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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Munich, Germany

      

      The human shell that bears my name wears jeans, a little makeup, and a St. Louis Cardinals baseball cap. She feels hollow. Like her guts have been scooped out. The guts that made her take risks. The jittery stomach that made her puke before a race. The pulsing heart that made her fall in love. The delicate tissues that made her human. Made her real.

      It’s all been sucked out of her.

      Shutting my eyes, I listen to the sounds around me in the first-class departure lounge. A man speaks to his wife in German. He’s flying to Toronto on business and must be on the phone since he’s telling her when his plane is scheduled to leave. A mother scolds her child in a thick Irish accent for making a fuss over her drink. Other foreign accents echo around me as I stretch on this comfy leather couch that I found.

      The silk scarf covering my face lifts as my sister leans in to destroy my moment of nirvana.

      “Are you gonna be moody on the plane too?” Paige asks.

      “Yes.” I grab the scarf and place it back over my face.

      Paige lifts the scarf again. “Do you want a cookie? The walnut chocolate-chips are wicked.”

      “No.” I take it from her again. I don’t wanna talk. Eat. Or experience life. I want life to leave me alone for a while. Or better yet, forget that Samantha Sutton ever existed.

      Doesn’t Paige get the message? Do I have to spell everything⁠—

      Paige lifts the scarf. “Please stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’ll get through this. Everything will be mucho better. You’ll see.”

      A spark of rage throws me off the couch and into my sister’s face. “Shut up. You don’t know anything. My future is gone. I screwed up my entire life and I don’t need my baby sister acting like she knows what’s best for me because you don’t know crap. You’re useless to me right now. Do you understand? Useless. Go bother someone else with your condescending wisdom.”

      Paige wants to cry, but she somehow chokes off the tears. She stands and grabs her purse before finding her own corner of the lounge to sulk.

      Good. Now I’ll have some freaking peace.

      I lie down on the leather couch. Voices murmur around me. Fingers point. That loud argument with Paige draws attention to that eighteen-year-old girl on the couch. That girl who looks oddly familiar because she took off her stylish Italian scarf and her large designer sunglasses that disguised her identity.

      Crap.

      Please leave me alone. I don’t want to be her. I want to be a nameless traveler. A plain, uninteresting girl you would pass in the hallway without a second look.

      I throw on my sunglasses, hoping it will make me invisible again.

      Wrong.

      Their hushed voices start it off.

      “Is that the girl who…?”

      “Samantha Sutton. Yes, that’s her!”

      “How could she do that to her team?”

      “What a spoiled brat. Did you hear what she did?”

      “What an embarrassment to the sport.”

      “She’s a teen girl. What do you expect?”

      The first-class lounge becomes my court room. All the passengers self-appointed judges. I can’t look at them. But I can’t stare at the ceiling for another hour. Maybe if I sit here and be quiet, they’ll leave me alone.

      The voices go on and on as if I can’t hear all the awful things they’re saying about me.

      People take pictures. I ignore them and play a game on my phone.

      They stand up and approach me.

      I don’t look up or acknowledge them.

      Those people snap pictures anyway. Like I’m this inanimate object. Not a person with feelings. Or a girl who craves her privacy.

      A few ask questions. Normally I would answer and be that professional sports celebrity I’ve been in the past. But I’m too fragile now. If I talk about what’s happened this week, dig up all those horrible moments again, I’ll totally lose it. So I walk out of the first-class lounge…

      …and into a sea of media. They circle me like a pack of wolves and I’m trapped. They just won’t let the story die. Guess my location isn’t a secret now. Microphones and cameras aim for my head. It’s the quickest way to take me out. Their questions fly like spears…

      “What’s the real reason you skipped the German Grand Prix? Was it to get back at the team for not supporting you?”

      “Will Porsche sack you for embarrassing them?”

      “Did Ralf Wolert’s nephew break up with you because he found out you were pregnant?”

      “Was the pressure too much for you? Are you seeking professional counseling?”

      “Is this the end of your career in Europe? Will you try to race in America?”

      I can’t answer them. The mountain of crap that I’ve created is suffocating and I have no energy left to fight it.

      My cheeks become moist.

      Crap. I can’t start bawling. Not here. Not in front of the cameras.

      They want to break you. Reduce you to nothing. Don’t let them do it.

      The cameras move in to capture my face. The tears flow and I can’t stop. These reporters will get what they want. A pathetic little girl crying over the boy she loves.

      I wedge myself in between two reporters and push through. I dash across the terminal in this frantic state. Searching for an escape. Searching for anything that will keep them away.

      And they’re chasing me. Seriously. Chasing me across the whole freaking airport.

      I spot a women’s restroom and dash inside.

      Finding an empty stall, I slam the door shut and sit on the cold toilet seat. I relax for a second and rest my head against the wall. Then it rolls out like a tidal wave. I sob and the tears drip off my jaw. I drift forward. My wet cheek slides against the wall. The friction it makes is the only thing preventing me from collapsing on to the bathroom tiles.

      There’s a commotion as the restroom door opens. Things being moved around. It must be the mob. They won’t give up. They’re stuffing themselves into this bathroom. Excited that I’ve trapped myself inside this stall. They don’t care about decency. Or empathizing with the pain of a human being. All they care about is their story. Catching pictures of me in this helpless position would be the perfect image for their news feeds.

      The stall door opens.

      It’s Paige.

      She kneels down and wraps her arms around this hollow and broken girl who’s totally lost it. Paige rocks me back and forth like a child. But it does the job. It helps me find my voice.

      “I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to say,” I blubber through the tears. “I’m losing my mind.”

      “Don’t worry,” Paige says in this upbeat tone that I hated a few minutes ago…but I so need to hear now. “I blocked the door. No one’s coming in here.”

      “But they’re still out there. Waiting to pounce. I can’t—I can’t get on a plane now.” I sniff and my nose is clogged from crying. “Look at me. I’m a disaster. And everyone’s gonna stare at me on the plane for what…? Nine hours?”

      “We’ll charter a private jet home, okay? Megan will have a cow, but this is an emergency and we’re spending the money.”

      I manage a nod.

      Paige dives into her purse for a moist towelette and cleans my face. I sneeze and snot comes out my nose. Paige gives me a tissue and I blow into it. Paige gets rid of the tissues and my ball cap. She brushes my hair to make me look like a girl again.

      I breathe in and relax.

      Paige searches her purse and takes out a big cookie. “Here, I saved you one.”

      I take the cookie and examine its rocky surface of walnuts and serious chunks of chocolate. My mouth waters. “Are they really wicked?”

      “Dude! You won’t regret it. Now do the Cookie Monster on that bad boy while I call NetJets.”
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        * * *

      

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      Two days later

      

      The fields of our family farm glisten with dew as the morning sun begins its rise. The stifling humidity with its heavy thickness in the air winks towards another hot summer day in Oklahoma. But that’s why I got up early because it’s only seventy-two degrees. I run up the small rise that cushions our house and barn. My running shoes pound the gravel of our long driveway that snakes through the trees. The sound bouncing against their trunks. So nice and quiet out here. A good place to run. A good place to think. A good place to hate yourself in private.

      Benito Marcello’s words still linger in my brain. For a young woman to be successful in this sport, she must be twice as good as the men around her. Young men are not held to such standards to be accepted as a peer. But you are.

      I round a curve.

      My boss still preaches in my head. Think about the level of commitment you want to give me. Ask yourself if you can be twice as good as the man sitting next to you on the starting grid. When you know the answer to those questions, you can come back…if you still want to.

      I can’t believe Benito thinks I could walk away from all this. After everything I had to do to get into Formula One?

      I run along the wood fence and Bugs trots out of the barn and follows. No doubt he’s curious about what I’m up to, so I slow down to a walk and the horse does the same. I stop and lean against the fence. Bugs meanders up and nudges my shoulder, his way of asking whatcha doing?

      I stroke his long snout with its leather like skin that’s warm to the touch. Bugs doesn’t leave or beg for food. It’s like he can tell there’s something on my mind and he’s willing to lend an ear. So I do what any normal girl would do with her horse, I vent all my troubles to him for fifteen minutes.

      Bugs nudges the side of my cheek, letting me know he’s indulged me enough. Bugs wants all the attention on him now. I kiss his snout and climb over the fence to get inside the barn. I find the big brush and start on the horse’s thick neck. Bugs closes his eyes and enjoys the pampering like the true prima donna he is.

      I confess more of my misery to Bugs. I can’t help myself. Horses are much easier to talk to than people.

      Bugs sways his tail back and forth, casting no judgments on me as he listens.

      “I really screwed up, Bugs.” I go up on my toes to brush his back. “The crew. The team. The fans. Manny. I let down everyone.”

      Bugs turns his head around and blinks.

      “I’m the dumbest girl ever. Seriously, I suck.”

      “You’re many things. But dumb ain’t one of them.” Mom appears next to the fence, wearing her robe and cowgirl boots. I didn’t hear her come out of the house. Too much into myself, I guess. “Sounds like you’ve been holding back some details.”

      I sigh. “How long were you listening?”

      “Long enough. Did Mr. Wolert fire you?”

      “Not exactly. Benito demoted me and Mr. Wolert went along with it. I’m back to driver number three again.” I brush the horse’s long tail. “I let things slip bad, Mom. So bad I don’t know if I can fix the damage.”

      I finish brushing his tail and Bugs swishes it back and forth with approval.

      Mom thinks while she rubs the horse’s snout. Bugs eats up all this extra attention. “You don’t have to go back to Europe if you don’t want to. You could take a year off and think about what you want to do.” Mom brightens. “What about college? Lord knows you got enough money to go anywhere you want.”

      “College?”

      “Why not? You’re a smart girl. Always have been. Bet if you concentrated, you could earn a degree in anything you put your mind to. What about a master’s degree? Wouldn’t that be something? First one in the family to have a master’s degree from college. That sounds nice, doesn’t it?”

      Why would I want to go back to school after working so hard to leave it? Stressing out over exams and grades again? No, thank you. When a student gets a 4.0 grade average they don’t even get a trophy or a bottle of champagne. No one cheers for them. Colleges don’t give their students free Porsches to drive around in either. And a college campus doesn’t move around the world to exotic locations. College sounds boring.

      Great. Look at Mom’s face. The idea of me going to college is getting her high.

      “We could travel round the country and visit colleges,” Mom says. “Wouldn’t that be fun? You could even join a sorority. Would you like that?”

      I wish Mom would get this excited when I talked about racing.

      “I can’t quit. If I do, then I’d be letting down Dad. As if all he did for me was⁠—”

      The guilt catches in my throat.

      “Your dad wanted you to be happy,” Mom says. “And I want you to have a happy life too. But I also want you to be alive to enjoy it.”

      “Mom—”

      “I can’t stop worrying about you dying in one of those awful crashes.”

      “That’ll never happen to me.”

      “You already banged that car up three times this season.”

      “And I walked away from each one. Seriously, you shouldn’t worry.”

      “If you quit racing, I could sleep at night.”

      “C’mon. I’m too good of a driver to let myself die like that.”

      Mom searches my eyes. “Young lady, don’t make empty promises. The only way to save yourself from dying is to stay out of that racing car. Take this golden opportunity to see what else is out there for you. A smart young woman can be whatever she wants to be.”

      “Yes…and this is what I want to be. I love what I do. There’s only a handful of girls in the world who can race a car at this level and I’m one of them, Mom. I have a chance to do something a girl has never done. How can I give up on that?”

      

      Current Formula One Season as of July 2nd

      Eleven races completed.

      Eight races left in season.

      

      Drivers’ World Championship Leaders

      Emilio Ronaldo (Brazil) 51 points.

      Fernando Alvaro (Spain) 45 points.

      Jonathan Stewart (UK) 43 points.

      Jensen Kinkade (UK) 39 points.

      Akira Mifune (Japan) 34 points.

      Carlos Garcia (Mexico) 26 points.

      Lewis Hanson (Canada) 23 points.

      Kimi Roseberg (Sweden) 18 points.

      François Picard (France) 14 points.

      Samantha Sutton (USA) 12 points.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Manny

      Munich, Germany

      Next day

      

      Samantha’s defiant eyes cut through the picture-frame glass. I swear I see anger in them. A torrent of fury that wants to strike me down like a whirlwind of death. As if the girl were saying, “How could you do this to me? I hate you. Every ounce of my body will hate you forever. I will never forgive you for dumping me. I will never rest until I get even.”

      Inside my apartment, the large picture of Samantha’s Elle magazine cover still hangs on my wall. The French words proclaim her The Young Queen of Formula One. The absolutely stunning black-and-white photo of my ex-girlfriend lying across the nose of her race car with the camera looking up at her with a wide-angle lens to keep her in frame. The curves of her naked body visible. Yet with only a hint of suggestion without being vulgar. More artistic. Like an ancient statue of a beautiful girl that men would dream about.

      Why haven’t I taken this picture down yet?

      It’s over between us. The girl who felt vulnerable that day in front of the camera lens and wanted me to protect her is gone. That girl has no use for me now. Our relationship was only this amusing hobby which occupied Samantha in between races. Another check mark on her daily to-do list.

      The warm smell of bread comes through my open window. The bakery at the corner of the block reminds my nose how delicious their baked goods are and that Hanna is coming over for an early breakfast. I’ve caught my friend looking at this picture of Samantha. She never mentions anything, but I know the image of Samantha bothers her.

      I should toss out the picture. Simply pull it off the wall and toss it in the trash bin. Be done with it. Be done with her. That girl in the image is dead. That version of her is dead.

      I pull the frame off the wall.

      Yes! Now drop it in the trash bin. Do it.

      I step on the pedal. The trash lid rises like the mouth of a hungry alligator, and inside there’s a pile of dirt soiling the bottom of the bin, the dirty remains of Hanna’s potted-plant project from yesterday.

      

      Open your fingers and drop that picture into the bin.

      

      Stop making this difficult.

      

      My door creaks open as Hanna lets herself into my apartment. I lift my foot and leave the trash alligator starving as I hide the picture behind my back. I knew Hanna was on her way over, but it would be nice if she knocked first.

      Hanna tries to kiss my mouth, yet I turn my face and receive it on the cheek. The girl smiles anyway. “Why are you so tense?”

      “Tense? Nein, I’m all right.”

      “You look tense.”

      “Are you ready?” I gather my backpack and keys while casually placing the picture down on the kitchen counter. I hope she didn’t notice.

      Hanna pauses near the counter. She noticed.

      “The picture fell. I’ll have to buy another nail for it,” I say before rushing to the door. “Ready?”

      Hanna nods and follows me out. When I lock up, she leans against the door frame.

      “Maybe you should stop buying nails, Manfred.”

      My old Volkswagen Jetta sputters along at ninety kilometers an hour on the right side of the Autobahn while a Mercedes, an Audi, and a rusty Porsche fly past on the left. Hanna feeds me bits and pieces of a sweet and sticky breakfast roll as I drive. I exit the Autobahn at Rosenheim and drive into the town itself before taking the service road that winds up the mountain. My Volkswagen struggles a bit with the increasing altitude, but the car presses on up the mountain to reach the parking lot of Wolert Porsche headquarters.

      “Why don’t you buy a new auto?” Hanna asks. “Your uncle would help you out, wouldn’t he?”

      “I like my Jetta.” I climb out of the car and pat her roof. “She’s like you. An old friend.”

      “An old friend who’s wheezing and about to die? Thank you for the compliment.” Hanna smirks and climbs the front steps of the main office building.

      Once inside, Hanna stores her personal items behind the circular silver-metallic desk that commands the reception area. “Thank you for the ride, Herr Wolert,” she addresses me with this official-like tone, which sounds strange since everyone calls me Manny not Herr Wolert.

      “Good morning, Mr. Ronaldo,” Hanna says.

      I turn around and see eight-time world champion Emilio Ronaldo. The Brazilian reveals a friendly smile, as if nothing can complicate his extraordinary life.

      Emilio’s race engineer, Nico Barlini, plants his elbows on the desk. His shirt parts open to reveal his air brushed chest. How does the man get it to look like that? Does he wax it?

      “You’re a new little fish. Are you single?” Nico asks.

      “None of your business, sir.” Hanna slips me a look, as if that secretly answers the question.

      “But I’m faced with the sad prospect of eating lunch alone today.” He inches forward like a puppy. “Would you care to eliminate my loneliness?”

      “I don’t eat lunch with Italians.”

      This throws Nico a curve. He draws back. “Why not? We’re very friendly people.”

      “Italians are disgusting.”

      Did she just—what on earth is Hanna thinking?

      Nico stands and lifts his nose. “Disgusting? How dare you. Forget it. You don’t deserve to have lunch with me or any man.” Nico unleashes a few choice Italian curse words at Hanna. I only know their curse words because Benito uses them all the time when I mess up.

      Emilio Ronaldo gestures towards the elevators. This isn’t worth the effort, he seems to say to his friend. Nico agrees and they leave.

      “Why did you insult him?” I ask Hanna. “You’ll get in trouble for that.”

      “That dog should be reported for sexual harassment, ja?”

      Perhaps my friend has a point.

      Hanna notices something behind me and straightens. “Guten Morgen, Katrina.”

      Katrina’s heels clop along the floor as she heads for the elevators. “Ja. Danke.”

      But Katrina halts. Her eyebrows squish down as she clops back to the reception desk. “Was ist das? Your skirt is too short. Nein. You were instructed to wear only silver or black pants. No skirts. Why are you wearing that?”

      Hanna stiffens. “I thought it looked cute.”

      “Nein,” Katrina says. “Go home and change. You look like a Berlin prostitute.”

      Hanna’s face turns white. The girl hesitates and then gathers her things.

      “Be quick about it,” Katrina says.

      Hanna rushes over. “Can I borrow your car?”

      I give her the keys and she runs out to the parking lot.

      “You’re on the desk,” Katrina says.

      What? Me? She’s talking to me?

      “Excuse me, Frau Lindt. I can’t work the reception desk. I’m a racing engineer and I have a car to work on in the garage. We have a race this weekend and⁠—”

      “If you want your friend to get paid today, then you’ll take over her desk until she gets back.” Katrina turns on her heels and clops over to the elevators.

      I stare at the circular desk. I don’t want Hanna to lose her new job over this. Yet, this is idiotic. I shouldn’t have to do such—I get behind the desk and sit. The steel-plated clock on the opposite wall ticks off the time.

      Benito and my uncle enter the glass doors and pass by the large desk. My uncle does a double take as he adjusts his glasses. “Where is Hanna?”

      I tell them what Katrina did, hoping that the two most powerful men in this building will overrule Katrina and put me back in the garage where I belong.

      “Sounds like she’s in some woman phase,” Benito says. “Hate poking fights with Katrina when she’s like that. We’ll survive without you for a couple hours.”

      I turn to my uncle. “You can’t let one of your employees order your nephew around like this.”

      Uncle Ralf rubs his salt-and-pepper beard, his mind turning. “If you’re not happy about doing it...I suppose…I could run the reception area. Do I greet people? What does a person in reception do?”

      Benito pulls my uncle away. “Let your nephew clean up his own messes, Ralf.”

      Thanks, Benito.

      Again, I’m left stranded on the desk.

      More people come into work. I greet them all with a smile and they return a few puzzled stares. And a laugh or two.

      This is ridiculous. I feel like an idiot.

      When’s Hanna coming back?

      I should text her. See what her progress is. I hope she gets back before the crew arrives.

      Too late.

      I throw myself under the desk. It’s my only defense.

      “Was that Manny?” someone asks. That sounded like Maurice.

      I stay quiet and don’t flinch. Maybe they’ll go away if I wait.

      Maurice peeks over the desk and our eyes meet. The Frenchman laughs. “Why are you hiding behind the reception desk?”

      I stand and try to explain the situation, hoping they might understand.

      They don’t.

      “One of the girls now, eh?” Scott, the English mechanic, laughs. “I hope Katrina makes you wear heels too. That would be brilliant!”

      “You look like the saddest receptionist ever,” Maurice says. “Did you greet us?” He looks around. “I don’t think he greeted us, boys.”

      “C’mon, Manny. Greet us,” another mechanic shouts.

      Don’t they have a car to go build?

      “Let’s hear it, mate,” Scott says.

      Damn it. I better do it or they’ll never leave me alone.

      I paste on a fake smile. “Welcome to Wolert Porsche. I hope you have a pleasant day…you stupid bastards.”

      The crew laughs.

      “That’s brilliant. Love that,” Scott says. “But seriously, mate. Why didn’t you tell Katrina to go piss off? Your last name is Wolert. She can’t make you do anything you don’t want to do.”

      “I know,” I say.

      “You’ve got to stand up to these women or they’ll walk all over you.”

      “Don’t be so hard on him,” Maurice says. “Manny stood up to Samantha, did he not?”

      “That’s right,” another mechanic says. “Manny doesn’t need a girl.”

      “Glad we got rid of her,” Maurice says. “She was a mistake.”

      “Samantha lost her focus that’s all,” Scott says. “That girl can still drive.”

      “Ralf and Benito overestimated her talent. She was a bratty teenage girl who fooled everyone into believing she was Luke Skywalker in a race car.”

      “Samantha didn’t always act like that,” I say.

      Maurice leans on the counter. “She treated you like a pet. You’re a young man. Not a kitten she can play with. In my opinion, you’re better off without her. You did the right thing.”

      Everyone nods. A few of them repeat the Frenchman’s words of encouragement.

      “Have you heard from her?” Scott asks. “Do you know if she’s coming back?”

      “I have no idea, Scott. And to be honest, I don’t care.”

      The guys cheer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      Same day

      

      The Hallett Motor Racing Circuit occupies a series of rolling hills near the Cimarron Turnpike. The sun dances across the windshield as I swing my Porsche Carrera into the public entrance. I stop at the crossing gate to check. It’s open, which means they’re not racing on the track right now. So I drive through the gate and find a place to park near the main building.

      Inside that building, I peek into a classroom filled with kids.

      Discreetly, I open the door and slip into a nearby chair. Pete sketches a turn on the white dry-erase board as he explains what an apex is. His round, trailer-hitch-bald head glows under the lights. He’s wearing his NASCAR shades in class, mainly to look cool in front of the kids.

      Pete taught me how to be a professional driver and I’d be nothing without his help. Pete and my dad were in separable until that fateful night when I killed his best friend. It’s amazing that he doesn’t hate me.

      Pete notices my presence and stops what he’s doing. “Let’s get back to this later. Right now it’s time to introduce a surprise guest who’s here to talk more about racing on a professional level.”

      I take my cue and stand. Everyone’s eyes shift to me. Their young faces light up like mini-Christmas trees. These are the moments when I love being recognized.

      “Samantha Sutton drives for Wolert Porsche. At sixteen, she won the SCCA rookie of the year. At seventeen, she won six races in Formula One, including the United States Grand Prix at Indianapolis.” Pete hesitates for dramatic effect. “Samantha is one of the best race car drivers I’ve ever seen.”

      Whatever. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I’m not the best driver Pete’s ever seen.

      That’s right. You lost your race car. Pissed off your crew. Wrecked your career. You’re a fake. A one-hit wonder about to fall on her face.

      I shake out those thoughts and force myself to smile as I talk to the kids.

      Two hours later. The racing circuit darkens as the sun drops behind one of the hills, painting the horizon orange and yellow. The heat of the day makes its final surge before falling off and giving way to night. Walking the circuit is a habit Dad and Pete ingrained into my racing brain. It’s a great way to study every detail of a circuit. But it’s also a great way to chill.

      Pete and I trek downhill towards turn one. A hawk glides over us, its feathers riding the warm southern wind as we talk. Pete mentions his recent trip to the Talladega 500 as a special guest of Kitrick Motorsports, one of the top teams in NASCAR. People get the wrong idea about Pete. They think he’s some Oklahoma hick who manages a little road-race track. But this dude knows tons of people in racing. You’d be surprised who answers his phone calls and replies to his emails.

      “You know, if things don’t work out at Wolert Porsche, I can give Joe Kitrick a call. He would love to have you come out to Charlotte for a visit.”

      “Why do you say that?” I ask.

      Pete takes a moment. “Your team made the announcement this morning. You’ve been bumped down to test driver.”

      The news isn’t a total shock. But hearing the sentence still hurts. It makes it all seem…real.

      So Nelson got his driver slot back. It’s like my rookie year all over again. But this time I had my chance to prove myself to Benito and I failed.

      “Didn’t tell me things were this bad, kiddo,” Pete says.

      I breathe in. “I was embarrassed. A little humiliated too.”

      “Skip a race because a boy broke up with you. Not very professional.”

      “Hey, I’m not proud of it. But it was a painful day and I don’t see—there was no way I could have climbed inside that race car. My brain was scrambled. I would’ve been a hazard to everyone on the track. But that’s not the only reason Benito demoted me.” I open up to Pete about how everything looked promising this season because I had everything I could ever want. A great car. A great team. A great boy. But I lost my focus and everything spun out of control.

      “I’ve destroyed my career.”

      “People call it a setback, kiddo. You haven’t destroyed anything…yet,” Pete says. “Sounds like your boss is pulling your chains as a way to motivate you. He’s notorious for playing head games with his drivers. Don’t let him fool you into believing you’re not valuable to that team.”

      “This year I have the value of a truck load of cow dung.”

      Pete ignores my comment. “Twice as good as the men around you…that’s what Benito told you, right?”

      I nod.

      “He’s wrong. You’re three times better.”

      “I appreciate all the lying to make me feel better. But there’s a limit. I do have to live in reality here.”

      Pete blocks my way and I stop walking. “The reality? Here’s the reality, kiddo. It took you six months to adapt to one of the most advanced racing cars on the planet. Most drivers need at least a season or two. Some never adapt to Formula One. In your first year of Formula One you won six races. A milestone seventy percent of your fellow drivers could never achieve in their careers. Even on their best days. On your best day, you can dominate a race from start to finish. On your best day, you can go head-to-head with a major talent like Emilio Ronaldo and find a way to out drive him. On your best day, you can win championships.”

      Pete raises his hands and rests them on my shoulders. When I was a young driver, he would do this to calm me down when I was going off about something. His way of getting me to shut up and listen. “The reality is…you forgot how much work it takes to stay on top of the game.”

      Okay. That reality check worked. I’m kind of awesome, right? I can win again. I can get my car back. I can become that awesome girl again.

      It’s too late now, Samantha. You needed this reality check a few months ago. You’re finished.

      “Bad motivational speech?” Pete chuckles. “You don’t look too convinced.”

      “Sorry. No, I appreciate it. It’s just…with only twelve points this season, I would have to win every single race to even have a sliver of hope at winning the world championship. And I do mean sliver. Maybe I should wait until next season. Maybe Benito will forgive me and I’ll get my car back.”

      Pete grunts.

      “What?”

      “Not here to tell you what to do. It’s your racing career, kiddo. Could sit this season out if you want. But a young woman who’s three times as good as the men around her can win every race if she puts her mind to it. Oh hell…you know what to do. Drive fast. Drive smart. Drive better than the guy ahead and the guy behind you. Take it one race at a time and stop making it so complicated.”

      Pete’s right. Why am I making it so complicated?

      First on my to-do list, get my car back.

      Second on the list, win my crew back.

      Third. Win every race.

      Easy. I got this.

      Easy? You got this?

      Girl…you’re seriously hallucinating.

      I know.
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      Samantha

      Near Rosenheim, Germany

      Two days later

      
      A bank of pillow-like clouds hide the gorgeous valley I know lies beyond the edge of the three-story Wolert Porsche team headquarters building as I walk up to the employee entrance and search my purse for the security key that will let me into the building. But it’s not there. It’s in my other purse. The one sitting on my bedroom table in Oklahoma.

      Whatever. Looks like I’ll be using the public entrance today.

      The inside of the reception area smells nice. There’s a particular scent of…vanilla?

      “Hi, Samantha. Welkommen to Wolert Porsche. How may I help you?” Hanna asks from the reception desk. She wears a business suit with dark slacks and a team name tag on her lapel. Wait, is Hanna working for the team now? Did I miss that email?

      “Is everything fine, Fraulein Sutton? You look surprised.”

      “Um…fine. I’m wonderful,” I say. “So you’re working as a receptionist now. How interesting.”

      Hanna squints before leaning forward. “Ja. Manfred’s uncle was kind enough to offer me a job.”

      Of course Mr. Wolert did. He’s a kind and gracious man. But this time his kindness went too far.

      “Well, congrats. I hope the job works out,” I say.

      “Danke,” Hanna says. “So you’re working as a test driver now. How interesting.”

      Did she just slam me?

      Let it go, Samantha. She’s not worth getting upset about. Besides, you should
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