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For anyone sitting in the shadow of grief. We’ll find the light again.




Contents

                                                  
	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Formula 1 Race Schedule

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Excerpt from CROSS THE LINE

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Copyright






[image: ]

FORMULA 1 RACE SCHEDULE

Pre-season testing: Bahrain • February 21–23

Bahrain • February 29–March 2

Saudi Arabia • March 7–9

Australia • March 22–24

Japan • April 5–7

China • April 19–21

United States (Miami) • May 3–5

Italy (Imola) • May 17–19

Monaco • May 24–26

Canada • June 7–9

Spain • June 21–23

Austria • June 28–30

United Kingdom • July 5–7

Hungary • July 19–21

Belgium • July 26–28

Summer Break

Netherlands • August 23–25

Italy (Monza) • August 30–September 1

Azerbaijan • September 13–15

Singapore • September 20–22

United States (Austin) • October 18–20

Mexico • October 25–27

Brazil • November 1–3

United States (Las Vegas) • November 21–23

Qatar • November 29–December 1

Abu Dhabi • December 6–8
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PROLOGUE

Zaid

September – Singapore

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve almost died.

It’s part of the life I chose. Part of what makes me who I am. But it doesn’t make facing it any easier.

Somewhere on the track, my Formula 1 car is nothing more than charred remains. The monocoque – the structure meant to keep me safe in the event of a crash – is all that’s survived, covered in soot and dust and fire-suppressing foam, but I’m living proof that it’s done its job.

‘You still with me, Zaid?’

The question comes from the paramedic sitting beside me in the ambulance. He checks my vitals on a small screen before returning his attention to me, searching for anything else that might tell him how I’m doing. But it’s the way his eyes drop and linger on my hands, limp and useless in my lap, that churns my stomach.

Dull pain thuds at the base of my skull. His words sound like they’ve come from underwater and my reply is thick on my tongue. ‘Still here,’ I say, but here is relative when I’m still piecing together how I landed in this position.

We’re in Singapore, I know that much. It’s a street circuit – my favorite – with tight corners and slim margins for error. The start of the race was fine. The lights went out and my P1 grid box was behind me in a split second, business as usual. I was ahead in turn one, barely edging out Axel Bergmüller, nearly wheel to wheel. It was good hard racing between rivals. Maybe not the cleanest, but we’ve done this with each other for so long that it’s a familiar, if infuriating, dance. It was all fine. And then . . .

And then Lorenzo Castellucci came down the inside of the track, pushing for a gap that wasn’t there – that would never be there – and forced his way in.

It was followed by a blur of screeching tires and shattered carbon fiber. Of flickering flames, acrid smoke, and pain radiating from my fingertips to my elbows. Adrenaline and training and muscle memory got me out of the car before I could burn with it, but I’m barely five minutes removed and I don’t know what really happened, except that I’ve escaped with my life.

I’m still here. But is anyone else?

‘That’s good,’ the paramedic says. ‘I’m going to walk you through what happens next, okay?’

I attempt to nod but the throbbing behind my eyes makes me stop. To his credit, he explains slowly and clearly. It’s something about a hospital and surgeons on call, but it’s all in one ear and out the other. My mind whirs with only one thought.

‘Are they alive?’ I ask. I swallow hard and try to specify. ‘Axel . . . Lorenzo . . . Was there anyone else?’

The look on his face tells me I should stop asking questions. ‘Everyone made it out,’ he says.

Made it out. Doesn’t actually mean shit. Doesn’t mean they’re not bleeding on the side of the track with a white sheet held around them to keep out prying eyes. I’ve seen it before. Don’t want to see it again. But isn’t that what I signed up for?

‘Alive?’ I press. He can’t miss the panic in my voice. I can hear it too.

‘Alive,’ he reassures me. ‘They’re being taken care of.’

It’s an answer, vague as it is, but I’ll take what I can get, even if it only shifts a little of the worry off my shoulders.

Now, maybe, I can think about myself. I can think about the pain simmering and flaring in tandem, mirrored on left and right, bones at awkward angles that tell me everything is wrong. I can think about how tired I am. Physically tired. Mentally tired. Tired of this life I’ve built over the past two decades that revolves around one thing and one thing only – racing.

I can finally think about how I’m ready for it all to end.

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve almost died – but this is the last I’ll ever add to the tally.
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CHAPTER 1

Ava

Five months later, February – London

There are three things I know for certain about Formula 1 drivers. Number one: They’re all hideously competitive. They wouldn’t have reached this elite level of open-wheel racing if they weren’t. Number two: At their core, they’re huge nerds. Data is a god to them, and they’ll use whatever they can to their advantage. And number three: They all have extremely questionable taste in fashion.

‘Did your invite get lost in the mail?’ I ask Axel Bergmüller, the two-time world champion who’s currently wearing ripped jeans, scuffed sneakers, and a Specter Energy Racing polo shirt. It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever seen a driver wear, but it’s certainly not appropriate for a formal event. ‘You know the dress code said black tie, right?’

He steps off the red carpet and into the wings where I’ve been waiting for him. ‘They should be glad I’m even here,’ he says, unfazed by my scolding. Maybe it’s an Austrian thing. Maybe it’s a champion thing. Or maybe it’s just an Axel goddamn Bergmüller thing, but this man could not care less. ‘I didn’t want to come.’

‘You never do.’ I loop my arm around his to drag him into the venue, tired of standing around in my beautiful but insensible stilettos. At least one of us followed the dress code. ‘My dad is going to be furious when he sees you.’

‘Omid will weep gracious tears that his best driver decided to show up, and you know it.’

There won’t be tears, but my father will undoubtedly heave a small sigh of relief that his bratty, infuriatingly talented number-one driver has shown up for a mandatory event.

As team principal of Specter Energy, one of Dad’s main responsibilities is wrangling this twenty-six-year-old man-child who carries the hopes and dreams of the team. And it’s a task we share, even though I haven’t worked for the team in over a year.

But Axel is – unfortunately – like family at this point, all thanks to Dad practically adopting him when he was just a teenager racing in Formula 3. As his honorary older sister, my duties include getting him to show up where he’s supposed to and not make a mockery of the team in the process.

We’re not doing a great job of either at the moment.

‘These are the worst parties,’ he grumbles as I tug him into the throng of well-heeled guests. ‘Full of people who don’t know shit about motorsport and act like they’re entitled to our time, all because they’re paying to have their company logos on our cars.’

This annual event, hosted by the official timekeeper of the sport, a long-established Swiss watch brand, does indeed draw the exact crowd he mentioned. It’s more of a pre-season kickoff party than anything, a chance for teams and sponsors alike to mingle and network before everyone is at each other’s throats in the spirit of competition.

I see why he dislikes it. He’s about to be paraded around like a prized pony, gawked at and fussed over, made to give a speech and be on his very best behavior for the next several hours. He’s temperamental on a good day, and if he’s being forced to do something he hates? No one is safe. May the universe have mercy on the first person who asks him how he thinks the upcoming season is going to go. They’re about to verbally get their ass handed to them.

‘Axel, please.’ I sigh, pulling him to a stop so he can face my pleading stare. ‘I just want to enjoy tonight. I know you hate it all, but I’ve missed this.’

His dipped brow eases, his glare a little less severe. ‘Right, you’ve been away from this bullshit.’ He’s quiet as he shifts uncomfortably, probably remembering the why behind my absence. ‘Are you sure you want to be here?’

I understand his hesitance. Rumors pushed me out of my job and the world of Formula 1, and showing up again is sure to refuel them. But when my best friend – the COO of one of the companies sponsoring an F1 team – asked if I wanted to be her plus-one tonight, I couldn’t resist the offer.

‘I’m sure,’ I say.

But Axel’s still skeptical. ‘Really?’

‘Really.’

It’s hard to believe after everything that happened, but it’s the truth. The world of motorsport is all I’ve ever known. My parents worked in IndyCar when I was a kid, and I grew up in the pit lanes of the American circuits, comforted by the scent of fuel and rubber, lulled to sleep by revving engines. I learned to drive a kart before I could read. I even briefly considered becoming a strategist like Mom or an engineer like Dad before I realized neither was my strong suit. It was marketing and design that scratched an itch in my brain, and once I had degrees in graphic design and sports marketing under my belt, I dove straight back into the world of motorsport.

But I only came to work for Specter Energy Racing after grad school, when I received an olive branch from Dad following a decade of him mostly ignoring my existence – aside from dropping money I barely touched into my bank account every month. At the time, I was working in the marketing department of an IndyCar team, but when the offer from Dad came in, I was compelled to accept it. Just like him, I couldn’t resist the allure of Formula 1.

By then, he’d worked his way up to being team principal following years as an engineer, having made the shift from IndyCar to F1 after Mom’s death. While I was left behind at a Virginia boarding school at fourteen, he jetted off to England to follow his dreams of conquering the pinnacle of motorsport. And with six Constructors’ Championships under his belt, I’d say he’s accomplished that.

I, on the other hand, haven’t accomplished much – unless you count being at the center of a scandal that ended with me being asked to leave the team.

I level Axel with a hard stare when he doesn’t look convinced by my answer. ‘Do you think I’d be wearing a gown and heels that pinch my toes if I didn’t want to be here?’

‘I know you love playing dress-up.’ He snorts, green eyes rolling. ‘Have you talked to Omid yet?’

‘He’s the one who sent me to wait for you.’ It was more about getting me away from the team’s sponsors he was speaking with, since he was unwilling to address my surprise reappearance. ‘And now that you’ve graced us with your presence, I can go have fun with people I actually like.’

‘I’m the highlight of your night,’ he says matter-of-factly. ‘But fine, go socialize with the enemy.’

I bristle at the way he refers to my best friend as the enemy, but considering she’s the sister of one of the McMorris F1 Team drivers, he’s not completely wrong.

‘And you can go find my father,’ I instruct as he puts a hand to my shoulder to start nudging me forward. ‘You’re all supposed to be onstage for a speech in twenty minutes. Specter Energy’s up after Omega Siluro.’

Axel dramatically mimes that he can’t hear me over the noise and music before dropping his hand and melting into the crowd, likely in search of the nearest exit. Whatever. At least I got him in here. I made no promises about making him stay. Besides, it’s not like Dad can fire me all over again.

A flash of blonde hair in my periphery has me turning to catch the enemy approaching, her trademark scowl lightening when she spots me.

‘About time you came back in,’ Edith Maxwell-Brown grumbles. ‘Do you have any idea how many creepy old men I had to fend off while you were gone?’

I give her a quick scan, taking in her black taffeta gown and its sweetheart neckline, accented by the teardrop diamond necklace resting just below her collarbones. She looks amazing on a normal day, but she’s a full-blown stunner tonight. ‘At least two dozen,’ I answer. ‘Those guys are plentiful around here.’ And so is their money.

‘Place is practically overrun with them.’ Edith grabs two flutes of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray but hesitates on offering one to me. ‘Are you drinking tonight?’ she asks quietly. ‘Wasn’t sure if you’d changed your mind since the wedding.’

It’s a thoughtful question, since I’ve spent the better part of a year abstaining completely – all for the goal of preparing my body to carry a future baby. Still, I have to fight to keep a smile on my face as I take the glass from her, because there’s a big part of me that wants to cry.

‘I’m taking a break from IUI for a while. The last round’s failure took a lot out of me.’ I lift the glass in a mocking toast to me not being pregnant. ‘So I’ll be drinking expensive champagne and eating all the soft cheese my heart desires until I’m ready to try again.’

She taps the rim of her flute against mine. ‘That’s the spirit. You’ll miss them when they’re gone.’

Her mention of when, not if, buoys me a little, as if it’s just a matter of time before I spot two little lines on a pregnancy test. I’ve dreamed of one day being a mom ever since I lost my own, wanting to build a family to pass along the love she gave me and to support my kids in the way I wish I could have been by my remaining parent. I want to be everything for a child that my mother was for me.

But the harsh reality is that it’s been eight months of trying and I’m no closer to making my dream come true.

Logically, I know that less than a year isn’t a long time to be trying for a baby. It’s not even long enough to be hit with a diagnosis of infertility. But having to keep waiting because my body has decided Hmm, no, I don’t think we want to do that is the letdown of the century.

‘My doctor thinks it’s time to move to IVF, so maybe I’ll have better luck with that,’ I say, trying to remain positive despite the slow creep of disappointment month after month. ‘But she did warn me that I’m heading into advanced maternal age territory.’ I scoff. ‘She might as well have just called me old. I mean, come on, I’m thirty-four, not eighty-four. I’m not even old enough to run for president.’

I can joke all I want, but I know basic biology. Growing older means this process will only get more complicated. It’s why I finally said to hell with waiting to find the perfect partner to do this with – I just had to go for it before I lost my best window of opportunity. I’m grateful that there are procedures and techniques that allow me to do this as a single woman, but even still, it’s starting to feel like a task that only ends in heartbreak.

I’ll be okay, though, no matter the ultimate outcome. Like my mother always liked to remind me, it’s okay to stumble down the path of what you want, as long as you keep going.

‘My mum had my youngest sister when she was in her forties. You’ll be fine,’ Edith reassures me. ‘Besides, if it doesn’t work, you can just take one of my kids. I don’t really need any past the heir and the spare.’

I purse my lips to fight a smile. She loves her four beautiful, hell-raising children dearly, though she’s very glad to be away from them tonight. If my future kid turns out like any of hers . . . Well, I’m going to have a riot on my hands from day one, but I welcome it. ‘Still considering that,’ I admit. ‘They’re pretty cute.’

‘Take the littlest. She’s already talking about wanting to be an F1 driver like her Uncle Thomas. You and your dad can make her into a champion.’

I’m not sure how useful I’d be, considering I’ve never worked in any sort of driver development department and my brief karting career wasn’t particularly successful, mostly because I was more interested in playing racing video games than actually being on-track. My dad, however, might have better luck, considering he turned Axel from a kid with an attitude problem into a world champion (with an attitude problem).

‘Let’s see if Dad will talk to me long enough to even bring it up,’ I say dryly before taking a sip of my champagne, savoring the fizz. I might as well enjoy myself tonight before going back to my structured life of no booze and preemptive prenatal vitamins soon enough.

‘Things haven’t got better between you?’

I shake my head. ‘It’s the whole reputation thing, you know? I embarrassed him, the team, the Farahani name . . . I think he’s still trying to get over it. It was easier to push me away than stand up for me.’

Edith huffs her disappointment, but our conversation is interrupted by applause carrying from the other side of the massive event space, where the next pair of drivers and team principal have taken the stage. They’re being interviewed by the host for this evening, some British comedian who’s clearly been instructed to be on his best behavior, if his lackluster routine is anything to go by.

‘God, this is painful,’ Edith mutters as we listen to yet another set of media-trained drivers say nearly the exact same thing as the last batch. ‘Had I known it was going to be this terrible I wouldn’t have asked you to be my date tonight.’

Bad as it is, I’m glad she insisted I stay in London for the week after the wedding so that I could be her plus-one to this horror show. It’s not often we get to spend this much time together, and it’s even rarer for me to take an extended – but much-needed – vacation from my freelance graphic design job. Being your own boss has some perks, but it can be tough running a business as a one-woman show.

‘I’ll never understand why they make them do this.’ I take another sip of champagne to keep from wincing in secondhand embarrassment, even if part of me is gleefully enjoying it. ‘If they want to talk, let them, but this feels like torture for everyone.’

‘I would never tell any of them to their faces to shut up and drive,’ she says, ‘but fucking hell, please shut up and drive. They’re much better at that.’

She can claim that she wouldn’t say it to their faces, but I know better than to believe it. In the five years Edith Maxwell-Brown and I have been friends, she’s never once been anything but blunt. We met in the paddock at the Spanish Grand Prix when she marched up to me and pointed at the embarrassing coffee stain on the white shirt of my team uniform, quickly declaring it unacceptable for me to be seen with. She then whipped a stain-removing pen out of her handbag to fix it for me. She only introduced herself in her posh English accent after I stuttered my thanks, and even then, it was with curt directness and a handshake so firm I swore my bones squeaked.

It’s what makes her an excellent businesswoman. And minus the handshake, it’s what makes her a great friend too, because I’ve never once had to wonder what she really means. She just says it.

She’s right about how boring this is, but it’s not stopping me from basking in it. Of course I’ve missed the racing and on-track action, but I’ve longed for the little things too, like the awkwardness of the drivers and the interviews that show that their talents are best displayed behind the wheel.

The world at large puts them on such a pedestal, and in some ways they deserve it. It’s a sport with only a handful of spots available – you have to be the best of the best just to make it here. But underneath it all, they’re still remarkably human. Every driver I’ve worked with, including the ones I secretly couldn’t stand, has had the same typical wants and needs and fears as the rest of us mere mortals. Even my little shit of an adoptive brother, a champion with more inevitable accolades in his future, is just flesh and blood like the rest of us. They’re undoubtedly special people, yes, and I’ve missed being able to see that up close and personal, but I’ll always cherish the moments when I saw them as only human. It’s one of the things I miss the most.

We clap politely when the Omega Siluro drivers wave to the crowd as they conclude their interview, but the applause picks up when they leave the stage and the Specter Energy boys take their place.

‘Oh my god,’ I groan when I spot that Axel has somehow found and added a bow tie to his outfit, as if that were the missing part to make his ensemble black-tie appropriate. ‘I didn’t think this could get worse.’

Edith snickers, eyes flicking over him. ‘He’s lucky he’s cute.’ Then her eyes cut to me. ‘How have you never been interested in him?’

‘I’ve told you before,’ I say patiently, keeping my voice low. ‘While Axel is a very handsome man, he’s’ – I lift a finger to start counting – ‘one: not my type, and two: my dad’s favorite child. He even speaks Farsi better than I do, the bastard.’ I clear my throat to dislodge the bitterness and add a third finger. ‘Three: He’s eight years younger than me, and I’ve known him since he was a teenager, which is bad enough on its own. And four’ – I raise a final finger – ‘having a child with an F1 driver does not sound like fun, which is arguably the most important factor at this stage in my life.’

Besides, just the rumor of being romantically tied to a driver can be nearly life-ruining. I’ve already learned my lesson.

Edith contemplates my list. ‘I get it. Not sure I’d want to raise a kid with a man who’s gone nine months of the year either.’

Exactly. I wouldn’t wish that part of how I was raised on any kid, let alone my own.

We listen, occasionally rolling our eyes, grimacing, and even chuckling as Axel and his teammate Raphael Marchand go through the motions of the interview. When it comes to charisma, the Frenchman wins ten times over, but Axel’s wit and dry humor are charming in their own way, especially when he discusses how it feels to be racing again after last season’s crash at the Singapore Grand Prix, one that could have ended his career, just like it did for Lorenzo Castellucci.

‘Shit,’ Edith swears under her breath, and I glance over to find her frowning at her phone. ‘Something’s come up at work. I’m so sorry, but I have to go.’

I’m used to her bailing early or canceling our plans completely because of her job, but my stomach still sinks. There’s always some kind of drama going down in the hotel business, and it’s been even more dramatic since her father overlooked her for a much-deserved promotion to CEO of their family’s company after years of practically running the place herself. He picked her completely useless older brother, Andrew, instead, but after recovering from the initial shock of it all, Edith decided not to take that as a final answer.

‘More Andrew chaos?’ I ask.

She nods. ‘Staging a coup really is so much work,’ she says airily, but there’s a steel to it too. ‘You can come with me if you’d like, but I don’t think you really want to watch me ream him and a bunch of solicitors into the wee hours of the morning.’

‘While I’m sure that will be entertaining, I think I’ll stick around.’ I touch her wrist in gratitude. ‘Thanks again for letting me crash at your flat this week. I wasn’t sure if staying with my dad for that long was a good idea.’

‘Someone might as well inhabit that place while we move into the new house.’ She shoots me a wink, then sobers. ‘Please don’t trip over any more boxes. I really don’t want you ending up in hospital. But feel free to pack a few. That shit’s never-ending.’

‘Oh, I’m aware. At least you only moved across the city and not the Atlantic.’

I hauled ass back to the US after getting fired, partially because my UK residency was tied to a work visa, but also because I wanted – honestly, needed – a fresh start. Unfortunately, I’m still unpacking everything I accumulated over ten years in England and I fear it may never end.

‘And whose fault is that, babe?’ She leans in for an air-kiss. ‘We’re still on for breakfast tomorrow, I promise. I’m going to make the most of my last day with you before you fuck off back across the pond.’

I smile, air-kissing her other cheek. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘And if you don’t, it’s because I’m in jail for fratricide.’

She knocks back the rest of her champagne, hands the glass off to a waiter, and then she’s gone.

It leaves me to turn my attention back to the stage, where my father is animatedly discussing Specter Energy’s confident outlook for the season. As he speaks, I’m reminded of all the speeches he gave at the end of team meetings, how they’d meander and seemingly veer wildly off-topic yet always circle back around and end with a poignant question to consider.

I used to walk away either dazed, confused, or truly inspired and usually found myself huddled up with the rest of Specter’s marketing and social media teams, who were also trying to figure out what the hell he was on about. It’s an odd thing to miss, but listening to him tonight makes the ache of what I lost hurt a little more.

My father gives a reserved wave to the crowd as they wrap up the segment, and I sip my champagne while they depart the stage, half listening as the host cracks more terrible jokes. Without Edith by my side, this is decidedly less fun. Especially with all the eyes that are suddenly upon me.

I’m nowhere near conceited enough to think everyone here knows who I am, but plenty of them do – and plenty of them are staring. Part of me expected this, to be looked at and whispered about, but another part was more optimistic. Surely there’s better gossip to dwell on. The talk should be about Lorenzo Castellucci’s tell-all interview that dropped a few days ago and shook the world of F1 with some of its revelations – like the teammate sabotage at McMorris or him taking full responsibility for the crash that nearly killed him and two other drivers in Singapore.

More attention travels my way when the host announces that Mascort is the next team to take the stage, and it quickly becomes obvious that nope, there isn’t better gossip tonight.

God, I should have gone home to my cats after the wedding. At least their judgmental stares are cute.

With Edith’s invitation tonight, I hoped I could dip my toe back into this world, maybe find a way to keep wading until I was immersed again. So far, all I’ve proven to myself is that I was right to move on. I was right to focus on building a version of my life that I could be equally excited about.

Except I’m still stuck digging the foundation of that new life. It’s been a year and a half since I left Specter. Eight months of fruitless IUI after saving up and fighting to get it covered by my crappy self-employed insurance. Too long spent wanting and waiting and wishing for things to happen that just don’t seem to want to come to fruition.

And yet every day I make myself open the metaphorical curtains and feel the sun on my face, because I’ve seen how dark life can be, how grief can steal away the light, and I’m determined not to let it drag me back to the shadows.

Taking a cue from Edith, I down my drink and slip through the crowd until I reach the back of the room, wanting to hide for a bit, at least until this part is over. But when the applause starts and reaches a near-deafening level, I can’t help but glance over my shoulder, looking back toward the stage.

And there he is. Zaid Yousef, the face of Formula 1 – and the reason I can never come back.
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CHAPTER 2

Zaid

I’m standing in front of a crowd and I’m about to have a panic attack.

Cameras flash, catching this moment for posterity, all while I calculate whether I’d break any bones if I jumped off the stage. Maybe shattering an ankle would make Mascort want to end my contract early. Not like two broken wrists was enough.

‘We’re so excited for pre-season testing in Bahrain next week,’ Dev Anderson announces beside me, wielding the mic like a natural showman. ‘Zaid and I can’t wait to see everything this car is capable of. We got a taste a couple days ago during the shakedown, and I’ll just say . . . it’s going to be a season you won’t want to miss a second of.’

The crowd murmurs appreciatively, with a few enthusiastic smatterings of applause thrown in, but I barely hear it over my pounding heart.

‘Anything you’d like to add, Zaid?’ the host asks, watching me with the starry-eyed enthusiasm that once would have warmed me. Now it only makes cold sweat drip down my spine.

I force myself to lift the microphone, the plastic so slick from my damp palm that it nearly slides out of my grasp. ‘My teammate’s said it all – and more,’ I say, drawing a laugh from the blur of bodies below. ‘Looking forward to the season starting. Thank you to everyone back at the factory for giving us such a promising car.’

I only get the words out because of how many times I’ve said them in the past. It’s rote recitation at this point.

‘And how are you feeling about your return after that terrible crash in Singapore?’ he pushes on. ‘Are you back in winning shape? Ready to fight for another title?’

Ready to fight? Christ, the only thing I’m ready for is to run away.

It’s been five months of hell battling my way back into shape, back into a version of myself that I didn’t want to return to. I was done with racing the second Lorenzo Castellucci forced Axel and me into the barriers, nearly killing all three of us in the process. Seventeen years – more, if you count my time in karting and the junior formulae – of putting my life on the line has been plenty. I’m already in the history books as a seven-time world champion, tied with a record-breaking driver from an era long past. I don’t need to prove myself any more. I could walk away right now and no one could say I haven’t given it my all.

Except I have a multiyear contract that my team is desperate to see to completion and the chance at a record-shattering eighth title. How am I supposed to run from that? How could I live with myself if I let down the people who have been loyal to me for all these years and expect me back on the grid? People who want me to not just return, but win for them. To show the world that a working-class Iraqi kid from North London could be the greatest of all time in a sport that’s always been for the most privileged. How could I stand to disappoint them? How could I walk away from that kind of responsibility? How could I abandon a chance at that level of glory?

This is the dream I fought to live. What my parents sacrificed so much for. What my father wanted for me more than anything. With him gone, this sport is the strongest connection to him that I still have. What would he say if I left it all behind? Even though he’s dead, I couldn’t bear disappointing him like that.

‘I’m ready to fight for another title,’ I lie. ‘Going to give it my all.’

It’s the answer the crowd wants to hear, even if the words scrape my throat like jagged shards of glass. The host wants more, though. It shows in the way he leans in, an awed sparkle in his eyes. I’ve seen it enough times that it’s hard to miss.

Apparently Dev can recognize it too, because he shifts in front of me and waves to the packed room, all bright light and big personality, everything I haven’t been in a long time. ‘Can’t wait to see you all taking advantage of our hospitality suite this season,’ he teases, striding toward the stage exit. ‘Enjoy the party!’

I’m left nodding my thanks to the crowd and following behind him, a united front, and I’ve never been so thankful for a teammate in my life.

‘You good?’ he murmurs when we’re down the steps and off in the small backstage area.

‘Having the time of my life,’ I answer, but at least my chest has stopped constricting.

His smile turns knowing. We belong to a small club of people who inherently understand one another in ways the grand majority never will. Dev is young, more than a decade younger than me, but he’s faced his fair share of unwanted attention over the years. He knows, on some level, how miserable it can make you, yet we have to smile and wave and be nothing but gracious through the worst of it. Not to mention we both have the added pressure of being brown – Indian American in his case – in a predominately white sport.

When it comes to teammates, Mascort could have saddled me with someone much worse. He’s the one who kept my seat warm post-Singapore last year and helped the team fight for important points in the Constructors’ Championship while I was recovering.

They brought him over from Argonaut Racing, a lower-midfield team known for its fully American crew and drivers – and for a history of rarely winning. But Dev somehow hauled Argonaut’s tractor of a car to P1 at the Hungarian Grand Prix after some excellent strategic calls made by the kid himself. Not to mention he consistently outqualified and outpaced his teammate by an alarming margin.

He’s always been a talent to watch, even won Rookie of the Year when he came into F1 six seasons ago. And while I’ll never admit it publicly, in private I’d go so far as to say he might even be a better driver than me one day.

Our respective managers are waiting for us after we hand our mics to a waiting tech. Reggie nods to me, while Dev’s manager is quick to grip his elbow, looking less than pleased with his client’s behavior.

‘I need you out there circulating,’ the gray-haired man tells him, more a command than a request. ‘Just because you’re up here with the big boys now doesn’t mean you can sit back and wait for everyone to come to you.’

Dev deflates, his smile waning, but he nods nonetheless. I’m reminded of my early days in the sport, when Reggie and I had to hustle hard for sponsorship deals, snatching up whatever we could until I started making a name for myself. It took winning two championships for the major names to finally get behind me.

‘You should do the same,’ Reggie suggests, keeping his voice low as he moves up beside me. ‘Put in some face time. Show people you’re doing well and excited for the year ahead.’

The last time the public saw me, back in December for my charity’s annual gala, I gave my speech, said hello to a handful of people, and then left early under the guise of a family emergency. It was more of a sighting than a proper outing, so this is my chance to be seen again in a relatively controlled environment. It’s in my best interest to socialize and act like I’m not hating every bloody second of it.

I’m about to ask Reggie to stick with me when his phone rings, and his apologetic glance says I won’t have an ally tonight.

‘I’ll catch you out there,’ he says before turning away to answer.

And then I’m on my own.

Fine. It’s fine. I’ve done this a thousand times before, in worse places, with arguably worse people. I can paint on a smile and lie through my teeth about how well I’m doing. If I can convince the sports psychologist involved in clearing me to drive again, I can convince a bunch of wealthy windbags that my team is deserving of their money and support.

I take a deep breath and shake out the pins and needles in my fingers before ducking out of the backstage area. For a brief, blissful moment, I’m swept up by the crowd, just another body in the wave of partygoers. But like Moses and the Red Sea, the waters part and I’m the center of it all.

I’ve barely moved a couple of feet before the first group descends, hands patting my arms and shoulders and back like we’re old mates. Or worse, like I’m their toy to touch and play with. But I don’t recognize a single face. They talk at me more than with me, recounting stories about my career that I can hardly recall and asking questions they have no business inquiring about.

As soon as one group’s done, another takes their place, and I’m stuck repeating the process for the journey across the room. There’s a circle of Mascort team members who will shield me if I ask, but I have to reach them first. It all makes me wish I hadn’t told my assistant to take the night off and my bodyguard to wait in the car, thinking I’d be safe enough with my manager and half the team in attendance. Live and fucking learn.

Sweat prickles on the back of my neck as more people press in, and I clasp my hands behind my back to keep from shoving them away. It’s no mob scene – these are rich people with some tact – but it’s too much attention. Not even our car launch event two days ago was this chaotic, and that included a few hundred screaming fans in the audience. Businessmen are pushy in a different way, though, a unique entitlement coating their moves and words.

‘We should set up a meeting,’ one of them says, and I think I recognize him from a Forbes article I read while in hospital. ‘It could be a very lucrative partnership for us both – especially once you win that eighth title.’

He says it teasingly, but that’s been the common thread in all these conversations. Number eight. They speak like it’s already a done deal, like I don’t have to drive to a level that I don’t know if I’m capable of any more, or like my competition is simply going to roll over and let me have it. I should appreciate the unwavering belief, but it’s just another kilo of pressure added to my shoulders, and I’m already near to buckling under its weight.

‘I’ll have my people get in touch,’ I say, throat painfully dry, and if I don’t get out now, I’m going to crack. ‘If you’ll excuse me . . .’

I take my chance when there’s a break in the bodies, slipping through and out of the bubble they’ve put me in, and then I’m finally on the outskirts of the crowd at large. Finally in clean air.

Breathing deep, I let my eyes slide shut for a moment, focusing on my lungs expanding and contracting in the way my therapist taught me – a way to ground myself and keep my heart from knocking its way out of my chest. It works for the most part, and my pulse slows as my body reminds me that I’m not actually being hunted by wolves.

I feel a little better when I open my eyes – or at least I do for the split second before I crash into someone.

An apology is on the tip of my tongue as I grab the woman’s elbow, steadying her before she can stumble into the bar and ignoring the slight flare of pain that surges through my wrist as I do so. But the words die when she lifts her head and I’m left staring down at the daughter of Specter Energy’s team principal.

‘Oh god,’ Ava breathes out, big doe eyes staring up at me in horror. ‘Not you.’

In the fantasies I’ve had of us meeting again, those words weren’t part of any of them. But I can’t blame her. I’m quite possibly the worst person she could have run into for a myriad of reasons – the biggest being that I wrecked her life.

A beat passes before she recovers enough to step out of my grasp, and judging by her flushed cheeks that nearly match the pink of her dress, she’d rather be running away. Sadly for her, the crowd has pushed in again and there are far too many curious eyes on us. Unless she wants to shove her way through and cause a scene, there’s nowhere to go.

‘It’s nice to see you, Ava,’ I say, sliding my hands into the pockets of my trousers to keep myself from touching her again, no matter how desperate I am to do so. ‘Been a while.’ A year and a half, to be more precise.

She manages a smile, but her eyes are wary when she says, ‘Nice to see you as well.’

Even if it’s not a lie, it’s hard not to grimace when she takes another step back. I didn’t personally do anything to make her want to steer clear. It was my notoriety that led to the mess we found ourselves in.

The long and short of it is that we were caught together in what looked like a compromising position, when in reality it couldn’t have been more innocent. I still haven’t figured out how the paparazzi got those shots of us at my father’s memorial service, but the images led to hideous rumors and allegations. The least ugly was that she was dating me to further her career in Formula 1. The worst was that she was a honeypot for Specter Energy, sleeping with me to steal Mascort’s secrets. In all of them, I was made out to be the victim of her machinations, like I hadn’t been the one to take advantage of her kindness in a moment of fragility.

It culminated in Ava leaving her job at Specter Energy, as well as my publicist releasing a statement condemning the stories and declaring I had no connection to her. Even if there had been something going on between us, she didn’t deserve that kind of treatment. No one would have. But especially not Ava, the real-life version of a slightly off-kilter Disney princess.

She’s living up to the description in her gown with off-the-shoulder straps and a bodice that hugs her like a corset. Black hair tumbles over her light brown shoulders in soft waves, held out of her face with a pearl-studded headband that’s practically a diadem. It’s surprising not to see a parade of adorable forest animals skittering around her feet to top off the vibe. It suits her, though. Because even through the worst of the storm, she still flung rainbows and sunshine wherever she went.

As much as I want to smile at her, to reassure her that I still appreciate what she did for me and how glad I am to see her, my face doesn’t move. Our gazes hold and suddenly I’m back at Dad’s memorial, Ava’s hands warm around mine, her lips at my ear as I cry against her neck, whispering to me that it won’t always feel like there’s a gaping hole in my chest – that, no, it will never fully heal, but it will close little by little every day.

Then she blinks those big brown eyes and I’m returned to the party, taking in the curious worry in her gaze that I don’t care for.

I look away.

Of course, it’s just my luck that I make eye contact with someone else, an older man who’s been edging closer while we’ve been standing here. Now that I’ve accidentally given him my attention, he claps a hand on my shoulder, his jowls quivering as he breaks into a wide grin.

‘Well, look who it is,’ he says, chuckling like we’re in on a joke, but it only makes me stiffen. ‘Been waiting to talk to ya this whole time, but the wife told me it’d be impolite to corner you before you went onstage.’

A frail woman with elaborately coiffed white hair leans around him to give me a wave. ‘My husband is such a fan of yours. He’s been following your career since you were just a wee thing.’

The man proudly puffs out his barrel chest, and I soften a bit. I always have time for people who have spent years supporting me.

‘Knew you were a talent ever since your F2 days,’ he boasts. ‘No one thought one of you Arabs could make it as far as you have, but I’ve always believed.’

My guard is immediately back up, and I swear I hear Ava suck in a sharp breath. She could have easily slipped away by now, but no, she’s stayed to witness this mortifying moment.

I keep my face carefully schooled, honed over decades of hearing comments like this. ‘Thank you for your support,’ I say, because there’s nothing else I can say, not unless I want to make waves and headlines, and I’m tired of both.

‘You’re going to win us that eighth title, now, aren’t you, boy?’ he cajoles, giving my shoulder a squeeze. ‘It’s what we deserve.’

Yes, it’s what they deserve, the people who care only that I drive fast and drive well. That I win for them. Not for myself, not for my team, not for my loved ones and genuine supporters, but for this league of people who claim to be my fans but barely see me as human.

‘Besides,’ he goes on, ‘we all know you don’t have many years left. You’re thirty-nine.’ He whistles, like I’m some impressively ancient relic. ‘You better make this season count.’

There’s a ringing in my ears growing louder by the second. My practiced smile is slipping, my gaze growing unfocused as I search for something to cling to that will keep me from snapping. My fingers ball into fists at my sides, itching to connect with something, preferably the liver-spotted nose in front of me. I’m teetering closer and closer to the edge. Is this the moment I fall?

A high-pitched laugh drags me off the cliff’s edge and I blink, fingers unfurling, finally turning to look at Ava. She’s beaming, a grin lighting up her face and forcing her eyes to narrow a little. But, no, it’s not the smile doing that – it’s anger. There’s fury behind the facade.

‘Oh, I doubt he’s going anywhere,’ she teases, all warmth and joy. Except that warmth is a fire that will burn anyone who gets too close. ‘You’ll probably be dead before he retires!’

Ava laughs again and then slips her hand into the crook of my elbow. ‘Come on,’ she says as she nods toward a break in the crowd, our perfect exit strategy. ‘Your team principal is looking for you.’

I freeze for a split second because there’s no way she’d know if Basil wanted to see me, but then it dawns on me what’s happening.

I glance back at the confused older couple and offer one last tight smile. ‘Can’t leave the boss waiting. If you’ll excuse me . . .’

Ava tugs insistently at the sleeve of my tuxedo jacket, and then I’m following behind her without a second thought. She keeps ahold, dragging me along as she sorry, excuse mes and gonna squeeze past yous her way through the room. And somehow I just . . . let her. A handful of people don’t move out of her way until they spot me, scurrying back when my narrowed eyes land on them, but Ava’s polite directness works well enough to get us out of there.

It’s not until we’re standing in the dimly lit back hallway leading to the toilets that she finally stops and lets go, her brow scrunched as she assesses me.

‘Are you okay?’ she asks. Whatever she’s seen on my face makes the question come out hesitantly, like she’s waiting for me to implode on the spot.

I take a breath to steady myself and then nod to assuage her worry. ‘Thank you for rescuing me before I did something shitty.’

Her expression eases, that familiar soft smile making its grand reappearance. The sight has something twisting in my chest, but I do my best to ignore it, just like I have for years.

Because, look – Ava’s an attractive woman. I know it. Fuck, anyone who’s ever seen her knows it. She has wide dark brown eyes that flick up at the corners, made even more dramatic tonight with a smudge of kohl. Full pink lips, stained darker by whatever she’s wearing on them. Skin that’s just this side of golden after these bleak winter months but will glow in the height of summer. I know that because I’ve watched it happen every year for over a decade.

And all I’ve ever done is watch, because Ava Farahani is as off-limits as a person can be.

‘No problem,’ she says. ‘Figured I owed you for shutting down all those rumors about me. Least I could do.’

‘You don’t owe me anything,’ I tell her, taken aback that she could even think she did. If anything, I’m the one who owes her for helping me in the first place.

‘Still.’ She waves it off. Literally waves her little sparkly bag in the air, nearly hitting me. Clearly she doesn’t want to dwell on the topic, and neither do I. We don’t need a reminder of what we’ve faced. ‘Unless you need me to rescue you again, I’m gonna head out. My date left already and I’ve been getting some . . . unfortunate glances.’

Again, I grimace, because it’s my fault she’s getting those stares, but Ava’s still bright as ever as she announces it. There’s a radiating light inside her, and it only makes me more aware of the cloud perpetually hanging over my head. I might hate her for it if I weren’t so sickeningly envious.

And I have to admit, it’s not the only form of envy I feel, the rest of it directed toward whoever her date tonight was. I’ve seen Ava with dates here and there over the years, usually at events just like this one, gazing at them with the kind of adoration I could only ever dream of being on the receiving end of from her. Each time, I’ve had to tamp down unearned jealousy, reminding myself why acting on my attraction is a terrible idea. Still, it never stops my chest from burning or my ill-advised crush from waning. I swear, every time I see her, it only grows.

But I know better than to mix business and pleasure, and I certainly know not to pursue the daughter of any team principal, especially not the one of Mascort’s biggest rival. And definitely not one whose life I’ve already upended by mistake.

‘So yeah,’ Ava finishes on a disappointed exhale. ‘Probably my cue to go.’

‘Wish I could do the same,’ I say wryly. ‘Someone’s bound to send a search party for me soon.’ I clear my throat to dislodge the bitterness, pointedly avoiding her gaze. I need to leave her be so she doesn’t face yet another round of vicious gossip. ‘Sorry for nearly mowing you down. Have a good night, Ava.’

I should say more, should apologize not just for nearly knocking her over, but for everything else. We never spoke in the aftermath of those photos and articles, and I never got to thank her for keeping the secret of what really happened – not that I think the gossip hounds would have believed the truth.

But my jaw stays clamped shut. There’s no point in it all, not after this long. She’s moved on and is clearly doing well. There’s no need for me to bring it back up.

I’m turning to leave when her hand lands on my arm. I could easily slip away. It would be for the best. Just keep it all in the past where it belongs. Instead, I stop and look back at her.

Ava’s already staring up at me, and I see the wheels turning in her head as she contemplates something. Then she asks, ‘How do you feel about french fries and cheap bourbon?’

‘I . . . What?’ I squint, thrown by the question. I wait for her to either repeat or explain, but she only watches me expectantly. ‘I don’t mind them,’ I finally answer.

‘And how do you feel about the American flag being used for multiple types of decor?’

‘As long as it’s not in my house, I don’t care how it’s used,’ I say slowly. ‘Why?’

She brightens, her entire face lighting up in a way that makes me wonder if I’ve ever felt that kind of happiness. ‘Because I know a place that has all three and I doubt anyone there will recognize you. Do you want to come with me?’

Hard to believe no one would recognize me, especially in my own hometown, but I think I’d take anywhere over being here. I’m going to end up cornered for the rest of the night because people want to pick and prod and poke, and this is their big chance. I thought I was ready for it, but it’s become very clear that I’m not.

If I stay, someone will make me admit my truth – that I don’t want to do this any more. That climbing into a Formula 1 car scares the hell out of me. That I’m so fucking done with putting my life on the line for entertainment week after week and yet I’m going to keep doing it anyway because I can’t stop now.

My best option is to just go home. If not to my own house, then to my mum’s or my brother’s. I should go cuddle my nephew and imagine the life and family I could have had by now if I hadn’t given everything to racing.

What I shouldn’t do is go anywhere with Ava. Being spotted together was what got us into a mess in the first place. We don’t need to reignite anything and cause round two of drama, no matter how desperate I am to stay in the warmth of her presence for just a little longer.

Besides, it’s nearly the start of the season, and past some champagne at parties and on the podium, I don’t drink during those months. I certainly don’t eat anything outside my dietician’s strict plan, and last I checked, chips weren’t on it.

I have my structure and I stick to it. I have my rules. It’s all there to keep me out of trouble, no matter how alluring the trouble is.

And yet, despite all that, I tell her, ‘Lead the way.’
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CHAPTER 3

Ava

I’m making a huge mistake.

I know good and well that I shouldn’t be buddying up with Zaid Yousef, but my god, I could practically feel the anxiety rolling off him. How was I supposed to throw him back to the wolves?

All right, yeah, he’s a grown man who can handle himself, whatever. But he’s been through the wringer already and I owe him, no matter what he tries to say. Is inviting him out for bourbon and fries going to solve whatever’s going on with him? Probably not. But maybe it’ll lift some of the melancholy draped around his shoulders. Potatoes usually have that effect.

Besides, he’s not the only one who needs to get out of here.

I feared that leaving the party with Zaid would be a challenge, but we’ve made it out a back exit and into the alley behind the building without much fuss. The problem now is how I get this incredibly recognizable man to a second location without blowing our cover. I shared a car with Edith coming here and planned to grab a taxi home, but that’s out of the question unless we want to face all the photographers out front. And even though the pub I have in mind isn’t too far to walk to, I can’t manage it in heels, and having a devastatingly handsome man in a tuxedo walking with me would immediately draw attention.

But before I can ask Zaid for ideas, a hulking man steps out of an SUV idling at the curb and opens the back door for us.

‘I planned to sneak out at some point, just not this early,’ Zaid explains without a hint of shame when he sees my surprise. ‘And this is private property, so the photographers can’t come back here.’

I’m both impressed by his planning and upset that he has to so carefully consider how to avoid being chased by paparazzi. But I guess that’s just the life of a celebrity.

Ever the gentleman, Zaid lets me climb in first. He waits until I’ve bundled myself and my gown inside, then slides onto the seat beside me, our knees bumping momentarily before he pulls away, and I pointedly ignore the electricity that zings up and down my leg at the contact. The driver closes the door behind him and then climbs behind the wheel, glancing in the rear-view mirror with eyebrows slightly raised.

I take that as my cue to tell him where we’re headed, appreciating that he doesn’t question me or Zaid on it – or the fact that we’re here together.

I watch through the tinted windows as we maneuver through the narrow alley and ease out to the street. The sounds of the city are faint through thick glass and steel, and the quiet in the car is heavy once we’re in the flow of traffic, as if we’ve both just realized what we’re doing.

Yep, definitely a huge mistake.

I’m struggling to find a topic to restart the conversation when Zaid asks, ‘Who was your date that ditched you?’

My shoulders relax at his question, even more so at the slightly disgruntled note in his voice. ‘Oh, it wasn’t like an actual date or anything,’ I clarify. ‘I was here as my best friend’s plus-one. She’s Thomas Maxwell-Brown’s older sister, actually.’

I can’t make out every detail of his expression in the low light, especially since he’s staring straight ahead instead of at me, but I swear the tension in his strong jaw eases. ‘I see,’ he murmurs, pausing again to consider his words before adding on, ‘I didn’t expect you to be here tonight.’

Him and everyone else, it seems. I didn’t think my presence was going to cause any sort of ripple. Hell, I didn’t think anyone was even going to notice me. There have been so many scandals since mine and Zaid’s – like Dev’s fake STD or Thomas’s video ranting about Lorenzo Castellucci, among ten thousand other things.

I was convinced everyone had moved on, but apparently the crash and Zaid’s triumphant return to the sport have the spotlight beaming even brighter on him. It also shines on anyone who’s ever gotten close to him, whether they want it to or not.

‘I thought it would be nice to see everyone,’ I explain, thinking of Axel in his borrowed bow tie, my father’s ramblingly poetic speech, and all the no-nonsense women I banded together with over the years when I worked in the paddock. ‘I wanted to be back in this world for a while, you know?’

‘Not really,’ Zaid confesses, and I want to interrogate that answer, but he pushes on before I can. ‘No one gave you any trouble, did they?’

He’s returned to being put out on my behalf, and I press my lips together to keep from smiling. ‘No, nothing like that,’ I reassure him. ‘Just a few weird looks.’

Zaid grunts and that seems to be the end of our conversation. I’m itching to keep things going, but we can’t exactly have a private chat with someone else in the car, and I don’t know how comfortable he is with being overheard, so I keep my mouth shut and take a moment to drink him in.

In this lighting, his eyes are such a deep brown that they’re nearly black, a little less warm and a little more guarded than what I’ve noticed in years past. There’s an exhaustion in the set of his broad shoulders too, and I don’t miss his nearly imperceptible wince when he sweeps his fingers through his thick, dark hair, pushing the wayward strands off his forehead. He’s certainly just as attractive as the last time I saw him, and I can’t imagine there will come a time in the next few decades when he doesn’t make People’s list of sexiest men, but there’s been a shift in him, and I have to force my gaze back to the window before I catalog everything that’s changed.

It’s a long twenty minutes of crawling through Central London traffic before the driver calls out, ‘We’re here.’

I throw open my door and clamber back out, but Zaid hesitates as he stares at the dingy-windowed pub in front of us.

‘No one comes here except lost tourists and American expats,’ I promise, heading off any protest. ‘There’s a downstairs bar with a bunch of private booths, and the only sport people care about is American football. You’ll be fine.’

Zaid’s narrowed eyes say he doesn’t quite believe me, but he steps out of the SUV nonetheless, surreptitiously glancing up and down the street before striding to the door and hauling it open. He motions for me to go first, and I duck inside before he changes his mind, hoping what he’s about to see won’t make him run right back out.

‘What the fuck is this place?’

‘Hell on earth,’ I announce over the country song blasting from the jukebox, simultaneously sweeping a low-hanging American flag out of my face. ‘Follow me. It’s better downstairs.’

I’m not sure if better is the right word, considering there are more flags in every shape, size, and form everywhere – including a life-size Paddington Bear statue painted in the stars and stripes – but it’s quieter than the upstairs section. I hike myself up on one of the barstools, then wait for Zaid to take the seat next to mine.

‘See?’ I say brightly, spreading an arm to highlight the mural of a screaming bald eagle on the wall. There are US president-themed booths behind us that we can retreat to if we need more privacy, but other than the bartender, we’re the only ones down here. ‘Told you I knew the perfect place.’

The mild horror on his face nearly makes me laugh. ‘How did you even find it?’

‘Buck Decker used to have his annual Fourth of July party here before the event got too big,’ I tell him, invoking the name of Argonaut Racing’s Texas billionaire owner. ‘I crashed it one year and then kept coming back here because they had all the food I missed from home.’ The number of Philly cheesesteaks I ate that summer . . . truly obscene.

The bartender comes over, not even batting an eye at Zaid in a tuxedo or me in a gown, and I take the liberty of ordering for us both – two bourbon rocks, two baskets of fries, and one Chicago-style hot dog to see if I can get another horrified reaction out of Zaid. Once she sets our drinks down and leaves to put our order in with the kitchen, the tense silence returns as Stevie Nicks sings about white-winged doves.

I sip my drink and then drag my bottom lip between my teeth to keep from uttering something uncouth to fill the quiet, like What made you agree to drink cheap whiskey with me? or Why do you seem like you’re on the verge of having a breakdown?

‘So,’ I say. ‘How’ve you been?’

It’s a simple yet accidentally loaded question, especially since the last time we were together he was crying quietly in my arms, struck down by grief. Since then, there have been the crash and the broken wrists and the loud doubts about his return to the sport.

Zaid grunts and throws back half of his drink. ‘Fine,’ he answers after swallowing, the word gruff and . . . all right, yeah, incredibly sexy.

I’ve had a no-dating-drivers rule since I was old enough to have a crush. It started with my parents warning me away from the IndyCar boys, and the rule carried on when I started working in Formula 1. I know to steer clear of drivers, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t done my fair share of admiring from a distance. And almost all of it has been of Zaid Yousef.

Honestly, who could blame me? The man is like a fine wine, only getting better with age, which should be impossible considering he’s been handsome for as long as I’ve known him. I
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