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A Quick Note from the Author:

Before we dive in, a quick disclaimer: this book is a work of FICTION. While you'll see references to real companies and organizations to bring the setting to life, no infringement is intended. The characters and their journeys are entirely fictional, and any resemblance to real people is purely coincidental.

Also, for my hardcore racing fans: I am aware that the actual NASCAR circuit follows very specific track dates, stages, and playoff rules. For the sake of the story, I've taken some creative liberties with the schedule and rules.

Buckle up and enjoy the ride!
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Dedication
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To Besties:

For lovingly dragging me into the NASCAR fandom

until my heart started beating in V8. 

Thank you for the races, the snacks, 

and for teaching me that the best view of the arena

is from the edge of your seat.

To my husband: 

My favorite Athletic Trainer.

Thank you for being my technical consultant 

on every sprain and break, and for being the one person 

I'll always choose to "wreck" my heart.
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~ TESSA ~

The training room smelled like a pungent cocktail of Biofreeze, aerosol adhesive, and unwashed neoprene. To the average person, it was enough to make eyes water. To me, it was the scent of a Thursday.

"It feels like a knife, Tessa. A literal hot knife. Right here."

I looked down at Darnell Washington, the team's star wide receiver and captain, who was currently sprawled face-down on my treatment table like a dramatic, 220-pound starfish. He pointed a perfectly manicured finger at the meat of his hamstring.

"That's because you skipped the cool-down stretch yesterday to go film a TikTok dance in the parking lot," I said, my voice flat. I squeezed a dollop of massage cream onto my palm and began to work the muscle belly. "I saw it. You have zero rhythm, by the way."

"You're sadistic," he grunted, burying his face in his crossed forearms as I dug my thumb into a knot the size of a golf ball. "And for the record, that video has over a million views."

"And this hamstring has forty percent less elasticity than it did last week. Breathe."

I kept my rhythm steady, ignoring his sharp inhale. Being the head athletic trainer for a football team in the National Football League meant I spent ninety percent of my life surrounded by men who were twice my size and made twenty times my salary, yet somehow possessed the pain tolerance of toddlers.

The double doors swung open, and the humidity of the indoor practice field rolled in, bringing the erratic clacking of cleats on tile with it. Coach Buchanan marched in, his whistle bouncing against his polo shirt. He looked at me, then at Darnell, then back at me.

"Is he good for Sunday, Tessa?" Buchanan didn't ask Darnell. He asked me.

I didn't stop working the muscle. "He's tight. If he actually hydrates and does the eccentric loading exercises I gave him, he's playable. If he dances in the parking lot again, he's watching from the sideline."

Buchanan grunted, satisfied. "You hear that, Washington? Listen to the lady. She's got the brains; you just got the fast feet."

"Yes, Coach," Darnell muffled into the table.

As Buchanan stormed away to yell at a rookie, I wiped my hands on a towel. This was the dance. I was thirty-six years old, five-foot-seven, and female. In this league, that usually meant you were invisible or treated like decoration. But I had made it very clear my first week here: I wasn't a mascot. I was the one who decided if they played or sat. I held the keys to their careers, and that made me the boss.

"Up," I commanded, slapping the vinyl table next to Darnell's ear. "You're done. Ice bath. Ten minutes. Don't cheat, or I'll know."

Darnell slid off the table, groaning as his feet hit the floor. He towered over me, adjusting his compression shirt. He looked down, shaking his head with a grin that usually charmed the cheerleaders.

"You realize you're terrifying, right?" he asked. "Like, you got those big, shiny hazel eyes, and you look all innocent, but your thumbs are made of iron."

"Flattery won't get you out of the ice bath, Darnell."

"I'm just saying. You gotta find a date to the team fundraiser. Someone to soften you up. Bring a guy. Or a girl. Just someone who doesn't look like they want to tape everyone's ankles together."

I rolled my eyes, reaching up to push a stray lock of chestnut hair out of my face. I caught my reflection in the glass of the supply cabinet. I looked frantic. My ponytail was fraying into a halo of frizz from the humidity, and I wasn't wearing a stitch of makeup. My cheeks were flushed naturally—a "fresh-faced" look, my mother called it. "A complete lack of effort," I called it.

"I don't have time for dates," I said, turning back to my cart to organize the rolls of tape. "I have a roster full of fragile men to keep in one piece."

"Tragic," Darnell called out as he walked toward the hydrotherapy room. "A tragic beauty. Wasted on the football field."

I let out a long exhale as the door swung shut behind him. The silence that followed was heavy.

He wasn't entirely wrong. My life was a series of taped ankles, concussion protocols, and 7:00 AM rehab sessions. My last date had been six-ish months ago. We'd gone to a nice Italian place, and halfway through the appetizers, the guy had asked me to diagnose a clicking sound in his elbow. I had palpated his radial head over a plate of calamari and never called him back.

I walked over to the sink and scrubbed the massage cream off my hands and forearms. I looked at my own arms; toned, defined, capable. I could reduce a dislocated shoulder in under ten seconds. I could carry a linebacker off the field if the adrenaline was high enough. I was good at the mechanics of the human body.

It was the mechanics of the heart I seemed to be failing at.

I grabbed my water bottle and took a long swig. I needed to clear my head. The walls of the facility were starting to feel a little too close. Tonight, after the late treatment session, I was going to go for a run. A long one. No noise, no players, just my feet hitting the pavement.

I checked my watch. 1:00 PM. Four hours until practice ended. Six hours until I could leave.

Just when I thought I saw the last of Darnell right now, he poked his head into my office and said, "Yo, T.  The new QB is refusing to go out to the field because he says his knee feels 'funny'."

I dropped my head back and stared at the ceiling tiles. "Send him in to room B."

I walked into Exam Room B, clipboard in hand, already mentally calculating how long this would take.  Back to work.

The "new guy" was sitting on the edge of the treatment table. His name was Benji Bell, first round draft pick, twenty-two years old, and carrying a signing bonus that could buy a small island. He was shirtless, of course. They always were.

He looked up as I entered, a slow, appraising grin spreading across his face. He had the kind of jawline that graced magazine covers and the kind of confidence that usually resulted in interceptions.

"You must be the magic hands I keep hearing about," he said, leaning back on his elbows. He didn't look injured. He looked bored.

I didn't smile. I kicked the door shut behind me with my heel and walked to the sink to wash my hands again and snapped my gloves for effect. "I'm Tessa. Head Athletic Trainer. You can put your shirt back on, Benji. We're looking at your knee, not your abs."

He chuckled, a low, practiced sound. "Just getting comfortable, Tessa. And call me Benj. Everyone does."

"Okay, Benj. Let's see the knee." I dried my hands and pulled a rolling stool over to the table. "Washington said you told him it feels 'funny'. You want to be more specific? Clicking? Locking? Instability?"

He shrugged, finally pulling his dri-fit shirt back over his head. "Just... tight. A little sore after cuts. I figured I should get the full workup. Better safe than sorry, right?"

I sat down and took his right leg in my hands. It was heavy, a trunk of pure muscle. I moved the joint through its range of motion: flexion, extension. Smooth. No crepitus. No swelling.

"Relax your quad," I instructed.

I performed a Lachman test to check his ACL, feeling for that solid end-point. It was rock solid. I checked his MCL and LCL. Everything was tight. Structurally, this knee was perfect.

I looked up at him. He was watching me, an amused glint in his eyes.

"You have beautiful eyes," he said. "Has anyone ever told you that? They're like... tiger eyes."

"Hazel," I corrected, not breaking eye contact. "And the knee is fine, Benj."

"Are you sure? Maybe you should feel around a little more. Just to be thorough."

I let go of his leg and rolled my stool back. This was the game. The "I'm the new alpha male and I want to see if I can make the female trainer blush" game. I had played it a hundred times.

"I've been doing this since you were a pre-pubescent teen with braces and acne," I said, my voice cool and professional. "I know the difference between a structural injury and general soreness. You have zero laxity in the ligaments. No effusion. Your range of motion is full."

I stood up and scribbled a note on his chart. Diagnosis: acute ego maintenance.

"You're experiencing delayed onset muscle soreness because you haven't adjusted to the pro-level conditioning speed yet," I told him. "I'm clearing you for practice. But I'm prescribing fifteen minutes of foam rolling before every session and an ice bag after. If you actually do it, the 'funny' feeling will go away. If you don't, you'll be sore all season."

Benji blinked. The grin faltered slightly. He clearly wasn't used to being dismissed.

"That's it? No massage? No ultrasound?"

"Not unless there's a pathology to treat. This isn't the spa, Benj, this is the training room." I ripped the page off the clipboard and handed it to him. "Give this to Buchanan.  You're clear for full contact practice. Welcome to the team. Don't be late for the foam roller. I check attendance."

I turned on my heel and walked out before he could respond.

As the door clicked shut, I leaned against the hallway wall for a second, closing my eyes. My heart rate hadn't spiked, but my patience was redlining. It was exhausting. The constant need to prove I belonged. The constant need to deflect the flirting that was really just a power play.

I needed out.

*
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THE REST OF THE AFTERNOON was a blur of administrative purgatory. I approved supply orders for three hundred rolls of athletic tape, had a heated argument with an orthopedic surgeon about a lineman's MRI, and sat through a staff meeting where the defensive coordinator spent twenty minutes complaining about the type of Gatorade we stocked on the sidelines.

By the time I walked out the back exit of the facility, the sun was dipping low, casting long, orange shadows across the player parking lot.

The air outside was thick and humid, typical for August, in the thick of pre-season madness, but it felt sweet compared to the recycled air of the training room. I walked to my car, a sensible, four-year-old Honda CR-V that was currently parked between a custom matte-black Range Rover and a neon yellow Corvette.

I threw my bag into the passenger seat and climbed in. The silence inside the car was instant bliss. No whistles. No clacking cleats. No complaining.

I checked my phone before starting the engine. Three unread texts.

Mom: Did you buy a dress for the gala yet? The blue one at Macy's would bring out your eyes.

Mom: Also, Mrs. Henderson's son is moving back to town. He's an accountant. Very stable.

Chloe: Emergency. Wine night. Need to dissect on the date from hell. My place?

I groaned, dropping my head against the steering wheel. The Gala. The Cougar's sponsored a huge fundraising gala each year that supported a youth sports initiative in the city.  It was the biggest fundraiser of the year.  I had completely repressed the fact that I still needed a dress. And a date, if I wanted to avoid my mother trying to set me up with the son of every woman she met at church.

I typed a quick reply to Chloe: I'm in. But I'm running first. Need to exorcise the demons.

I started the car and pulled out of the lot, navigating the heavy traffic of the stadium district. I didn't head straight home. Instead, I drove toward the river walk, a stretch of paved trail that wound along the edge of the city.

It was my sanctuary.

Running was the only time my brain stopped analyzing mechanics. When I treated patients, I saw levers and pulleys, torque and tension. When I ran, I just felt the burn in my lungs and the rhythm of my feet. It was simple. Input, output.

I parked at the trailhead, changed into my running shoes in the trunk, and locked the car. I tied my hair back tighter, double-knotting the elastic.

As I started to jog, the stress of the day began to shed like a heavy coat. The interaction with Darnell, the arrogance of the new quarterback, the looming gala, it all faded into the background.

I picked up the pace, my ponytail swinging behind me. The path was relatively empty this time of evening, just a few cyclists and people walking dogs. I let my mind drift.

I thought about what Darnell had said. Tragic beauty.

Was I tragic? I didn't feel tragic. I felt... efficient. I had a mortgage I paid on my own. I had a career I had fought tooth and nail for. I had a 401k.

But as I rounded a bend in the path, watching a couple walking hand-in-hand ahead of me, a small, traitorous pang hit my chest.

It wasn't that I needed someone to take care of me. I could handle anything.  I could diagnose an injury from the opposite side of the football field, for God's sake. I could change a tire. I could balance a checkbook.

I just missed the feeling of... softness. My life was so hard. Hard muscles, hard decisions, hard conversations. Sometimes, I just wanted to be the one who got to rest.

I shook the thought away, pushing my legs faster, sprinting toward the intersection up ahead.

Focus, Tessa, I told myself. Run the mile you're in.

I approached the crosswalk at 4th and Main. The light was red. I jogged in place, checking my heart rate on my watch. 145 bpm. Good.

I adjusted my earbuds, turning up the volume on my playlist. I watched the cars rush by, people rushing home to families, to dates, to loud dinners. I watched a couple in a silver sedan arguing, their hands gesturing wildly. I watched a dad in a minivan pass back a juice box to a toddler.

The light turned green. The walk signal chirped.

I stepped off the curb and sprinted across, leaving the traffic behind.

The rest of the run was a blur of endorphins and pavement. By the time I looped back to the trailhead, my lungs were burning in that satisfying, familiar way. I leaned against the hood of my CR-V, stretching my quad, watching the sun finally disappear behind the skyline.

I checked my phone again. The chat with Chloe was lighting up with GIFs of wine glasses.

Chloe: I bought the cheap stuff because I'm basically broke, but I bought a lot of it. 

Chloe: Also, bring the foam roller. My back hurts.

I smiled, a genuine one this time, and typed back: On my way.

I drove home to my quiet house in the suburbs. It was tidy. The pillows were chopped perfectly on the couch. There were no dishes in the sink. It was the kind of house my mother loved to brag about, "Tessa is so organized, she has everything together."

I stripped off my sweaty gear, showered, and stood in front of the mirror in a towel. I traced the line of my deltoid muscle, the definition in my abs. I was strong. I was capable. I had built a life that was sturdy and predictable.

I pulled on a pair of sweats and a hoodie that was three sizes too big. I grabbed the foam roller from the closet.

I had everything together. I really did.

So why did the silence in the hallway feel so loud tonight?

I shook my head, grabbing my keys. I didn't have time for existential dread. I had wine to drink and a best friend to console.

I locked the door behind me, the deadbolt clicking into place with a heavy thud. Safe. Secure.
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- ERIC -

The world inside the helmet was a claustrophobic hellscape of noise, heat, and vibration, and I loved every second of it.

"Ten to go, Eric. Ten to go. You're clear by two car lengths on the 19 car. He's pushing, but he's burning up his right front. Hold the line."

The voice of Eddie, my spotter, crackled in my ear, cutting through the roar of the engine that was currently screaming at nine thousand RPMs.

"Copy," I shouted back, though I couldn't hear my own voice. The radio was a direct line to the pit box, but in here, it was just me and the machine.

The interior of the Number 12 Chevy Camaro was hovering around one hundred and forty degrees. My fire suit was soaked through, sticking to my back like a second skin. Sweat stung my eyes, blurring the edges of the asphalt as it whipped by at a hundred and eighty miles per hour. My forearms screamed with every turn of the wheel, fighting the downforce, fighting the G-force that tried to throw my head out the window in every bank.

This was the Charlotte Roval, a hybrid course, half oval, half road course, and it was brutal. It didn't have the rhythmic, hypnotic flow of a superspeedway. It was a street fight.

I gripped the wheel, my gloves slick against the suede. I could feel the car getting "loose"—the rear end wanting to slide out every time I hammered the gas coming out of the chicane.

"He's looking inside, Eric. Door, door, door... clear. You're clear. Good block."

I checked the mirror. The bright green hood of the 19 car was filling the reflection, weaving, looking for air, looking to rattle me. It was Tyler. Of course it was Tyler. He drove like he didn't have a brake pedal.

"Tell him to buy me dinner first if he wants to ride my ass that hard," I gritted out, flicking the car into the next turn. The chassis groaned, the tires squealing in protest as I rode the rumble strips.

"Copy that," my crew chief, Mac, laughed over the radio. "Focus forward. Smooth inputs. Don't use up the tires. You've got five laps. Bring it home."

Bring it home.

That was the phrase. It sounded so domestic. Like I was carrying groceries. But bringing it home meant keeping three thousand pounds of metal from disintegrating into the wall while twenty other guys tried to wreck me.

I zoned in. The world narrowed down to the windshield. The asphalt was a gray blur. The retaining wall was a white streak. My breathing was ragged, rhythmic, matching the hum of the engine.

Turn in. Brake. Downshift. Gas. Slide. Catch it. Go.

The vibration rattled my teeth. My left foot hovered over the brake, dancing with the gas pedal. This was the only place my brain ever shut up. There was no room for thoughts about the empty house, the endless sponsor dinners, the text messages I hadn't answered. There was only physics. Speed. Survival.

"White flag, Eric. One more time around. Make it pretty."

I saw the flagman wave the white silk high above the start-finish line. One lap. 2.28 miles.

Tyler tapped my bumper in the backstretch, a love tap meant to unsettle the car. My rear tires broke traction, the car yawing sideways at a hundred and sixty. My heart slammed against my ribs. I corrected, sawing at the wheel, finding the grip, and punched the throttle.

"Nice save," Eddie murmured. "He's fading. You got this. Checkered flag is yours, kid."

I came out of the final turn, the car drifting perfectly to the outside wall, flirting with disaster, and floored it. The engine wailed its final crescendo. The black-and-white checkered flag waved in the distance like a beacon.

I crossed the line.

"That's it! P1! Great drive, Eric! Hell of a drive!"

The radio exploded with overlapping shouts from the crew. I let out a breath I felt like I'd been holding for three hours. The adrenaline dump was instantaneous and nauseating. My hands started to shake on the wheel.

"Good car, boys," I panted, flipping the toggle switches to cool the engine down. "She was a handful, but she stuck."

"Bring her to victory lane. Don't scratch it on the way in."

I did the obligatory cool-down lap, waving to the blur of fans in the stands. They were standing, cheering, a sea of color. I knew they wanted a burnout; they wanted to see the smoke, smell the burning rubber, but I was too tired. I just wanted water.

I pulled the car into Victory Lane, the designated winner's circle. Before the car even stopped rolling, the swarm descended.

It was jarring every single time. One minute, I was alone in a violent, hot, metal box. The next, I was the center of a chaotic universe.

I killed the engine. The silence was deafening, immediately filled by the roar of the crowd and the PA system.

I unbuckled the five-point harness, the metal clasps clicking open. I pushed the window net down. I took a second, just one second, to close my eyes and compose my face.

Showtime.

I hauled myself out of the window, sitting on the door frame. The heat coming off the car was intense, shimmering in the air. I pulled my helmet off, the cool air hitting my sweat-soaked face like a blessing. I ran a hand through my matted hair and looked up.

Cameras. Everywhere. TV cameras on booms, photographers with lenses the size of telescopes, cell phones held up by fans pressed against the chain-link fence.

"Eric! Eric, look here!"

"Eric, give us a thumbs up!" 

"Eric, hold the Gatorade! No, the other Gatorade! Label out!"

Carmen, my PR manager, was instantly at my side. She was a tiny woman with the organizational force of a military general. She shoved a hat onto my head—the sponsor's hat, specifically chosen for victory lane interviews—and handed me a towel.

"Wipe the grease off your forehead," she hissed, smiling brightly at the cameras while she spoke to me. "You look like you've been in a coal mine. Great win. The VP of Merchandising is here, make sure you shake his hand."

"Got it," I said, my voice hoarse. I wiped my face, the white towel coming away gray and black.

I slid off the car, my boots hitting the sticky, soda-covered asphalt. My legs felt like jelly. I locked my knees, forcing myself to stand tall. I was the gladiator. I had to look the part.

A reporter with a microphone thrust it into my space. The red light on the camera blinked. Live TV.

"Eric! Incredible finish. You battled the 19 car for the last twenty laps. Tell us about that final restart."

I switched it on. The Persona.

I flashed the smile, the one that had been on three magazine covers this year. "Yeah, it was a battle out there," I said, my voice projecting, confident. "Tyler's a great driver, he made me earn it. But the guys at the shop gave me a rocket ship today. This Chevy was fast right off the truck. We made some adjustments at the second stage that really woke it up."

"You're leading the points now. What's the mindset going into next week?"

"Same as always," I lied. "Focus on the next race. One lap at a time. We're chasing that championship trophy."

"And speaking of trophies," the reporter grinned, pivoting to a lighter tone. "We saw a lot of female fans with signs for you in the stands today. The 'Most Eligible Bachelor' title seems to be bringing in a new demographic."

The crew guys behind me, sweaty, covered in grease, holding beers, started hooting and hollering.

I felt a muscle in my jaw jump. I hated this part. I hated that my ability to drive a car at the absolute limit was secondary to my dating life.

"We love all the fans," I said smoothly, sidestepping the bait. "It's great to see the stands full. That's what makes this sport great."

"Any special lady you're celebrating with tonight?" the reporter pressed.

I froze for a fraction of a second. I thought about my empty house. I thought about the text chain on my phone that was just my mom asking if I was eating enough vegetables.

"Just the team," I said, clapping Mac on the shoulder as he walked by. "These guys are the real MVPs. I'm just the guy holding the wheel."

"Class act," the reporter said to the camera. "Back to you in the booth."

The light on the camera went off. The smile dropped from my face instantly.

"Okay, photos!" Carmen barked. "Hat straight. Sponsor bottle in hand. Smile! Big smile!"

I stood there for twenty minutes. Flash. Smile. Handshake. Flash. Smile. Handshake.

"Eric, can you sign this?"

"Eric, can we get a selfie?"

"Eric, my daughter loves you!"

I signed the hats. I took the photos. I let the trophy girls, two stunning blondes in tight jumpsuits, kiss me on the cheek for the winner's circle photo. Their perfume was overpowering, floral and synthetic, clashing with the smell of race fuel. One of them whispered something in my ear about a party later. I nodded politely, already forgetting her face.

I was surrounded by thousands of people. Everyone was chanting my name.

And I had never felt more isolated in my life.

"Okay, that's a wrap!" Carmen announced. "Media center in ten minutes for the press conference. Then donor meet-and-greet."

"Ten minutes?" I asked, looking at her. "I haven't even peed yet."

"Fine, fifteen minutes," she negotiated, checking her clipboard. "Be quick. And shower. You smell...bad."

I grabbed my helmet and pushed through the crowd toward the hauler. My body ached. My left shoulder, the one that took the brunt of the g-forces, was throbbing with a dull, rhythmic pain.

I stepped into the team hauler, the massive 18-wheeler that served as our mobile headquarters, and the noise of the track vanished, replaced by the hum of AC and the quiet murmur of the engineers looking at data on their laptops.

"Hell of a run, boss," one of the tire specialists said without looking up from his computer.

"Thanks, Jimmy."

I walked to the back, into the tiny changing quarters. I shut the door and leaned my forehead against the cool metal of the locker.

My hands were shaking again. Not from adrenaline this time. From exhaustion. From the sheer weight of keeping the mask on.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket. No new messages. Just a notification from ESPN: Eric Thorne takes the checkered flag in Charlotte, cements status as Cup favorite.

I tossed the phone onto the bench and started peeling off the fire suit. I had to shower, change, put on a polo shirt, and go talk to donors for two hours. I had to pretend to be the guy they thought I was. The guy who had it all.

I looked at myself in the small mirror mounted on the wall. My eyes were bloodshot. There were deep lines of grease in the creases of my neck.

"Who are you?" I whispered to the reflection.

The man in the mirror answer. It just looked tired.
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~ TESSA ~

I didn't knock. Knocking was for strangers, delivery drivers, and people who hadn't seen Chloe naked in a communal shower freshman year of college.

I punched the keypad code to her front door, my birthday, a fact she claimed was a coincidence but I knew was strategic, and let myself in.

"Kitchen!" Chloe's voice floated down the hallway, accompanied by the distinct sound of a cork popping.

I dropped my keys in the ceramic bowl by the door and kicked off my sneakers. Chloe's place smelled like vanilla candles and expensive laundry detergent. It was the polar opposite of my house. Where my place was freakishly neat and tidy, Chloe's was an explosion of throw pillows, framed art, and soft textures. It was designed for comfort, rented by a woman who treated relaxation like a competitive sport.

I walked into the kitchen, dropping my bag on the floor.

"Tell me everything," I said, sliding onto a barstool at the marble island. "Did he really wear a fedora?"

Chloe turned around, a bottle of Cabernet on the counter beside her and two generous glasses in her hands.  She was wearing silk pajamas, despite it being 7:30 PM, and her blonde hair was piled into a messy bun that somehow looked chic.

"It wasn't just a fedora, Tess," she said, sliding a glass toward me with grave seriousness. "It was a leather fedora. And he didn't take it off. Ever."

I snorted, taking a long sip of the wine. It was jammy and bold, instantly smoothing out the edges of my day. "Please tell me you left before the entree."

"I tried. But then he started talking about his podcast. He reviews craft jerky. For forty-five minutes, I listened to a grown man discuss the flavor profile of teriyaki beef." Chloe leaned her elbows on the counter, her face tragic. "I'm thirty-six years old. Is this it? Is this the bottom of the barrel? Are we just scraping the jerky residue off the bottom now?"

"We could join a convent," I suggested. "I hear the uniforms are comfortable."

"I'd get kicked out for smuggling in vodka." Chloe sighed, taking a massive gulp of wine. "How was work? Did the new quarterback survive Day One?"

"He's a child," I said, rubbing the back of my neck where the tension always settled. It always impressed me that Chloe kept up with the team.  For a girlie-girl, she knew football.  "Twenty-two. He thinks he's God's gift to the gridiron and tried to fake a knee injury to get my hands on him. I shut it down."

Chloe grinned. "God, I love it when you go full 'Matriarch of the Locker Room' on them. Did you use the Voice?"

"I used the Voice."

"Terrifying," she said affectionately. "I remember when you used that tone on Chiggy Henderson in tenth grade when he tried to cheat off your chemistry test. He looked like he was going to cry."

"He did cry," I reminded her.

We fell into an easy silence, the kind that only exists between two people who have shared thirty years of history. Chloe and I had been inseparable since our mothers put us in the same toddler tumbling class. We had survived brace-face middle school years, the awkwardness of high school prom (where we ditched our dates to go to Waffle House), and four wild years at the University of Florida.

She had been there when I got my first internship with the Gators football team, taping ankles until my fingers bled. She had held my hand when I opened the envelope for whether or not I got into the doctorate program, and she was the one who popped the champagne when I landed the Assistant Trainer job in the SEC.

She was my constant. In a life where players were traded, coaches were fired, and seasons ended, Chloe was the only roster spot that never changed.

"So," Chloe said, pointing a manicured nail at me. "The Gala. We need to talk strategy."

I groaned, putting my face in my hands. "I don't want to talk strategy. I want to talk about how I can fake a contagious illness."

"Absolutely not. It's mandatory, right? Which means you have to go. And since you have to go, you have to look devastating."

"Why?" I asked, peeking through my fingers. "Why do I have to be devastating? I'm the medical staff. I'm supposed to be invisible."

"Because," Chloe said, hopping off her stool and rounding the island to stand next to me. She grabbed my shoulders and turned me toward the hallway mirror. "Look at you."

I looked. I saw a tired woman in a hoodie three sizes too big, with no makeup and hair that was trying to escape its elastic prison.

"I look like a hobo," I said.

"You look like a supermodel who is aggressively hiding her light under a burlap sac," Chloe corrected. "I would do some sketchy shit for your long legs. And don't get me started on your muscle tone. You have chestnut hair that people pay hundreds of dollars to replicate. You have those freaky-beautiful hazel eyes. You're thirty-six, you're at the peak of your career, and you're single."

"By choice," I muttered.

"Is it?" Chloe asked softly.

I looked at her in the mirror. Her expression had softened. The joking was gone.

"Yes," I said, though the word felt a little hollow. "I'm busy, Chlo. You know the schedule. Fourteen years in this business. Ten years in Division One, four years in the pros. I work eighty-hour weeks. I travel half the year. What guy is going to put up with that? 'Sorry honey, I can't go to your sister's wedding because the starting tight end pulled a groin muscle'?"

"The right guy would," Chloe said. "The right guy would think it's badass that you fix professional athletes for a living."

I turned away from the mirror, picking up my wine glass. "I haven't met him. And I'm tired of looking. I'm happy, Chloe. Really. I have my job, I have my house, I have you. It's enough."

Chloe studied me for a long moment, her blue eyes searching mine. She knew me better than anyone. She knew about the loneliness I tried to bury under efficiency. She knew that sometimes, when I came home to a dark house after a road trip, I sat in the car for ten minutes just so I didn't have to walk into the silence.

"Okay," she said finally, letting me off the hook. "It's enough. But you're still wearing the blue dress."

I laughed, the tension breaking. "The backless one? I can't wear that. It shows my lats."

"Exactly. You have the back of a Greek goddess. You earned those muscles hauling athletes off the field. Show them off." She topped off my glass then pulled up a photo on her phone from when she went with me to try on dresses. "You need to buy that dress, stat.  And I'm going to donate my hair and makeup services to you."

"You're controlling," I said, shaking my head.

"I'm supportive. There's a difference." She clinked her glass against mine. "To the Gala. May the appetizers be hot, the speeches be short, and the fedoras be non-existent."

"Cheers," I said.

We moved to the living room, sprawling out on her oversized sectional. Chloe put on a terrible reality dating show, our guilty pleasure, and we settled in.

"Hey," Chloe said after a few minutes, staring at the TV where a woman was crying over a rose. "Do you remember when we were twenty-two? Sitting on that roof in Gainesville?"

"Vividly," I said. "We were drinking Boones Farm and talking about where we'd be when we were thirty."

"I said I'd be married to a Senator," Chloe laughed. "And you said you'd be the first female head trainer in the NFL."

I paused. I had said that. I had been so hungry then. So sure that the title was the only thing that mattered.

"I forgot I said that," I said quietly.

"You did it, Tess," Chloe said, reaching over to squeeze my hand. "You really did it. You fought through the boys' club. You took the crap assignments. I'm proud of you."

I squeezed her hand back, a lump forming in my throat. "Thanks, Chlo."

"But," she added, her voice mischievous again. "If a handsome, emotionally stable, non-fedora-wearing man happens to fall into your lap... maybe don't rip him to pieces and run away? Maybe just... say hello?"

I rolled my eyes, throwing a throw pillow at her. "If a man falls into my lap, I'm checking him for a concussion."

"You're hopeless," she laughed, dodging the pillow.

"No, I'm practical. There's a difference."

I settled back into the cushions, watching the TV flicker. I felt warm, safe, and loved. Chloe was right. I had achieved almost everything I set out to do. I was respected. I was successful.

But as the wine settled in my system, I couldn't help but think about the empty passenger seat in my car. I couldn't help but wonder if "practical" was just a nice word for "scared."

Scared that maybe I had become so good at taking care of other people's bodies that I had forgotten how to let someone take care of my heart.

"More wine?" Chloe asked, holding up the bottle.

"Hit me," I said. "I have a feeling this week is going to be a long one."

I had no idea how right I was.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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- ERIC -

The "Platinum Partner Appreciation Dinner" was being held in a private event space that smelled of seared scallops, expensive scotch, and ambition.

It was the kind of room where the lighting was dim enough to hide wrinkles but bright enough to make diamond watches sparkle. And I was currently pinned in the corner near a potted fern by Bill Weiss, a man who owned thirty-five Chevy dealerships across the Midwest and had a handshake like a vice grip.

"My daughter," Bill was saying, gesturing with a martini glass toward a bored-looking brunette standing near the buffet. "She's a huge fan, Eric. Huge. She's finishing up her MBA at Duke. I told her, 'Honey, Eric needs someone with a brain to help manage his brand.' You two should talk."

I flashed the Smile™. The one that didn't reach my eyes. The one that was currently causing a cramp in my left cheek.

"That's very kind of you, Bill," I said, extricating my elbow from his grasp. "But my team handles all the branding. Carmen, my head of PR, is pretty strict. You know how it is. Contracts."

Bill laughed, a booming sound that made several people turn. "Contracts are made to be rewritten, son! Just like records. You think about it. I'll bring her over."

"I have to find my team owner," I lied smoothly, doing the "check the imaginary watch" move. "Great seeing you, Bill. Thanks for the support this season."

I didn't wait for his response. I turned and dove into the crowd, weaving through the suits and cocktail dresses like I was navigating lap traffic at Bristol.

"Eric! Great race last weekend!" 

"Eric, can we get a photo for the newsletter?" 

"Eric, my wife loves your new commercial!"

I nodded. I smiled. I shook hands. Inside, though, I was screaming.

I found the service exit near the catering kitchen, slipped through it, and exhaled for the first time in three hours. The alleyway behind the venue was dark, smelling faintly of damp cardboard and city rain. It was the most honest thing I'd smelled all night.

I loosened my tie, unbuttoning the top button of my dress shirt. The cool air hit my neck, and I leaned my head back against the brick wall.

I pulled my phone out.

Me: Code Red. Extraction needed. I'm in the alley behind the Convention Center. 

Ryan: I'm not your Uber driver. 

Me: I'll buy you that vintage Porsche 911 you've been drooling over. 

Ryan: Turbo? 

Me: Yes, the Turbo. Just get here. 

Ryan: ETA 5 minutes.

I grinned. Everyone had a price. My twin brother's just happened to be German engineering.

Six minutes later, a matte grey Audi R8 pulled up to the curb. The passenger window rolled down, revealing a face that was identical to mine, minus the "racer tan", the pale circles around the eyes from wearing sunglasses inside a helmet, and the stress lines that were starting to etch themselves into my forehead.

Ryan looked like the version of me that actually slept at night. He was clean-shaven, his hair was styled perfectly, and he was wearing a t-shirt that probably cost more than my first go-kart.

"Get in, Cinderella," he said. "Before you turn into a pumpkin."

I slid into the passenger seat, the leather cool against my back. "You saved my life. If I had to shake one more hand or listen to one more guy tell me how he 'almost went pro,' I was going to punch a donor."

Ryan merged back into traffic, glancing at me. "You look like hell, E. The bags under your eyes have luggage tags."

"Gee, thanks. You look great, by the way. Very rested. Must be nice sitting in an air-conditioned office counting my money all day."

"Someone has to do it," Ryan said smoothly, accelerating through a yellow light. "Otherwise you'd spend it all on jet skis and bad investments. We're going to my place. I have pizza and beer. And zero hands to shake."

Twenty minutes later, we were in Ryan's penthouse. It was annoying how much more "adult" his life seemed than mine. My house was a sprawling mansion near the lake that I barely lived in, filled with trophies and empty rooms that echoed when I walked through them. Ryan's place was curated. Modern art, leather furniture, a kitchen that looked like it was actually used for cooking, not just reheating coffee.

We sat on his balcony, overlooking the city skyline, cold beers in hand. The noise of the traffic below was a steady hum, peaceful compared to the roar of the track.

"So," Ryan said, kicking his feet up on the railing. "The Velocity Weekly article. We need to talk about it."

I groaned, tilting my head back to look at the stars. "Do we? I successfully avoided talking about it for four hours at the dinner."

"Mom called me," Ryan said, smirking. "She wants to know if you're actually dating the weather girl from Channel 9, or if that was just a rumor. She's already picking out china patterns."

"Rumor," I said, rubbing my temples. "I met her once at a charity 5K. She asked if I drive the car to the race track or if I tow it. I walked away."

Ryan laughed, shaking his head. "You're too picky. That's your problem. You meet gorgeous women constantly, Eric. You have to give someone a chance."

"I'm not picky. I just want someone who... gets it. Or better yet, someone who doesn't care." I gestured to the city lights below us, feeling a sudden wave of exhaustion. "Someone who doesn't care about the points standings, or the prize money, or the fame. I want someone who looks at me and just sees Eric. Not 'The Driver'. Not 'The Bachelor'. Just me."

Ryan took a sip of his beer, his expression turning serious. The joking twin dynamic faded, replaced by the protective brother who had been sharing a bunk bed with me since we were four years old.

"You're lonely, man," Ryan said quietly.

"I'm not lonely. I have a million fans. I have a team. I have you."

"You have employees," Ryan corrected, his voice gentle but firm. "And you have me because we shared a womb and I'm legally obligated to love you. But you don't have a partner. You go home to an empty house, Eric. You win these massive races, and you celebrate with your crew, and then you go home alone."

I stayed silent, staring at the condensation dripping down my beer bottle. He wasn't wrong. That was the annoying thing about twins. They saw right through the bullshit. They knew which smiles were fake.

"I'm fine, Ry. Really. I'm just... tired. The season is a grind. The media is a grind."

"It's not the season," Ryan pressed. "It's the life. You've built this wall, E. You think everyone wants a piece of you, so you don't let anyone in. But eventually, you're going to wake up and realize you're just driving in circles."

"Okay, Dr. Phil," I said, standing up and setting my beer on the table. "Enough deep talks. I gotta go. I have an early flight to Darlington tomorrow. Carmen has me booked for a 6:00 AM radio spot."

Ryan stood up too, clapping a hand on my shoulder. "I'm just saying. Open your eyes. The right person might be right in front of you, but you're moving too fast to see them."

"Yeah, yeah. Love you, bro. Thanks for the extraction."

"Love you too. Drive safe. Don't hit anything."

"I never hit anything," I said with a wink. "I'm a professional."

I took the elevator down to the garage. My black SUV was parked in the guest spot. It was big, heavy, and safe, the opposite of my race car.

I climbed in and started the engine. Ryan's words were bouncing around in my head. You've built this wall.

Maybe he was right. Maybe I was so focused on protecting myself from the users and the gold diggers that I had locked myself in a cage. Maybe I was terrified that if I stopped moving, I'd have to deal with how quiet my life actually was.

I pulled out of the underground parking garage and turned onto the main avenue. I didn't want to go back to my empty house yet. I needed to clear my head.

I decided to take the long way, driving through the city center. It was a Tuesday night, so traffic was light. I rolled the window down, letting the humid night air rush in. I turned up the radio, classic rock, something with a heavy beat to drown out the silence.

I was driving on autopilot. My mind was drifting, thinking about the race next week, thinking about Ryan's lecture, thinking about the look on Bill's face when I walked away.

I approached the intersection of 4th and Main. The light was green.

I glanced down at the center console to change the song. Just for a split second. A moment of distraction.

When I looked up, the world seemed to slow down.

There was a shadow in the road. Movement. A ponytail swinging.

My brain didn't process "person" immediately. It processed "obstacle."

Instinct took over. The same instinct that saved me on the track a thousand times when a car spun out in front of me.

I slammed the brakes. I jerked the wheel to the left.

But physics is a cruel mistress. A three-ton SUV doesn't stop on a dime like a stock car. And asphalt doesn't forgive.

There was a screech of tires that sounded like a scream.

And then, the sickening, heavy thud of impact.
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~ TESSA ~

The song in my ears was "Dog Days Are Over." I was hitting the crescendo, the part where the drums kick in and it felt  like I could outrun my own shadow. My stride was long, efficient, my breathing synced to the beat.

I saw the green light. I saw the walk signal.

I didn't see the SUV until the headlights were already washing over me, blindingly bright, like a sudden sunrise in the middle of the night.

There wasn't time to be scared. There wasn't even time to scream. There was just a split second where my brain registered the grille of a car—massive, black, and terrifyingly close—and thought, That's going to hurt.

The impact wasn't a sound; it was a sensation. A physical erasure of gravity.

I felt the bumper hit my right side, a dull, heavy slam that knocked the wind out of me. The world flipped. Sky, asphalt, headlights, sky again. I was airborne, a ragdoll tossed by a careless child.

I hit the ground hard.

The sound came then, the screech of tires, the scrape of skin against pavement, the crunch of plastic. And then, silence.

I was lying on my back. The asphalt was warm and gritty against my cheek. My earbuds had been knocked out, a luxury item I'll never find now, making a mental note to never wear wireless earbuds again.

Assessment, my brain whispered. It wasn't my voice. It was the voice I used on the field when a player went down. Primary survey. Airway. Breathing. Circulation.

I gasped, a jagged, wet sound. Air. Good. I was breathing.

C-spine, the voice commanded. Don't move your neck.

I lay perfectly still, staring at the streetlamp above me. It was buzzing, a low electrical hum that seemed deafening in the quiet. I wiggled my toes. Left foot. Right foot. Good. No paralysis.

I wiggled my fingers.

Left hand: fine. Right hand: ... nothing.

A wave of nausea rolled over me, hot and sudden. I tried to move my right arm, and the world went white.

A scream tore out of my throat, raw and involuntary. It felt like someone had shoved a hot poker into my shoulder socket and twisted it.

"Oh my god! Oh my god!"

Footsteps were pounding toward me. Heavy, panicked footsteps.

"Lady? Hey! Can you hear me? Don't move! I'm calling 911!"

I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the black spots dancing in my vision. The pain in my shoulder was a living thing, pulsing, screaming, drowning out everything else. I knew that pain. I had seen it on a dozen quarterbacks, a dozen defensive ends.

Dislocation, my brain diagnosed. Anterior. Humerus head is out of the glenoid fossa. Probably subcoracoid.

"Please be alive, please be alive," the voice was closer now. A hand touched my shoulder, my good shoulder, hovering, terrified.

I opened my eyes.

A face was hovering over me. A man. Even through the haze of shock, my brain cataloged him. Late twenties. Jawline that could cut glass. Blue eyes that were currently wide with absolute terror. He looked like he was about to vomit.

"I'm... I'm alive," I gritted out. My voice sounded wrecked.

He let out a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh. "Oh, thank God. Okay. Don't move. The ambulance is coming. You're bleeding. Your arm... God... it looks..."

"It's dislocated," I interrupted, the words coming out in short, shallow bursts.

I tried to sit up.

"Whoa, whoa! No! Stay down!" He put his hands out as if to restrain me but was too afraid to actually touch me. "You could have a neck injury! You hit the ground hard!"

"My neck... is fine," I gasped, using my left arm to push myself into a sitting position. The movement sent a fresh spike of agony through my right side that made my vision tunnel. I squeezed my eyes shut, breathing through my nose. In for four. Out for four.

"You're crazy," the guy whispered. "You're actually crazy. Just lie down!"

I ignored him. I looked down at my right shoulder.

It was sickeningly deformed. The round curve of the deltoid was gone, replaced by a sharp, boxy angle. My arm was locked in slight abduction, useless at my side. The head of the humerus was bulging anteriorly, pressing against the skin like a golf ball.

"Anterior dislocation," I muttered, mostly to myself. "No fracture visible. Neurovascular check."

I touched my right wrist with my left hand. Pulse was strong. I touched the web of skin between my thumb and index finger. Sensation was there, though dulled by the shock.

"What are you doing?" The guy was crouching next to me now, his expensive suit jacket dragging on the dirty road. He looked like he was witnessing an alien autopsy. "What are you saying?"

"I'm checking... for nerve damage," I panted. "Axillary nerve is intact."

"Okay, great. Whatever that means. Just... the ambulance will be here in like five minutes. Just hold on."

Five minutes.

Five minutes of the muscles spasming, tightening around the displaced bone, making it harder to reduce. Five minutes of the joint capsule stretching. Five minutes of agony.

"I'm not... waiting," I said, gritting my teeth..

The adrenaline was starting to fade, and the real pain was setting in, a deep, grinding ache that made my stomach turn. I knew the window was closing. If I didn't get it back in now, the muscle spasms would be too strong to fight without sedation.

"What?" He stared at me.

"I need to... put it back," I said. I looked around. I needed leverage.

I shifted my hips, turning so I was sitting with my knees bent in front of me. The movement made sweat break out on my forehead.

"Put it back?" The guy's face went pale. "Put what back? Your arm? No. No way. Absolutely not."

"Look," I snapped, turning my gaze on him. "I'm an athletic trainer. I do this... for a living. If I wait... the muscles will
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