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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      

      The trees guarding both sides of the two-lane road have turned. Rich colors of yellow, orange, and red paint their brittle leaves. I love fall in Oklahoma. The sun sweeps across the windshield as I dip into a sharp curve. I down shift my Porsche Carrera. She quiets to a purr.

      There’s a cute boy in the next seat. His blue eyes linger on my face, as if he could stare at it for hours. When he does this, it still makes my skin tingle. Manny is the boy who stood by me like a rock when I went to pieces. That day I freaked out, wanting to climb out of the race car and quit because I was so scared. Manny knew just what to say to keep me focused. This wonderful boy saved me from myself, and I owe him the world.

      “What are you thinking about?” Manny asks.

      My thumb rubs against the leather seam of the gearshift. I flash him a smile. “Nothing important.”

      His warm hand covers mine and then gently lifts it off the gearshift. I relax my palm. He opens up my hand, and his finger traces the surface of my skin. My hand tingles like a thousand pins are dancing across it.

      A tight curve comes up.

      “Can I borrow my hand for minute?” I ask.

      Manny releases it.

      I brake hard. Shift down before the curve, accelerate through, and then go back up through the gears. I return my hand to his leg, opening my palm. “You can have it back now.”

      Manny laughs.

      I take the next series of curves kinda fast, but I know these county roads like the fingers on my hand. Plus it’s fun in a Porsche.

      “Samantha?”

      I swoop over the hill and gun it a little into the next turn. The tires squeal in protest but nothing I can’t handle.

      “Hmm?”

      Manny doesn’t answer, so I peek over. The boy holds his stomach. His face white as a pearl.

      Oh no. His motion sickness. Crap, I keep forgetting.

      I slow way down. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay? Do you need me to pull over?”

      “It’s not that bad.” Manny breathes in as some color returns to his beautiful face. “If you could take those turns slower?”

      I do exactly that. Manny’s wish will always be my command. Well, within reason, of course.

      My phone rings. The display flashes Graham’s name. Wonder what he wants.

      The Porsche wanders into the other lane. I straighten her back out.

      “Samantha,” Manny warns.

      I got this. I can drive and talk on the phone. I’m a professional.

      “What’s up, Graham?”

      There’s a slight delay. But Graham’s energetic British accent explodes from the phone. “Samantha Sutton, the most brilliant, sassy, and insanely talented girl on the earth as we know it. How are you today, darling?”

      “Doing good. We’re driving back to my mom’s farm.”

      “Is Manny Wolert with you?”

      The sun touches Manny’s trimmed spaghetti-like hair and makes it shine. His pretty blue eyes hide under those blond strands. Those same eyes freeze open in panic. Why are they doing that?

      “Look out!” Manny yells.

      I throw my eyes to the road. A school bus sits there with red flashing lights as little kids cross the road.

      My instincts kick in. I hit the brakes. Clutch. Down shift. Look for an escape route. If I swerve to avoid the kids, I’ll hit the bus filled with even more kids.

      The Porsche quivers as the anti lock brakes take hold. She might not stop in time.

      Oh God. I might have to swerve off the road and plow through those trees.

      Won’t that kill you?

      One little girl freezes in terror. Other kids try to jump back, expecting my car to plow through them like stalks of wheat. But my Porsche stops.

      Thank God.

      Burnt rubber fills the air as a sense of relief washes over me.

      Wow. I can’t—I would lose it if I killed a bunch of innocent kids. How horrible. As if I’m not already a horrible girl.

      I mouth I’m sorry and hold my hands up to let the kids know I didn’t mean to scare them half to death. I try to calm down as Manny glares. I know. I know. I suck. No more talking on the phone when I’m driving.

      “Samantha? Darling, are you all right?” Graham asks with concern, his voice coming from the floor.

      I snatch the phone off the floor mat. “I’m fine. Can I call you right back, Graham?”

      At our farm, I park the Porsche in between Mom’s new sedan and Megan’s new king-cab truck. Near the wood fence, Bugs and Daffy clop over to greet us as we climb out of the car. I rub Daffy’s nose. The horse pushes into my hand and whinnies. Bugs sneaks in for some nose rubbing too.

      “Do you want to go riding again after lunch?” I ask.

      “I’d like that.” Manny rests his hand on my shoulder.

      I lean back against his chest. His hand slips down and holds me across the waist. His lips kiss the back of my head in this sweet way that I’m so loving right now. We head for the house.

      Crap. I forgot about Graham.

      I tell Manny to go inside and let Mom know we’re back for lunch while I call my agent.

      “Samantha Sutton, the most beautiful lass in all the colonies.” Graham’s voice booms all the way from London. He makes me laugh. The man treats me like I’m this gorgeous movie actress who needs to be pampered and told constantly she’s pretty. “Do I have some news for you. Are you sitting down? I hope so, because Ferrari wants to have a chat with you. The boys from Italy heard you haven’t signed a new contract yet, and they’re very keen to bring you on board.”

      What!? Ferrari is interested in me? Seriously? Holy⁠—

      Wait a sec.

      “What do you mean, I haven’t signed a new contract yet?” I ask.

      “Wolert Porsche only had you on a one-year contract.”

      “I know, but I thought we already told Mr. Wolert yes on a new one.”

      “Of course we’re interested in his new offer. However, it never hurts to explore options, darling, especially when you have heat. And you, my young fearless girl, have it.”

      Wow. I have heat. What does that even mean?

      “But I want to stay at Wolert Porsche. I’m not going to bail on Mr. Wolert.”

      My agent hesitates. “It wouldn’t hurt to have dinner with those Italian fellows. We should feel them out. See what the situation is over there. I’ve heard some rumblings about trouble in the ranks, if you understand my meaning.”

      I never get what Graham means. He sometimes talks in this agent language that confuses me.

      “No way. I don’t want to talk to Ferrari. I want to sign Mr. Wolert’s new contract.”

      Graham is quiet on the line. I’m not listening to him, and I bet it’s pissing him off. Doesn’t he understand loyalty? If somebody treats you awesomely well, shouldn’t you do the same to them?

      “All right, darling, I’ll tell Ferrari you’re not interested.”

      The remodeled living room of my parents’ house is so much brighter since we put in that skylight. But sometimes in the afternoon, the sun throws a beam through it that always hits the new plasma television. Today the sun interferes with the movie Manny and I are watching. But neither of us mentions it. Maybe because snuggling on the couch together beats anything gained from actually getting up and repositioning the television.

      Paige bounces into the house after school and jumps on the couch, splitting me and Manny apart. Jeez. My family seems to forget that Manny came to stay with us because he wanted to spend time with me. You know, his girlfriend?

      “So…I was thinking about what I wanted to do this summer.” Paige stops, hoping I will show some interest.

      I watch the movie instead. My sister hates it when I ignore her.

      But Manny can’t resist. He makes eye contact, and that’s all it takes.

      Paige lights up. “I want to go to Europe and stay with Samantha.”

      “Seriously?” I ask.

      Paige reads my face. “Why not? Are you scared I’m going to embarrass you in front of all your racing friends?”

      “No.”

      “Then, what is it?”

      “Why not stay with Gretal and Inga?” My old host family would love to have Paige stay for the summer. They could take my sister shopping and sightseeing all over Europe and occupy her enough so I don’t get stuck babysitting. I mean, I love my sister, but I have a real life now, and I won’t have time to keep her out of trouble.

      “But why can’t I stay with you?”

      “Because I’ll be gone all the time, so there would be no one there to baby⁠— ”

      She gasps. “Babysit me? I’m fifteen. I’m not a child. What are you afraid of? Do you think I’ll blow up your condo or something?”

      In elementary school, Paige did accidentally light her lunch box on fire. Don’t ask me how.

      “So when I’m not there, what will you do? I can’t let you wander around Germany by yourself. Mom would kill me.”

      “You don’t have to leave me anywhere. I could go to all the races with you.”

      Doesn’t Paige understand how busy I’ll be? Seriously, I’ll have zero time to spend with her. This idea of hers is awful.

      “Samantha?” Manny asks. “Didn’t you mention to my uncle that you needed a personal assistant?”

      “Yes!” Paige jumps. “I’ve always wanted to be a personal assistant to someone mega-famous. Maybe you’re not mega-famous, but you’re close enough.” She claps her hands. “This is sweet. I’ll organize your schedule. Do all your gift shopping for those important people you want to impress.” She scans my old T-shirt and sweat pants. “And I can help you pick out clothes.”

      Mom comes in with a basket of laundry.

      “Mom!” Paige says. “Samantha invited me to stay with her in Europe this summer.”

      No, I didn’t.

      “Young lady, you’re not blowing off the summer with your sister,” Mom says. “You’re stayin’ here and getting a summer job.”

      “But I don’t want a stupid summer job,” Paige says.

      “Megan and Samantha had summer jobs at your age. It’s good for you. Teaches you girls to have a work ethic.”

      “Personal assistants do get paid a salary,” Manny says. “It’s a real job with real responsibilities.”

      “See? It is a real job,” Paige says. “Samantha will pay me a salary and everything.”

      “Whoa,” I say. “Now wait a second.”

      Megan pops her head into the living room. “Samantha is giving you a job?” Paige quickly tells my older sister about the new summer job I haven’t even created yet. Megan crosses her arms. “When were you going to tell me about this? Samantha, you have, like, forty-two thousand dollars left from your first contract. You don’t have enough money to hire a personal assistant.”

      Megan would know. Three months ago I let Megan take over all my finances because it got too much for me to deal with. Megan works in a bank, so she’s scary-smart when it comes to money. Me, not so much. I glance at Manny’s Rolex watch, the one I bought him on my $3,000 shopping spree in Monaco last season as proof.

      Okay, I went a little crazy with all my spending. But c’mon, I didn’t know you could spend $190,000 that fast. If you give a girl a gold card, what else do you expect her to do with it? I did buy lots of nice things for everyone. New cars. A full remodel of our house and barn. Pretty new saddles for Bugs and Daffy. Don’t I get credit for spreading the love? Besides, Mr. Wolert plans to offer me a new four-year contract this season, and I’ll get all that pile of money up-front. This girl is gonna get paid.

      Paige sinks into the cushions. Her eyes water, like she’s on the verge of crying. Wow. I didn’t realize how badly she wanted to be my assistant. Watching her turns my heart gushy-soft and makes me feel like one of Cinderella’s evil sisters who want to keep a girl from her dreams.

      “Can’t your uncle afford to hire me a new personal assistant if she worked minimum wage?” I ask Manny.

      “Minimum wage?” Paige whines. “I can get paid that working at the burger place on the turnpike.”

      “Will that burger place take you all around the world? Would they give you a chance to finally see France?” I ask.

      “France?” My little sister’s voice melts. “I’ve always wanted to go to Paris.”

      I know. Paige never stops talking about it. She sees herself as this teen clothing designer who wants to make a splash in the fashion world. We’ve had to replace our copy of The Devil Wears Prada because Paige watched it so many times she scratched up the DVD. This girl actually plans her outfits three weeks in advance. Seriously. I’ve seen the calendar over her desk.

      “So which is it?” I ask. “Taking burger orders from truckers on the turnpike or traveling the world with an international racing star?”

      “Can I get a clothing allowance?” Paige asks.

      “Can I have fries and a Happy Meal with that?”

      Paige hesitates, thinks about it, and then smiles. “All right, deal.”

      

      Bugs gallops down the old creek trail which runs along the northern edges of our land. The Ashcrofts sold us their acres when they decided to retire and move down to Florida. Now we own this new section of deep woods with a lazy creek winding through it. Perfect for horse rides on beautiful fall days. Daffy lingers way behind Bugs. Manny doesn’t prod him to move faster, and Daffy doesn’t mind the slower pace. But I have to hold back Bugs, who wants to run down the trail like one of my race cars.

      I hold him back again to wait on Manny and Daffy trotting up the hill.

      “Why would you ever want to go to Ferrari?” Manny asks when he gets within earshot.

      “I know, right?” I swing Bugs around, and we trot side by side. “Can you imagine me being on the same racing team as Emilio?” My one time racing hero who turned out to be a fake. Charming me at his big party in Brazil and then blind siding me with what he really thought about women race car drivers. Then the douche bag used my father’s death as a way to mess with my head before a race. Oh, and let’s not forget the little thing about beating me for the world championship. I owned him the entire race. I was better than him. And he still found a way to weasel in and steal my championship.

      “Please stop it,” Manny says.

      “Stop what?” I ask.

      “You’re thinking about Emilio again.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Liar.”

      I give up. “How can you tell?”

      “Because you’re making fists with both hands and your cheeks are red,” Manny says.

      I relax my fists and look away. Manny knows me all too well. He offers his hand, and I grip it tight as we both ride side by side along the trail. Bugs and Daffy stay close together this time, like my horses can sense the attraction between us. And they want to encourage it.

      We talk for a while.

      Manny and I talk a lot during our horseback rides. Sometimes we take a lunch and do the picnic thing with a blanket. Sometimes we hang out at the creek and listen to the gentle rush of water over the rocks. Sometimes we stay in our saddles and make out.

      “I want a cowboy hat,” Manny says.

      “You do?” I ask.

      “Yes. I’m on a horse, and I should have a hat.”

      “Okay, Clint Eastwood, I know a place we can go.”

      Later in the day, I drive us over to Dryden’s Western Wear in Tulsa, a store big enough for Manny to find his perfect cowboy hat. The overwhelming scent of leather greets us as we step through the doors. They remodeled the store since the last time I was here. Large wooden beams hang low and stretch the length of the store for decoration. Large pictures of rodeo cowboys hang on the wall, frozen in cheesy “action” shots.

      Manny explores the store with a sense of childlike amazement. It’s cute. I wonder if Manny wanted to be a cowboy when he was a kid in Germany. He tries on a black cowboy hat that’s too big for his head. The brim sinks over his eyebrows, making him look like a dork.

      I laugh. “Not Clint Eastwood.”

      Manny finds another hat, a nice white Stetson. It sits perfectly on his head. “How about this one?”

      “Yeah, that’s more Clint.”

      Manny admires his hat in a mirror. “I like this one. What kind of shirt and jeans would go with this hat?”

      A man with a bike-handle mustache comes up holding a gorgeous pair of men’s western boots. “Son, you have to start with a fine pair of boots to go with that hat.”

      Mustache man leads us to the boot section of the store. Three levels of cowboy boots rest on, like, a dozen rows, with every gorgeous design you can imagine. Wow! Look at those pink cowgirl boots with hearts! These would look so good with a dress.

      Mustache man helps Manny pick out a full cowboy outfit. Snakeskin boots. Blue jeans. A belt with a huge silver belt buckle. A handsome button-up shirt with this cool western pattern sewed into the cotton. So macho-cowboy. Manny grips his belt and stands with his feet apart, then salutes me with his white Stetson.

      He does look like a cowboy. And it’s kinda hot. Manny reminds me of those Creek County boys that hang out in town, staying close to their pickups and listening to sad country songs blaring through their speakers while trying to pick up girls. But Manny’s spaghetti-like hair pokes out of the Stetson and runs down both his cheeks. Most cowboys I know wear their hair short.

      “I still need a pick up truck and a dog,” Manny says with a grin. His German accent doesn’t match what he’s wearing at all. “Do you not like it? I thought you would like this.”

      I take off the Stetson and release his blond hair. My fingers comb the long strands back into place while he watches. I step back. Much better. Now this is Manny. He’s not a cowboy. He’s this cute, nerdy boy with beautiful blond hair who’s so unique and wonderful. The quirky boy I fell in love with.

      Why would I want him to be someone else?

      “These clothes aren’t you.” My eyes fall on the part of his shirt that’s unbuttoned and exposing his bare chest. My eyes wander further down to those much-too-tight blue jeans. Don’t like those on him either. I pause at the snakeskin boots. “But I would keep those boots.”

      “Really?” Manny brightens.

      “Seriously, they go with that crazy hair of yours.”

      The cartoon voice of Yosemite Sam yells from my back pocket. That’s the ring-tone I assigned my boss. Benito must have something important to discuss with his number one driver.

      “What’s up?” I answer.

      My boss asks about Manny and if he’s enjoying his visit to the US. We talk about the new race car and winter testing that’s coming up in Spain. Is it almost that time again? Wait, why should I care? I’m not a test driver anymore. Let Nelson handle winter testing while I shop for a new dress to go with my new boots.

      “We found a replacement for Jonathan,” Benito says.

      “Awesome. Who’s my new teammate? Did you promote Nelson? Because I’m really okay with that if you did. I know I can work with him. Plus Nelson deserves another chance.” Especially after I took his job.

      Benito pauses. “When I tell you this…please keep an open mind. I believe this decision will cement Wolert Porsche as the most dominant team in Formula One.”

      Sweet. I want my team to dominate next season. And I have this huge open mind. I’m feeling some excitement here.

      “Who is it? Who’s going to be my teammate?” I ask.

      “Emilio Ronaldo.”
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      Samantha

      Tulsa, Oklahoma

      

      The country music over the speakers. The nearby cash register printing a receipt. The rustling of paper as a sales associate stuffs a shopping bag for a customer. All the sounds inside Dryden’s Western Wear fade as Benito’s words send a shock that vibrates down my spine. He goes on and on about how great this will be for the team and for the sponsors. But my brain can only process this news one way.

      Emilio Ronaldo? That a-hole? On my team. This is my racing team, isn’t it? I’m the number one driver here, right?

      “Are you firing me?” I ask.

      My question interrupts Benito. “Firing you? Don’t be absurd. That isn’t the case at all. Did you not hear what I just said?”

      “Why did you do that? We don’t need Emilio. He’s not part of our family. He beat us, remember? Emilio is the enemy.”

      “This is a business. We make decisions based on keeping the racing team successful. We hire the best drivers available. We had a slot open. Emilio became available. We then made a deal.”

      “Why didn’t you ask me first? Why would you assume I wanted him on my team? Because I don’t.”

      Benito huffs. I’m making him mad. “I know you have some issues with the man. But that doesn’t mean you two can’t work together.”

      No way. This is not happening to me right now.

      “I don’t want to work with him. I’d rather kick him in the nuts.”

      There’s a heavy sigh on the line. “You’re acting like a child. Stop overreacting and listen for a change. Emilio⁠—”

      I press the red button. Good-bye. I don’t have to listen to anyone.

      “Who do you want to kick in the nuts?” Manny asks while taking off one of his new boots.

      “Emilio Ronaldo.” My thumb races through my contact list. “Benito told me he’s going to be my new teammate.”

      There’s a thump on the floor. Manny dropped one of his snakeskin boots. “Teammate?”

      “I know, right?” I find Mr. Wolert’s number and wait for it to connect.

      “Who are you calling now?”

      “Your uncle. I can’t believe Benito convinced him to do this.”

      Mr. Wolert answers, and I instantly tell him what Benito is plotting. “He did this all without asking me. Do you know about this? Is Benito doing this behind your back without your permission?”

      Surely he did. I can’t believe Mr. Wolert would⁠—

      “Yes, I did know about it.” The man hesitates. “And I told Benito he could proceed with signing Emilio.”

      “What? Why? What did I do wrong? Was it because I lost the world championship?”

      “Dear girl, it had nothing to do with your performance last season.” Mr. Wolert uses this soothing tone, like a grandfather calming down his favorite niece. “Young lady, you are the future of this racing team, and I would never dream of replacing you. How can I replace someone who’s as precious to me as a daughter?”

      That last sentence puts a lump in my throat. Mr. Wolert is such a lovely man, and it’s so hard to stay mad at him.

      “This was all unexpected. Through his old contacts, Benito heard a rumor that Emilio was unhappy with the new contract Ferrari offered him. Benito approached him and made an offer. It’s only a two-year contract. But his presence will bring in millions of euros in sponsorship money. Money that will keep our team competitive. At first, I was hesitant because I know how you feel about Emilio. Yet Benito brought up an excellent point. Having the experience of an eight-time world champion will make the team stronger. Even you will benefit from his experience. He will make you a better driver. Don’t you see?”

      I don’t need driving lessons from Emilio. Seriously, I almost beat him last season.

      “Please don’t worry, dear girl. Benito wants you on this team and feels the same way about you that I do. You will not be replaced. You will only improve like the fine bottle of wine you are.”

      “I’m so sorry for calling you like this…but you can understand why I’m freaking out, right?”

      “Of course. Don’t hesitate to call again. I always love hearing from you,” Mr. Wolert says in this warm, friendly way that makes me instantly know it’s the truth. “I contacted Graham today. Because of this new driver situation, I’m resubmitting a new contract for you. A new offer of four years with an increase in salary and higher bonuses for wins. It’s to show that I still appreciate you. I want my racing daughter to be happy.”

      I wish I could hug this lovely man through the phone. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      “Can you make it to the official announcement next month in Germany? It would mean a lot to the team if you were there.”

      

      Hickory-smoked turkey seasons the air inside our home. Mom bakes homemade biscuits with flaky crusts and takes out a casserole of her famous baked macaroni and cheese from the oven. Paige mixes fresh veggies and peppers from our garden to make this spicy, southwestern salad of hers, which is always delicious. Megan handles the pumpkin and apple sauce-pecan pies. My contribution to our holiday meal is to stay out of the kitchen. I’m a freaking disaster when it comes to cooking things. I would find a way to burn a boiling egg.

      Today, Manny experiences the fine American tradition of Thanksgiving.

      During our meal, my insane relatives ask Manny tons of questions about Germany, and everyone seems fascinated by the way he talks. There’s this great vibe around the table for most of the time. That is until Grandpa Sutton kills it with his unsolicited opinions about the evils of European socialism.

      Manny smiles politely and stuffs his mouth with mac and cheese.

      Soon we all eat our fill of good home-style comfort food. Manny falls asleep on the couch, curled up like a sleepy pussy cat with a bulging stomach. The sleepy juice from the turkey knocks him and most of my family out.

      I want to work off the turkey, so I bundle myself in my wool coat and take a stroll around the farm. The cold, late November wind teases my hair as I walk along the fence. Bugs trots out of the warm barn and follows as I hike along the wooden fence. I hold out my hand and let it brush against his side. Bugs whinnies and coos.

      I should be happy on this Thanksgiving, right? I have my family here and I have Manny here. My team offered me a new four-year contract of fifteen million dollars. And now Mr. Wolert will change that number to give me even more money.

      So why do I still feel bad?

      Because I’m worried. How do I work with someone I hate? I’ll have to fake a smile every time I see Emilio, and I hate being fake around people. My team doesn’t need him. I can bring in sponsors too. I have fans all around the world. Jeez, even Ferrari wanted me! Bringing Emilio to our team will be a disaster. I just know it.

      I rub my fingers along Bugs’ snout and then lean my forehead against him. Bugs stands in place, and we lean against each other. Two friends comforting each other. Bugs has heard all my sob stories. To me, horses are better than any therapist.

      My phone rings. I lean against the fence and take it out of my pocket. It’s Graham again. Why is he calling me on a holiday?

      “Darling, how are you? How is my super-star?”

      “She’s good. Stuffed herself with too much Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “Thanksgiving? Oh hell. It’s a holiday over there, isn’t it? Damn it to hell, I’m sorry, darling. I was too excited. Do you want me to call on you tomorrow?”

      “Is this about Mr. Wolert’s new offer? Because he’s already told me, and I’m okay with it if you are.”

      My agent takes a second. “Yes, I did get the new offer from Ralf, but I also received another offer. From Ferrari.”

      “Ferrari? But I turned them down.”

      “We did reject their first offer. But they still want you. The team is furious over Emilio’s defection to Wolert Porsche. Quite livid. You don’t piss off Italians. Mr. Botticelli himself called me from Italy. He wants to sit down with you and discuss the matter. I feel you should meet with him as soon as possible.”

      They still want me? Even after I said no? A part of me is flattered. This is freaking Ferrari, one of the most famous teams in Formula One, and they want me. Ha! Wouldn’t Benito go crazy if he knew his old team wanted to steal me away?

      Listening to what Ferrari had to say wouldn’t hurt, right? Like Graham said earlier, it doesn’t hurt to explore my options, right? According to him, I have heat.

      I still don’t know what that means.

      “Darling? Are you still on the line? You poor thing. You didn’t faint, did you?”

      “No, I’m still here. Okay. Ask Mr. Botticelli if we can meet early next week. And…can you book me a flight to Italy?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Near Sorrento, Italy

      Four days later

      

      Yesterday I flew into Munich, Germany, where everyone recognized me. But that was okay. Why wouldn’t I be seen near my racing team’s headquarters? But then, I went totally James Bond. First was my disguise. I picked this long sun-dress that hugged the ground and then slipped on a pair of four-inch pumps that made me look much taller than I am. Then I went with a hat and this scarf I bought in Sicily last season. I finished off my disguise with a gorgeous pair of designer sunglasses.

      Next, I slipped out of my condo and took the train. Europe has this awesome rail system, and you can go practically anywhere you want to without a car. In Munich, I transferred to another train that took me south across the Italian border. To make sure I wasn’t being followed by the media, I rented a cute little Fiat in Rome for the final leg of the trip.

      I fling the little car around the narrow, two-lane road that snakes along the Amalfi Coast. Lots of tight curves. Changes in elevation. The Mediterranean Sea glistens below this steep edge that could turn into a deadly plunge if I miss one of these turns. Still, the view takes my breath away as I zoom into the sleepy, ocean-side town of Sorrento. I follow the road as it leads my Fiat through the middle of town and then takes a series of switchbacks that climb up one of the large hills just north of town.

      I see my destination, a little restaurant surrounded by trees dotted with lemons.

      The restaurant owner shows me outside to a fenced-in dining area with a couple of tables. The view peers down into the town of Sorrento and the shimmering Mediterranean Sea beyond. A distinguished-looking man in his forties puts down his glass of wine and stands. Without hesitation, Mr. Botticelli greets me with a kiss on the cheek as he lightly touches my arms in a warm and friendly way. Very Italian.

      “A beautiful disguise. As you walked up, I didn’t recognize you at first,” Mr. Botticelli says in this smooth, Italian accent as we sit down. He asks me about my flight and how my winter break has been going so far. We then talk about last season. When will this man ask me? Do I have to ask him?

      Just when I think Mr. Botticelli will never get to the subject…he does.

      “Tell me, Samantha. When you gaze into your own future, what do you want to see?”

      “What do I want to see? I…I don’t know. I guess…um…being a success? Winning races. Becoming a world champion.”

      “And beyond racing?”

      Beyond racing? I have no idea. Why should I care? I should have tons of money and a boy who loves me. What’s there to worry about?

      “I’ve never thought about it,” I answer.

      “Let me give you something to think about.” The man leans in with his elbows on the table, taking a moment. “You are a successful brand. You represent something fresh and new in Formula One. The confident young woman who’s not afraid to take what she wants. You race with passion and cunning skill. Your fans love that. The women especially. They see you as their hero.”

      A hero? A symbol of the young confident woman? He’s talking about me? Jeez, I don’t know what I’m doing half the time. Seriously. Take me out of a race car and I’m clueless.

      “Do you know who the fastest growing segment of Ferrari customers is? Women. This is true. Young, professional women in their twenties and thirties are buying sports cars. Some want more excitement than a Toyota. At Ferrari, we must embrace the future to remain competitive. In racing and in business.” Mr. Botticelli leans closer, touching my hand. Italians are very touchy-feely. “We want Samantha Sutton as our driver because she can win. We want Samantha Sutton as our driver because the image of her smiling on the winner’s podium will be worth millions of Euros in car sales. We want Samantha Sutton as our driver because she will become the next world champion. Perhaps you’ll win two. Perhaps you’ll establish your own dynasty greater than Emilio Ronaldo.”

      I can’t resist. “He pissed you guys off, didn’t he?”

      Mr. Botticelli grins. “Emilio thinks he is most clever. He thinks I will miss him and beg him to come back with the money he wants after a season without him. He might be one of the best men ever to race in Formula One. Yet even the great Emilio Ronaldo cannot stop time. He’s getting older, and this is a sport that favors younger reflexes. I would rather invest in a promising eighteen-year-old girl, than pay for a thirty-six-year-old man on his way down.” The Italian takes a moment to enjoy more wine. “Any thoughts?”

      “No offense, Mr. Botticelli, but what do I get out of this? I already have a great team, a great car, and a huge contract. What else would I need?”

      “Excellent question.” He sips the wine and turns his body towards me. “I will tell you what you need. You need the ability to control your own future. If you stay at Wolert Porsche, then you will always be Emilio Ronaldo’s teammate. You will always be driver number two. You will have to stand in the shadow of the man you came so close to beating last year. Samantha, you are too talented to waste your time waiting behind a dinosaur.”

      That’s a great point. I don’t want to be in anyone’s shadow.

      “I’m offering you a Formula One team that will be crafted around our number one driver. You. I’m not offering you a driver slot. I’m offering you a professional partnership. We have friends all around Europe. Companies that would fight for a chance to have you endorse their products. They would jump at the opportunity to use a talented and, if you would indulge me, beautiful young woman whose name is known throughout the world. The money from such partnerships would give you the power to build your own future that continues beyond racing. Such a partnership would allow you the potential of retiring as a billionaire before your thirtieth birthday. That’s what you will get out of it.”

      Wow. A billionaire when I’m thirty years old? The power to do whatever I want? That’s real. My family would never have to worry about money again. I could buy Manny his own racing team, and he could design his own race cars. And I could drive them. Hey, I could even buy my own private island. Somewhere nice and warm with an awesome beach. A place Manny and I could be alone and no one would bother us because you could only get there by helicopter. My private helicopter.

      “It is a lot to consider,” Mr. Botticelli says, noticing I’m off in my own world.

      “Um…how much will you pay me?” I ask.

      “Thirty million dollars for four years. Plus a five million-dollar bonus for every world championship.”

      No way. Seriously?

      Why settle for an island? I could buy freaking Australia.

      “When do you need an answer?” I ask.
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        * * *

      

      After driving the Fiat back to Rome, I hop on the overnight train to Germany. I pay extra for my own private cabin, a cramped rectangle with two big cushy chairs facing each other. Past my window, the Italian countryside hides in darkness. Only the pinpoints of light rushing by and the muffled clickity-clack of rails passing underneath are the only hints we’re in motion.

      My feet bark at me, complaining about those high heels I wore all day. I rest my feet on the other chair and think. It should be about six in the morning in Oklahoma. I get out my phone and call.

      Megan answers. I caught her in the bathroom, just getting up. Perfect. Just the person I needed to talk to. As Megan sets up the coffee maker, I quickly fill her in on my meeting with Ferrari. She listens quietly and doesn’t interrupt. That means my sister hasn’t woken up yet.

      “Ferrari offers me a dream. Everything I would ever want in my life. Why shouldn’t I take their offer? Especially the way Benito has treated me. Why should I put up with that?”

      Megan is silent on the phone.

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “That’s a crazy offer, sis. For starters, I don’t know what you would do with all that money.”

      Duh. Buy my own island.

      “It’s more than the money. This is Ferrari and they want to invest their future with me.”

      “Yeah, but didn’t Mr. Wolert invest in you too? He gave you a chance, and now you want to leave him.”

      My heart twitches.

      “It’s not his fault. It’s all Benito and his stupid decisions. He’s forcing me to do this,” I say.

      “Hang on. Manny is up,” Megan says over the phone.

      The mention of his name causes my heart to beat faster. I totally forgot about Manny. How would he take the news? Would he love me so much that he would leave Wolert Porsche to come be on my Ferrari crew?

      Why am I asking that? Of course he would. Love is the strongest glue in the universe.

      “I’m in the bathroom,” Megan says. “Mom’s making biscuits and gravy for Toby and Manny. The smell should keep them in the kitchen for a while. Speaking of your boyfriend, don’t you think this whole idea would piss him off?”

      “No, it won’t. Manny loves me, right? Wouldn’t a boy who’s head-over-heels in love with a girl follow her anywhere?”

      Megan laughs. I swear to God, my sister laughs. “Samantha, pull your head out of that Disney movie you’re living in. You’re asking Manny to go against his own family’s racing team plus turn his back on the uncle who means more to him than his own dad. Think about that for a second. Could you turn your back on us for a boy?”

      Well, it depends on the boy, doesn’t it? Just kidding. No, I love my family, and if a boy wanted me to betray them, I would have to find a new boy.

      “Manny would dump me,” I say.

      “Yes, he would. In a heartbeat.”

      Through the background noise, I hear my sister turn the phone away from her mouth. “Oh, hi, Manny. Yeah, I’m talking to Samantha.”

      He must have heard Megan say my name. I can’t talk to him now because I’ll have to lie, and I hate lying to⁠—

      “Hi. What are you doing now?” Manny asks over the phone, his voice really wanting to know.

      My stomach tightens into a fist. Why couldn’t Megan “accidentally” hang up the phone?

      “What’s up?” I drop my head on the cushy chair. “My mom fixing you guys breakfast?”

      “Yes. It smells quite good,” Manny says. “I miss you.”

      Aww.

      “I miss you too. But with chocolate syrup on top.”

      “I miss you with whipped cream and bits of dark chocolate on top,” Manny adds.

      Soon we go through a whole list of different ingredients one could put on top of an ice cream sundae. If my sister is still there, I bet she wants to vomit. But I can’t get enough of Manny’s cuteness. I love it when a boy doesn’t mind acting silly.

      “Are you at your condo?” Manny asks.

      Why did he have to ask me that? I can’t lie to him.

      I glance around the tiny train cabin and the lights of Italy streaking past my window. “I’m on a train.”

      “You are? Where are you going?”

      Crap. Guess I don’t have a choice. Maybe a little white lie?

      “Berlin. I have a sponsor that I have to meet for lunch, and I thought I would do some sightseeing while I was there.”

      I hear Manny sigh. “Why didn’t you let me come with you? I would love to take you around Berlin. My great grandmother lives there, and I wanted her to meet you.”

      “It was a last minute thing, nothing huge. Tell you what, I won’t go sightseeing. I’ll wait to go with you. Deal?”

      Great. I’m so lying to Manny right now.

      “I’ll hold you to that promise,” Manny says with a playfulness that I adore.

      “Love you,” I say the words softly, like I’m using them as fingers to brush his cheek.

      Silence.

      My heart drops. Will he not say it?

      “Love you more,” he adds.

      I’m tempted to go through another silly “love you even more” exchange, but I stop myself.

      Megan comes back on. “So what will you do?”

      I don’t know. And I only have a few days to work it out.
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      Samantha

      Near Rosenheim, Germany

      Four days later

      
      The familiar three-story building rises above me as I arrive at team headquarters. The windows face the gorgeous valley surrounded by the German Alps. The main garage building with Wolert Porsche F1 painted on the sides is a reminder that I’m home.

      I shouldn’t be this nervous coming home because I know everyone in the building and I think they all still like me. But today is different. I still don’t know what I’m going to do about the Emilio situation. I haven’t given Ferrari an answer, and I’m quickly running out of time. If I go through with this press conference announcing Emilio’s official defection from Ferrari to Wolert Porsche, then my presence will confirm that I’ll be his teammate for next season. I’m so pissed at Benito. I shouldn’t be put in this position.

      Mr. Wolert greets me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek, which I return. We talk while making our way down the main hallway and into a large conference room. People from the marketing department put the finishing touches on the large desk, microphones, and chairs we’ll be using in a few hours.

      We stroll through the main garage. Scott and the crew are in Spain testing the new car, and their absence makes the huge facility oddly quiet and empty. Except for one man.

      The team boss of Wolert Porsche focuses on the
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