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Part 1

Pre-Season




Pre-Season Grid (Ranked by Last Season’s Standings)

Montrose GP: Felipe Montes (defending champion) and Rasmus Jannsen.

Nova Racing: Marco Bianchi and Daniel Porter.

Blackwood GP: Leon Kessler and Masahiro Saito.

HH Racing: Alistair Adams and Jules Escoffier.

Dynamos GP: Kenji Nakamura and Noah Fischer.

Phoenix Motorsport: Louis Chevalier and Jakub Nowak.

Old Iron: Sergei Romanov and Santiago Pérez.

Scorpion F1: Ravi Patel and Esteban Silva.

Cranford Engineeering: Henri Lemoine and Yusuf Al-Fayed.

Stratus Motorsport: David Kowalski and Connor Reeves.
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Barcelona for pre-season testing. And as Ellie Harrier sat waiting for the first drive of her weekend, the memories came flooding back.

How five years ago she’d been on this very rooftop with what in those days she called her ‘squad’, the five of them glammed up and shouting rude things at the crew in the pit lane below, well in the mood for what was always sure to be a wild weekend.

Barcelona testing had been an annual stop on her social calendar back then – deluxe enough to make it worth inviting the girls but not so high stakes that they had to behave themselves.

So they hadn’t.

Ellie wished she could remember the sun and bubbles and the drip of coke at the back of her throat with fondness and nostalgia instead of cringe, but you can’t have everything. They were memories that came with a side-order of shame and regret, because they were a by-product of her addict days, but for other reasons too: because like that photograph in Back to the Future, there were those who had faded from view.

Well, one.

Tara.

Tara in heels and something clingy. ‘Show us yer bollocks!’ she’d yelled that day. The benefits of a Roedean education there.

They’d been screaming with laughter. No member of security had asked Ellie and Tara to keep a lid on their disruptive friends because no member of security was going to risk upsetting the girls whose fathers, Harry Harrier and Hugo Delevingne, were the HH in HH Racing.

A year after that, Tara was dead. But she hadn’t faded out like the McFly family. She’d been obliterated. Beauty and promise snuffed out by twisted metal.

Now, Ellie looked heavenward and wondered if her best friend – her sister from another mister – was looking down and saying, ‘You go, girl.’

Because today, she finally had something to go for.

As part of the driving staff at HH, Ellie was the test and development driver, the one who logged the hours, ran the data, and made sure the race-day cars were sharp enough to draw blood. Actual racing was usually someone else’s job.

But not today. Yesterday, Jules Escoffier had gone down with the flu – properly, not just man-flu – and Ellie, in Barcelona mainly for what she called BAH (Being a Harrier) duties, had been told to get ready. The crew had worked through the night to correlate her sim data with real-world parameters, tweaking the set-up to match her preferences as closely as possible, and today, she’d be putting the new HP4-X through its paces.

‘Given your lack of track time, we’re focusing on data gathering – fuel runs, tyre degradation, set-up refinement. No need to chase lap times,’ she’d been told.

To which Ellie had thought fuck that. She’d been hammering the HP4 in the simulator. But if she mentioned the small detail that her times regularly outstripped those of the two race drivers, she’d be told that ‘quick in the sim is one thing. Real pace is about managing tyres, handling traffic, keeping the car on the limit lap after lap. It’s about race smarts.’

In other words, You can do it in the simulator, but can you do it on the track?

She thought so. But there was only one way to find out.

No need to chase lap times?

We’d see about that.

Her phone buzzed in the pocket of her cargo pants. She fished it out to see that a text had arrived.

Can we talk?

Maybe it was the unknown number. Or maybe the words themselves. Either way, Ellie felt a chill, despite a mid-morning February sun that warmed the terrace.

Who’s this?

Freelance journalist.

How did you get this number?

Three pulsing dots. She watched them until a message appeared.

Alistair said you might talk to me.

She blinked. Alistair. Really? Alistair ‘the press are bottom-feeding scumbags’ Adams.

Three more dots.

And I’d like to meet.

She typed, ‘Sorry. If you want an interview, you’ll need to go through the media team,’ then sent it, and allowed herself a moment of hope. Maybe it was just another routine sit-down. The familiar story of how she beat her demons and embraced the Harrier family legacy. Her ascent through the driving ranks in pursuit of her ultimate goal: race driver. Merit versus nepotism. Misogyny under scrutiny. The whole enchilada. The kind of interview she could do in her sleep.

Maybe just that.

This is best done face-to-face

I repeat. You need to go through the media team.

Again the chill. But this time, she blocked the number.
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As Ellie looked up from her phone, she glanced into the terrace restaurant where liveried staff were setting up the tables. Weaving her way out was the team physio, Bev Trencher, also Ellie’s best friend at the team, and the first person she’d told she’d been called up. ‘I’m getting a drive. I need Bevving.’

‘Beverage incoming,’ had come the reply.

That morning they’d gone through a routine first put into place the previous season, when HH had been running Ellie in FP1 sessions at Spa and Monza, fulfilling their obligations to develop new drivers. Bev had appeared at her hotel room armed with a morning coffee, a smile, and a can-do attitude and they’d gone for a short run. Afterwards, Ellie had changed into her morning uniform of team polo and cargo pants and Bev into her HH jumpsuit. In the hotel breakfast room, the pair of them had sat and tried to listen in on the chat from the American Montrose overnight crew, who were enjoying champagne with their breakfast prior to hitting the hay ready for the next shift.

Breakfast over, and with an overheard intel score of precisely zero, they’d piled into a waiting SUV for the drive to the circuit.

There, Ellie had gone into a strategy meeting with the engineers. Tyre wear, brake temperatures, telemetry.

‘We’re focusing on high-fuel runs after lunch,’ announced Leo, the chief engineer. Leo was posh, highly strung and almost too thin for comfort – a direct contrast to Ellie’s race engineer, Vic, who was very London, almost barrow boy, and liked a bacon sandwich or four.

‘Ellie, we’ll need consistent laps, nothing fancy,’ Leo had said, looking his usual intense self. ‘After that, we’ll adjust the set-up for soft tyres and shorter stints.’

She’d nodded, knowing what lay ahead: precision, patience, and a feedback loop of engineers tinkering, adjusting, and then tinkering again. One thing she knew not to do was whinge about the waiting involved.

People should be like cars: high speed, low drag.

Which was one of her dad’s sayings. And nobody knew Formula One like Harry Harrier.

After the pep talk Ellie could finally take a little time to herself, as was her pre-race custom. She had escaped to the rooftop, where she was now and where her thoughts had gone to the girls.

‘You done?’ called Bev as she stepped from the sliding glass doors of the restaurant, holding Ellie’s helmet. Bev had no idea why Ellie had wanted time on the terrace, but since it didn’t interfere with the job of keeping her in peak condition for the drive, she didn’t especially care.

Ellie nodded, shoving her phone into her pocket.

‘Then it’s time to meet the sponsors.’ Bev stopped. ‘There’ll be questions about your dad. Are you up for that?’

Questions like, Why is Harry Harrier absent? Everyone knew Harry didn’t miss testing. Hell, Harry hadn’t missed testing since Moses was a boy.

‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,’ she said.

For a moment they simply remained on the terrace, enjoying the sound of the engines, a sound that to anyone schooled and steeped in the sport was like a choir of angels. Then Bev handed Ellie her helmet, they rolled their eyes at what they knew was an affectation purely for the benefit of the money men, and together descended the stairs to the paddock below.

Here, teams were arranged in a specific order based on the previous season’s Constructors’ Championship standings. At the far end, in the garage closest to race control and pit exit – and thus in the best strategic position – were Montrose; next to them, Nova, then Blackwood, and beside them HH Racing.

Having the best position in the pit lane was just one of the many benefits of success in F1. Awaiting the winning team was upwards of $140m in prize money, a queue of backers, and the pick of the drivers – all of which added up to a head start when it came to winning next time.

And for the poor dudes in tenth? More like $60m in prize money – barely enough to pay the coffee bill in F1 terms – money men stampeding in the opposite direction, and conversations about whether they could possibly bear the ignominy of Viagra sponsorship. The answer being, of course, even though it might be hard.

Then there was mid-table, where HH had been stuck for the past few seasons. A legacy team, HH still received a special slice of the prize pot from the FIA – less than before, but enough to keep the lights on. But a team that had once dominated, winning seven titles in the 1980s, and that had built its empire on genius engineers, star drivers, and state-of-the-art factories was always going to be expensive to run. Nostalgia didn’t pay the bills. When the trophies in the admittedly vast floor-to-ceiling cabinet had lost their lustre and there were no new ones to replace them; when the slice of the prize pot was in the tens rather than hundreds of millions; when the sponsors started making noises about their presence on the car being worth less, and the drivers wanted to go somewhere else – somewhere they might actually win something – well, that was mid-table for you.

Still, nobody entered the Formula One season expecting to lose, and the mood within HH was one of cautious optimism. The new car, the HP4-X, had shown promise on the simulator. There was talk of podiums. What’s more, the strong rumour in the paddock was that last season’s champions, Montrose, were struggling. What was the saying: it’s not enough to succeed; others must fail? It wasn’t just true for motorsport; it was a necessary element of victory.

The scene that greeted Ellie and Bev in the paddock was one of pure movement and industry. On their left, the garages; on their right, hospitality areas, the Lego-brick buildings that served as offices and control centres. Beyond, the motorhomes so loved by the drivers, each one a status symbol in its own right. And everywhere, giving the paddock its hive-like buzz, were the denizens of Formula One, moving to a soundtrack of pneumatic wheel guns, bursts of engine ignition, and the low drone of team chatter over radios: pit crew in helmets, engineers neck-braced by headsets, prowling camera crews, lucky backstage kids hunting for selfies, and harried clipboard-wielding women – most of them drowning in lanyards while speaking on the phone at the same time.

But her favourite part of the whole shebang was the smell. A scent that was its own language – rubber, hot oil, ozone. You didn’t breathe the air in the paddock. You absorbed it.

As they strolled along the rear of the garages, Ellie and Bev peeked inside rival teams, greeting familiar faces, some of whom had known Ellie since she was a kid and had seen her going through the choppier phases of her adolescence, always hoping she’d eventually sober up. She waved at David Kowalski, Stratus’s veteran, who once had a drive at HH and was a favourite of her father. They all called him just ‘Kowalski’, because it sounded cooler.

‘Hey, Kowalski,’ she said. Still sounded great.

‘Ellie,’ he called back, sidestepping two guys pulling a handcart weighed down with tyres. ‘Where’s the old man? I haven’t seen him yet.’

‘Oh, I’m sure he’ll make his presence felt,’ laughed Ellie, lying through her teeth.

As they moved on, Bev spoke from the corner of her mouth. ‘That was crossing the bridge, was it?’

‘What?’

‘If that’s the best you can do, I think you might want to prepare something before you get to the next bridge.’

‘Fair enough,’ she conceded.

On they went. More waves. Shouted greetings. Word had got round that she was driving in Jules’s place, so the well-wishing came thick and fast.

Her phone pinged. Toby – the team principal, Harry’s only son, and her stepbrother.

Official line is that Harry has the flu.

She showed it to Bev. ‘Problem solved. He’s got the flu.’

‘But Jules has got the flu.’

‘There you go. It’s going round.’

As they spoke and walked, they passed the garage of Old Iron, a new team who’d entered the sport three seasons ago, owned by the scrap-metal millionaire Mickey Brass. Old Iron was a strange paddock anomaly that didn’t seem to belong. Their boss, Mr Mickey Brass himself, had quickly gained a reputation for barging into other teams’ garages unannounced, as well as for making grand pronouncements on TV about how F1 needed shaking up – the implication being that he was the man to do it.

Regarding the barging, the FIA had had a word. The pronouncements had continued, though. At the same time, Old Iron results had begun to improve, as had the general demeanour of the team, who, while still revelling in their outsider status, had started behaving like they were here to win – or at least take the odd podium. Last season’s respectable seventh suggested they might not be entirely deluded on that score.

Ellie glanced into their garage now, seeing nobody she knew among the flight containers and garage frames, but catching a glimpse of the car. She thought of Harry and Hugo, both particularly scathing of Mickey Brass. Think what you want, gents, she thought; chances are Old Iron should not be underestimated.

By now, she and Bev had reached the meet-and-greet. All the main teams hosted these sponsor events, less opulent than race-day but still dripping with gloss. Like most events in F1, it was attended by money men who wanted to meet race drivers, Alistair and Jules in the case of HH. However, Ellie’s surname and profile made her a draw, which was why she was often called upon for BAH duties.

As they approached, she cast a critical eye over the area. This consisted of a large trailer, awning and a quaint fenced-off area. It looked sumptuous, and even at this distance she could see the champagne in full flow. She wasn’t privy to the inner financial workings of HH, but if HH had tightened belts in the off-season, the hospitality department hadn’t got the memo. They walked in, no credentials necessary, and the enclosure seemed to readjust to their presence.

‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ she said, owning her nerves as she greeted the first sponsor with a moist handshake. ‘High-pressure day.’

The guy, a representative from a watch manufacturer, didn’t seem to care. He offered her a good luck for the upcoming drive but was more interested in asking after Harry, her . . .

‘Dad,’ she finished for him. ‘I call him that.’

‘Of course,’ said the sponsor, colouring. That weird awkwardness that always seemed to appear around the fact that she was adopted. ‘Is he here?’

‘Sadly not. He seems to be struck down by the same thing as Jules.’

‘Oh.’ His face fell.

Before she could reply, a figure swept in, smooth and unhurried.

Sanjeev Sankey, known to everyone as Sanj, had materialised at her side with perfect timing. HH Racing’s longtime Communications Director, he was as crisply dressed as ever, all tailored linen and pocket-square confidence. There was something truly calming about him – like a long bath, or a stiff drink after a crisis.

He offered a gracious smile, already steering the conversation away from awkwardness.

‘So good of you to join us, Ellie,’ he said. ‘We needn’t take up too much of your time. Big day for you, I know.’

She gave him a sidelong glance. ‘Looking smooth, Sanj. Hope you’re in name-supplying mode.’

‘As always.’

Sure enough, he introduced her to various figures with whom she had to make nice. Talk was of Harry, the day ahead, how competitive HH would be during the coming season.

And it was fine. No problem. A hangover from her tabloid-friendly wild-child era was an ability to charm the birds out of the trees. The same skill she’d once used on doormen, concierges, suitors and drug dealers came in handy in the commercial world of Formula One. The art and craft of BAH.

The guests kept quaffing champagne, it being gone midday. As she mingled, she glanced to the far side of the enclosure and saw Toby, holding court. Next to him, Hugo, the other H in HH Racing. Hugo, was tall, almost freakishly so, and Ellie wondered if Toby felt a little overshadowed: shorter, with the beginnings of a premature bald patch, and despite being team principal, very much in the shadow of his father’s business partner. Still, at least there was no sign of his mother, Paloma. She was Harry’s fiery ex-wife and officially ‘Team Ambassador’, a role she had won in the divorce. Her control of Toby was matched only by her loathing for Ellie. No doubt she was around somewhere.

The bubbly sparkled temptingly, and Ellie was about to request a fizzy water when one was pressed into her hand. ‘You look like you could do with this.’

It was Alistair.

And just seeing him was a soothing balm for the soul.

Alistair Adams. After a childhood in Scotland, his family had relocated to Big Sur, California. As a result, he was the ultimate mix of Scot and Californian: accent like a lazy Sunday afternoon and a demeanour dripping with easy, lived-in confidence. Add to that, his tousled hair, a permanent three o’clock shadow – these days flecked with grey – and a smile built for mischief. No doubt about it, he definitely looked the part.

However, what distinguished him from the rest of the team was that, apart from Harry, he was the first one who’d spoken to Ellie like a professional driver – not just the boss’s slightly wayward daughter. He’d taken her sim feedback seriously, walked her through tyre data without condescension. And he did it with a casual sincerity not forced or performative – just an earnestness that was disarming and reassuring in equal measure.

Alistair had joined the team two seasons ago and, as was the HH way, had been introduced with a staff meeting on the factory floor in Kent. Ellie had stood there with Bev, necks craned to look up at the mezzanine where the bigwigs stood, and when Alistair was ushered forward, Bev had whispered, ‘Have him washed and brought to my tent.’

Ellie hadn’t seen him like that. She’d said as much to Bev, who’d looked at her like she was mad. But it was the truth. The season before joining HH, Alistair had won the World Championship with Montrose. He had a reputation as a wet-weather specialist, with almost uncanny levels of anticipation, and – Ellie had seen the data – his reaction times were off the charts.

He was good-looking. Mama Adams didn’t raise no ugly bug. But Ellie saw the results and the data. She saw the driver, not the cover star.

As it would turn out, the feeling was mutual.

Master and apprentice. Mentor and protégé. Teacher and pupil. He was the big brother Ellie could never find in Toby. But most of all, he was her best mate – even more so now that she was stepping out from under his wing, proving herself in the simulator and, soon, in the car.

Best mate, usually.

But not today, because having spent a moment being soothed by his mere presence, she remembered herself.

‘We need to talk,’ she hissed, and as their chaperones melted into the background, she steered him towards a quiet corner where, framed by HH Racing’s quintessentially English branding, stood a white picket fence and a neatly potted Home Counties conifer.

‘Everything all right?’ said Alistair, seemingly taken aback.

‘Al, did you give my number to a reporter?’

‘Oh God.’ Alistair pulled a face. ‘I am sorry. I am so sorry. He wasn’t supposed to jump the gun like that.’

‘What do you mean? What gun?’

‘I told him to wait,’ insisted Alistair, ‘that I needed to speak to you first.’

She glanced to her right and saw guests averting their eyes. ‘Speak to me about what?’

His eyes darted. ‘There’s something I need to show you.’

‘Go on then. No time like the present.’

He shook his head. ‘It’s back at base.’

‘Al, come on,’ Ellie muttered impatiently. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘You’ll see,’ he insisted. ‘But not here. Too delicate. Too important.’

At that moment, Sanj appeared to herd them back to the sponsors. ‘Look, don’t give my number out again,’ she hissed to Alistair, knowing even as she walked away to work the enclosure that she’d forgive him.

That was the thing. He got under your skin, not by being loud or brilliant or magnetic – though he was prone to being at least two of those three – but by being quietly decent. One of the few who didn’t treat the whole thing like a circus. Alistair made her feel like she had a place.

She was mad at him then, but she wouldn’t stay mad for long.
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A lunch of chicken breast, quinoa, and dark greens was the calm before the storm. Bev cracked wise but Ellie barely heard, thoughts elsewhere.

‘Nervous?’ Bev asked, handing her a bottle of water.

‘Excited,’ she corrected.

After, she changed into her gear: fireproof long johns, top, and a suit covered in sponsor logos. She zipped it halfway, pulled on her boots, and made her way to the massage room where Bev waited. Their Beyoncé playlist blared from a Bluetooth speaker. Big, empowering, go-get-’em-girl anthems personally curated by Bev.

Warm-up and stretches completed, they made their entrance in the HH garage. There, behind the closed shutter that screened them from the pit lane, engineers in headsets swarmed the HP4, adjusting, calibrating, fine-tuning. It gleamed beneath the lights, sleek and resplendent in the HH racing green.

But was it her imagination, or were there more bodies than usual in the garage? Most were familiar faces, guys she knew well, some for years. Among them were several unfamiliar faces, too. Towards the back of the garage, she spotted a mechanic who seemed to be watching her. He caught her looking and turned his head, revealing a chain tattoo that crept up from the collar of his team polo shirt to behind his ear.

‘Ready?’ asked Leo, the chief engineer.

‘Sure.’

Leo, rarely her point of contact – Vic, her race engineer, handled that – had studied the data. ‘Jules prefers a planted rear end,’ he said in public school tones. ‘You like it loose and lively – so that’s what you’ve got. Providing you catch the slides, it should be right up your street. You like braking late. Steering’s set up for that.’

‘Great.’

‘You know the circuit. Done it in the sim. It’s got a bit of everything. Should suit you fine.’

She nodded.

‘This is about handling feedback and data retrieval, not lap times,’ he added, pushing his glasses up his nose.

She nodded. Yeah, yeah.

‘Vic will talk you through lap calls, tell you what we need.’

For a second she almost felt sorry for Vic. Did they really think she was going to take it easy? If they’d put their founder, Harry Harrier, in a new-season car, say, forty years ago, and told him to take it easy, would he have complied?

Even so, she nodded and collected her gear: earplugs that doubled as radios and G-force sensors, balaclava and gloves. Wired up, her helmet went on and she was insulated from the activity of the garage, the process of transforming herself into an extension of the car almost complete.

This was the part no one really understood – not the engineers, not the press, maybe not even Bev: that this wasn’t just a job, or even a dream. It was reclamation. Each time she got behind the wheel she was proving a point to the team, to Harry, even to herself.

Sim sessions, meet-and-greets, even the title of ‘development driver’ – they were all placeholders. But this? This was real. And if she couldn’t turn real into a full-time race seat, then what the hell had any of it been for?

She slid into the cockpit, adjusting herself against the airbox on the way in. There were those who insisted on climbing in from the same side each time. Not Ellie. Her superstition was that she didn’t have superstitions, because one thing she knew: life was random. So was death.

She settled in, the seat a snug cocoon, moulded to her exact shape, another Jules-to-Ellie miracle pulled off overnight. Mechanics strapped her in. The six-point harness clicked into place. Headrest locked into position. The steering wheel slotted in next. Last came her gloves.

The car roared to life, the noise of it blasting around the walls of the garage, a deafening symphony that obliterated thought. For a moment, Ellie closed her eyes to better feel its vibrations. Peace was what she felt. Dark thoughts of the past faded, and in the chaos of sound, she found stillness.

The pit shutter rolled up, bright sunlight spilling into the garage. Ahead lay the pit lane and beyond it, the Circuit de Catalunya – all crisp lines and promise. Barcelona.

‘Go,’ came Vic’s voice over the radio.

Ellie eased out, the pit-lane limiter holding her at a steady 80 km/h. She snapped down her visor. Her world narrowed.

The sim came close – in layout, response, even G-force approximation – but it could never match this. The weight of the machine, the rawness of the grip, the knowledge that any mistake had consequences beyond a restart. Ellie had missed this.

Given the all-clear, she swung out of the pit lane and onto the track. It was time.

Testing laps tended not to be high on adrenalised thrills and glamour. Sure enough, Ellie’s first stint was on high fuel, making the car heavy and unresponsive. As she took it easy on the circuit, slaloming at first to warm the tyres, she tuned in to every bump, every quirk of the set-up, not losing sight of her canary in a coal mine status. Not yet anyway.

Turn by turn, she relayed feedback over the radio: understeer in turn three, rear instability in high-speed corners, a faint vibration in the left front tyre. Each sector was checked for telemetry data.

‘Clear in turn six?’ asked Vic.

‘Clear,’ Ellie replied. As the laps racked up, she began to feel the rhythm of the car. She’d liked it in the sim, but at the end of the day the sim was a glorified videogame. This was the real world, and in the real world the car felt good – better than back at the factory, better than she’d expected. Maybe even . . .

Competitive?

Dragging off her helmet she caught the eye of Sir Ian Masters, the team’s Chief Technical Officer. He’d be expecting a full debrief later; in the meantime, however, she bowed to him and watched him blush in response. ‘My compliments to the chef,’ she said, and his blush deepened. Fair play. He and his team had done a wonderful job. The envy she already felt for Alistair and Jules went up a notch.

As she made her way out of the garage, she glanced over to where a different set of mechanics worked on Alistair’s car and briefly saw the guy with the chain tattoo again as he ducked down behind a wheel. Wonder if Bev knows who that guy is?

Afternoon. Lighter fuel, fresh tyres. The car danced on the edge – nimble, demanding. Ellie grinned. This was it. As she opened it up, Vic’s voice faded into the background and instructions became white noise. By now her focus was absolute. She felt alive, at peace, at home. And as she took the laps the speed crept up.

Ahead of her was Alistair. He’d been taking things easier. In testing conditions an overtake was strictly forbidden, but even so, she could push him. She sneaked up on his tail.

Crackle in her ear. Vic was already cheesed off with her, she could tell. ‘Caution, Ellie, maintain distance . . .’

Alistair, aware of her in his mirrors, increased his speed, just a little, enough to act as an invitation. No, she wasn’t going to overtake him, but the competitor in her needed to let him know that she could, if she wanted to. Maybe.

She gave it a little more throttle.

‘Old lead foot.’ That was what Harry used to say, teaching her. Not teaching her to drive – that was something she’d done almost instinctively the second she clambered into the old Ford Escort they called ‘The Nail’.

No, teaching her to race, because as she feathered the throttle again, she knew she wasn’t here to play nice. She wanted them to know what a mistake it would be to put her back on the bench.

The gap between her and Alistair closed. She saw him raise a hand, giving her the V sign, and grinned in her helmet. She wondered what he felt, up ahead, with her in his mirrors, and she hoped it was pride.

And then it happened.

She would run the moment over in her mind, again and again, as though combing internal footage for clues, trying to make sense of what had happened, whether she had a part to play, if there was anything she could have done.

And when she reviewed that footage, she saw the upraised fingers. She could swear she caught a flash of teeth too – a grin, just visible inside his helmet – though she wondered if that was just her imagination playing tricks on her, wanting that image of Alistair to be the last memory she had of him.

What was certain was this: coming out of turn nine, Ellie saw a flicker. A glint – something sharp from beneath Alistair’s rear wing, like a signal. Then, in an instant, his car bucked, rear snapping sideways with a violence that suggested a failure rather than a mistake.

Her instincts fired. She lifted, braked, turned. Too late.

The back end of her car let go.

And then she was spinning – no traction, no time to correct, only the sickening sensation of momentum turning against her. She felt the half-lift oversteer before she understood it, her rear overtaking her front as the barriers rushed to meet her. It wasn’t slow motion, not really, but everything lost its edges. Noise became vibration. Vision narrowed.

The yellow Pirelli hoardings came up fast. A blur, then impact. The sound was sudden and brutal, the kind of noise that snapped you out of your own thoughts. Her car shuddered violently, energy dispersing through crumpling metal and splintering carbon fibre. She was thrown forward, then whipped back, held fast by the harness. Rattled, but cushioned.

The car stopped. She was okay. A knock. A spin. No worse than that. She sat still for a beat, breath high in her chest, waiting for her heart to catch up.

But up ahead, it wasn’t over. Alistair’s car had gone in hard. He’d been accelerating, and when his rear had broken away, he hadn’t caught it. Couldn’t. His car had slalomed uncontrollably into the run-off and hit the barriers at speed. A sickening, direct hit.

It was smoking.

She blinked, unfastened one release strap, then another. The radio crackled but she wasn’t hearing it. Instead her eyes stayed locked on Alistair’s wreck. She saw movement. A twitch, a shift. Him. Still in there.

The smoke deepened. Thick and black and churning.

And then the fire. It erupted low, at the base of the car, flames licking up and over the sidepods. She saw him moving. Trapped, yes, but struggling, trying to get out. She could see the panic in every flailing movement, and she started screaming.

‘Al!’

It was instinctive. Pointless. Useless. But she kept screaming his name, over and over.

‘AL! AL!’

As she scrambled out of her own car, she saw the flames climb higher. She saw his helmet tilt, his arms brace, his body strain against the heat. And still she shouted for him, though the fire was already claiming everything it touched. The cockpit was a furnace. The marshals were running, but the heat forced them back.

Ellie didn’t feel the tears on her cheeks, didn’t hear her own breath catching. She watched as the flames enveloped the car, and inside it, the outline of her friend disappeared.

He had told her once – quietly, seriously, when they were alone – that it was the only thing that truly scared him. Not speed. Not the walls. Not even the long recovery of a broken body.

‘The fire,’ he’d told her once. ‘It’s the worst way to go. The most painful way to die. That’s the one none of us want.’

And oh God the pain he must have been in.

She could do nothing but stand there, helpless, as the smoke rose from the place where he had been.
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In the paddock, the stench of the smash hung in the air and filled her nostrils. The smell of burning fuel and melted plastic. The heavy, choking reek of scorched rubber and overheated structural components.

And something else. A scent less familiar. Like burnt pork.

Trackside was a riot of noise and confusion, the pit lane a moment frozen in time, a queue of abandoned billion-dollar machines. But in the paddock a horrified stillness had settled on the teams as staff and crew looked at one another but said nothing, as though the entire backstage was observing an unofficial silence in honour of the fallen. A world that two hours ago had been the very epitome of high-tech corporate glamour now felt warped and wrong and transformed into a place of death.

Alistair’s death.

It was like some internal button had flipped, and the volume was suddenly mute. She didn’t know how or what to process, saying, ‘I’m okay,’ over and over, needing to stay but wanting to run so that it was almost a relief when her phone went and it was Harry.

‘Ellie, are you all right?’

Harry’s first words on the phone.

What she wanted to say was ‘No, I’m not all right,’ but stopped herself. She wasn’t this helpless flower. That wasn’t what he needed.

‘I’m all right. Not a scratch. But . . . Alistair . . .’

‘What happened, Ellie?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘He – he’d taken the corner. He lost it on the straight.’ She glanced around, lowered her voice. ‘But I saw something. I saw a flash.’

‘Something grounding?’

‘Maybe. Maybe something else. Just . . . I saw a flash, then he lost the back end, and it caught fire.’

‘Okay, well, let’s not jump the gun.’

‘What do you mean “Let’s not jump the gun,”? I know what I saw.’

‘Take a breath, Ellie. I mean, let’s not second-guess the telemetry before they pull it.’

She put a hand to her forehead. ‘Oh God, I was pushing him. He wouldn’t have been so quick if I hadn’t been pushing . . .’

‘You didn’t pass?’

‘No, it wasn’t like that. I was just filling his mirrors. It was more, you know, mind games. Racing stuff.’

His voice was resolute and reassuring when he replied. ‘Ells, you’re a racer. So was he. What happened is not your fault, do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ she managed with a faltering voice.

At the other end of the line, Harry took a deep breath. ‘Okay, Ellie, I want you on the PJ now.’

It took her by surprise. The Harrier private jet was for family use but tended to be claimed mostly by Hugo, Toby, and Harry’s ex-wife, Paloma. Ellie, by contrast, had flown commercial to get here, and if she took the jet now, it was bound to ruffle a few feathers.

‘Just do it,’ insisted Harry. ‘Jump on the PJ, get home and send it back for them. They’ll barely know it’s gone. I want you back here, Ellie. I want you at Bloodthorne.’

Bloodthorne Hall near Brands Hatch in Sevenoaks. The Harrier family seat. And though she now lived in her own flat in Battersea Power Station, Bloodthorne was still home.

‘I’ll be there, Old Man. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’
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Ellie had learned a thing or two in rehab, like how the big stuff takes time to land. That’s how she knew what was in the post. The grief. The shock of the accident. The reality of no more Alistair in the world, her world, no shoulder to cry on, no port in a storm, no voice of reason when the world lost its mind, no steady hand when the pressure peaked. The feeling of having lost him.

Bev, yes. Her best friend, no doubt. But she and Alistair had that driving brotherhood. That bond forged in . . .

She almost thought fire.

No – forged in laps and data and sweat. In the quiet certainty that he believed in her, even when others didn’t. In her own unshakeable belief that he still had one more trophy in him, one more season before time ran out.

And yet, for all that – let’s call it what it was – love, all she’d given him the last time they met was irritation.

What did you have to show me ‘back at base’, Al? And where exactly is ‘base’?

Another regret: giving the journalist such short shrift. She scrolled through her phone, unblocked his number and dialled him, wishing she’d asked his name.

Alistair told me you might talk.

About what? It hadn’t felt like a pitch for a puff piece. There’d been a tension to it. An urgency. Like he knew something and was baiting the hook.

The phone rang and went to voicemail. ‘The person you have called is not available. Please leave a message after this tone.’

‘Hi, it’s Ellie Harrier. Obviously, things have taken a terrible turn, so I think the best thing might be for you and me to have a chat. You’ve got my number; give me a call back or drop me a text as soon as you can.’

She tried again before boarding the private jet. By then, her phone was buzzing with so many texts and voicemails it was almost a relief to switch it off and take her seat.

She and Bev were the only two passengers. As they sat awaiting take-off, Ellie tried not to think how much she wanted a drink, just one, to blunt the horror of the day. But here’s something else she’d learned in rehab: addicts would use any excuse to drink or use. Celebrating, commiserating, feeling lonely, enjoying company. HALT was the acronym – hungry, angry, lonely, tired – to which you could add happy, sad, bored, stressed, nostalgic . . .

In other words, it was not the occasion; it was the alcohol.

Instead she sipped sparkling water and stared out of the window. Opposite, Bev looked up from her phone. ‘Penny for your thoughts.’

‘Just trying to get my head round it. Him . . . going like that.’

She was pushing him. Filling his mirrors.

You’re a racer.

Even so.

Bev nodded sadly. ‘You know, don’t you, that at some point it’s going to hit you. I mean really hit you. And when it does, you’ll probably need counselling.’

‘Well, okay, I’ll do some more bridge crossing when I come to it.’

‘Sure,’ said Bev, ashen-faced. And for a while the two of them sat in shellshocked silence.

‘Tell me something,’ said Bev at last.

‘Go on.’

‘How do you race after an accident like that? How do you get back in the driving seat?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, after a pause. ‘It’s like . . . if you think too much, you’re done. The trick is not to forget, but to let the fear sit in the backseat. You keep driving because stopping means letting it win. And if it wins, you lose.’

Bev nodded again, ‘So what happens now?’

‘There’ll be an investigation.’

‘I mean, to the team?’

Ellie looked at her, not wanting to think about it and certainly not wanting to talk about it. ‘I don’t know. I . . . I don’t know.’ She turned to the window, just as something occurred to her. ‘Hey, did you see a guy in the garage, a new bloke?’

‘I don’t go in the garage if I can help it. What did he look like?’

‘He had a tattoo of a chain on his neck.’

‘Oh, yeah, I know the one. That’s Link. His name is something Park so they called him Linkin, which became Link, and I suppose the chain’s some kind of reference to that.’

‘Is he new?’

‘No, but he doesn’t usually travel. He works in Building Three.’

Building Three. The words had an impact on Ellie but she didn’t let it show.

‘No idea why he’d be in Barcelona,’ added Bev. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘Nothing really. Just curious.’

As they lapsed once again into silence, Ellie forced herself to think. What did she know about F1 crashes? Firstly, that serious accidents were rare; fatal ones, even rarer. And fires? Forget about it. Safety innovations over the past few decades – the halo, fireproof suits, endless simulations – had made death in a burning F1 car almost unthinkable.

Of course, crashes still happened. Mechanical failure. Driver error. Tyres blowing at two hundred miles per hour. She’d seen enough wrecks – some up close – to know how thin the line was between precision and catastrophe. But a blaze like this?

It took a perfect storm – high-speed impact, structural failure, fuel ignition – to breach the Kevlar-reinforced cells and carbon fibre tanks. Cars simply didn’t just burst into flames anymore.

And yet Alistair was dead. Burned to death.

The unthinkable had happened. But she knew the unthinkable shouldn’t have happened – wouldn’t have happened – not without something extraordinary going wrong.

And she had seen it – a flash, not just the kind that came with a lock-up or bodywork scraping asphalt. Her gut said it wasn’t right. But her gut had been wrong before.

She closed her eyes. Focus.

The telemetry. The ECU and ADR. That was where the answers would be. Everything Alistair had done – his speed, his braking force, his steering inputs – would be recorded in detail. And if something had failed – if the brakes had locked, say, or if the fuel line had ruptured – it would be in the data, and both the team and the FIA would be all over it already.

Would they though?

Did she have reasons to think differently? There was the mysterious conversation with Alistair at the meet-and-greet. There was the journalist who wanted to talk to her and then had gone quiet. There were the circumstances of his crash. On a straight. The flash she’d seen.

The cabin lights dimmed as the plane began its descent.

Come on, don’t jump to conclusions, Ellie, she told herself.

Because the conclusion might be that Alistair’s death was no accident.
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They touched down as the evening was drawing in. Ellie had seen Bev into a cab and then waited for her own car to arrive. The meet-and-greet guy wanted to talk, to say how sorry he was to hear about Alistair, but she was in no mood, so she just thanked him, hoping he’d understand, and climbed in.

She drove a red Alfa Romeo Giulietta Spider, the kind of car that looked like it should be driven by Audrey Hepburn along the Amalfi Coast, some kind of headscarf involved, perhaps in yellow. It was why she loved the car, and also because it reminded her of Tara, who as a fellow Hepburnite had been green with envy, even though she’d never even taken a lesson, let alone passed her test.

Reaching home, Ellie guided it down the narrow ramp into the underground garage at Battersea Power Station, reversed into her reserved spot on the first basement level, and for a moment stayed where she was, hands on the wheel.

She looked out into the car park where some of the vehicles were covered by dustsheets but most sat reflecting the low strip lights. Above her were the Power Station apartments, one of which she called home. There she could lock the door, draw the blinds, pour a soft drink and try to find her peace before next morning’s drive to Sevenoaks and a meeting with Harry.

She grabbed the overnight bag from the passenger seat and squeezed out of the car. The level was quiet. The only sound the ticking of the Alfa’s cooling engine.

Something else, too. Muffled voices coming from not far away. Her mind went back to the lost years, five or six years ago, when two guys she’d been seeing, both of them semi-famous, got into a fight at the opening of a restaurant on the Marylebone Road. The following day, the press had turned up at the Mayfair flat she shared with Tara, and the sound of them, dishing out fags and swapping war stories, was exactly what she heard now. Call it the sound of tabloid journalism.

Heart sinking, she went back towards the entrance ramp, almost on tiptoe despite herself. Emerging cautiously from the garage, she shielded her face with the brim of her cap and kept to the shadowed edges of the driveway.

They were screened from the ramp, which was why she hadn’t seen them on the way in, but sure enough, there they were: media vans, cameras, journalists clustered near the glass-fronted lobby of her building. It had been mild in Barcelona, but not here. Their breath plumed in the cold February air as they chatted and laughed.

Great. Brilliant. Not only did they know where she lived, but they’d decided that she was a part of the story. Enough to stake her out.

Heading back into the shadows of the garage, she tried to keep things in perspective. All she had to do was cross to the lift and get to her floor. In the womb of her flat she could close her mind to the paps outside.

Her phone buzzed. A WhatsApp from Simon across the corridor.

Hey, E. Heads up that I had reporters at my door. Not sure how they even got in the building. [image: ] .

Ach.

It buzzed again.

Not angry at you, btw. Just them and the situation.

She wrote back to say sorry, and that she didn’t plan on coming back, and then returned to her car, tossed her bag into the passenger seat and left the car park.

She had an idea where to go: Clerkenwell, the flat kept as a pied-à-terre for driving staff. Jules Escoffier, based in Monte Carlo, never used it, neither did Camilo Trungelliti, the Argentine driver who, like her, was in Test & Development but was pushing for a race seat. That left her – though she lived in Battersea and had little need of one – and Alistair, who lived far enough away in Sevenoaks that a pied-à-terre in London was handy, so he’d used it the most.

Actually, she remembered, as she parked and made her way to the building, there’d been a time when the residents of the Power Station apartments had been evacuated for . . . what? A fire alarm? Bomb scare? Something like that. And rather than freeze in the cold and make small talk with the likes of Simon, she’d decided to make use of the Clerkenwell flat.

Getting there, she’d found Alistair already in residence. They were already best mates by then, any awkwardness laughed away. Had there ever been the potential for Anything To Happen, that would have been it. But it hadn’t. Because it was never like that, despite what they said in When Harry Met Sally, despite Ellie’s chequered history, Alistair’s good looks, the bottle of wine he’d laid into that night, and the laughs they’d had . . .

She stopped suddenly, hand at her throat, choking up at the memory.

The building was the kind accessed by an old iron-gate lift, and heading there, she couldn’t shake the sense that Alistair had been on to something – something important enough to want to show her in private. And if there was a clue, a document, a device – whatever it was he wanted to show her – chances were the flat was the likeliest place he’d have stashed it.

Either way, the least she could do was to find out. She owed him that.

That and so much more.

The motion-activated light in the entrance hall flickered on as she stepped inside. The lift awaited. Its polished frame gleamed under the fluorescent glare. Having never liked the thing anyway – too clunky and noisy – Ellie ignored it, took the stairs to the first floor and let herself in.

The door clicked shut behind her, and she took stock. The flat was spacious, with floor-to-ceiling windows, beautiful lighting and tasteful furniture. And with Alistair’s guilty pleasure being scented candles, it always smelled nice.

Except . . . tonight it smelled different. In fact, there was something overall a bit ‘off’ about the place.

Senses suddenly alert, she moved along the corridor, glanced into the bedroom and saw a state of upheaval, which was unlike Alistair, who’d been practically OCD in his neatness. When she pushed at the bathroom door it caught on something. Jars and tubes were spilled across the black-and-white tiles.

She reached into her cargo pants and pulled out her phone, but as she moved into the lounge, she found the room in the same disarray. On the left was a galley kitchen, a rectangle of light spilling out of the open door.

She paused just short of the threshold. Her breath caught in her throat – not fear exactly, but an alertness pulled tight around her ribs. The air felt too still.

Someone was here.

Her hand trembled as she lifted her phone. Just then, the rectangle of light shifted, and a figure filled the doorway.
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Before she could get a good look at him, he spun around and when he turned back, his features were hidden behind a balaclava. At the same time, Ellie tensed, indignation, anger, the surreal feeling of is this really happening? crowding in on her.

But, most of all, fear.

‘Who are you?’ she said, her voice steadier than she felt. ‘What do you want?’

The intruder said nothing. He shifted his weight, a predator sizing up his prey.

Ellie stood her ground.

‘You’ve got five seconds to explain yourself before I call the police.’ She raised the phone.

The guy didn’t move, as though considering her words. And then he spoke, low and muffled through the fabric. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said simply, and took a step towards her.

Growing up, Ellie had been one of those kids who tried out a whole bunch of activities. Driving was what stuck, but before that, she’d run the gamut: horse-riding, rollerblading, gymnastics and kickboxing.

She’d been good at kickboxing. ‘Kickbutting’ she’d called it, and she’d kept it up well into her early teens, even after the racing bug had bitten, practising the moves as she progressed through the belts, alchemising them from taught motions into muscle memory.

It came to her now, and she summoned calm like it was a trusty servant awaiting her command – a calm honed in the driving seat, on circuits and in the simulator. The ability to override the fight-or-flight mechanism and be a better version of herself. Ellie 2.0.

She dropped into a kickboxing stance, ready to meet him, her knees bent, fists raised, weight balanced.

He prowled towards her, and as he did so, he laughed, which pissed her off, so she hopped back, found her centre, pivoted on her right and struck with her left, catching him on the elbow which he raised reflexively. She cursed herself; it was a well-aimed strike but she hadn’t put enough power in it, gone too easy on him. She pulled back the striking leg, planted it, found her balance again and protected her face with her fist as in response he swung a fist and made contact with her forearm. She struck out again and caught him on the jaw, enjoying the surprise in his eyes.

‘Game on,’ he said, and she didn’t like that. She tried another kick, was blocked, and then crouched, this time in an attempt to take his legs from beneath him, but she’d tried to be too slick and was punished for it. Quick enough to see what she was doing, he lashed out with a foot, a football hooligan, boot-boy kick that connected and took the wind out of her, sending her stumbling back clutching her ribs.

Sensing blood in the water, he came forward. Hurt and off-balance, she swung her fist in a clumsy arc, to stop him rather than hurt him, but he dodged easily, his gloved hand catching her wrist, twisting it. The pain that shot up her arm made her cry out, but she used it, jerking her elbow into his face and sending him back, allowing her to twist free and stay on her feet.

She backed up. Her calf hit the coffee table, jolting her. He used the moment to rush at her, shoving her back. She fell, landing heavily on the table, the glass top shattering around her, spilling glasses and a bottle. She tried to rise, but the intruder lashed out with his boot, sending her back to the floor, dazed.

But she wasn’t done yet. Her eyes went to a wine bottle on the floor, and heedless of the smashed coffee table, she rolled, grabbed it and pulled herself to her haunches in one painful, but she had to admit, pretty fluid movement.

‘Get out,’ she spat, wielding the bottle like a club. In films they smashed it for a jagged edge but she didn’t dare try that and either way, even whole the bottle had the desired effect. Maybe the guy was just enough scared or maybe he’d decided she was more trouble than she was worth, either way he hesitated. His eyes darted to a rucksack she hadn’t noticed before. He took a stride to it, slapped the top flap over what looked like a laptop, scooped it up and went for the door, which slammed shut behind him.

Ellie put the bottle down and with a crunch of broken glass dragged herself to her feet and then slumped into the sofa. Her breathing was shallow, her limbs heavy. Everything felt terribly surreal. Waves of emotion washed over her: shock, fear, anger, violation. The sick feeling of a truly lucky escape. With it came tears, a sudden attack of the shakes that she fought to control.

She dealt with it. Recognised the feelings for what they were and rode them out.

Okay, now what?

Call the police?

That’s what she should do. That’s what she’d be screaming at the TV screen. But the cops would ask questions. Of course they would. And Harry had always been crystal clear: never involve the police if you can help it. Not when you carry a name like Harrier. Scandal clings. Questions multiply. Also, it didn’t feel like a burglary – not really. Yes, the laptop was gone, but nothing else. It wasn’t a burglary; it was a search.

Call Hugo? Toby? Harry?

No. For reasons she didn’t wish to interrogate right now. Nobody from the team. She wandered through the flat. Her eyes scanned the surfaces, the corners, the edges of the room. Her mind went back to Alistair at the meet-and-greet. Something he wanted her to see. Back at base.

Here?

Had the intruder been looking for it, too?

And if so, had he located it?

She searched. If Alistair had left something for her, either it wasn’t obvious, or her playmate had found it first. As she turned to leave, her gaze swept the kitchen one last time. Something caught her eye: a set of keys hung on a small hook by the door.

She slipped them off the hook, tucked them into her pocket and gave the flat one last glance. She saw mess. Not just the literal disarray, but a sense of having let herself down. It was a feeling she remembered from countless mornings-after, but had thought was a thing of the past. She shouldn’t have come here.

Ellie opened the door, stepped out into the hallway, and pulled it shut behind her.

Whatever Alistair had meant, whatever she apparently had to see, she wasn’t staying to figure it out.
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Ellie clocked the media at the gates of Bloodthorne before they saw her. She’d been expecting them, and she knew a back entrance.

Besides, she had business elsewhere first.

Fifteen minutes later, she turned onto the smooth driveway that curved toward the HH Racing headquarters. After about half a mile the trees lining the route gave way to a view of the floodlit complex, its three main buildings rising to the night sky. Building One – administration, PR, the business bit, affectionately known as Hugoville. Building Two – the nerve centre, engineering and design, where the real magic happened. They called it Harrytown.

And, of course, Building Three. That one didn’t have a nickname.

She stopped at the main gate. A window in the booth slid open.

‘Ms Harrier,’ said Jack, the night guy, HH through and through, part of the furniture. ‘What brings you here so late?’

‘Just grabbing something,’ she said, keeping it casual.

‘Fair enough.’ He tapped a few buttons on the gate controls. The gate rose. ‘Need anything, just holler.’

‘Thanks, Jack.’

She drove through, parked in her spot near the main entrance and once again cast her eyes over the beautifully designed buildings. As usual her gaze went to Building Three. As usual she felt a twinge of shame and regret.

She zipped up her bomber and walked quickly to the main entrance of Building One, used her card to swipe herself in and then approached reception where Lenny, another night guy – another HH fixture – looked up from his phone.

‘Ms Harrier,’ he said.

‘Good to see you, Lenny, just need something from my locker.’ And with a quick glance at the overcrowded floor-to-ceiling trophy cabinet – because she couldn’t help herself – she breezed past.

The air smelled faintly of floor polish and machine oil. The corridors curved ahead of her, dimly lit but perfectly clean, every detail a testament to the team’s obsession with precision.

She reached the door to the drivers’ lounge, swiped her key card again and stepped into a differently scented room. Top notes of rubber, a slight accent of sweat (not guilty), as well as a hint of disinfectant. The room was immaculate, as it always was, but the silence made it feel like a shrine.

She went to Alistair’s locker. She knew the code. Four zeroes, of course.

The door swung wide to reveal the contents: a helmet on the top shelf; below it, a folded racing suit; a stainless-steel travel cup to one side, its surface scuffed.

Ellie reached out, fingers brushing the cup. ‘That’s my lucky cup,’ he’d told her once, and she never did find out if he was taking the piss or not.

You could have done with it in Spain, Al.

A guilty thought of being on his tail, pushing him, assailed her. She quickly banished it.

She moved the travel cup to one side, to sift through the bottom shelf of the locker. A T-shirt that still smelled of
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