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          SONOMA, CA

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      It was an unspoken understanding that when some Southern women said, “Well, bless your heart…” they meant, “You’re an asshole.”

      Alright…that may be a loose translation—but it was times like these when I had to bite my tongue from saying it.

      I stood on the infield of the Sonoma racetrack baking in the June California sun, listening to my father’s friends talk around me as they discussed his latest strategy for increasing his stock car’s team visibility. It was a side competition involving my best friend, Charlotte Jean “CJ” Lomax, the only woman racing at the Cup level, and Grady McBane, a charming Indy champion who was currently the bane of her existence and star of her fantasies, depending on the hour.

      CJ and Grady were alternating races and the one with the best record at the end of the season would win the contract with our team, Merrick Motorsports, for the next season. They both needed the contract to save their careers, and the public was obsessed with following the drama it produced.

      “I think it’s so nice your Daddy is giving CJ this opportunity to race at the Cup level and against drivers of this caliber.” An executive friend of my father’s drawled as his slimy gaze blatantly traveled up and down my short-clad legs. “She’s lucky to have such a beautiful friend and a family like yours in her corner to champion her career.”

      “Well, bless your heart, aren’t you sweet…” I waved him off and graced him with the most pageant-worthy smile, thankful I still wore my mirrored sunglasses so he couldn’t see the death rays I was shooting. I nodded. “Of course, my daddy knows talent, and the fact that she’s won championships in all the other circuits she’s raced had nothing to do with the fact that she’s made it this far.”

      As her manager, it was up to me to see that she got a fair deal. But, in one of the most testosterone-filled sports industries in the world, it didn’t matter who your daddy was, it was a hell of a challenge at each turn.

      “Well, you must be proud of your brother—coming up with this idea of Grady and CJ competing for the contract—it’s gained so much attention.”

      I’d lost the reins on my sarcasm and cynicism I usually kept tucked neatly away. I tapped his arm. “You know I am…so, so proud.” My Carolina drawl came out thick, with a higher tone than I usually spoke and a smile so wide and so fake it could replace Harley Quinn’s before she starts swinging her bat at people.

      It was hot, I was cranky, and I didn’t want to get into it with a misogynistic, old man.

      I’d spent the last hour chasing my brother around this damn track in this heat because he couldn’t even manage to keep his phone charged, and corralling his driver, Grady McBane, through his pre-race itinerary. On top of that, when Grady’s equally disagreeable brother showed up unannounced, I had to run interference between them, all while managing to greet my father’s friends and try to wrangle my own driver to keep her from making a major PR faux pas.

      

      My father, seeing signs of me losing my renowned grace and coolness, attempted to redirect my ire. “Harper, honey. Why don’t you go try to find Junior, again, so the boys here have a chance to chat with him and maybe wrangle up one of our drivers. If Grady is preparing to race, grab CJ.”

      My father gave me his wide-eye, with a tilt of his head that said, Stop-being-rude, this-isn’t-how-I-raised-you. I stared down my father, a very defiant and rebellious move for me, but one only he would know was uncharacteristic.

      “Fine.” I gave my father a tight smile. I clutched my iPad to my chest as if it anchored my temper.

      I whirled in a huff, grateful to make any type of escape before I said or did something I’d regret, and I didn’t see who I almost ran over.

      I was not a petite girl. Even without my heels, if I bumped into a man, there was a good chance we’d both go down. I stumbled over my unintended victim, braced myself on a hard chest and was able to right myself, and came face to face with none other than Mr. Cal McBane, Grady’s disagreeable brother. I was introduced to him briefly in Grady’s motorhome earlier today, when I intruded on the brothers’ not-so-happy reunion. I quickly removed my intruding hand. “Cal—wow, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking⁠—”

      “Hey, Harper, are you okay?” He surveyed me up and down, reaching out a hand as if to steady me.

      I stepped back out of his reach and waved him off. “Oh, I’m fine. Just in too much of a rush. I need to watch where I’m going.”

      “Are you sure?” He flipped up his sunglasses, and…um, wow. He was handsome. More so than I’d remembered from our previous run-in inside the motorhome. I mean, I’d caught how striking he was earlier and noted it, but this close, I had a whole different appreciation.

      In a male-dominated industry filled with testosterone, there were plenty of good-looking, confident men. Cal was a more commanding, when-he-enters-a-room-he-owns-it kind of handsome. He had the kind of broad shoulders you wanted to wrap your arms around, and his strong jaw was emphasized with brown scruff that was probably there no matter when he shaved. I noticed his hair was brown, but now in the sun there were waves of chestnut that ran through it. However, what had given me the wow factor this time, and left me momentarily stunned, was the undivided attention I was getting from his stare.

      Earlier, I wasn’t close enough to see how intricate the color of his eyes were. Now…they were mesmerizing. You could call them hazel, but they were really, a generous green, accented with flashes of amber through them. Good God, I wasn’t studying his eyes with people milling around us. I was flat-out staring.

      He took a half step toward me, reaching out as if to protect me from the people walking by. “I saw you from across the way and thought I’d come apologize for what you got caught up in⁠—”

      I shook my head, “No, it’s fine. If there’s one thing I get, it’s pain-in-the-ass brothers.” I was suddenly very aware of how bad I was sweating. Great. I ran my hand over my brow. “Although, not knowing you very well, I have to admit, I’m still Team Grady.”

      He let out a small laugh and the smile lit up his face. “Why don’t you let me walk with you and I can try to change that?”

      “Okay—now I see the brotherly resemblance—you’re both charmers…”

      He winked in response and strode beside me as I started to walk. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      I stopped and let out a sound of exasperation. “It’s just been a hell of a day and the race hasn’t even started.” I threw my hand in the air. “I’ve been stuck dealing with my father, trying to keep your brother on schedule because my brother can’t seem to handle that small task. Plus, I have to continue to run interference with our two drivers to stop them from either jumping each other or CJ killing him on national television.”

      He put his hands in his pockets, rocked back on his heels, and said, “So, in other words, you have time to show me around?” His tone ticked up as if leading me to say, “Yes, of course.”

      I smiled at his attempt and nudged him with my elbow, walking forward. “Come along and I’ll walk you to the media tent. You can see your brother and CJ in action or my brother’s attempts at trying to hog the limelight away from his own driver.”

      “How did you get roped into this⁠—”

      “Circus.” I supplied the word and his brows rose.

      “Well, I was going to say contest—but if that’s the word you want to use, I guess it’s telling.”

      We’d walked a bit toward the media tent when my brother came barreling out. “Harper, get CJ out of here!”

      Oh, for heaven’s sake. “Hello, Junior.”

      “I mean it, Harper. Go in there—” He pointed to the tent. “And drag her out or so help me⁠—”

      “What? You’re going to run to Dad? Grow the hell up.” I turned to Cal, who was witnessing this juvenile behavior. “I’m so sorry—now it’s your turn to witness sibling drama.” I turned back to Junior and motioned between the two men. “Cal McBane, this is Grady’s manager and my immature brother, Everett Merrick Junior. Feel free to call him Jackass, though, as he answers to that as well.”

      Cal, to his credit, thinned his lips to hide the grin I knew was slipping through, and held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Junior straightened immediately, shaking Cal’s hand. “I’m sorry, Mr. McBane. Just dealing with a little internal issue with one of the drivers.” My brother glared at me and then said, “Excuse us a moment.” He yanked on my elbow, pulling me to the side. I relented because I didn’t want to draw a bigger scene than he was already causing.

      “This isn’t her race. She’s undermining Grady’s first race—” He raised his voice like a petulant child, pointing at the tent. “You’re her manager, so go in there and fetch her! Drag her out of there if you have to⁠—”

      “Excuse me.” Cal stepped in between us. “Did you just tell Harper to ‘fetch’ a woman and drag her out…as if she were a dog?”

      My brother straightened, his face was no longer petulant, instead waffling between indignant and embarrassed—clearly assessing Cal’s opinion and what it was worth to him. “Today is your brother’s debut race. He shouldn’t have to share the media time with another driver.”

      Cal folded his arms over his chest.  “Personally, I’d rather see my employees look out for the company—for the team—rather than piss around trying to establish territory. But, hey,” he held up his hands in a shrug, “that’s how I run McBane Industries, maybe you should go talk with your father—maybe he has a different philosophy that is more engrained in discrimination and nepotism.”

      My brother flinched. My father wouldn’t take kindly to that assessment. “I don’t see how any of this is your business,” Junior muttered, and then literally turned his back on Cal. Pointing in my face because he thought I was going to be easier to deal with. “Get her out of there or I will.”

      I laughed him off and pushed past him, tossing a derisive, “I’d like to see you try.”

      My brother stomped off, muttering a string of curses, and I glanced over at Cal, embarrassed at what amateurs we must appear to him. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t worry about—” he was cut off when in a quick move, Cal reached for me, pulling me close, and turned as he maneuvered around a rowdy group of guys, one, the size of a linebacker, stumbled over another, just missed flying into us, and faceplanted on the ground.

      The guys helped their friend up and hooted and hollered how funny it was, taking off without realizing how close they came to taking me out.

      I straightened, trying to get my bearings, and looked at Cal, who turned his murderous glare off the retreating men and down to me—his hands still around my waist. His face softened as he bent his head slightly to come eye-level with me.

      Jesus, Harper, close your mouth before you start to drool.

      His scent of cedar and sandalwood was such a welcomed scent after a day of beer, sweat, tires, and gasoline, and I was more than aware of every surface of me that was touching every part of him.

      “Are you ok? Did I hurt you?”

      “I’m fine.” I stepped back, his arms fell from my waist, but one kept hold of my hand. “Really, I’m good.” I glanced back up at him, realizing how close his face still was to mine. He was about four or five inches taller than me—which, for me, was perfect. Being a woman considered a bit on the tall side, I never considered myself someone who could easily be swept off my feet, but he seemed to do it effortlessly.

      “Thank you—it seems you saved me from being flattened by frat boys.” I forced a smile, but this time, it was because there were butterflies doing laps in my belly, and when things grew awkwardly quiet between us and his gaze stayed on me, I think I may have stopped breathing.

      He smiled a devilish smile. “I’d gladly come to your rescue, whenever you need it.”

      Oh boy…the blush intensified.

      “Yes, well. I’m not in the market for a hero, Mr. McBane.”

      “I’m not saying you are, Ms. Merrick. But sometimes, it’s good to have someone there to catch you when you fall.”

      The words were out of my mouth before I even realized what I said. “I have no intention of falling for anyone.”
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          INDIANAPOLIS, IN

        

      

    

    
      Harper

      

      There were times I regretted my Southern upbringing and envied CJ’s penchant for beer, cut-offs, t-shirts, and foul-mouth temper. It seemed more liberating.

      I sat at an outdoor hotel bar close to the track with my legs crossed, waiting for Aunt Sadie to show. Even in a soft yellow sundress, it was unseasonably warm for a September night in Indianapolis. After the long day I had at the racetrack, my empty glass of chardonnay was unacceptable. I waved down the server, giving him my best debutante smile when he approached to refill my glass. I snatched the bottle from his hand. “Thanks, hon. Just put it on my tab.”

      His brow furrowed as he paused, a bit perplexed, and then left.

      Keeping CJ from castrating her nemesis—who was also the man she was in love with—and trying to figure out how to get my family’s stock car team out of the PR quicksand my father had thrown us into was requiring chardonnay by the bottle, instead of the glass.

      My father and brother were systematically making our family’s stock car team the next family reality show. In the process of courting notoriety, they were tarnishing the company’s image with a series of gimmicks, instead of marketing ourselves as a truly serious business. Where were we going to be after this season was over with?

      They were going to be like a Top 40 song that got overplayed on the radio for weeks.

      They were going to be a joke. Our company would be a joke.

      The level of expectation would be so high for both our drivers that even a championship wouldn’t be enough to reach the height of the pedestal people put them on, both individually and together.

      I poured more wine and took another generous pull of the chardonnay. I wouldn’t even kid myself into believing I was sipping it anymore.

      My eye caught a group sitting caddy-corner to me in a cluster of chairs. I recognized some of them—a few executives from the Butler Corporation, a competing team that had been on the decline over the past few seasons.

      One of the executives leaned back and shouted over. “Hey, Harper. Your girl looked good out there today. Glad to see she has her head back in the game and that pretty boy isn’t distracting her so much.” His smirk was goading and smug.

      Yeah, screw you.

      I smiled my best debutante smile and tilted my glass in acknowledgment of their taunt. “Thank you. She did look good. I’m so happy your boy didn’t have engine trouble today.” I raised my glass and the volume of my voice. “It must be such a relief to have actually finished a race.”

      That’s when the crew chief suddenly darted up from behind the crowd, scowling. “It wasn’t the car; it was the driver. Damn kids these days don’t know how the hell to drive the cars without burning them out,” the crew chief said. What was his name? Jeff…something.

      I nodded and took another sip of my drink. Someone pulled on the guy’s shirt until he sat back down.

      Whatever.

      George Butler’s son, Bo, who was also one of his executives, came sauntering over, adjusting his belt buckle, a cocky expression on his face. Great. Time for him to try to be the big guy standing up for “his people” and put the little woman in her place.

      I didn’t bother to stand for two reasons. First, I was comfortable. Second, I didn’t want to spill my wine, and third, I was taller than him, and that would just egg him on. Alright—that was three reasons. Maybe I should slow down on the wine…

      “Your daddy’s still humoring you and your pet project, huh? How long’s that going to last?” he said, managing to stop leering at my legs long enough to check over his shoulder at his group for approval.

      I leaned back, cocked my head, and gave a slight smirk. “Hello, Bo. Hadn’t seen you in an age—you or Lisette.” My smile widened. “How’s she doing?”

      Bo stiffened.

      You want to play? Fine...

      “It’s been so long since I talked—oh.” I sat up, my brows furrowing and my hand to my mouth faking a slight faux-pas, in a loud whisper, I said, “I’m so sorry, I forgot about…I’m so sorry, I didn’t even know Lisette was interested in yoga. Good for her. I hear it can change your life.”

      His wife had recently left him for a yoga instructor—a female yoga instructor.

      He adjusted his belt and cracked his neck, and with a sneer, muttered, “You are such a spoiled, pretentious bitch⁠—”

      That made me stand up quickly. I may be polite and gracious, but I didn’t take insults sitting down. With my sandals, I was a few inches taller than him, and he took a few steps back as I straightened to my full height. One side of my lips may have tilted up at his scowl when he realized his concession. I didn’t care if his fragile masculinity was tied up in his height or threatened by me literally looking down on him.

      “Oh, well. I guess I’ll call Lisette…” I leaned over him, “and offer my congratulations.”

      “Soon you and that friend of yours will be off the track and out of our hair for good.”

      He turned to stomp off.

      I huffed at the back of his bad combover. “It doesn’t seem you have much hair to worry about.” I waved. “I can see you’re busy. We’ll catch up later. Have a good evening.”

      With that unpleasantness out of the way, I resumed my brooding.

      “Hey, doll.” Aunt Sadie attempted to pull a chair closer with one hand while the other attempted not to spill the cocktail, probably an Old Fashioned, teetering in her other hand and sloshing precariously to the sides of the highball glass. She wore navy slacks, one-inch sensible pumps, and a long, colorful tunic. Her bright red hair was perfectly styled and unmoving, make-up perfectly applied, and her jewelry was voluminous and the most noticeable thing about her. Large rings, multiple necklaces, big earrings. It was the whole package.

      “What’s Lil’ Bo want with you?”

      “Hi, Sadie. Just to cause trouble. Nothing I can’t handle.” I grabbed the glass. “Here, give me that. No sense in wasting a perfectly good cocktail.” I mimicked her own adage.

      As she dragged the heavy cushioned piece of furniture closer to me, a loud protesting groan came from it, and most of the surrounding patrons stared at us. Once she was settled, she leaned in even closer—her eyebrows reaching her hairline, anticipation blanketing her face.

      “Pfft.” She waved her hand in dismissal. “I know what’s going to make that boy madder than a wet hen…” She snickered, leaning over, putting down her cocktail and rubbing her hands with glee, her rings and necklaces clicking and clacking with the enthusiasm that radiated from her face. “He’s pissed. I overheard his father tell some people today that if the team doesn’t start turning around, he’s dumping it.”

      “Really…” I leaned forward, my elbow perched on the arm of the chair and chin cradled in my hand, almost like a baby bird with their mouth stretched open for a juicy worm.

      Sadie leaned forward like the mama bird ready to feed me. “Supposedly, since Bo’s taken over the team, they haven’t been able to crack the top twenty and are plagued with financial problems as well.”

      “I knew they were having problems on the track⁠—”

      “Yes, well…the team is draining their resources, which is not something George can handle right now.”

      “Too bad for George. But I can’t say I won’t be sorry to see Bo go.” I leaned back in the seat, stared out at the bar, and drank more of my wine—weary and drained.

      “Why the sad face?” Sadie settled in with her cocktail.

      “I don’t know what to do to get CJ and I out of this circus.”

      Sadie patted my knee.

      “Any way I look at this, this season isn’t going to end well. I don’t see my father choosing CJ over Grady. The media won’t allow it. Grady is too charming. The sponsors love him, the fans love him. I can’t think of a team willing to drop their driver in favor of CJ. I’m supposed help steer her through all of this.” I held out my hand, helpless. “What am I going to do?”

      Sadie squeezed my knee. “I know, hon. I think Everett started off with good intentions, but I think the circus got out of hand, and now he’s enjoying the frenzy of attention Merrick is getting too much to see the damage it’s causing.”  She leaned back, taking a sip of her drink. “I heard Grady’s brother was in town, maybe he could convince Grady back to Chicago?”

      “Who, Cal?” I waved her off, just mentioning his name conjured the memory of our meeting I’d been trying so hard to forget. “No, that ship has sailed. No way Grady will return to the family fold now. Grady probably sent him packing already.”

      “That’s too bad. Caught an eyeful of him earlier today…and it wasn’t a bad view.” She wiggled her brows. Those shoulders and that⁠—”

      “Sadie, please…” I scolded her. I didn’t need any reminder of his shoulders or any other part of him.

      “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice. You may be going through an extreme dry spell, but you aren’t dead.”

      Oh, I’d noticed. I heard he was at the track briefly today. I was disappointed we never crossed paths and regretted I hadn’t nudged fate by possibly tripping into him again.

      “It would be worth helping those brothers mend their ways just to see him around more.” An approving hum came from her as she took another drink of her cocktail.

      I wondered if I should cut her off.

      “Well,” she slapped her hand on the arm of her chair, “It’s up to us to come up with something that will help our girl land on her feet.”

      My aunt stared at me—all trace of teasing was gone. “Besides the fact that I think it’s time for you to break off from Merrick. I love my brother, but I see what’s happening over there. You’ve outgrown Merrick, darling. Whether or not Everett realizes it, you must see it.”

      I pondered what she said as we sat in silence, sipping on our drinks in a bar that was filling up around us.

      Boisterous noise and laughter came from over my shoulder in the direction of the Butler group. Sadie’s eyes narrowed, and like a predator spotting new prey, she stilled. My aunt being still and silent was an unnatural occurrence, and usually a harbinger that had me on alert.

      “What is it?”

      She cocked an eyebrow and remained silent. She slowly lifted her highball to her mouth,

      and downed the remainder of her drink.  She waved her hand at me in the universal sign to finish up my drink. “I’m paying our tab. Let’s go. I have an idea, but I don’t want to discuss it here. Let’s go back to my room and talk…and tomorrow I want to make a few phone calls.”

      She stood so abruptly she swayed a bit. “Whoa…” She paused, then stood as if perfecting a dismount—arms outstretched and smiling a triumphant, “I’m good! Let’s go.”

      Confused at her sudden commands, I hadn’t moved. “What’s going⁠—”

      “Harper, shake a tail feather. We got planning to do—time to shift the world on its ass, girl.” She waved her hands at me with impatience and then flagged down our waiter and started shoving money at him. She wasn’t waiting for a check.

      “Sadie—” I tried to grab her attention to get an explanation.

      “Hell with it, bring the wine, then.” She grabbed my wine bottle as if it were the carrot on the end of the stick that would entice me to follow.

      Hate to admit it, but it worked.
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          LAKE NORMAN, NC

        

      

    

    
      Cal

      

      My brother Grady has the devil’s luck.

      Only he could walk away from a horrendous car crash this past weekend at Talladega Speedway with the woman of his dreams wrapped around him.

      My mother hasn’t been herself lately and the stress of this wasn’t something she needed. She was about to run down here, but I was able to convince her to stay home after promising to come by and check on him after my scouting trip to Atlanta for an investment deal.

      I’d arrived at his Lake Norman house early that morning and got the first-hand account about the drama—how he dueled with a menacing rival, participated in a crash that took out more than a dozen cars, ended the race on his roof with a wreckage scattered around him, and still managed to carry CJ away with all his limbs still intact.

      “Well, we all knew you had a hard head,” I said to him, sitting in his kitchen on a beautiful October afternoon, enjoying the renewed banter between us. Our fallout started with my brother’s indiscretions with the engaged daughter of a competitor. My father, sick of his shit, kicked him off our company’s Indy team, and he became persona non grata in the Indy industry.

      We both made mistakes following his scandal, but it was my father who really made things worse. His inability to bend or listen to his own son—well, that part was an ongoing issue.

      It all led him to stock car racing, Merrick Motorsports, and to the woman who changed his life, CJ Lomax.

      “But seriously, you need to stop proving it and give that poor brain of yours a break. Your girlfriend is going to want something to go along with your good looks.”

      Grady raised his brows at me. “You admit I’m the good-looking one…” he grinned his trademark, cocky smile. He stood up. “Yeah, well, I’d have to be the smart one also, because I,” he gave me a pointed glance, “have the best taste in girlfriends.”

      I dropped my head in anticipation of what was coming next.

      “Speaking of better taste in girlfriends,” he said as he walked out of the kitchen and into the family room. “How did you get Vanessa to allow you to come down here?” Grady stuck his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels as CJ came in the room and wrapped an arm around him. “You’ve been traveling a lot lately.”

      I walked over to the arm of their sofa and leaned against it. “Vanessa and I broke up.”

      “Hallelujah.” Grady tilted his face to heaven in obvious thanks.

      CJ smacked his abs. “Grady, that’s a horrible thing to say. I’m sorry, Cal.”

      I rubbed my hand over the back of my neck to hide the tilt of my lips. I knew my brother would have this reaction. The tilt was not in amusement of my breakup, but at being thankful for having that familiarity back in our relationship—something I didn’t think we’d ever get back.

      “It actually happened a few months ago,” I said, “before my visit to Sonoma.” There was no love lost between my ex-girlfriend and my brother. It was one of the reasons we broke up—she didn’t exactly support my attempts at reconciling, and I got tired listening to her bitch about him.

      “Wow, you never said anything,” Grady said, genuinely surprised.

      “Well, you were busy yelling at me and telling me to fuck off.” I tilted my head. “Would telling you I broke up with Vanessa have helped to shut you up?”

      He shrugged his shoulders, “May have?”

      “Yeah, you’re full of shit.” I said it with a teasing tone.

      A horn blared from outside the house.

      “That’s Cooper—he’s taking me to my doctor’s appointment,” Grady said. “Are you staying here?”

      “Nah, I got a hotel reservation,” I said.

      “Well, stick around, I’ll be back in a bit and we can go to dinner. Harper’s coming over. I think Gus, also.”

      The mention of Harper’s name was a jolt to my system.

      I hadn’t seen her since Sonoma, but she left an impression. Bold, sassy, and beautiful. Not beautiful…gorgeous. But in a way that was deep, not just her hair, eyes, legs, and smile. No—there was a lot to Harper Merrick I found intriguing.

      CJ turned to me after Grady left—her smile was contagious. “They should be on their way over now. Let’s get some things together and we can sit on the dock and have some cocktails.”

      I nodded, already feeling more relaxed than I had in weeks—maybe months. We went into the kitchen and began to assemble a cooler of drinks and snacks to take down.

      The doorbell rang, twice in quick succession.

      “I’ll be right back. Grady keeps a pretty well-stocked kitchen. There are some cheeses in the compartment in the big fridge, and there is a wine fridge over below the island. Can you grab a bottle of chardonnay for Harper?” CJ said, while walking to the door.

      My little brother seemed to have grown up—a fridge of wine and cheese instead of beer and chips. Mom would be shocked.

      “Well, it’s all going to hell in a handbasket before it’s even gotten off the ground.” A panicked female voice—not CJ’s—boomed from the other room.

      “Harper, what’s—” CJ said.

      Harper. I closed the fridge, the bottle of wine in my hand forgotten.

      “You aren’t going to believe this. That little prick.” Anger and bitterness came from the sweetest voice. “That little scrawny, bitter, woman-hating prick convinced his father that he was underselling the team and Butler has backed out of our deal.”

      “What?” The tone of CJ’s voice concerned me enough to put down the wine and walk to the doorway separating the rooms.

      “Yes. Supposedly Bo found out about the meeting Sadie and I had with George Butler in Vegas and wasn’t on board with his father selling off what he considered part of his legacy. He was more enraged when he found out he was selling it to me—to us. Selling to women. Can you believe that?”

      Selling what?

      I peeked around the corner and saw Harper Merrick pacing my brother’s family room, her long legs no match for the small space. Her straight blonde hair appeared windblown, her cheeks had a bit of color—whether from her anger or the sun. Given the vibrancy of her blue eyes—I’d guess it was her anger. The vivid blue dress she wore conflicted with the mood she projected, but her flushed face, golden hair, and the energy she radiated reminded me of sunshine in a blue sky…beautiful enough to light your way or beautiful enough to burn you from the inside out.

      “He couldn’t fathom women buying a race team. A women-owned, women-operated, woman-driven—oh, hell no! God forbid. The world may end, and his dick may fall off.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Is it our fault his wife prefers women? Are we all supposed to be punished because she left him for her yoga instructor?” She threw out her long, graceful arms in exasperation.

      I had to consciously hold back a laugh from her vehemence.

      Her energy was…magnetic, and I was rooted in place just watching her.

      “Harper—calm down, I’m not understanding⁠—”

      “He knows how bad we want it now—he sees the writing on the wall. He knows we are trying to leave Merrick and split off on our own and wants to squeeze us.” She rubbed her forehead and emitted what seemed like an uncharacteristic, frustrated groan that grew into a growl.

      “Goddammit!” she yelled. “We can’t match his price—we don’t have the money to buy the team.” She dropped into the armchair in the family room.

      CJ rounded it to face her and sat on the edge of the coffee table—her shoulders deflated.

      “I thought it was a done deal or I wouldn’t have gotten your hopes up.” Harper’s head hung low. “I’m glad we hadn’t said anything to Grady or my father yet.”

      Crap. If Grady didn’t know about this—clearly, I wasn’t supposed to know.

      CJ’s head turned, she spotted me slinking in the doorway, and her mouth dropped open—she’d forgotten I was in the kitchen.

      Harper’s face remained in her hands as she continued speaking. “I’m not going to give up—I’ll figure something out.” Her back to me, she still hadn’t seen me. She drew her head up and took in a deep, weary breath before standing. “We’ll just wear George Butler down so much that he’ll ignore his pig-headed son enough to want to dump at least one of the teams in favor of some cash flow. Maybe we don’t buy the entire operation, at least not right away…”

      I knew I was past the point where I should’ve made my presence known.

      “Harper…” CJ stood slowly, lifting her hand to stop Harper from speaking.

      “We’ll just have to find another partner…or⁠—”

      Before I could even think about it, before it even registered that my feet were moving, I stepped into the room.

      The two women turned to me—both with matching stunned expressions. Harper, however, almost fell over, grasping the mantel of the fireplace.

      I held out my hands in a grand gesture and then clapped them together. “That sounds like a great idea. I’m in.”

      CJ’s eyes grew round.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Harper said, regaining her balance. “You…you…” Then she shot a glare at CJ. “You should’ve said⁠—”

      “I forgot and then you wouldn’t shut up!” CJ stood and held out her hands in defense.

      Catching both women unaware gave me perverse pleasure that clouded the monumental mistake I was probably making of involving myself in an incredibly risky business venture with this group and it would undoubtedly displease my brother and definitely piss off my father—maybe that was a bonus.

      I had no other explanation except I was caught up in the moment. It rarely happened. I’m not sure the last time it did—at least not sober.

      Harper was so energized—so passionate. It was unavoidable. And the thought of being invested in something down here seemed…well, fun.

      Jesus, I was going to invest millions of dollars in one of the worst investments in sports without seeing any type of business plan…all for fun. I needed my head examined. My father was going to lose his mind—well, that may be fun to see, also.

      However, I was drawn to the idea—even if, at the moment, the venture was on the verge of failing already. I was confident I could contribute. My gut wouldn’t let me do anything else.

      I took a seat at the end of sectional, threw my hand over the back, and crossed my leg over my knee. “So, tell me all about it.”

      Harper became unstuck. She took a giant step toward me. “You weren’t supposed to hear any of this. Shame on you for having such bad manners and eavesdropping.”

      I couldn’t stop the flicker of amusement. She was chastising me. I loved it.

      “Sunshine, people on the other side of the lake would’ve heard you,” I said. “But now you’ve piqued my interest. You Charlotteans are some fun people.” My smirk widened as I squinted my eyes. “It’s becoming a wicked pleasure…and I want in.” I opened my hands and motioned them on. “Please, tell me more.”

      Both women stood before me, as opposite in physical attributes as two beautiful creatures could be. Harper, long, lithe, and fair. CJ, petite, fit, and brunette. They had their arms crossed over their chests and glared at me—blue and brown eyes bored into me.

      They were not amused or charmed, both speaking simultaneously over one another.

      “Hell, no.”

      “Why in heaven’s name would we want to partner up with you?”

      “Grady spent the past two years running from your partnership…”

      “You’re the exact type of machismo that we are trying to avoid.”

      “We don’t need another dominating male in our business.”

      I’m not sure who said what, and I’m not sure how long it went on, both of them spouting off all the reasons why they wanted me nowhere near their project.

      “Ladies.” I held up a hand. “Please.”

      “Condescending ass.” That one was Harper. “Don’t you give us a hand to be quiet, as if you were a king silencing his followers. What the hell?”

      I stood, face blank, closed my eyes, and clasped my hands behind my back, waiting.

      CJ continued to glare. “I thought I liked you.”

      Harper shifted on her feet. “Now what are you doing, ignoring us?”

      “I am waiting for my turn to speak. Is it now?”

      Harper’s glare on me intensified. I took that as a yes.

      “I can give you the money to buy the team. I can also offer to bridge the gap between Butler and you, because as much as it sucks, if this Bo guy is being a dick about selling to women, he may be willing to sell to me, instead.”

      “I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction⁠—”

      “Well, now that is your first lesson, then.” I stepped toward her. “Use whatever advantage you have to get the lowest price you can. As condescending as it sounds, as unfair as it sounds, it’s just business. Do you want the team?” I stepped into her space. She flinched slightly but held her ground.

      Staring up at me she gritted, “Yes. But⁠—”

      “No but…as long as it’s moral and somewhat ethical, it’s fair game,” I said. “Let Bo believe he’s selling to me. I’ll lower the price.”

      “It won’t be a McBane company. CJ isn’t going to leave Merrick to drive for McBane. That defeats the purpose. Sadie and I wanted to start something new—something different.”

      I held up my hand and continued. “When the time comes, you sign the papers under whatever company name you want, and I will walk into the shadows. He won’t breathe a word because he will look like the fool he is going to be.”

      “No, you will walk away⁠—”

      I put my hands in my pockets and rocked back on my heels. “Not if I’m investing millions of dollars in a team, darling. I don’t care how vivacious and beautiful you are, I don’t walk away from my investments.”

      “Oh, boy…” CJ muttered.

      I didn’t take my attention off of Harper. Calculation and shrewdness behind those beautiful cornflower blue eyes.

      Still, silence reigned, waiting for one of us to blink.

      “Staring at me isn’t going to shake my resolve.” My voice was serious, steady.

      “Calling me beautiful doesn’t make me swoon, and it won’t deplete my brain cells until I submit to your whims. I still don’t want you involved in my team.”

      “You won’t have a team if I don’t give you the money.” This woman expected me to fork over money and walk away? Seriously. “Of course, I could just buy the team myself and give it to Grady—” the side of my mouth tilted up. I couldn’t help baiting her, it was firing up my soul.

      “The hell you will!” Harper’s fists flew down to her hips, but at least it was better than flying at my face.

      “Okay, okay, you two.” CJ stepped up. “Back to your corners.” She gave me a gentle shove before putting both hands on Harper’s shoulders and pushing her friend to the armchair. Her face was beautiful, even with full anger blanketing it. Anger that intensified since I made my presence known—and I wasn’t even ashamed of it.

      CJ turned to me. “Cal, I don’t have to tell you the tenuous relationship with your brother would not withstand you interfering by buying him a race team. The whole point of him trying to win this contract is to prove he can make it without the McBane name. That won’t work.”

      She turned to Harper. “While I wasn’t on board with the idea of taking on such a monumental challenge of starting a team, I don’t think we’ll ever get an opportunity to do something like this again. The more I’ve thought about it, the more awesome I think it could be.” She sat on the edge of the coffee table again. “While Cal is still a loose cannon, we understand his motivations, at least, and we can set parameters—” She glared pointedly at me.

      Harper stared out Grady’s front window, and I could almost see her weighing her options and realizing she didn’t have many. “I need to talk to Sadie,” she muttered, but it was her body deflating that made me feel a twinge of guilt.

      I casually sat on the arm of the sofa, and crossed my arms over my chest, drawing in a deep, cleansing breath and letting it out. “Listen, I do want to be involved. It wasn’t a lie. I loved watching you and CJ this year and the energy that follows you both. I know you have a stellar business education and a family history in the industry, but I’m not going to dump millions of dollars in an industry that is renowned for being one of the worst returns on investments in sports and simply walk away.”

      “It’s not like I don’t know what I’m doing. I live and breathe this sport—” she gritted at me. “More than you would ever understand.”

      “Yes, but you’ve never run a company; you’ve never had the pressures or the challenges, especially in what seems to be a hostile industry. You haven’t even bought the company, and you’re already hitting opposition.”

      Harper flinched.

      “I’m sorry if you think that’s blunt or if you find me condescending.”

      I glanced at CJ to gauge how she was taking it. She gave the slightest nod, but then shifted to Harper.

      “As far as anyone has to know, you could be the owner and I could be the silent partner—but darling, I won’t be silent with you.”

      Harper stood and walked over to me, cocked out a hip, and crossing crossed her arms over her chest. “Let’s talk to Sadie.” CJ came over and joined us. “For now, let’s keep it between us…four…” She turned to CJ and pointed at her. “Do not tell Grady about this yet.”

      “Grady won’t be happy about my involvement…you weren’t wrong about that,” I added.

      “You can tell him when the deal is done,” Harper said. “He’s going to have to get used to

      there being things about the business you two can’t share.”

      “Okay, but you—” CJ pointed at me. “You’re telling him about your involvement.

      I’m not getting in the middle of that.”

      Great.

      I set my sights on Harper. “Do we have a deal?”

      “We need to pass it through Sadie, but…” We locked eyes on each other as if we were twelve and having a staring contest. I blinked and warmth lit up through me. “Fine. But we have a lot to discuss.” She held out her hand and I took it.

      She gave it a strong squeeze and she could’ve been holding any other part of my body and it would’ve had the same dizzying effect. “I never doubted it, Ms. Merrick. I’ll always be available whenever you need to talk with me.” All I did was let the smallest bit of amusement and happiness show on my face and her eyes narrowed.

      Harper let out an exasperated sound and CJ threw up her hands, walking away and muttering, “Oh, Lord. Here we go…”
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      Adrenaline coursed through my veins as if I were the one who hit the barrier wall at 180 miles per hour. We were walking out of Merrick Motorsports’ executive buildings, having just told my father about our plans—about CJ and I quitting Merrick. It wasn’t pretty—not that I was delusional, thinking it would be easy. In fact, it was the hardest thing I’d ever done.

      The meeting started off bad and got worse.

      “CJ won’t be signing with you for next season.”

      My father halted and tilted his head, as if he needed better reception to hear me. “Excuse me?”

      And dammit, I used up all my courage to get that sentence out. Now I had to dig deep to say it again—to find the power to inflict disappointment on my father.

      “CJ and I are both taking positions with another team. Actually, CJ is taking a new position, I’m just resigning. I mean, I’m resigning and hiring CJ⁠—”

      It was close to the end of the season, and my father believed he was going to swoop in as the last-minute savior. He freed up a second car so he could keep both CJ and Grady—negating the entire need for the competition the year before.

      I saw red.

      I didn’t handle it well.

      “It’s too late.” I halted the discussion with the decisive slash of my hand through the air. “It’s too late, Dad. CJ is going to drive for me.”

      “You?” I could’ve told him monkeys from Mars were going to hire her and he would’ve been less astounded.

      “Yes, me. I am the co-owner of a new team Butler sold to me and my investors, and CJ was just signed as a principal Cup driver for next season.”

      “What the hell?” Merrick roared. “Where did you get the money to buy a team? Who would partner with a girl your age?”

      Cue Aunt Sadie walking in the door in 3…2…1…

      “She’s partnering with me, Everett, and you’d be smart to realize who you were referring to as ‘girl’.”

      “Are you okay?” CJ asked, as I relived the memory that would haunt me until my father’s look of betrayal and the feeling that I just staged a coup left my emotional hemisphere.

      I took in a deep breath. “I gave a lot to the company. I sacrificed a lot to come home after college…to join the company.”

      “I know,” CJ said. “At the time it was for the best. You know that now.”

      I nodded but couldn’t look at my aunt or CJ. I lost my relationship with Spencer over working at Merrick. We’d been college sweethearts, set on a future together. Spencer didn’t want to stay in Charlotte, and I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to leave. Spencer didn’t wait around for me to decide.

      I built my life around Merrick. Now, it felt like a crash—both in adrenaline and in spirit.

      I stopped outside the doors, drawing in deep breaths of air, and surveyed the campus before moving toward my Lexus. It was the last time I’d be there as an employee.

      Sadie and CJ were speaking behind me as they walked out, but I only heard murmurs over the waves of white noise filling my ears.

      My eyes burned. I refused to let the waterworks turn on. No. Not today. Tears weren’t on the agenda. I blinked them away and took in one more deep, cleansing breath.

      “Well, I’m glad that’s over,” Sadie said, coming up behind me and putting an arm around my waist, giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry I was late, but it was better for you to do it anyway. He needed to hear it from you first.”

      I glanced down at my mini dynamo of an aunt. Her vibrantly dyed red hair reaching my cheek as I smiled at her. “You just wanted us to take the first shots.”

      CJ chuckled.

      “And you—” I turned on my best friend. “Some big help you were. I don’t know the last time I’d ever seen you freeze or remain that quiet.”

      She shrugged. “What did you want me to say? I’m just the driver. I go with whoever is going to pay for my car and my paycheck.”

      “You know you’re more than just a driver.”

      She waved me off and looked away. “I felt bad, okay.” She stared off. “Even with all that went down this past year, and as angry as I’ve been at Junior and your father, he’s done a lot for me.” She stared into the distant pines lining the parking lot. “He believed in me when other teams tossed me aside. I felt bad about walking out of there.”

      We all stood silent.

      While we felt justified in breaking off from them and were excited about our new venture, today was painful—there was no way to disguise it.

      I stepped out of Sadie’s arms and opened my purse, rummaging for my phone. “I hope he eventually forgives me,” I whispered.

      “He will,” Sadie whispered back. “His pride just took a hit. But he’ll come around once he realizes it was his daughter who got the best of him—not some random opponent. That will balance the scales.”

      She straightened, and with a flip of a switch brightened. “Let’s focus on the future. CJ, go home. Get our boys and let’s go to dinner to celebrate Grady’s birthday and our newfound partnership.”

      “Cal should be telling Grady about his involvement in the new team as we speak,” CJ said, as we walked to her truck. “Given how new their reconciliation is, I hope this doesn’t blow it. Crappy way to ruin a birthday. Hopefully, there isn’t much blood shed and we’ll get to the restaurant on time.”

      Cal McBane. Our new partner—silent partner. No one outside our immediate circle was going to know about it, for now. The announcement was going to be made that Sadie and I bought a small team from Butler, and CJ was going to be our principal driver. It helped that Cal was able to talk down his price. Staffing and day-to-day operations would be under my authority, but finances were between Sadie, Cal, and myself.

      “Out of the frying pan and into the fire...” I said, walking toward my car. Not looking back at them, I added my biggest concern. “I hope we didn’t just sell our souls to the devil for this dream.”
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      The drinks were flowing, and CJ and Harper were dancing. Sadie begged off after dinner, much to Harper’s relief and my disappointment, saying she had “other late-night plans.”

      Nonetheless, watching Harper move was entertaining enough. Who would’ve thought the latest CEO of a yet-to-be-named stock car race team could move so well?  They needed to blow off some steam after dropping the bomb on Merrick about leaving earlier that evening. I was sitting back in a booth, nursing a Guinness, appreciating the view of CJ and Harper dancing, but not the noise.

      I may be getting too old for this shit.

      My brother approached the table and motioned to the outdoor balcony of the club that overlooked downtown.

      I grabbed my beer and followed him, appreciating the fresh air and the marginally quieter atmosphere.

      He surveyed downtown Charlotte when I approached him.

      “Happy Birthday, bro,” I said, tipping my bottle up to him as he turned around.

      “So, tell me. What exactly are you up to now?”

      “I thought we’d discussed this earlier while the ladies were at Merrick? Why do I need to be up to something? I’m helping out a friend. And from what it looks like, your girlfriend, too.”

      “And since when is Harper your friend?” He turned to me. “You don’t do anything without a reason. And I know Dad didn’t approve of this…”

      I took a pull of my beer, also staring out over the skyline. Charlotte was a young city, growing by leaps and bounds. The energy was emanating from it—probably why I was so drawn to it. Chicago seemed to represent established age, and wisdom, and old money. Charlotte was the future and vibrance.

      “So, what’s in it for you?” Grady took a swig of his beer and returned to his question.

      I leaned an arm on a railing and turned to him, studying him closely. “Are you happy here? Not just with CJ, but with what you have going on?”

      He hesitated, and then his voice softened. “Yeah. I am.”

      I gave a slight nod. “You seem settled.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ok.” And I stood.

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      I gave him a small smile. “Yes, little brother, I have. If you are happy, and things here are settled. I’m good. I’m leaving tomorrow and will be out of your hair. I’m glad things are working out for you.” I motioned inside to the dance floor where the ladies were twirling each other around.

      “Why are you involved with Harper’s team?”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “She and Sadie had a good idea—an inventive idea that would get you and CJ out of a tough situation. They’d hit a wall and they were short on funding. We had the money from the sale of the Indy team after you left. Dad’s also distracted, and I was able to get it by him.” I grinned while taking another pull on my beer.

      “Ahhh,” he said.

      “Trust me, it was not easy convincing them—at least convincing Harper. She is a very stubborn and proud woman. But she’s sharp and a visionary. I like her. I appreciate talent. Plus, I find it mutually beneficial⁠—”

      “She can keep an eye on me.” He put the pieces together.

      I glanced up at the sky as if to ponder the thought in jest. “Well, that’s a perk. But really, I wanted to learn about the industry you are calling home now.” That wasn’t the whole truth.

      I didn’t even want to admit the truth.

      The truth was I was envious. I didn’t begrudge him his happiness, his freedom. I guess, when Harper said they didn’t have the money, the moment I saw her dream slip through her hands, heard the tone of frustration in her voice…I saw a chance that I could catch some of that. A glimmer of being part of something special. Be a part of it.

      It sounded ridiculous.

      I had friends. I had wealth, power, connections. I could have practically any woman in Chicago I wanted—and that wasn’t ego speaking. I didn’t have a damaged past to recover from. I didn’t have a sad soul that needed saving. But the sun seemed to shine brighter down here. I was drawn to it, and I don’t think it was the warmth from being reunited with my
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