding along and making suggestions. It’s nice. They’re an odd pairing, but while Ian sometimes seems to just be tolerating Nils’s chattiness, he has huge respect for the young driver, too.

      My driver remains in his car. Silent. The mechanics have put the tyre warmers on and his engine is off, but he makes no effort to move. I’m almost tempted to go over there and see if he’ll speak to me, face-to-face, but I don’t want to annoy or unsettle him when he’s obviously already struggling. I don’t want him to get an even worse result because of something I’ve done. If I can’t even get him to talk to me on the radio, why would he want to do it face-to-face?

      I watch him sit there, resolutely facing forwards, as still as a statue. His gaze seems locked on something – or perhaps on nothing – ahead of him.

      What’s he thinking? I wish I knew. I wish I could get through to him. I wish I could help him. I wish I knew what he needs to hear from me right now.

      I feel like I’m watching his confidence drain away with every second that passes. I feel completely useless.

      They finally announce a time to restart. Nils gets himself ready and gets back in his car, and I’m left with Ian’s questioning stare.

      ‘Johannes doing okay?’ he asks.

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ I mumble before letting Johannes know the track will soon be clear for another formation lap. He’ll be headed back to his spot on the fourth row – exactly where he doesn’t want to be right now.

      ‘He can pull this back,’ Ian says. ‘He won from eighth last year.’ Not here, though. Not on this track. Not at Harper’s home race, where he’d probably run even his best friend off the track to win here. His fiancé will no doubt be watching on from the garage like the proudest man possible. Harper’s not losing today.

      Even if we could just climb to the top half of the points, that would be better than last weekend. I know he’s capable of it.

      Except, of course, we aren’t that lucky. The lights go out for the second time, the track roars back to life, and Johannes can’t get out of eighth position, no matter how hard he tries.

      And he tries – he really tries – but his frustration gets the better of him and he gradually falls even further back, the gap between him and P7 increasing with every turn. He slips back closer to the driver in P9 and if he’s not careful he’s going to lose P8 to him.

      If Johannes were on top form, we’d be enjoying the British battle at the front as Elijah tries to force his way into first, Harper defending his position like his life depends on it. Except we can’t enjoy it, because I have my foul-mouthed driver on the radio cursing out his car, the other drivers, the officials, the course – and eventually the whole world – as he battles the demons inside his head.

      I keep checking and rechecking the technical data and I can’t see any issues with the car. On screen and on paper, everything looks good right now. Which means it’s driver error. But I could have told you that without even looking at the stats. He’s pushing hard, but it’s like he’s fighting himself instead of the other nineteen cars on track.

      The crowd is going absolutely wild for a British 1-2-3 as Harper leads, Elijah trailing just behind him, and Jon trying his absolute best to keep up in a position he’s completely unused to. The atmosphere is electric.

      But my focus is locked on my own driver as he catches gravel at turn one, steering back onto the track in a cloud of dust. It’s exactly what he doesn’t need, and he quickly loses a place to Ogum. Johannes is now P9.

      ‘Fuckkkk,’ I grunt under my breath. This can’t be happening.

      Now he’s left battling Nils who’s closing in behind him like the up-and-coming driver he really is. While it’s good for Nils personally, this is not in the best interests of the team. Of course they want Nils fighting for points, but they don’t want it to be with the driver who’s their best chance of being the championship winner this year.

      I want to slam my head down on the desk and throw my headphones across the paddock. This sport, no matter how much I love it, is the most frustrating thing in the world. One millisecond can change the outcome of a race, and one race can change everyone’s opinion of you. For better or worse.

      Two bad results in a row means we have a serious problem.

      ‘You’re fucking kidding me,’ Johannes groans into the radio, just when I think things surely can’t get any worse in this race. ‘Why is my steering so heavy?’

      I look to our pressure notifications and half a second later it’s flickering away as his front right tyre pressure drops completely. ‘Box, box!’ I call out almost immediately. ‘There’s a puncture.’

      It’s the worst news I could be giving him right now. Any chance of a one-stop strategy is now completely out the window as we have to pit on lap ten. Even if we go on hards right now, it’s going to destroy his race to try and catch up. But if we go on to softs, we’re fucked in fifteen laps’ time and he’ll have to come back in. The call needs to be made fast and it’s up to me to make it.

      ‘Let’s go hards. He can do this. He’ll ease the tyres back in and there’s a chance he might not have to stop again.’

      We should have started on hards like most of the rest of the grid, but no, we went a different way, hoping for a free pit stop at some point if a safety car came out. It turned out to be a bad call, but it’s not just the tyres working against Johannes. I can feel the race slowly but surely slipping away.

      Johannes is furious as we attempt a fast stop, but can only make it three seconds short before he rejoins the race. Luckily, when he does rejoin the race, he’s in P10. He’s at the back of the pack, struggling to keep any kind of pace behind the top of the grid.

      Johannes doesn’t climb any spots. The hard tyres take too long to wear in before he can find his true race pace behind Nils in ninth; and at that point, Nils is long gone and too quick to catch. Nathan’s practically spitting venom before the chequered flag even drops for Harper to take it home.

      It’s the first time Nils has ever finished ahead of his teammate so the mood is going to be bittersweet in the RBF garage this afternoon. Of course, I’m happy for Nils, but I’m beyond gutted for Johannes.

      Johannes almost finished outside of the points and I’m dreading what this means. For him, for the team, for me…

      Surely the only way from here is up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Johannes

      P fucking 10. My worst finish in longer than I care to remember. Everything from climbing out of the car to being weighed and then dragged in for some doping tests is a complete blur.

      Until I walk smack bang into my supposed secret boyfriend who’s clapping my best friend on the back.

      Jackson’s gaze on me is cold, the way a stranger looks at you. I don’t know if he’s in control of it anymore. It’s like a role he automatically slips into every time we meet in a professional capacity. I’m not close enough to hear the words exchanged between him and Harper, but as I approach, Jackson makes a hasty exit.

      Harper hauls me into his arms and I cling to the warmth I’ve known from him for so much of my life. It hits me in a zap of bitter ice down my spine how much I miss him right now, how much our gradual drifting apart has impacted me.

      ‘Congratulations,’ I murmur into his hair, ruffling the sweaty curls with my free hand.

      ‘Thank you,’ he whispers into my shoulder and I peer around, checking for documentary cameras. They don’t need to capture this moment. It belongs to us, just us. Best friends who haven’t been around each other enough recently. My fault. Not his.

      Thankfully, there’s not a camera in sight, but his fiancé is watching. He gives me a little wave and nods in approval as I hold the love of his life close to me. Maybe he knows how much I need this. Or maybe he knows I’ve not given Harper enough time recently.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Harper asks and I want nothing more than to break down and tell him how much I’m not, but I can’t. The only way to keep a secret is to tell nobody at all. I promised Jackson I wouldn’t tell anyone and I haven’t. Even when he lets me down, over and over again, I’ve kept my mouth shut. I know how volatile Harper can be, especially when someone he loves has been hurt this much, and in a very short time Jackson will take over from his father and become Harper’s boss. I won’t put Harper’s career at risk just because I got my feelings trampled on.

      ‘Yeah, just a bad day.’ It’s not a lie. I have had a fucking awful day. But not for any reasons I can give Harper.

      He pulls away from my grasp, eyes scanning mine for the truth. He sighs as he steps back, and I can sense the tidal wave of disappointment washing over him. ‘I know this is really poor timing because I know you aren’t okay right now, but I need you tomorrow. By my side. When I marry Kian.’

      ‘You what?’ He can’t be serious right now.

      ‘We’re tired of waiting. All week Elise and Grant have been helping us pull it together and tomorrow we’re going to tie the knot. It’ll be a small, intimate ceremony. Private. Really private. No press.’

      I feel bad that he didn’t even ask me for help, and that Kian’s sister and brother-in-law have had to do all the work. I’ve been so focused on my own misery that I’ve been blind to what’s going on in his life. If it’s possible, I now feel even worse.

      Even so, I can’t help but admire how brave he is to think he can pull this off. The day after winning his home race, two of the biggest racing drivers ever getting married, in private, is a lot to ask. But I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else other than at his side. No matter how much my own heart is currently hurting.

      ‘You know I’ll be there. You two are fucking crazy, but I’ll be there.’
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        * * *

      

      Which is why, just eighteen hours later, I’m in a small dressing room at one of the most beautiful hotels in England, helping Harper with his bow tie.

      A moment of silence flickers between us as I tighten the knot. It contains all the years we’ve been friends, the handful of times we’ve been something more, and all the love that’s brought us to this point. It’s weighty, but in a comforting, meaningful way. I wish I could be honest with him. But today is not the day for that. Today is about Harper and Kian.

      Elise comes in wearing a beautiful lilac dress to tell us it’s time to head down to the marquee. I tell Harper I’m proud of him, we hug one last time, and then we go.

      Kian’s niece and nephew walk down the aisle first in matching outfits. I can feel the other guests melting at how adorable they are. Harper and I follow and when we get to the front I stand by his side as he watches Kian and Elise walk down. I watch Harper’s expression as his soon-to-be husband approaches and I am ashamed of the big black hole that opens up inside my chest. I’m not jealous and I’m not afraid of losing Harper to Kian. I’m envious. I envy what they have together because I want that for myself. I want a man who loves me the way they love each other. I wish I could feel nothing but joy for them, but I feel so utterly and completely sorry for myself that I can barely breathe. I hope one day I can look back on this scene and treasure it for my best friend’s sake, but it won’t be today.

      I refuse to ruin it for them by drawing attention, though. I bury my longing and my envy, my hurt and my shame. The years of modelling gigs pay off big time as I force my signature smile and let everything else wash over me.

      Of course, Kian and Harper have written their own vows. They talk of the love they share and will share until the end of time, of the good and the bad times, of the pride they have in each other, of how they can’t wait to make more memories, of how they want to grow old together.

      The photographer catches every angle and I’m sure in the background he’ll capture my tears. They’ll be noted as happy tears for my best friend. Everything will look exactly like it’s supposed to, and no one will ever know how empty the day makes me feel. How alone. So alone.

      Alone, when supposedly I’m in a long-term relationship with someone who’s meant to love me like this pair love each other, but it takes watching Harper and Kian vow to spend the rest of their lives together to make me realise what a big, fat lie that is. Love isn’t supposed to make you feel like this. It’s supposed to make you feel like that, I think as I watch Harper and Kian seal their marriage with a kiss then break away and smile as the guests clap and cheer.

      Jackson won’t even give me a date, never mind the promise of forever.

      There’s photo’s on the lawn. Group ones, family ones, groom shots and then ones of me and Harper – and then me and the happy couple. God, it’s miserable. I can’t even look at the camera screen as the photographer shows them off to us. I’m afraid I will see all the pain reflected in my eyes.

      I drift through the rest of the reception, going where I am told, smiling whenever someone holds up a camera. I eat steak and the creamiest of mashed potatoes and make conversation with any and everyone. I make jokes and laugh at other people’s stories, because it’s important to me that no one knows what’s really going on inside me. How could I tell them that on the happiest day of my best friend’s life, I feel like I’m dying inside?

      I tune back in to the conversation around me.

      ‘It was a beautiful day,’ I comment, lights twinkling around us. Hard to go wrong with a simple comment like that, right?

      ‘What, my win or this?’ Harper gestures to the room of guests. It’s not a huge, celebrity wedding, but there’s more than a handful of famous faces. It’s intimate, hand-picked, special. Every single person here matters to the happy couple. I swallow painfully.

      ‘Both, I guess, for you.’ The laugh I choke out is forced and he eyes me speculatively. It’s a look with which I’m becoming all too familiar. Ever since I first hooked up with Jackson, something’s been different between us.

      He knows something is going on – he’s known for some time – but even when he’s pushed me about it, I haven’t given him much. I want to, I always want to, but Jackson wouldn’t like it and it’s not fair to ask Harper to keep a secret from Kian. I’m competitive and I want to win the Championship, but not by messing with the dynamics of Team Hendersohm.

      ‘It’s really quite something to be on top of the world in both my personal and professional life,’ Harper says. ‘You wanna talk about what happened yesterday?’

      I know he means my P10, but I can’t tell him that it’s because I’m so in my own head, so mentally fatigued, that my racing is suffering. And I can’t tell him why. So, I shake my head. ‘Not today, Harps. Today is about you and everything you’ve achieved. Congratulations, my friend. You deserve it. You both do.’ I even manage to squeeze out a cheeky grin. ‘I’ll get the next one.’

      He sighs but drops it. I know Harper so well I can read every inch of movement in his face, the way the crinkles around his eyes scrunch as he scrutinises my decision to push him away again. The disappointment that flickers in his eyes before he turns to his husband, seeking reassurance, which of course he gets in the form of a kiss to his forehead, and the shining beam of loving attention.

      We hardly speak for the rest of the evening. I hate that I’m probably triggering the abandonment issues he’s worked so hard to overcome when I don’t let him be a part of my life anymore. It’s the last thing I want him to feel today. I wish I could hide it better.

      I mingle with Cole and Ash and we share memories of the newlyweds over the last few years, before Harper and Kian join us again.

      ‘Look at you two,’ Ash says with a sigh, his arms wrapped around the woman I’ve come to learn is his childhood sweetheart. Neither of them is wearing a ring so I assume they aren’t married or even engaged. ‘Some days I still can’t believe it.’

      ‘Well, now there’s no going back. He’s stuck with me.’ Harper’s hanging on to Kian’s arm, eyes a little hazy from one too many beers, but it’s nothing compared to how he used to be.

      ‘Like herpes, it seems,’ Elijah jokes as he approaches us, his wife and kids long since having gone back to the hotel.

      Everyone laughs and I allow myself to get caught up in it and laugh, too, because he’s not wrong at all.

      ‘I do have a question, though,’ Elijah says. ‘Was doing it like this, so quick and secretive, worth it now you have no wedding gifts?’

      ‘I already have the best gift of all,’ Kian replies, tugging Harper closer to him. They look ridiculously good together, like a proper power couple, and them being married will only make that stronger now.

      Elijah, Cole and Ash all gag on cue and Kian flips them off but is quickly distracted by movement behind me.

      ‘Oh, there he is,’ Kian says with a smirk looking right over my shoulder. ‘What time do you call this, mate?’

      I don’t even have to turn around to know who he’s speaking to. I have the sound of his footsteps ingrained in my mind and the scent of his Burberry cologne infiltrates my nostrils and leaves the hairs on my arms upright.

      ‘It was you who decided to get married the day after one of the busiest races of the year for the team, especially after your husband decided to win the damn race,’ he says.

      And then he walks past me like I’m not even here.

      Instead, he goes straight in for a proper hug with Kian and then a half hug with Harper who looks more than ready to drag his husband away from the reception.

      It’s like I don’t exist. How is he able to make me feel like I don’t exist at my best-friend’s wedding?

      Eventually, he turns away from the pair and shakes hands with Elijah, then Cole, then Ash before offering me a polite hello. This is insane. This is the man I share a bed with, the man I share my body with. The only person I’ve ever fallen in love with. The guy I thought was my future. And he’s treating me like I’m nothing more than an addition to this little Hendersohm group.

      There’s a childlike tantrum waiting to erupt inside me. I want to stamp my feet and demand he acknowledges me. I want to demand he takes my hand, kisses my cheek and holds me like the other couples around us.

      And then suddenly, it’s all just too much. I’ve let this go on for far too long. We need to talk.

      ‘Excuse me.’ I pat Harper’s shoulder as I step out of the little circle we’ve formed and head towards the front of the marquee. I need air. Or another drink. Or both. But mostly I just need to be away from all of … that.

      Not even the sharp air of a chilly summer night can stun me out of the way I’m feeling. I’m all over the place. Maybe I should have been pushier. Maybe I should have made it clear I needed a public relationship, but I thought it would come eventually. I thought I just had to be patient and let him go public on his own terms, but I’m not sure he’s even trying.

      Now we’re over two-and-a-half years in and we have nothing to show for it. We don’t own anything together, no house or car or even a sofa. There’s no engagement on the horizon, no marriage, no talks of a family in the future. I can’t even remember the last time he told me he loved me. And as far as I know, not one single person even knows we are together.

      How did I get this so wrong?

      Footsteps on the gravel behind me almost have me ducking behind the marquee, but before I can hide Jackson is calling my name.

      ‘Oh, so now you want to talk to me?’ I’m aware I sound like a petulant child, but I am no longer capable of hiding how I feel.

      ‘Jo, come on.’

      ‘No, not come on, Jackson. I’m aware you don’t want to be my boyfriend around our closest friends but you’re so cold I was basically iced out of the circle.’ My voice is rising and he shushes me, which only makes things worse. ‘Don’t fucking shush me, right? Who the fuck do you think you are right now?’

      ‘I just want to talk, Jo, that’s all.’ For a conversation he doesn’t want anyone to overhear, he’s standing awfully far away from me. It’s like he can’t bear to be physically close to me.

      There was a time when this was exciting. We were a secret moment in a crowded room, a lingering glance amongst a group of friends and no one knew but us. Sneaking around was exhilarating and it made getting each other alone even more thrilling.

      Now the air between us hangs stale. He can’t even look me in the eye, and it makes the secret feel dirty. And not in a good way.

      ‘So, talk,’ I say. ‘I’ve been trying to talk to you for months and all you’ve done is avoid me. But here we are. Talk away.’ I wish I could soften my tone, but I think I’m past that now. I’m angry, and hurt, and really fucking tired of putting up with his bullshit.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Jo.’

      The way he says those four words makes my stomach drop. I know what’s coming next, and although I’m pissed off at him right now, this is definitely not what I want to hear. He might be sorry, but he’s doing this anyway.

      ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ he says.

      ‘And by this, you mean our two-and-a-half-year relationship, right?’ I don’t want to be this person, but I can’t believe he thinks my best friend’s wedding is the right time to do this. I can hardly go back in there upset because I would never intentionally ruin their big day, especially when no one even knows about Jackson in the first place. And then a sneaking, creeping suspicion enters my mind: maybe that’s precisely why he’s doing it now.

      ‘I’m sorry. This isn’t easy for me, Jo. I love you, but this is too much.’

      I want to scream, to thump the ground and beg for it to swallow me up so I don’t have to go through this break-up.

      ‘You love me?’ The words are so bitter as they leave my mouth. I snort. ‘Don’t kid yourself. You wouldn’t know love if it hit you in the face. Those people in there,’ I say, jabbing my finger towards the marquee, ‘they know love. What they do is love. The way you treat me is not love.’ Hot tears start to pour down my cheeks as everything I’ve wanted to say for months comes out. ‘I put up with it for so long because I love you. I actually love you. But you? You don’t love me, and I’m not sure you ever did.’

      ‘That’s not true, Jo. You know how hard this has been. You know the pressure I’ve been under.’

      ‘Pressure? PRESSURE? You think I don’t know pressure?’ I exclaim.

      ‘I didn’t mean⁠—’

      ‘Yes, you did. That’s exactly what you meant. Because the only person you think about is yourself. You have no idea how hard this has been for me. You won’t talk about it with me and you won’t let me talk about it with anyone else, so you’ve made sure I am completely and utterly alone in my misery and my pain,’ I say, having to gasp for air to force out the words. ‘You’ve made me lie to everyone in my life, but I did it because you asked me to.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Jo. I never meant to hurt you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But my life is changing … and, you know, with taking over Hendersohm, I can’t have a relationship with a rival driver anymore. It’s just not possible. I’m sorry.’ For a second, there’s a look of anguish on his face, but it’s gone as quickly as he is. He’s walking away before I can do something stupid like take back my words or beg him to stay.

      But it would all be a lie. As much as I love him and want him, it’s been over for a long time. I have to let him go.

      Luckily, there’s a bench nearby and I sink into it, head in my hands letting his words sting every nerve ending in my body as I try to process that I’m single now.

      ‘What was that?’ Harper asks. I didn’t even hear him coming but he’s already standing in front of me.

      ‘Nothing,’ I mutter as I quickly wipe away all the evidence of tears from my face.

      ‘Nothing?’ He questions, glaring at me like my whole body is on fire with the lie. ‘So you’re sitting out here on your own, in tears, looking like the world just ended for nothing? What did Jackson say to you? Was he having a go at you? Will you please tell me what’s going on?’

      ‘Just leave it, Harps. It’s honestly nothing. I’m not in a great place right now and I don’t want to spoil your day.’ It’s a lie only of omission.

      There’s a beat of silence. He looks over at me, and I know he’s not buying it.

      ‘You’re not spoiling my day. I wish you would talk to me, though. I feel like I have no idea what’s going on with you anymore, Jo. The season was going so well. What’s changed?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ The lie instantly flies out of my mouth – I’m so used to telling them at this point. It makes me hate the person I’ve become. ‘I’m sure it’ll get better. I’ll be back on top next race.’

      He offers me his hand. His suit is slightly rumpled, his tie has gone and the top couple of buttons of his shirt are undone. It’s the look of a happily married man.

      ‘Come on. Let me cheer you up. I want a dance with my best man before we call it a night.’

      I allow him to pull me up and into the tightest of hugs. My hands crumple the back of his jacket as I hold on for dear life, allowing myself to sink into him. We hug for longer than normal friends probably do – even normal best friends – but I need it right now and I am so grateful that he can tell.

      When it’s over, I let him sweep me back into the marquee and onto the dance floor. Jackson is, thankfully, long gone and most of the other guests have left, too, so it’s a special moment shared only by the two of us. Every second reminds me of how much I’ve missed him. I need to try harder to be a better friend so I don’t miss out on being a part of his life. It wouldn’t surprise me if in a couple years’ time, he and Kian think about children, and I want to be the fun uncle they would expect me to be.

      The DJ announces it’s the last song of the night and Kian taps my shoulder to take over. I happily let the pair share this final dance, congratulating them again as I step back. Elise hugs me as I gather up my discarded suit jacket and tells me not to be a stranger in Norfolk. It’s nice, and not what I expected from Kian’s sister when I’m not part of their little family, but I appreciate it, nonetheless.

      She’s also arranged for cars to take us back to wherever we need, which makes it easier for me
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