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      Kian

      ‘What do you mean he’s got a broken leg?’

      I should be packing for Bahrain when my agent, Will, and the team principal, Anders, decide to drop an absolute shitstorm into my life.

      ‘I’m not sure what more I can say, Kian, other than that it was a freak accident and Elijah slipped on the side of a pool. His leg’s broken in three places, the muppet.’

      Hearing the story a second time doesn’t settle the riptide of stress my brain releases into my body. 

      It’s a no-brainer at this point. My teammate’s out for at least the first six months, maybe more, of the season and everything is truly about to go to shit. 

      I look down at my suitcase lying open on the bed. All the packing cubes in the world aren’t going to make me feel better. And that’s saying something, because I bloody love sorting my life into tiny, organised squares of neatness. Elijah Gutaga and I have been teammates for the last five seasons and we’ve developed a bond not only on the track, but off the track, too. I’m godfather to his three-year-old. He’s my best mate in a world where it’s hard to find people you can trust. In one of the most dangerous sports in the world, there has to be a level of trust within your immediate circle and within the wider team too. That bond, especially for the Constructors’ Championship, is vital. Without this trust, everything falls apart.

      It takes me way too many seconds to realise that I’m sitting in silence whilst the two people who hold my career in their hands wait for me to respond. I don’t quite know what they expect me to say. Holding my nerve is one of the most important skills in this sport and it feels slightly shaken right now. Racing isn’t exactly a team sport, but Elijah and I have been training together for years and we’ve always worked really well together.

      With Elijah out, well, I don’t know what that means for me.

      Jeez I can’t afford to think about it like that. There are already whispers about this being my retirement season – I’m thirty-three and I’ve been world champion four times, most recently last year. Even so, I need this to be a spectacular year in order to shut the press up.

      ‘Okay.’ I move away from the phone mic to take a calming breath. ‘That’s fine. It’s not the end of the world. I’ll give him a call. I did wonder why he hasn’t returned my texts in the last twenty-four hours.’

      Anders immediately pounces on my words. ‘You’ll be fine, Kian, and we’ll make sure Elijah gets the best care. He’ll definitely need surgery so we’ll get Harley Street’s finest surgeons on the case. We want him back and fighting fit as soon as possible.’

      ‘So you think he might return before the end of the season?’ I ask hopefully.

      That would be something, at least.

      ‘Best not to count on it at this point. We’ll have to play it by ear. It depends first on how the injury heals and then his recovery. All you can do is focus on your own game plan and let us work with Elijah to support his recovery.’

      ‘Okay, well, I’d best finish packing, then.’ I survey the mess I’ve created whilst trying to organise myself. It’s probably going to take all night. At least I can sleep on the jet.

      And I can sleep well knowing we’ll have London, the team’s back-up driver, taking up Elijah’s spot. He’s come on leaps and bounds in the last year.

      ‘Good man. That’s what we wanted to hear. We’ll see you and Harper on the runway first thing tomorrow.’

      ‘Tomorr— Hang on, what?’ Did he just say Harper? ‘Did you just say Harper? As in, Harper James?’

      ‘The one and only. We’ve called him up from the lower category to take Elijah’s place whilst he’s out. I dropped him a line before we called you.’ Anders sounds completely calm about this, like it isn’t the worst possible news he could be giving me right now.

      Through gritted teeth I say, ‘Of course. Makes sense. See you tomorrow.’ The line drops and I have to resist the urge to lob my phone at the wall.

      Harper bloody James.

      I could write you a list of about twenty other drivers I’d rather share a podium with than Harper James.

      Face like an angel but an absolute devil on the circuit. He’s better known for his partying and seduction techniques than his skill on the track. Okay, maybe I’m exaggerating, because he did win the lower category last season, but his antics captured on social-media and in the press overshadow anything else he’s achieved in his career. He makes the headlines every other day even in the off season and I’ve seen more of that guy’s body than I could ever wish to. If there’s a scandal in the sports pages, chances are his name is attached to it. I’m surprised that Anders is willing to put this aside and risk pissing off the sponsors – Harper James is good but he’s not that good!

      That’s the only thing we’ve got in common, actually. Having been raised in the public eye from the second I was born, I’ve made enough headlines to last me a lifetime. The stories about you as a kid – and the awkward, unflattering helmet-hair pictures that accompany the lies – follow you around forever. He could do with learning that.

      I shoot Elijah a text asking him to call me as soon as he has a moment. I’m sure he’s devastated, and things at his end must be utter chaos right now. I can’t even imagine how hard a season-ending injury has to be just days before we jet off again. I want to make sure he’s okay and let him know I’ll be by to visit as soon as I can.

      As I hit send, my phone pings with a news blast, containing a press release I was sadly already privy to.

      
        
        ‘Elijah Gutaga out for Hendersohm. Harper James in, with the new season just around the corner.’

      

      

      Well. It’s official.

      The article quotes not only a tweeted statement from the team, but also an Instagram post from Harper himself announcing his call-up. Of course he’s tasteless enough to announce it shirtless in just a pair of Hendersohm shorts and baseball cap.

      It’s not enough that I’ve had to mingle with him at the occasional Hendersohm party in the past, now I’m going to be stuck with him every day for the best part of a year. All the excitement for the new season starts to drain from me. Normally, at this point I’m buzzing with energy for pre-season testing, but not anymore.

      In the most insane way, I find peace from doing this sport, despite the intense pressure, and now Harper James is about to shake that all up with his bullshit attitude and recklessness on the track. I’ve had first-hand experience of his type and I don’t need, or want, that kind of chaos in my life. He’s a reminder of all that is wrong with this sport.

      A few hours later, I park my packed case by the front door and pull on a jacket. It’s time for my least favourite pre-season ritual – saying goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      When I let myself into my mum’s house, I’m instantly hit with a whiff of freshly baked apple pie. That smell used to soothe my soul as a child. Once she’d stopped touring, there was nothing Mum loved more than baking. Now, though, it’s my sister who stress-bakes and it’s always a sign that it’s not been a good day.

      A familiar niggle of guilt creeps into my stomach and I force myself to step over the threshold for the last time for the next nine months.

      Cartoons are playing on the TV in the front room, which I quickly bypass, heading for what is now Mum’s bedroom, downstairs. Peering in, I find her fast asleep, a contorted, distressed look pulling on her face. There’s a fragility to the way her cheekbones protrude so sharply and I have to take a couple of seconds to watch the blanket on her chest rise and fall to reassure myself that she’s breathing.

      Not wanting to disturb her, I gently pull her bedroom door shut and find my sister amongst a mess of pots, pans, and plates in the kitchen.

      ‘Hey, sis.’ She jumps slightly, but nothing prepares me for the bloodshot eyes that meet mine as she turns to face me.

      Wordlessly, I pull her into a hug, soft sobs ricocheting off my shoulders as I hold her close.

      Four years ago, Elise was in the final year of her nursing degree when she found out in the same week that she was pregnant with my niece, Cassie, and that our mum had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. Both discoveries changed her, one for the better, the other not so much. She gave up her nursing degree and when Mum started to lose more of her faculties, Elise became her full-time carer.

      Elise and her husband, Grant, rented out their house and moved into Mum’s farmhouse set in several acres of land in Norfolk. Their first child, Cassie, and their second, Jesse, have been raised here for the last three-and-a-half years. I can’t imagine them ever leaving now.

      I admire everything about my sister, but the way she’s taken care of our mum is truly something else. Especially as I haven’t been here to pull my weight anywhere near as much as I wish I could. Elise would never say a bad word about that. She’ll tell you she’s grateful that I get to keep my career, that she more than appreciates the trust fund I’ve put aside for her kids to go to university or travel the world or whatever they want in the future. I wish it was enough. I wish I could do more than just pay for the best equipment and doctors and visiting support workers to make Mum’s remaining time in this world comfortable.

      I’m not sure how many minutes pass with us just standing there, me holding Elise up, but we never get too many undisturbed moments like this. And then Cassie is screaming her head off, causing the baby, Jesse, to cry, and we have to break apart before either of us are ready to let go.

      Elise rushes off to sort them out and I make a start on the washing-up. It’s the least I can do. Everything’s on the draining board and the worktops are sparkling when Elise returns, peace restored in the living room, weariness carried heavily in every ounce of her body.

      ‘I’ll bathe and put the kids to bed. You go and grab yourself a glass of wine and chill in front of the TV,’ I tell her. It’s an order, not a suggestion.

      ‘Lifesaver, thank you, Ki.’

      I might have come over here to moan about Harper, but I can tell that now is not the time. I don’t want to add to her burden when it’s so clear she’s already physically and emotionally worn out from the day. Even though I know she’d protest, saying she’s always here, regardless, to listen.

      ‘Who wants a story?’ I call out as I enter the living room. Cassie cheers, racing into my arms so I can spin her around and Jesse springs up and down in his bouncer. I can’t believe he’s already fourteen months old.

      Bathtime turns into a slip and slide, but it’s worth it to listen to the sounds of my niece and nephew playing happily together. When they are dried and creamed, I lay Jesse down in his cot and thankfully he settles almost immediately, but Cassie is another story. Literally.

      I finish one of her favourite books and she quickly requests a second, which turns into a third and it takes all my willpower to reject her pleas for a fourth. She’s only three, but she’s every bit as strong-willed as her mother and has the too-pretty-to-deny eyes to match.

      ‘I’ve still got to go give your mum a story, so it’s time for you to settle, missy. Come on, bedtime.’ I tickle her sides and she screams, legs thrashing around under her duvet. I need to leave soon, and Elise won’t thank me for riling Cassie up like this, but it’s worth it to see the pure joy radiating off her face.

      It’s not the kind of bedtime I ever remember having as a kid. When we were on tour, Mum would be warming up or already on stage by the time Elise and I were put to bed, and Dad … well, the less said about that the better. I know it really matters to Elise that her kids have what we didn’t, which is why I always find it so hard to resist their pleas for just one more story.

      ‘Okay, Uncle Ki Ki, Mommy deserves a story.’ She claps and then rolls on to her side to face the mountain of teddies she keeps with her. It’s precious to say the least.

      Pressing a kiss to Cassie’s forehead, I pull the duvet up to her chin and wish her goodnight. She mumbles back but is more interested in how many of her bears she can cuddle at once. She’s peaceful when I check on her after grabbing the baby monitor from Jesse’s room, so I head back downstairs. One of the best things Elise and Grant ever did was make Mum’s house feel like their own home so it feels like a wonderful multi-generational household.

      Elise is curled up on the sofa in her pyjamas, hair scraped back, no remains of today’s make-up left on her face. Her glass is full of a straw-coloured white wine and there’s some crime drama on the TV. She appears calmer, but I can see in her eyes that her mind is still going a mile a minute. She’ll only have one glass so she can hear Mum or the kids in the night, and yet again, I feel guilty that I’m about to disappear for the best part of nine months.

      ‘You okay?’ She asks, like it’s been me taking care of the rug rats and Mum all day.

      ‘I’m good, kid, are you?’ My sister glares at me with the same stare she’s been giving me since we were little – the one that reminds me that she is exactly thirteen minutes older than me.

      ‘I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tired. Cassie’s been full of beans all day and Jesse just wants to shove anything he can reach into his mouth.’ I appreciate that she doesn’t mention Mum and instantly feel bad about that.

      ‘Mum okay?’ It’s a stupid question, because of course she isn’t. She has a godawful disease which is slowly taking her from us.

      The Parkinson’s diagnosis came as a complete shock at first, and then within a few months we noticed every single symptom they warned us about. Elise was incredible and took it in her stride, and I just about coped with seeing it eat away at Mum for the three months a year I was around.

      ‘Bad day. She thought I was Aunt Judith this morning.’ I try to hide my wince, but a frown pulls at my sister’s lips and I know she’s concealing how bad it really is from me. ‘Her memory is really deteriorating and it feels like the rate of decline is increasing every day.’

      This is something else the doctors warned us about. Dementia. Another disease that often comes hand in hand with Parkinson’s as the condition begins to worsen.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Elise,’ I apologise like she isn’t my mum, too, but I know the burden is not shared equally between us. Mum will forget me first because I’m just not around enough. It will kill Elise to be forgotten, and she’s the one who will have to face it every single day. It is truly the cruellest disease. I feel a stab in my heart every time Mum looks at me blankly, unable to place me as a part of her fading life, but at least I’m not confronted with it every hour of the day.

      ‘Anyway,’ Elise says as she waves the stress away, ‘what’s going on with you? I love you, bro, and I know you love us, but you didn’t barge your way in here just to put the kids to bed.’

      I groan, the lavender candle burning on the mantelpiece not doing a thing to soothe the anxiety that’s been curling in my chest since the phone rang this morning. ‘Elijah’s broken his leg. Three places. It’s bad.’

      ‘Oh, shit.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Okay, so he’s out for, what, three to six months? Half a season or thereabouts. Isn’t that what the back-up guy is for? That’s not what’s got you in this funk.’

      She knows me way too well. ‘I think Anders has written him off for the whole season. Oh, and Harper James is his replacement.’

      The room falls silent. Elise pauses the TV show to allow us to talk properly and the house suddenly feels unnervingly still.

      ‘Look, baby bro,’ she says, which only makes me want to groan louder. ‘I know what’s going on in that head of yours. He’s so much like the man you’ve desperately tried not to become, and I know you hate everything about his attitude and how he treats people, but it’s temporary. He’s temporary. Elijah’s leg will heal, the team will go back to normal, and the rookie prick’ll be shunted back down into the lower category faster than he’s crawled up.’

      And this is why she’s the best sister in the world. She’s the best mum, daughter, carer and, when she can finish her degree, she will be the best nurse, too. It’s everything I need to hear. I know she’s right. Deep down, in the rational part of me that’s buried by the anxiety, I know this. My brain loves to catastrophise while hers is made of steel – or carbon fibre. I always joke that she stole all the sensible genes in the womb.

      ‘I just…’ I’m not even sure what’s left to say. I just want everything to be okay. Easy. ‘I thought this was going to be the season.’ I can’t find the words to say it, to say that I’m wondering if this will be my last season. I’m not sure I’m there yet. I’m not sure I’m ready to say it out loud. ‘I thought this was going to be the one where everything would be⁠—’

      ‘You finished top of the podium last year and got your fourth world title,’ she quickly interjects. ‘You’re already a legend. Way better than Dad ever was.’

      ‘I know, but I still feel like I have everything to prove this year. I’d like to go for the points record, if I can.’ She’s heard the whispers about me retiring – and no one knows me better than Elise – so she knows exactly what I mean.

      ‘Harper doesn’t have to get in the way of that. Elijah doesn’t stop you winning. As your second driver, he supports you and the team. You just have to put Harper into a little box in your head and focus on your own drive.’

      If only it were that easy. We’re going to be breathing each other’s air for months, sharing pits, simulators, private jets, locker rooms. The whole atmosphere is about to change and it’s going to affect my performance, no matter how hard I try to prevent it. I’ve been around men like him before and I know what it will do to me. I don’t know what Anders is thinking.

      But my sister’s right. I’m an elite sportsman and if I lose the mental game then I don’t deserve to win. I mentally prepare a box and shove Harper James into it, padlocking it closed.

      ‘Okay, smarty pants. You’ve got me there. I have every intention of bringing home the cup this season, don’t worry. It’s not like I don’t already have four.’ I shrug like it’s nothing, but it means everything to me. The first one has pride of place in my home. The second lives in Mum’s room, and the third was for Elise. The fourth is displayed in the premises of a local youth charity that I’m the ambassador for. I think it’s finally time to bring one home for Cassie and Jesse.

      ‘Good. Now can you let me get back to my show?’ she admonishes with the most obnoxious eyeroll I’ve ever seen. I can’t help but silently laugh.

      She unpauses the TV, chucks a blanket at me, and I sink into the cosy L corner of the sofa. I fall asleep within minutes in the worst position for my back and neck, only to be woken by Jesse’s screaming at 4am. It’s perfect timing because a car is coming to get me in an hour to take me to the airport … to meet Harper James.

      Elise comes downstairs carrying Jesse, face puffy and hair askew, grumbling about never getting a full night’s sleep. I plant a kiss on her forehead and whisper my goodbyes.

      ‘Good luck, bro. You can do this, regardless of who’s in the other car. You’ve got this. And don’t forget: we love you, whatever happens.’

      I drive back home and wait for the car to pick me up. My sister’s words stay with me until the second I climb the stairs to board the jet and find Harper James kicking back in a recliner, his trademark arrogant smirk curling the corners of his lips. My hope and excitement evaporate and I’m left with nothing but frustration and irritation.

      ‘All right, Walker? How’s it going, mate?’

      His face is almost split in two by how wide his grin is, and I loathe him instantly. We’ve only met a couple of times, and we definitely aren’t mates. Urgh.

      It’s going to be a long season.
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      Harper

      This is it. The shot I’ve been waiting for. Championship racing, baby!

      Whilst I shouldn’t be this excited because it’s come at the expense of a guy with a broken leg, I can’t pretend I’m not itching to get started and prove I’m meant for the big leagues.

      Sorry, Elijah Gutaga.

      All’s fair in love and war, and if the team principal likes what he sees and thinks I’d be a better fit, then the spot will rightfully be mine. I’m chomping at the bit to show them what I can do with this opportunity.

      The second I come off the phone with Anders and my agent, I begin throwing everything I can think of into my kit bags. We leave for Bahrain in less than twenty-four hours and I’m not even close to prepared.

      Anders mentioned keeping shtum until the news about Elijah has been officially released, but the excitement buzzing through me has me reaching for my phone to call Johannes.

      The phone rings no less than twice before his gorgeous face appears on my screen, his dark skin and velvety brown eyes twinkling as he runs on the treadmill. There’s a sweat towel around his neck and beads have formed on the temple of his shaved head.

      ‘Hope I’m not interrupting,’ I say in a tone that tells him I really couldn’t care less if I am.

      ‘You know I’m always at your beck and call, James.’ He dabs away the sweat before reaching down to slow the treadmill and I get a glimpse of his naked chest, all curly brown hair and dark pink nipples. Christ, it just shows how pent up I am if I’m getting a boner over my best friend. We’ve put all of that in the past.

      ‘Oh, of course, but I’d hate to distract you from the sweat you’ve built up there,’ I say. He just rolls his eyes, but the treadmill comes to a stop, and it takes him a minute to catch his breath.

      ‘I have an interview in ten and I still need to shower. Make this quick, James.’

      ‘God, if you’re going to sound that ungrateful to see me, I guess I won’t tell you the big news.’

      ‘You know I’m already out in Bahrain getting ready for pre-season, baby. I can’t have you messing with my⁠—’

      ‘Well, you’re going to be dealing with me a lot, actually.’

      He grabs his phone from where he’s set it up on the treadmill and eyes my smirk. His phone pings and he begins to laugh. ‘Let me guess,’ he says, swiping away. ‘Elijah’s injured and you’re filling his spot?’

      ‘You’re such a dick. You couldn’t just let me enjoy this? Fucking BBC news spoiling my fun, yet again.’

      ‘They love to do that. At least in this article it’s all positive and they haven’t had to blur the picture to hide your hairy ball sack.’

      Okay, that’s not something I want to relive ever again. I always thought that if dirty nudes of me ever leaked they’d be exposing one of the many occasions I’ve let a hot guy blow me in the corner of a dark club, not because a fan decided to pants me in the street. Unfortunately, someone snapped a pic that captured me full frontal before I could cover up.

      ‘Well, that’s something, I guess. Did they at least use a nice photo?’

      ‘Podium shot from last year.’ I’ll take that.

      I made a decision at the end of last season to delete all news apps from my phone and remove the alerts I used to have for my name on Google. The media outlets don’t have many nice things to say about me and they love to dredge up my past. I was there. I don’t need to be reminded of it.

      ‘Beautiful, that’s what we like to hear. Although, it would have been nice if they’d used one of my recent Instas though.’

      ‘I don’t think the BBC wants to use your thirst traps, babe.’ He rolls his eyes and sets me up on the countertop in what looks like a kitchenette. I have no clue where I’ll be staying this time tomorrow, but I hope it’s as gorgeous as wherever Johannes is. It’s his second year in the big leagues. His first was with Haas and then when Ford announced their return to motor racing with Red Bull he was selected right away for their team. It suits him; he’s always been the comeback kid.

      ‘Their loss. What’re you making?’

      He pulls a blender from the cupboard and goes to the fridge before showcasing to me in the most unsexy manner what he’s putting in there. ‘Banana, oat and peanut butter smoothie. Need some protein after that workout. That all you wanted to say? I gotta get in the shower before this interview, James.’

      ‘I’m beyond jealous. Send me lots of pics.’

      ‘You don’t get that privilege anymore.’ He gives his ass a little shake in his booty-hugging running shorts as he stretches up to get a tall glass out of the cupboard.

      I don’t miss that ass in the way that he and some of our other friends probably think I do. I just miss ass in general right now.

      It’s not that I’m in a dry spell, so to say – I get plenty of action – but I’m just a bit bored with my usual club pickings. I’m not sure why my usual scene isn’t hitting the way it used to but for some reason it’s not scratching the itch, so to speak. If I’m being honest, I don’t really know what I want, or how to go about finding it.

      Johannes was always a bit different. He’d karted a lot as a kid and a teen and then he broke his hip at nineteen and dropped out of motor racing. His recovery was tough both physically and mentally and he’d almost not come back. I wouldn’t say that I nursed him during that time, but we lived together and when he was medically signed off as fit and well, we started sleeping together. It was a good time. We were best-friends-with-occasional-benefits, but Johannes decided he wanted to find someone to have more with. He wanted exclusivity and a relationship.

      The way he said it was like that person couldn’t be me. It makes sense. I’m the hot guy men bang in a club, not the kind they fall in love with.

      Which is fine by me.

      It didn’t break our friendship, but I did move out. When I was finally called up, I was glad it was to a different team. We still FaceTime practically every day and we hang out and party whenever we’re in the same city. He may treat me like an annoying, slightly younger brother sometimes, but I know he’s excited we’re around each other more now we’ve both hit the big time.

      And now we’ve got a whole season ahead of us. He may not want to trawl the clubs for tail the way we used to, but he’ll still wingman me while I do.

      ‘I’m good. You know I got bored of seeing that peach,’ I tease. We both laugh, and thankfully that topic of conversation dies. ‘Anyway, thanks for ruining my fun announcement. I’m going to get packed up and I’ll see you tomorrow!’

      ‘Bye, love. See you then.’ He waves into the camera and I end the call.

      It’s been a strange old day. I got up this morning thinking that today would be like every other day as there are still a few more weeks until the lower-category season kicks in, and now I’m packing for a flight to Bahrain for pre-season testing.

      I should probably go through my gear. Or do something. What do normal people do when they find out their career’s about to hit the next level? The level they’ve been dreaming about since they were old enough to be sat behind a wheel.

      Most people would call their family, I assume, but I don’t have one of those. I’ve already told the only important person in my life so … packing it is.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hendersohm sends a car to take me to Gatwick just ten hours later. It’s a sleek black limo with tinted windows and soft Italian leather. This is not something I’ve ever experienced before. This is it. This is the big league, baby!

      I don’t even have to walk through the airport, which is absolutely wild to me. My passport is checked as we pull to a stop on the tarmac, and I’m escorted up the stairs to a jet that can only be described as pure luxury.

      It’s nothing like the inside of any plane I’ve ever seen. There’s a bloody bar at the back of it for a start, and if the warning I got about being on my best behaviour from both my agent and Anders wasn’t still fresh in my mind I’d be parking myself there for the entirety of the flight. Instead, I guess I’ll have to make do with the plush armchair with a ton of buttons on it. I’m hoping one will make the chair lie flat because I’ve never had my own bed on a flight before, either. Business-class seats, sure, but first-class seats in private jets? I can feel my heart pounding as I imagine the rest of my life as a major player.

      There are also no more than fifteen seats in this section of the jet. Half of them are taken up by the team principal and senior members who usually gather behind the pit wall during the races. I think I can put faces to names for most of them, but the only one I actually know is Anna Kash, Hendersohm’s PR rep. We met many a time when I was on the Hendersohm lower-category team. I’m sure she’d say, ‘One too many times’.

      She hates me.

      ‘Anna, my saviour, how the hell are you?’ I offer her a fist to bump, but she just eyes me tiredly from behind her laptop.

      ‘It’d be great if you could keep it in your pants this year, James. A bit less time partying please, and for God’s sake stop dancing half-naked on tables with your competitors.’

      She definitely means Johannes, and I already can’t wait to see him when we get to Bahrain.

      ‘Noted,’ I reply, before making my way to a seat on the other side of the aisle. Probably shouldn’t push my luck too much with her. I need her to make me look good so I can rack up all the sponsorship deals my agent was buzzing about.

      Last year I made more money than I’ve ever had in my life. My bank balance was looking healthy for the first time ever, but I hadn’t had many brands reaching out to do deals. Probably my own fault, but here we are. The money I’ll rake in this year will make my race earnings look like a drop in the ocean. Lie-flat seats on private jets will definitely feature more often.

      I hope my parents see the press release.

      I hope they feel like shit when they realise I’ve made it, despite everything they did to me. And everything they never did.

      The money, the lavish plane, and all the deals that are about to come, well, that’s the beginning of a whole new life for me. These things are the biggest motivators for me to push myself the way I do, but I can’t ignore the thrum of excitement pulsing through me at the thought of meeting Kian Walker properly; of being his teammate.

      He’s been in the sport almost fifteen years now. He’s won four championships and is a complete and utter legend in my eyes. There may have been a couple of posters of him on my bedroom walls during my teen years. There were also some of his dad. Tyler Heath was a legend back in the day, just as exciting off the track as he was on it. He was known for the string of women who trailed around the world after him and the mass of kids he’d supposedly fathered. It’s obvious where Kian got both his looks and his talent.

      I watched so many of Tyler Heath’s races when I got into karting. I found loads of old recordings of him on YouTube and studied his mad skills. He was so exciting, the way he raced, reckless and exhilarating, always pushing the boundaries. But then he was booted from the sport and never raced again. One scandal too many, and he went from hero to villain. I should probably learn something from that, but the details of why he became untouchable are a closely guarded secret.

      I’ve met Kian a couple of times before at events, but I’ve never had an actual conversation with him. He’s always been too busy – and too high and mighty – to talk properly. I’ve never taken it personally; everyone wants a piece of the golden boy of motor sport. That’ll be me soon. People will be knocking on my doors, looking for a piece of me, but I’ll be too busy.

      I’d be lying if I said I’m not also excited about getting to know Kian, picking his brain about his years in this sport. I want to know everything he knows. I want to ask him about his dad.

      I’m twenty-five and finally hitting the big time, but he was called up to top-category racing when he was eighteen. I probably shouldn’t tell him I know that his first top-tier race took place on his nineteenth birthday. That would be creepy.

      I sink into the plush chair, kicking off my trainers and scrunching my feet into the leather as I slide it into the recline. It’s a seven-hour flight and I can’t wait to get comfy. I can’t believe I’m here. I can’t believe I’m finally getting everything I’ve ever wanted. A silly smile spreads across my face.

      The whole plane is abuzz, small groups of important people talking and making calls until the sound of footsteps on the stairs echoes and everyone falls silent as Kian Walker joins us.

      Christ. Up close he’s even hotter than in his pictures.

      My big mouth, with no bloody filter, seizes control of my brain before I can think twice, and I find myself saying, ‘All right, Walker? How’s it going, mate?’

      The grimace on his face is enough to shut me up, but then he side-eyes all the official people watching and quickly offers me a tight smile.

      ‘Harper. Welcome to the team.’

      That’s all I get, though. He nudges his backpack further up onto his shoulders and makes a beeline for the chair furthest away from mine.

      Everyone goes back to their own tasks until the captain tells us to buckle up and the doors are latched closed. We’re taxiing to the runway before I can really, truly grasp how much Kian Walker has just blown me off. Not in the good way, either.

      Outside of his stats, I don’t actually know a huge amount about him. He’s a notoriously private person who doesn’t put much of himself online or open up to the media about his life. I know he’s got two famous parents – Tyler Heath, of course, and his mum is Chastity Walker. She was a global superstar back in the day with a string of pop hits that still get played on the radio and remixed. Tyler Heath really did have it all, but then everything came crashing down when he cheated on his pregnant wife … and got the other woman pregnant at the same time.

      Chastity disappeared from the limelight, heartbroken and humiliated for a couple of years. Tyler got fired from his team – for undisclosed reasons – and never got picked up by anyone else. The dark cloud of suspicion that hung over him cast a shadow on his incredible career and he never resurfaced in the sport.

      But now, here I am, on the same team and plane as their son. He’s got all his dad’s racing prowess and his mum’s work ethic and creativity. How often do you get the chance to meet your hero? More than that – to be his teammate?

      As the jet begins to level out in the sky, and before I can stop myself, I unbuckle my seatbelt and head towards Kian. He chose a spot on its own at the back and I make my way over, perching on a low table by the side of his seat.

      His eyes are closed and he’s lying back in his seat, but that doesn’t stop me. I’ve never been great with self-control, and it doesn’t occur to me to exercise any in this moment.

      ‘Hey, Kian.’

      No reply.

      I wave my hand in front of his face, like an idiot, as though that will get his attention. Obviously, he can’t see me.

      ‘Kian?’

      Nothing.

      I place my hand on his knee and shake it. His eyes quickly fly open.

      ‘What the hell?’ he growls, pulling earbuds out of his ears. I hadn’t spotted those under the mass of hair that could desperately do with a good cut.

      ‘Sorry, man. Just thought I’d come over and see how you’re doing … get to know my new teammate.’

      He shakes his head like I’m something he can’t quite believe, but I’m not quite sure what I’ve done to cause this reaction. There are plenty of other drivers I’ve pissed off over the years who would be justified in reacting this way – or worse. I’ve slept with the odd brother or hurled a drink at a person or two on a bad night out. But Kian Walker? What have I ever done to him? Nothing. Not even a drunken mistake. I wouldn’t need any fingers to count the number of night outs I’ve seen him on. I don’t think he even showed up to the Hendersohm Christmas party last year.

      ‘You’re all good. I think I know enough about you,’ he replies.

      I know enough about you. That’s what he says? Like, I’m glad he at least knows who I am because it would be beyond embarrassing otherwise, but the way he says it makes me think everything he knows is bad. I know I have a reputation in the media, but I’m also a bloody good driver.

      ‘Right. Okay. Well, this has been enlightening.’ I stand up and practically jog back to my seat.

      Plopping myself down in the chair, I struggle to get comfortable. Not something I thought I’d have to do on a private jet, but a weird energy is eating away at me.

      I toss and turn, even reclining the chair flat and pulling a fluffy blanket over me, but it doesn’t work. Eventually I get out my phone and connect to the plane’s Wi-Fi, then send a text to Johannes.

      
        
          
            
              
        I think Kian Walker hates me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thankfully three dots on the other side of the screen appear quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        You aren’t everyone’s cup of tea, James. Plus, he’s quite uptight and you’re probably winding him up, if I know you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frown at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        All I did was say hi and try to get to know him, but he just said, and I quote, ‘I know enough about you’.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kian’s words are still playing on loop in my mind. What the hell did he mean by that? And how could he know enough about me? There’s no such thing as enough in my book.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh. Well, he’s not the most sociable guy with the rest of the drivers, but he and Elijah are close. Maybe he’s just tired or doesn’t fly well or something.

      

      

      

      

      

      I contemplate his words. Maybe he’s right, or maybe Kian’s bummed that he’s lost his friend and now he’s stuck with me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe.

      

      

      

      

      

      I peer through the gaps in the seats at the great Kian Walker. He’s got his eyes closed and he’s curled up on his side, but still he somehow doesn’t look truly comfortable, either.

      He’s definitely something. Something I can’t quite make sense of, yet.

      The plane soars on over continental Europe and my last thought as I fall asleep is how can I convince Kian Walker that he doesn’t know nearly enough about me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Kian

      It’s day three of pre-season and I finally feel like I’m getting back in my groove. It’s good to be out on the circuit again and in the familiar tight space of the cockpit. For someone who doesn’t like to be crowded, I should probably feel beyond claustrophobic, but it’s actually the one place where I feel completely in control.

      These test sessions have been incredible. I’ve seen the improvements they’ve made to the car for this season, and putting it through its paces has made me feel more than confident for what’s to come in my fourteenth season. The media can suck it with their speculation about me bowing out anytime soon.

      I’m pulling up into the exit lane and steadily climbing out of the cockpit when I spot Harper James. Lingering. Again.

      He. Is. Everywhere.

      There’s no escape now. Nothing I can do to avoid him, not even if I tried. I can’t even get out of my car without him hovering around me.

      I take a second to hang back, adjusting to being upright again after over an hour whizzing round the track. I stretch out my back and my legs, loosening the muscles that have begun to tense, all whilst surreptitiously studying Harper’s side profile.

      His eyes keep darting towards me and I can tell he’s waiting for me to walk past him. I can’t deny I’ve been watching him, too. I’ve watched several of his laps this weekend. On the track he’s something else. He seems to have no self-control at all as a person, but he’s always in control of the car, making decisions that look bold and strategic but which could also just be reckless – and the result of natural talent and instinct. Annoyingly, I watched these decisions have incredible payoffs. After day one, I went back to my hotel room and watched some of his footage. He’s a circuit genius. I wish I could see what goes on in that head of his when he analyses the track, because he drives like he has every twist and turn of the course imprinted on his brain. He always seems to know exactly what’s coming next, and yet he doesn’t overthink things. It’s a level of driving intelligence I’ve seen from only a handful of champion drivers. My reluctant admiration of his technique grows every time I watch him.

      And then he opens his mouth and ruins it all.

      ‘Man, you can really see that you got all the good Tyler Heath genes.’

      He’s rushed over to me in my moment of contemplation, my race engineer, Cole, following hot on his heels. I see Cole wince from where he’s crouching to get feedback on the tire feel and I have to stop myself from snarling at Harper as he steps between us.

      Harper clocks the look Cole gives me, but is either stupid or deliberately trying to wind me up, because he continues to run his mouth.

      ‘You take corners just like your dad, man! I’m so jealous. Got that proper fearlessness he used to have.’

      Eyes closed, I take a deep breath and slowly remove my helmet. I look straight at Cole, ignoring Harper completely. ‘The C4s felt really good on those laps. I think they’ll be good for qualifying but maybe C2s for the start of the Grand Prix.’

      Cole nods. ‘Good to know. We noticed some graining from the tyres in the final laps, so this is something we can take into consideration with our final choices for Bahrain.’ He makes some quick notes on the iPad he’s carrying. Our best technicians and engineers are gathered around the screens, already analysing data from the car and scribbling down stats.

      I’ve pushed out close to 120 laps across two sessions today, making my total for the three days 347 – almost as many as my third season record of 368. And if I need to do more then I will, because commitment and dedication and self-discipline are just as important as whatever natural talent you might have. Harper James needs to learn that this is a completely different league to the lower categories, and he won’t last long if he twats about and doesn’t take it seriously.

      I’m presented with so many screens showing lap times and data, including my fastest and slowest ten for the day, and all the senior technicians are gathered around. I want to get a proper look at them and take it all in, but Harper’s positioned himself in front of the screens like it’s his information they’re reeling off. He’s all wide-eyed and excited like a puppy, and it sucks the energy out of me. Was I like that in my first higher-category season? His enthusiasm makes him seem so young, and makes me feel like an old man. Not that there’s a huge age difference – he’s twenty-five and I’m about to turn thirty-four – but when it comes to racing careers and our levels of experience, it's a lifetime. And I just love feeling like an old man when I’m already having to dodge questions about when I’m going to retire.

      ‘This lap –’ Harper taps at the screen, motioning to my second fastest ‘– was insane. The car looked so aerodynamic as you took the second and third bend that I thought you were going to fly off the circuit, but you seemed so in control.’

      There’s awe in his voice and I probably should be flattered by how he’s raving about me, but I’m used to the way Elijah and I worked as teammates. We would take some proper wind-down time and then reconvene back at the hotel to analyse the data with clear heads, calmness and objectivity.

      Sometimes I just need a little bit of space when I climb out of the car. Quiet is often impossible when straight away there are cameras in your face and all the pit crew and officials are hovering. I always take myself off to an empty corner, drop into a chair and just breathe for a couple minutes. Everyone who’s been part of the team for a while is used to it, and I wish someone would take the boy wonder aside and tell him to chill the hell out, because he’s really beginning to piss me off. So much of this sport is a mental game and I know what conditions I need in order to perform at my best – and Harper bloody James is definitely messing with the set-up that Elijah and I have honed over the last year. But I’m not good at confrontation so I tell myself that ignoring Harper is the way to go.

      He’ll get the message. Or one of the race engineers will tell him straight when he pushes too far.

      It won’t be me, though. Confrontation isn’t good for the mental game, either. It doesn’t come easy when anxiety plagues the soul. Ash or Cole will fill him in. I trust them, they know what’s best for me.

      I turn away from Harper and keep my mouth shut. He was clearly expecting a response, and the surprise is enough to keep him quiet for a couple minutes. To cover his confusion, he leans over one of the technicians, Kev, and immerses himself in the way the graphics are showing off how I’ve performed in the new car.

      ‘Don’t worry, man,’ Cole says quietly to me. ‘We’re already putting together your pre-season binder for you to look at later. Just let us know all your thoughts over the next couple of days.’ Cole doesn’t miss a trick – he’s been here almost as long as I have and I appreciate that every season he goes above and beyond to keep me happy.

      ‘You’re a star. Thanks, Cole.’ I clap him on the shoulder and grab my bag, rifling through to find my earbuds. With both in my ears and the noise cancelling mode on, I can leave behind the chaos for a bit. Visualisation has become everything for me when I can’t be on the track or in a simulator. I imagine every bend, I feel the sensation of the drag on the track and how my body responds when the G-force is stronger than anything I’ve ever experienced before.

      I pick a guided meditation from my Spotify favourites and sink into a comfy chair. Controlling my breathing, feeling the tensing, and releasing of my muscles, I work from head to toe focusing and relaxing. It’s the ultimate calm and it’s exactly what I need after the adrenaline rush of the circuit.

      Except the calm doesn’t last long because no more than a couple minutes into the track, I feel a big hand shaking my shoulder and know it can only belong to one person. I don’t even need to open my eyes to be sure it’s him. This seems to be his favourite mode of ambush.

      ‘Harper?’ I take out one earbud and crack open one eye.

      ‘Wow, sorry. I’ve been stood here for, like, three minutes and you didn’t even move. I thought you were in a trance or something.’ He’s like a kid, vibrating with energy and eager enthusiasm. I get it – it’s his first higher-category pre-season. But he also did three hundred laps this weekend and I thought he’d be a bit more burnt-out.

      ‘Just trying to have a bit of peace.’ The point does not hit home, though. Either he’s doing it intentionally or he doesn’t know how to read the room.

      ‘A couple of the guys are going to go get dinner and drinks tonight. Are you gonna join us?’ He’s changed out of his racing suit and into a pair of gym shorts and a thin vest which is cropped at his navel. I’ve never seen anything like it in the Hendersohm pit in my entire career.

      I’m not quite sure who he’s talking about when he says ‘the guys’. I’ve seen him over the last couple of days becoming pally with drivers on other teams and I’m fairly sure I’ve seen a hundred pictures of him with Johannes from the Red Bull Ford team.

      ‘I’m good. Have a great night, though.’ My tone is dry and clearly indicates that I want to be left alone.

      We have two weeks’ free time in Bahrain till the first Grand Prix weekend, which gives the technicians time to make final adjustments on the cars and tweak the set-ups. The luxury of racing is that we aren’t stuck sharing a hotel suite like I know some other sports teams are when they’re travelling.

      ‘No worries. I’ll see you in an hour anyway for the Sports mag interview.’ He takes off after Ash, a torrent of questions about the choice to include a sidepod in our car falling from his mouth. I don’t envy Ash right now.

      Then his words hit me. I quickly pull up my calendar and it’s right there: Sports UK magazine interview with Harper. I don’t even know how I missed that this morning. Probably because breakfast consisted of nonstop yapping in my ear from a certain rookie rather than my normal routine of readying myself for the day.

      Reluctantly, I heave myself out of the chair and track down Kelsey. She makes all the travel arrangements and I need to get back to the hotel to shower and change.

      ‘Looking good out there, Ki.’ She’s always full of compliments, though it’s me that should be complimenting her – all the travel and accommodation so far has been flawless.

      ‘Thanks, Kels. Could I trouble you for a ride back to the hotel?’

      ‘You’re in luck. I just called a car round for Harper. If you're quick you’ll catch him.’ I wrestle with the decision for a second. Kelsey’s great, and I don’t want to create double the work for her, but this is the last thing I want. Yet I still just smile and say a quick thank you before I turn and head in the same direction as Harper, groaning inwardly. Annoyingly, I’m just in time, despite dragging my heels. Harper is just opening the back door, and I wish it wouldn’t be rude of me to climb into the front.

      ‘Knew you couldn’t keep away,’ he says with a grin.

      Did he…? Was his tone flirty?

      The upheaval caused by Elijah’s medical emergency and Harper’s sudden arrival on this team is making me overthink everything. It’s one of my worst habits, and the reason I spend so much time meditating and developing my mental focus. I quickly shake it off.

      ‘Kels said she’d just organised a car for you and I wasn’t about to make her call me another one when we’re going to the same place.’

      ‘If that’s what you need to tell yourself, Kian. I know you’re excited to get to know me. Maybe you’ll come out for dinner after all?’ His teasing eyes are so bright and enthusiastic – and this close up, in the golden hour of daylight remaining, they shimmer a clear turquoise blue.

      Mesmerising.

      Reluctantly, I see why every man and his wife are so keen to bed him right now.

      I turn away from his gaze, remembering how much he annoys me. Maybe his superpower is actually persistence. He never seems to take no for an answer.

      ‘Not really my thing. I need to get showered, do this interview and make it back in time for my class.’  He clearly isn’t good with subtle so I try to shut him down clearly but firmly.

      ‘A class? What’re you studying?’ he asks, leaning into the conversation just as I’m trying to put an end to it.

      ‘Yoga.’ Flexibility is vital for athletes, and it’s not like my training activities aren’t already public knowledge, so I’m not sure why I feel so uncomfortable talking about this with him.

      He studies me, his languid gaze drifting up and down the length of my body. Studying me from head to toe. His eyes flicker with excitement, like he’s enjoying what he sees, and I don’t know how to take that. That is absolutely not allowed.

      ‘James!’ I snap at him.

      ‘Sorry. Just trying to imagine you doing yoga. You don’t exactly scream elegance.’

      ‘It’s yoga, not ballet. It’s about control and breathing and exploring the limits of our muscles and limbs. Sound familiar?’

      I know I’m being snippy, but my headspace feels warped, and I’ve really had enough of him. It makes me miss Elijah even more.

      For once, Harper doesn’t have a reply. Maybe because he agrees with me or maybe he’s finally got the message. Or maybe it’s because the heat in his eyes is still blazing and he can’t quite look at me. Whatever, I’m just grateful for the silence.

      It’s only another five minutes to the hotel, but the atmosphere feels so awkward that those five minutes feel like forever before we’re pulling up at the front entrance of the hotel and the driver is opening the door to let us out.

      We both stride quickly across the foyer, only to end up in the same lift going to the same floor.

      As I overtake him in the corridor on the way to my room, he grabs my arm.

      ‘You wanna meet back out here in half an hour to go to the interview?’ he asks, hovering at the door to his suite, keycard braced in the swipe lock. The space between us reeks of sweat and the rubbery Nomex that imbeds its scent into your skin regardless of how long ago you took the suit off.

      I’m not sure why, but I relent. You can’t kick a puppy, after all.

      ‘Sure.’ I think I catch him off-guard because he fumbles his keycard at the same time he goes to walk through the door, gifting me with the sight of him smacking his head against the wood when the door doesn’t click open.

      Thank you, universe.

      It’s my reward for enduring his relentless presence, and I enjoy every single second.

      His face is a picture of embarrassment and confusion. He opens his mouth to say something, but instead, wordlessly, swipes his card again and disappears into his room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, we meet back in the hallway. I shut down his attempts at conversation – or fangirling over my dad to be more precise – straight away and we walk the rest of the way to the lift in silence. It’s peaceful, and I hope maybe, just maybe, Harper’s finally got the message. But the second we step into the lift he presses the buttons for every single floor on the way down.

      ‘What is actually wrong with you?’ My exasperated outburst shocks us both.

      ‘Wrong with me? What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you being such a dick?’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      I’m being a dick?

      ‘It’s our first interview together. Could you maybe seem like you’re the teensiest bit excited to have me on the team?’

      ‘It’s just going to be the usual shit. How are you feeling about the season ahead? Are you ready for next weekend? Who’s your biggest competitor this year? Just trot out some stock answers and you’ll
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making the bed - Olivia Rodrigo

Part of Me - Noah Kahan

Rush - Troye Sivan

Too Well - Reneé Rapp

In The Stars - Benson Boone

LIKE | WOULD - ZAYN

Delicate - Taylor Swift

Shut Up And Drive - Rihanna

No Judgement - Niall Horan

I Like Me Better - Lauv

Got Me Started - Troye Sivan

Midnight Rain - Taylor Swift

1 Know it won‘t work - Gracie Abrams
older - Devon Gabriella

this is me trying - Taylor Swift

Born To Be Yours - Kygo, Imagine Dragons
Wish You Were Sober - Conan Gray
reckless driving - Lizzy McAlpine
Boyfriend - Dove Cameron

Everybody Needs Someone - Noah Cyrus
Whataya Want from Me - Adam Lambert
R U Mine? - Arctic Monkeys

Feels Like - Gracie Abrams

The Show - Niall Horan

Green Light - Lorde

About Love - MARINA
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