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​​Prologue: Slow Morning, Still Here
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​

​Bennett woke up noticing that the sheets were warm. A leg hooked over his own, and an arm wrapped around his ribs like a sleepy human seatbelt behind him. Katie Quinn plastered herself to his back like a sun-drenched cat, breathing slow and steady, her forehead nestled between his shoulder blades.

​Nestled against his back, she’d fallen asleep. At some point during the night, she had drifted sideways. She’d stayed. It was a gift, a pause in their normally very busy days.

​He didn’t move.

​Not even a twitch.

​He lay there, letting the weight of her sink into his bones. Letting his heartbeat slow down to match hers. Letting the knowledge she chose him settle somewhere between his lungs and his soul.

​Then—soft movement.

​Katie stirred behind him, a sleepy groan muffled against his spine. She peeled herself off, not quite ready to face the day, and padded across the floor in his oversized button-down shirt, muttering something about how his house had no proper socks.

​Bennett turned over to watch her—and nearly lost his breath.

​Bare legs. Rumpled hair. His shirt half-buttoned, hanging off one shoulder. Her phone in hand, squinting at the screen like it offended her.

​Bennett sat up, running a hand through his hair. “I’ll drive you.”

​Katie glanced over her mug at him. Then she smirked. “No, you won’t.”

​She tapped a few buttons on her phone, held it up so he could see the message she’d sent.

​Katie Quinn:


​Hi Mr. Griggs — sorry, not coming in today. Might have been the garlic bread. Will call later.


​Bennett blinked. “You... called in sick?”

​Katie took another sip of coffee, voice dry as the toast she hadn’t made yet. “I’m emotionally unwell and dramatically tired. Also, I want waffles. Also, I want you.”

​His heart did something ridiculous.

​“And you’re telling me this with a straight face?” he asked, lips twitching.

​“Only because I haven’t had waffles yet,” she replied, already walking toward the bed.

​She climbed back under the covers without invitation, wedging herself into his side and tossing one leg across him again like she owned the place.

​Which, in his opinion, she did.

​“Should I cancel my meetings?” he asked.

​“You have meetings?” she asked, mock betrayed.

​“I had meetings,” he corrected, wrapping his arm around her. “Now I have waffles to make.”

​Katie hummed, pressing a kiss to his chest. “Good man.”

​And as they lay there in the morning light—legs tangled, coffee cooling, the entire world waiting—Bennett realised something.

​She wasn’t leaving him behind.

​Not today.

​Maybe not anymore.
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​​Chapter One: The Meeting
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​

​The Perch was alive with its usual afternoon rhythm—espresso machines hissing, the low murmur of conversation folding over itself in warm, familiar waves. Sunlight slanted through the windows, throwing gold across polished wood and mismatched mugs. Behind the counter, Katie moved with practiced ease, her apron dusted in cinnamon and flour, a lock of hair falling loose from her braid. She tamped espresso, steamed milk, and slid mugs down the bar without missing a beat.

​“Katie,” Lara called, leaning her elbows on the bar. She wore her signature pink lipstick and that look that said, 'I know something you don’t, but I’m going to be helpful, anyway. '

​“He’s here.”

​Katie followed her nod to the corner table by the window, where a man in his late forties sat sipping coffee like he owned the place. He wore a well-worn leather jacket over a navy button-up, and his boots were clean but heavy—more pit lane than coffee shop. He slicked back his salt-and-pepper hair purposefully, and his sharp gaze catalogued the space as if it were a racetrack.

​Katie wiped her hands on a towel and exhaled. 

​Show time.

​She walked over, boots quiet on the tile. “Marty?”

​He stood, offering a firm handshake and a smile that probably worked wonders on sponsors and skeptical parents alike.

​“Katie Quinn,” he said warmly. “It’s good to meet you.”

​“You too,” she replied, sitting in the seat across from him.

​Marty wasted no time. Launching into his pitch as if it were second nature, he spoke quickly yet clearly, his voice low and persuasive. Marty had represented drivers from Kart to F4, he said. He’d been instrumental in launching careers, knew the right people, the right events, and he saw in Katie something rare. Raw talent. Precision. Grit. His polished words, though perhaps slightly rehearsed, were genuine.

​Katie nodded where it made sense to nod. She asked smart questions about licensing tiers and training schedules. She didn’t interrupt when he name-dropped a racing prodigy who’d placed at Le Mans. But inside, her brain hummed with caution.

​It felt like taking a corner too fast in a car she didn’t know—controlled enough to stay on track, but one twitch from spinning out.

​He was smooth. Too smooth?

​She didn’t want to doubt him, not exactly. She wanted backup.

​After twenty minutes, she smiled, professional and warm, the way her mom had taught her to smile when ending a conversation without ending it.

​“I appreciate you coming all this way, Marty,” she said, setting her mug down. “Would you mind hanging out a bit longer? I’d like my... friend to join us. He’s been helping me navigate all of this.”

​Marty raised an eyebrow. “Of course. I’ve got time.”

​Katie pulled out her phone and sent a quick message.


​Marty’s here. Can you come by?


​She hit send. And she waited.

​And somehow, that felt more intense than the whole twenty-minute pitch combined. When Bennett arrive, she thought to herself: there he was. Calm, certain, and exactly the person she needed.

​◆◆◆

​Bennett Rhodes walked into The Perch like he owned the place—the same way he always did, ever since they met 2 months ago.

​He’d funded the espresso machine, refinished the floors last fall, and had a sandwich named after him on the chalkboard menu. But today, he wasn’t there for smoked turkey and pickles. Today, he was there for her.

​He spotted Katie.

​A man in a leather jacket and heavy boots sat with her at the corner table. Bennett’s jaw ticked, just once. His eyes sharpened as he zeroed in.

​Katie stood when she saw him. The tension in her shoulders eased, and the look she gave him was unmistakable—relief and trust, wrapped in one brief glance.

​Bennett’s mouth tilted into a smile. Not warm. Not cold. Just precise.

​“This must be Marty Burns,” he said, extending a hand with calm confidence and the polished charm that made executives gulp into their scotch. “Appreciate you taking the time and being open to chatting before anything gets signed.”

​Marty stood to shake his hand, his expression polite. His palm was dry, his grip firm—but Bennett noticed the slight delay in his nod, like he’d just realised this meeting came with an unlisted co-pilot.

​“Of course,” Marty replied. “She’s a star, Mr. Rhodes. A natural. As you know, I’ve watched her footage three times already.”

​Bennett slid into the seat beside Katie, taking the space at her side like it belonged to him—and maybe it did. Katie didn’t argue. She perched beside him and offered a grateful glance, brushing her hand just against his knee under the table.

​“That’s flattering,” Bennett said smoothly. “But Katie’s not just a driver. She’s also new to the industry. I’ve been doing some research.”

​Marty nodded, sipping his coffee with a practiced calm. “Sure. What can I clarify?”

​Bennett steepled his fingers in front of him. His tone stayed level, but his words carried steel.

​“Sponsorships. What are you hoping to find? The expectation is that most women in motorsport will become billboard material. I’ve seen what some brands ask of their female racers—tiny outfits, bikini ads, promotional stunts that have nothing to do with their skill behind the wheel.”

​Beside him, Katie went still. Not frozen—but braced. Her mouth tightened, and her eyes dropped for a beat.

​Bennett reached over, grounding her with a quiet, steady hand just above her knee. The gesture wasn’t possessive. It was protective. Certain.

​“I’m asking,” he said, “how you plan to represent Katie as an athlete first. If this becomes about selling sex instead of speed, she’ll walk. And I’ll make sure she has other options.”

​To his credit, Marty didn’t blink twice. He leaned forward, folding his arms on the table. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s something I’ve been aware of, but haven’t had to navigate — my clients are men. I don’t want to misrepresent Katie or put her in a position where she’s objectified. If she signs with me, I’ll be very clear with brands: this isn’t about skin. It’s about skill.”

​Katie, muted until now, let out a slow breath.

​“Good,” she said. Her voice was clear. Unapologetic. “Because if I’m going to wear anything skimpy, it’ll be on my own terms. Not because someone slipped it into a contract.”

​Bennett smiled. It was subtle, yet fierce. Proud. “She’s not here to sell bikinis, Marty. She’s here to win.”

​And Marty, watching the way Katie leaned just toward Bennett—the way Bennett held the line without speaking over her—realised something important.

​Katie Quinn didn’t just have talent.

​She had backup.

​No brand, however flashy, could overcome that.
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​​Chapter Two: Other Options

[image: ]


​

​Bennett stayed put after Marty left The Perch. He stayed at the corner table, fingers still grazing Katie’s across the worn wooden surface. Bennett brushed his thumb against the inside of her wrist; his whole body remained attuned to her, still processing Marty’s words and Katie’s silences.

​Katie watched him with those blue eyes that never missed a damn thing. Sharp, clear, patient.

​“You’re not sold on him,” she said, sipping what had to be her third coffee of the shift.

​She wasn’t accusing him. Just reading him like a well-thumbed manual.

​Bennett didn’t answer right away.

​Instead, he leaned back, exhaled through his nose, and reached into the inner pocket of his coat. He slid a slim folder across the table toward her.

​“I’m not saying Marty’s the wrong call,” he said. “But I found someone else I think you should talk to before making your decision.”

​Katie raised an eyebrow but opened the folder. Inside was a sleek, matte navy business card with gold lettering embossed across the front.


​Jennifer Haskill


​Sports Agent. Advocate. Shark.

​Katie’s brows lifted. “You brought me a shark?”

​Bennett’s mouth twitched. “A benevolent one.”

​He leaned forward, voice lower now—careful, deliberate.

​“She’s built her reputation protecting her clients—especially women—who want to define their careers on their terms. She’s turned down more sponsors than she’s signed. Doesn’t tolerate the usual industry pressure to ‘sex up the brand’ and if you never wanted to wear a stitch of makeup or heels in a promo again? She’d put it in the contract. She once got a driver out of a contract using only three phone calls and a four-letter word.”

​Katie blinked once. “You talked to her?”

​“I sent over your footage. Your track data. She’s intrigued. Said she’d come to Ashby Lake if you’re open to it.”

​Katie stared at the card as if it might burn her fingers. It didn’t.

​It warmed them. She wanted to trust this woman. But trust had always been harder than speed.

​“Bennett...”

​He held her gaze, soft but steady. “I know you can handle this on your own. But I want you to have choices. Options that don’t compromise who you are.”

​Her eyes shone. She reached across the table and curled her fingers around his. Her grip was warm, strong.

​“Thank you,” she whispered. “For not trying to control it. For making space for me to control it.”

​Bennett pressed his lips to the back of her hand, a natural gesture. Reverent. Gentle. Fierce in its quiet devotion.

​“I only want to watch you win, Katie Quinn,” he said softly. “On your own terms.”

​Katie stared at him, stunned in that rare, open way she only ever showed when her armour slipped—and not because she was losing control. But because she was letting him in.

​Then she gave a short, satisfied exhale and tucked the card into her apron pocket like it belonged there all along.

​“Alright,” she said. “Have her come. I want to meet her.”

​Bennett smiled—subtle but immediate. Something uncoiled in him at her words, and his entire frame relaxed, like he’d been holding tension in his chest and didn’t realise it until just now.

​“I’ll let her know,” he said.

​Katie leaned in and pressed a soft, lingering kiss to his mouth. She could feel him smile into it, could feel the pulse of pride and promise in the way his hand tightened around hers.

​“I’m done at six tonight,” she murmured as she pulled back.

​“Pick me up?”

​“I’ll be here,” Bennett promised, voice huskier than before.

​Katie smirked, tired and mischievous all at once. “Good. I expect snacks.”

​Bennett’s laugh was low and full of warmth. The kind of laugh that lived behind closed doors and under stars and nowhere near track lights or media glare.

​“Of course. Gourmet-level snacks,” he said.

​And then she was gone, disappearing behind the counter like she hadn’t just made an executive decision that might change the entire course of her career.

​Bennett sat for a long moment, watching her move with that calm, grounded certainty she still didn’t know she had. As if she were only now starting to believe she belonged at the centre of her own story.

​And damn if she wasn’t magnetic while doing it.

​Then he sat back, folded his hands, and smiled like a man who’d just watched the beginning of something unstoppable.
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​​Chapter Three: Espresso and the Quiet Glow of Belief
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​

​The rest of Katie’s shift passed in a flurry of orders, steaming milk, and the soothing grind-and-hiss rhythm of the diner’s machines. The Perch always hummed in the afternoon, full of locals looking for caffeine and comfort—and today, Katie moved through it like a woman with purpose. Her hands were steady and her smile easy. But underneath all the noise and motion?

​Her thoughts were still.

​Focused.

​Centred.

​Steady as a throttle held firm in the curve.

​Every time her phone buzzed in her apron pocket with a new text from Bennett—something ridiculous like:


​Emergency snack poll: sweet or salty?

​Is it weird if I bring both and eat the ones you don’t pick?


​She smiled.

​Not just at the words.

​But in what they meant.

​At the way they made her feel.

​Safe. Seen. Supported.

​Katie had never imagined she’d let anyone this deep into her life. She’d built her entire adult world on independence—on hard-earned autonomy and the muscle memory of taking care of herself, always. No help. No leaning.

​And then he had slipped in.

​Quiet as breath.

​Warm as sunlight on the back of her neck.

​Not to take over. Not to fix. Just... to offer.

​And she could feel the difference in her bones.

​Bennett didn’t bulldoze.

​He didn’t make choices for her.

​Bennett just laid the options out like puzzle pieces and trusted her to fit them together.

​He trusted her.

​And she trusted him back.

​Lost in thought, hand on the milk frother as the foam swirled perfectly, she was interrupted by Lara walking past with a tray of warm croissants and shooting her a look. A look only an overly-attached cousin and boss could give.

​“That smile’s been there since your third latte,” she said after a pointed look. “Spill it.”

​Katie blinked, caught just off-guard enough to blush. “Sorry. Just... thinking.”

​“Mm-hmm,” Lara said knowingly, leaning against the counter. “Thinking about Bennett?”

​Katie rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t stop the curve of her lips. “Maybe.”

​Lara grinned like she’d just scored a point in a game only she was playing. “You should be. He’s been looking at you like you hung the damn moon. It’s borderline swoon-worthy.”

​Katie gave a little laugh, brushing a hand against the back of her neck. “I never thought I’d be this girl. The one with the boyfriend who sends agents to interview and brings gourmet snacks after a long shift.”

​“Why not?” Lara asked, voice softening.

​Katie hesitated, her fingers tightening on the edge of the counter. Last year, she’d spent Christmas working 3 jobs and trying to keep her father alive. This year, she had texts about snacks and someone who saw her. “Because I never thought I deserved someone like that. Someone who believes in me more than I do.”

​Lara’s expression shifted—less teasing now, more grounded. Her tray of croissants rested beside her as she leaned in, eyes warm.

​“Well,” she said, “then it’s a good thing he showed up and reminded you who you are.”

​Katie met her gaze, caught in the quiet weight of that truth.

​“And Katie?” Lara added, “You’re the one doing the work. The driving, the dreaming, the deciding. Not him.”

​Katie looked down at her hands—calloused from work, steady from racing, strong from surviving. Then she looked up again.

​And smiled.

​“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I guess I am.”

​“You definitely are,” Lara said, giving her a wink and grabbing her tray again. “And I expect front row seats at the Daytona victory lap and the wedding.”

​Katie almost dropped a portafilter. “Lara!”

​“I said what I said,” Lara called back, disappearing into the kitchen with a wicked grin.

​Katie stood there for a beat, cheeks flushed, heart hammering—and then she shook her head and returned to the espresso machine.

​Still glowing.

​And for once... not afraid of it.

​◆◆◆

​Jen Haskill

​The bell above The Perch door jingled just as Katie was wiping down the counter, her fingers aching for the comfort of her warmest hoodie and maybe a bag of salty snacks she hadn’t earned but fully deserved. She glanced up—and froze, her rag mid-swipe.

​Two people stood in the doorway.

​Bennett Rhodes, in a dark charcoal coat and a grey scarf she loved—soft cashmere, worn with quiet elegance. And beside him? A tall woman in a camel trench coat and aviators. She radiated power. Everything about her looked expensive, efficient, and razor-sharp. Like she’d just walked off a Milan runway... or out of a deposition where someone else lost.

​Katie straightened, her pulse picking up as she peeled off her apron. Behind the espresso machine, Lara let out a low whistle.

​“That woman looks like she eats legal contracts for breakfast,” Lara whispered. Katie had spent her whole life feeling like she didn’t belong in boardrooms. But this woman? She looked like she built them.

​“She probably does,” Katie murmured back, smoothing her hair as Bennett caught her eye and offered that soft smile—the one that always hit her right in the sternum.

​“Shift’s over?” he asked, already knowing the answer.

​Katie nodded, nerves fluttering beneath her skin.

​“Right this way,” Lara said, switching into graceful-hostess mode. She guided them to the booth tucked into the diner’s quietest corner—the one with the reclaimed wood table and the mismatched chairs Katie always liked.

​Katie slid into the booth across from Jen, with Bennett beside her. She could feel his presence—steady, calm, his arm brushing against hers. His hand found her knee under the table and rested there, quiet and grounding. It didn’t say, “It didn’t say, ‘I’ve got you.’ It said, ‘I know you’ve got this—but I’m right here.”

​Bennett introduced them.

​Jen Haskill, agent.

​Jen pulled off her sunglasses, revealing sharp eyes that missed nothing. She opened a leather folder, clicked a sleek pen into place... and then smiled.

​Calm. Warm. But not soft.

​“Let’s not waste time,” Jen said, removing her sunglasses. “What do you want, Katie? Besides setting the track on fire and giving the boys whiplash.”

​Katie blinked and she felt her palms start to sweat. “Uh...”

​Jen raised a brow, unfazed. “No wrong answers.”

​Katie hesitated, glancing sideways at Bennett. He gave her a nod, thumb brushing her leg once. Not pushing. Just reminding her that she didn’t have to shrink.

​She exhaled. “I mean, I don’t even know what I can have. My priorities are pretty basic right now—get out of debt, drive and win, scrape together enough money to come back to Ashby Lake as often as I can. That’s all I’ve got.”

​Jen didn’t flinch. She just nodded once. Like she’d heard it a hundred times and knew where it came from.

​“It’s hard,” she said after a beat. “Especially for women who’ve had to fight like hell to survive, to even let themselves dream bigger. So humour me.”

​She slid a small notepad across the table.

​“Close your eyes. Imagine you’ve paid off your debt. You’ve won some races. You’ve got a solid foundation under your feet. What’s next?”

​Katie stared at the notepad, then closed her eyes.

​At first, her brain blanked—too tired, too used to cutting dreams off before they bloomed. But then... flickers came. Not images. More like feelings. Glimpses.

​Faces. Fire. Possibility.

​Her throat tightened.

​“I want to help people,” she said quietly. “Real people. Kids stuck in terrible homes. Women who are fighting addiction and shame. People who don’t have a Bennett to help them find their way out.” She braced herself for the laugh, the dismissal, the kind of silence that followed her whenever she tried to dream out loud.

​There was a pause. Not awkward. Not surprised. Just... reverent.

​Bennett’s hand tightened on her knee—just for a second. A squeeze full of pride and protectiveness.

​Jen wrote nothing. She just nodded once. Like Katie had just unlocked the actual answer.

​“Okay,” she said. “We build from there.”

​Katie opened her eyes.

​For the first time in a very long time, she didn’t feel small. She didn’t feel like a girl from nowhere who was forced to accept what she was given. She felt—solid. Maybe she would get to decide what came next.

​Jen flipped a page in her notebook, already shifting into action.

​“We’ll talk about clauses for community sponsorships. How much press you’re comfortable doing. How you want to be seen—and more importantly, how you don’t.”

​Katie blinked. “Wait... I didn’t think I got to choose that.”

​Jen’s grin was sharp and knowing, the kind women wore when they’d taken down better-funded men in better suits. “Oh, sweetheart. You’re about to find out how much say you get.”

​Katie folded her hands on the table, fingers laced, her brows drawn together in thought. She set her jaw in a way Bennett recognized; a way that showed worry, but also defiance.

​“What’s the total startup cost?” she asked, voice even but firm. “I know you need to make money too.”

​Jen didn’t even blink.

​“Of course. And I appreciate you asking that right away.”

​She turned her folder around and slid it across the table. The pages were crisp, tabbed, and printed in a no-nonsense font—clean columns, bold headers, zero fluff.

​“I make money when you make money,” Jen explained, tapping a line with her pen. “Not before. I don’t charge retainer fees. I don’t bill you for meetings or email threads or brainstorming sessions. I know a lot of agents do—it’s called investment billing. But that’s not how I work.”

​Katie leaned forward, scanning the chart. It was clear. No legalese smokescreen. No asterisks hiding clauses. Just percentages. Straightforward and fair. It looked like competence in paper form. Like someone finally expected her to win—and planned for it.

​“So,” she drawled, looking up again, “you’re saying you’ll line up sponsors, plan appearances, pitch me—and you don’t get paid until I do?”

​“Exactly,” Jen confirmed. “My fees are standard. Ten percent of sponsorships, fifteen on appearance fees—if I book them. For racing, I’ll negotiate bonus structures
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