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To Marco, who still makes my heart race. 


CHAPTER ONE

 DANTE

“I will not allow a girl to change my tires. Absolutely not.” 

Jack, my chief engineer and oldest friend, shot me an acerbic look that indicated he wasn’t in the mood for my attitude. 

We were the only two at a twelve-seat conference table, where team principals normally met to discuss engines, tires, and race strategy. 

My Italian accent turned thick with derision. “What the hell, man? I’m not going to dignify your laughter with a response. 

This is serious. This is world-class auto racing, not some reality TVshow.” 

Jack, an intense and sardonic Australian, finally sobered and turned his gaze out a window. My eyes rested on the vibrant green  grass flanking the smooth asphalt of the Maranello test track. In the distance, the turret of a Renaissance-era palazzo peeked over a cluster of trees. I could practically smell the eucalyptus and lavender mixed with the burning rubber of tires. It was the scent of home. Of motorsports in Italy. 

“Look here, mate. I know you don’t want a woman on the team. But it’s boss’s orders. Might as well get used to it. She’s part of us now. That’s what I’m hearing, at least. And apparently she’s quite competent.” 

 Boss’s orders. A woman in the pit crew was a responsibility I didn’t need. A distraction I didn’t want. 

“There’s never been a female tire changer in the history of Formula World. She’ll ruin the team. And where the hell is Bronson? He called this meeting and now he’s ten minutes late. 

You know how I feel about being late. Or coming in second.” 

Jack plucked a small model of our team’s Formula World car off the conference room table and turned it around in his hands. 

He set the little white car back down and ran it back and forth on its toy wheels, avoiding my stare. 

“Just because your sister—” 

“This has nothing to do with Gabriella,” I growled. 

Jack pushed the little car across the table toward me. “It has everything to do with her. I’ve known you since before she . . .  before the accident. And you didn’t use to be so against women on the teams.” 

Slapping my hand on to the rolling car, I halted its journey. Jack was my savior on the track, my wingman. We’d worked together my entire dozen-year career. He was one of the few people on earth who treated me like a regular guy and not a racing superstar. But he knew how—and when—to poke at my tender spots. 

“Gabriella shouldn’t have tried to be a mechanic. She should have gone to school to be an engineer and gotten involved in the behind-the-scenes of racing. Or taken a job in the corporate offices of a motorsports team . . .” 

“We’ve had this conversation a thousand times. But hey, we can have it again, I don’t mind. I was on the track the day it happened six years ago.” Without the car to fiddle with, he drummed his fingers on the table, unable to be still. “She didn’t die because she was a woman. She died because of a faulty design in the fuel-rig. She happened to be the unlucky soul who was draining the rig after your practice lap.” 

The familiar feeling of sadness churned in my gut at the memory of my older sister, and the flash of terror I’d felt when I’d staggered out of my car, screaming her name. Every time I walked into the pit, the smell of gas reminded me of that day. Reaching into my pocket, I touched the silver medallion she’d given me for luck the year I started racing, back when I was twelve and into go-karts. “And you never listen. Or agree with me. She didn’t have the upper-body strength to wrangle the hoses on the fuel rig. 

Which is my point. Women don’t have the capability or stamina to be part of this.” 

 Good God. How difficult was it for people to understand? 

“Also, a woman will be distracting. Can you imagine how the guys will react to her? It won’t matter what she looks like, someone will want to . . . you know.” I waved my hand dismissively. 

“Screw her?” Jack offered. 

 What a disaster. It was difficult enough to stomach that Brock Bronson, the team’s owner, barely knew an open-wheel car from a junker in a demolition derby. He was a Silicon Valley billionaire with a fascination for speed. But he’d offered me such  an astronomical amount of money to sign with Team Eagle— had assembled such an incredible car, drawn such lucrative sponsors—that it was impossible to say no. 

Eagle was new and risk taking, my agent had said.  Sign the contract, my agent had said. Six world championships in, I had been looking for the ultimate challenge. To win a seventh in my final season with a rookie team would be the biggest conquest of all, and it would bring both visibility to a new team and plenty of retirement sponsorships my way. 

 Good karma and a ton of cash, my agent had said. 

“All I want is to win and stay drama-free. Can you imagine the headlines if she screws up?” I said. 

“Really? Will she distract us? How will we even know she’s a woman? She’ll be done up in coveralls and helmet during races, like the rest of us. Surely you can control yourself. And look, Rolf is gay, and he’s on the pit crew. We don’t worry about him being distracted by other blokes.” Jack reached across the table to grab the little car. 

 Hell. His logic was solid. “This isn’t about controlling  my libido. Like I would be interested in a tire changer when I’ve got models and actresses and that singer . . .” 

What was the name of the pop singer I’d hooked up with last season in Malaysia? I couldn’t recall. Women were among the many perks of being a driver, and I hadn’t ever felt the need to settle down with only one. 

“A lone girl around a group of men will always be a distraction to someone. And it’s our championship and my safety on the line.” 

I threw my hands in the air. “And what does she know about tires and cars? She won’t have the hand-eye coordination needed to change a wheel in seconds.  Porca miseria. 

“Oh, we’re trotting out the nonsensical Italian swear words, are  we?” Jack asked, annoying me even more. “She’s starting at Monaco. 

And testing with us soon here on the track. In a day or two.” 

“We’ll see about that. She can’t waltz in now and begin a week before the season,” I snapped. “I’ll meet with Bronson and try to knock some sense into that stupid American. He thinks he knows everything because he made more money than God with his computer chips, but he knows nothing about cars, tires, or racing. He’s a—” 

“Who’s a stupid American?” 

It was Brock Bronson. In all of his friendly, casual glory. Regarding him with a surly smile, I decidedly ignored what he’d overheard. 

Other drivers would have quaked in fear had they insulted their team owner. But Bronson needed me, so I smiled. Fuck him. 

“Buongiorno, Signor Bronson. We were just discussing the team’s new hire.” 

Bronson took a seat across from me at the conference table. To my ears, his thick American accent sounded like syllables scraped against a cheesegrater. 

That’s one of the reasons I wanted to sit down with you two. I knew it would get some of you boys in a snit. But first, I wanted to update you on our other situation, in private.” 

Jack and I straightened our spines in tandem. This was far more interesting than any woman. 

“The Praxi steam is still considering going to the FIA World Motor Sport Council about Max and his engineer,” Bronson said. 

If the Fédération Internationale del’Automobile got involved, it could lead to terrible press and even worse morale for an organization as new as Eagle. 

Jack stared at me as if to say,  I knew coming to this team was a terrible decision.  We’d had a bit of a quarrel over whether to sign the contract when we’d found out that Max Becker, a hot shot  young German who’d been in the sport only a year, would be the other, junior driver. 

“So they’re serious? They think Max and his engineer stole the technical information on the chassis last season?” 

Jack sat back in his chair and folded his arms. There was no love lost between him and Max’s crew. We’d competed against them last season on opposing teams, and never trusted them. Now we were on the same side, but apparently Max’s past slippery nature was catching up to him. And we could be collateral damage. 

Bronson held up his hands. “Look. Max assures me that his guys are clean. No one stole anything last year, he said.” 

“Was he or was he not in possession of the Praxis chassis information?” I asked. 

“I’m still looking into that. He claims no.” 

The way Bronson evaded my question was concerning. “I didn’t sign onto a rookie team and bring my trusted crew with me to be embroiled in drama. I wouldn’t have signed at all had I known you were bringing on that kid.” 

“Max is no rookie. He’s been driving for three years and is the future of the sport. People are saying he’s the next . . . you,” 

Bronson said. 

Max was only twenty-four, and as hungry as I once was. A fact I didn’t like to be reminded of at my age. “Still. I don’t enjoy the scandal.” 

“There’s no scandal. No drama. Don’t worry, dude. We’ve got this. I know the press is sniffing around, but I’m confident everything will turn out fine. I’ll make sure of it.” 

 Figures. Bronson was the kind of guy who thought money could fix everything. Admittedly, it usually could in Formula World, but I liked to think that talent always rose to the top. 

“When will we find out whether Praxis is taking the case to the FIA?” 

“A few weeks. A month, maybe.” 

We’d be in Montreal by then, perhaps Belgium. “Fine.” I sighed. 

“Let’s try to put it behind us, especially before the first race in Monaco. And what’s this about the girl? Please tell me it isn’t true.” 

“Oh, right. Savannah.” Bronson chuckled. “You’ll meet her soon. She’s doing onboarding with HR as we speak. I spoke with Max earlier, and he said he doesn’t have an issue with her.” 

He spoke with that kid before me? “Then assign her to his pit crew.” 

Bronson tilted his head. “Nah, I think that would be a little too obvious. As if we were purposefully trying to distract the public from the chassis info situation.” 

“Max would definitely try to sleep with her,” I muttered. 

My German teammate was as legendary on the party circuit as he was on the track. The two of us made quite the tabloid fodder, actually. Two months ago during a promotional event in Chile, he’d had a threesome with two flight attendants after the exhibition race that somehow got leaked to the press, and I’d gotten a speeding ticket the day after. 

On a Vespa. With a soap opera actress riding behind me. Later, back at the hotel, she’d ridden  me. Then proceeded to divulge everything about our night together to a gossip site. 

The media never ceased in their attempt to stir the pot, whether it was with the drivers’ on-track problems or their off-track escapades. 

“Terrible Twos,” the tabloids had recently dubbed me and Max. We were the biggest celebrities in motorsports and could pretty much do anything we damn well pleased. 

And now, with Max’s crew and the accusations of possible  stolen technical information, Eagle was in the press every day. 

Hell, every hour on the blogs, which I tried not to read. 

“With all due respect, I need to tell you there’s a million reasons why it would be disastrous to have a girl on the pit crew. 

What if she becomes involved with someone?” 

“Not a chance in hell. She comes highly recommended by some of the top IndyCar executives. She interned there. And at NASCAR too. Pretend she’s a guy. She’s one of three hundred people on the entire Eagle payroll. Ignore her. Your only job is to win.” 

Bronson reached across the table and clasped my muscled forearms with his smooth, chubby hands. “With the car we’ve put together and your skills, you’ve got a serious shot at a seventh championship. Then you can retire in glory, bro.” 

Nothing was more irritating than that man calling me bro. 

A man with his wealth should be more formal, less crass. But the American was right: if I won a seventh championship, I’d be remembered as one of the greats of motorsports, alongside Hamilton, Schumacher, and Andretti. 

“Have you told the guys?” 

“I’m making it clear to everyone, including Max, that they’re not to harass Savannah. I’m telling you the same thing, and that’s why I wanted to sit down with both of you today. I want you to welcome her and turn on that Italian charm of yours when you meet her in the coming days. I think it looks good to have a woman on the team. I’m not going to lie: it’ll help our image, given Max and his alleged ‘espionage’ controversy.” 

“Espionage. I’ll strangle him myself if it’s true.” I swore under my breath. 

“And Savvy will practice with us next week.” 

“Savvy? What kind of a girl name is that? It sounds like the moniker of an exotic dancer.” 

“She’s not a girl, she’s twenty-four. She’s a woman, and you should respect her as such. And Savvy is short for Savannah. 

As in Georgia, USA. Which is where her father, Dale Jenkins, the owner of Jenkins International—one of the largest parts distributors in North America—makes his home and his corporate headquarters. I’m surprised you don’t know her, he’s such a high-profile man in the industry and all.” 

Hearing the name of Jenkins International sent a frisson of awareness through my body. Of course I’d heard of her father and his company. The brand was known the world over. 

“Why does  she want to be on the team?” 

Bronson guffawed. “It might have something to do with the fact that her father is now one of our sponsors. She asked her daddy if she could work with us, and I couldn’t say no. He and I met at a party in the States—he’s a stand-up guy. It was too good a PR opportunity to pass up. But you can always ask her yourself. 

Maybe she’s got her own reasons.” 

I leaned forward, gesturing by turning my hand upward, pressing my thumb against my four fingers, and flicking for emphasis. “Let me get this straight. Our new tire changer is the daughter of the man who owns one of America’s largest auto parts companies? The outfit that sponsors NASCAR teams?” 

“What are the chances of that?” Jack and I stared at each other. 

Bronson stood up. “Sounds like you two will have a lot to talk about.” 

So much for a drama-free season. 


CHAPTER TWO 

SAVANNAH 

 Showtime. Well, not exactly. It was only practice. But every practice needed to be perfect, at least for me. This was the final run at the test track before the season opener in Monte Carlo, and my heart practically raced in time with the RPMs coming from the gleaming white car. 

I pulled on a white helmet and adjusted the strap under my chin until my head was safe and snug inside. Snapping the visor into place, I knelt between two men, one of whom was holding a tire. I picked up the pneumatic wheel gun, and it was heavy and comfortable in my hands. 

Finally. It felt amazing to be in the pits, the roar of the engine echoing in my head. I’d spent the last three weeks here at the Eagle  headquarters, mostly doing boring onboarding with Human Resources during week one. Life had gotten more exciting in week two, when I’d shadowed crew members from the team’s other car. 

After all this, I was assigned to Dante Annunziata’s crew and had recently learned the fascinating—and highly confidential—  technical aspects of his vehicle from the engineers. 

Fun fact: The steering wheel for the car on the track cost close to a hundred grand. It was made of carbon fiber and silicone and controlled up to forty functions for the vehicle. 

And now, it was time for me to control my own destiny. 

Everyone was clad in identical white, fire-retardant jumpsuits, with heavy black gloves and boots. Not to mention the white helmets, which made us look like aliens. Even the most ardent of racing fans wouldn’t be able to tell I was a different gender—the other tire changers were also trim, small, and nimble. Sure, maybe I was a bit shorter than the rest, but I didn’t feel like I stood out. 

Giorgio, the tire carrier next to me, gave a thumbs-up, and I responded in kind. He flipped up his visor. 

“Che calor, ” he yelled, and I recognized his words as Italian, something about the heat, because I’d been studying the language for the last month in preparation for my first practice with the team. 

I wanted so much to be accepted by them, and each time anyone talked to me, I tried to be superpleasant. So far, everyone had been respectful and kind, and I was grateful. 

It didn’t feel hot outside to me, not after a lifetime spent in the steamy south of Georgia. This heat had nothing on my hometown, where palm trees, moss, and people visibly withered in the summer months. I grinned wide inside my helmet. 

 Girl, you’ve got this. 

I’d signed with Eagle to show everyone a woman could break  barriers in racing’s most glamorous sport. I’d also wanted to prove something closer to home. 

My mother assumed I’d choose something genteel, a branch of the motorsports profession with a whiff of glitz, like public relations. She’d gone along with the engineering diploma from the University of Georgia and the internships with NASCAR and IndyCar. But my traveling the world with a race team for the better part of a year had been a bridge too far. 

“You’re going where, to do what?” Mom had asked a month ago, during our weekly bottomless mimosa brunch at a place not far from home. Her incredulous tone had caused many of the well-heeled Southern women at nearby tables to turn in our direction. “But what about that assistant public relations job with the racing team in Atlanta? Or something with our family’s company? You’d be close to me and Dad, and you’d be able to find a nice Southern boy to settle down with.” 

Then came the inevitable guilt-trip. “How could you leave me?” she’d wailed. 

The emotional manipulation had become too much to bear, and for the first time, I stood up for myself. “I don’t want nice, I don’t want a Southern boy, and I don’t want Atlanta,” I shot back. 

“I want international travel and fast cars and Formula World.” 

She’d fixed her hard blue stare on me and doubled down on her toxic tactics. “You’ll never succeed in that world, Savvy. That’s a rich man’s game, and you have no business sticking your nose into places it doesn’t belong. Don’t even bother. You’ll fail.” 

That conversation, and no small measure of satisfaction, raced through my head as I stood there, waiting for the car to pit. I was here in Italy. I was succeeding.  Thriving. 

Crouching into position again between the two men, I sent a  silent thank-you to my unconventional father, who had always encouraged me to follow my dreams. It was Daddy who had introduced me to the world of motorsports, and who had been the only one to know my secret dream: to help run our family’s company, alongside my brother, and sponsor my own racing outfit—an all-female team in one of the top circuits, proving that women could be successful athletes and equals in motorsports. 

First, though, I needed  experience. 

“Get in place!” yelled a voice. 

With a high-pitched roar, the powerful machine whizzed into the pit. The guy standing at the hood—the lollipop man—held up a sign to signal to the driver to keep his brakes on during the pit stop. 

I moved fluidly, pressing the gun into the middle of the tire, unlocking the single lug nut at the center of the wheel. I eased back. The man to my right slipped the tire off, and the man to my left slid a new tire on in one seamless motion. I moved forward and quickly locked the lug nut with a fierce blast of the wheel gun. 

 Zip.  Whoosh.  Zip. 

It was an intricate dance, albeit one that happened in a few blinks of an eye. The twenty-one strong pit crew that hovered around the car stepped back with uniformity. The lollipop man at the front raised his sign and the car sped off. With that engine, it would eventually reach its peak of fifteen thousand revolutions per minute—up to two hundred and twenty miles per hour. 

 Faster than a hot knife through butter, I thought. 

I thought something else too:  You’re a beautiful girl, Savvy, which means you have to work harder and smarter than everyone else to be taken seriously. That’s what Daddy always said, and I’d reminded myself of his words a thousand times during my first  weeks with Eagle. It was a mantra I repeated every time I was asked to do something new. 

Work harder. 

Work smarter. 

Don’t show any fear. 

The team practiced the pit stops four more times, each one more efficient and faster than the last. The pit crew manager took off his helmet. “Three point one seconds on the last stop. Nice work. Let’s take a break and recap the day.” 

One of the tire carriers who’d stood nearby during the pit stop clapped me on the shoulder as we all walked into the pit garage. 

After a few moments, a hand firmly eased me aside. From the specially tailored uniform, the uniquely decorated helmet, and the swagger, I knew it was Dante Annunziata, our driver. I’d seen him earlier when he’d climbed into his car for the test laps. 

Pulling off my helmet, I watched as the team parted for him, a king given the privilege of entering the air-conditioned garage first. Drivers, even the most decent of guys in any semi-pro contest, usually displayed a hint of entitlement and brashness off the track, and an exacting, calculating iciness behind the wheel. He was no different, from what I could tell. 

I followed everyone inside. Although the team was American owned, the headquarters were in Italy because the owner loved it here, I’d heard. The Team Eagle operation was like nothing I’d ever seen in other circuits back home. The place was a vast motorsports complex that had been recently built with an eye for detail. 

Everything from the polished concrete floors to the mahogany conference room tables to the tools with their surgery-theater-level gleam screamed money. 

Owner Brock Bronson had spared no expense for the building  or the cars. This was how I’d explain the place to my dad next time I called: cleaner than a bar of soap, with the added bonus of a catered pasta bar for lunch. Hopefully Daddy would be able to visit during a race at some point later in the season. Making him proud was important to me. 

As I started to pull a chair out from the sleek mahogany table, Giorgio tugged on my sleeve and wagged his finger. 

“We sit back here during these briefings,” he whispered in a heavy Italian accent. 

I winced, wishing I hadn’t drawn attention to myself. “Sorry,” I whispered. He was my dad’s age, a guy with salt-and-pepper hair and a handlebar moustache. He motioned for me to sit next to him, front and center in a row of folding chairs. 

The team’s engineers and computer technicians took their places at the conference table. 

I set my helmet at my feet on the gleaming terrazzo floor, mimicking the other guys, and undid my ponytail. Goodness, that cool air felt amazing on my scalp. I combed my hair back with my fingers, letting it fall loose over my coverall-clad shoulders. 

My gaze alighted on a man at the head of the table. For a second, everything around me—the two dozen pit crew members, the assistants serving coffee, the strong blast of the air conditioner—fell away, because I was spellbound by a pair of dark, molten eyes. 

 Dante Annunziata. 

My first thought was that it was too bad he wore the foulest, angriest glare I’d ever seen. With his longish raven-black hair tumbling over his forehead and his matching dark brows, it was a waste of a handsome face to look so nasty. My second thought was one of sheer curiosity. Why were his full lips curled  into a sneer as if a foul odor permeated the room? Our pit stops had been flawless, and he’d driven as fast as the wind around the track. He should be thrilled that we’d worked so well as a new team, especially since the season opener in Monaco was just days away. 

What was he staring at? I glanced to the men on either side of me, then quickly over my shoulder at the two other rows of chairs, which were filled with pit crew members and team staff. I looked again at Dante. He hadn’t stopped staring in my direction. 

And his flashing dark eyes were still unblinking and furious. 

Well, that was rude. Surely he wasn’t raised by wolves? 

As if he’d heard me calling him names inside my head, Dante turned to Jack, the chief engineer, who sat next to him. The two men huddled for a minute until the team’s owner ambled in. He was lanky, and wore dung-colored cowboy boots, jeans, a black T-shirt, and thick, black-rimmed hipster glasses. He took up a lot of space when he moved his long arms and legs. 

He was followed by Tanya, the team’s head of public relations. 

She was also from the US—Boston, I think, if her clipped accent was any indication. I’d only met her once, and thought she was pleasant in a slightly frosty way. But since we were among the only women employed by the team and both from the United States, I hoped to get to know her better. Being surrounded by all these dudes—and missing my best friend, Kayla, back home—made me crave female friendship. 

Bronson passed by Dante and Jack, squeezing both men’s shoulders before taking the empty seat next to Jack. “Take it away, Jack. It’s your show,” he said. 

Jack climbed to his feet. “You all looked incredible out there. 

Bravo, team.” He pumped his fist. “Now, let’s go over what we  could’ve done better, and talk about the weather conditions for our first race.” 

I concentrated on his post-practice wrap-up, trying to put Dante’s blazing stare out of my mind. Something about him left me with a squirmy feeling. 

“We’ll likely be starting the Monaco race on soft tires, since they’ve done so well in practice this week,” Jack said, then launched into a long explanation about the weather in France. 

I studied Dante. He was a world champion in the sport. A legend. Which meant I needed to be deferential and extrarespectful. 

He furrowed his brow. His full lips plumped into a faint pout. 

He ran a thumb across his jawline, which was sharp as a knife. 

I’d bet a hundred bucks that he practiced that brooding, intense look in the mirror just to perfect his sex appeal. The thought almost made me laugh, but I had to admit an uncomfortable truth: he had more sex appeal than his car had RPMs. 

It was not something I often thought when looking at a man. 

Actually, I’d never had a visceral reaction to a guy like this. Not during either of my internships, not in college, not ever. 

Guys rarely affected me one way or the other, much to the dismay of both my mother and Kayla. Oh, sure, I thought some were cute, or even handsome. I liked men. I’d kissed a few. But Dante, and his searing, brooding expression, was a different story entirely, stirring in me something both unnerving and unfamiliar. Dangerous, even. I was usually so unaffected by men. 

But  this man was different. 

His forehead was high and his nose aquiline, a classic Italian look. He often posed for edgy modeling shoots for various Italian clothing designers, and I’d seen lots of photos of him online. 

But in person, he was way different. Rawer somehow, and more arresting. All charisma and attitude. His lips were plush and sensual, which made his sharp jaw seem all the more masculine. He was clean-shaven and I pondered how the olive-gold skin of his face would feel under my fingertips. 

Egad. I made a mental note to text my best friend back home about this troublesome thought. She’d probably laugh at me and tell me I was jetlagged or dehydrated. 

“And I’d like to again introduce our newest team member, Savannah Jenkins. Some of you met her during this morning’s meeting or have had the chance to say hi over the past couple of weeks. Our team’s grown so much, though, and we’ve hired so many new people that I wanted to do another round of introductions, since I know some of the staff and techs haven’t yet been acquainted. In case she doesn’t stand out, Savvy’s the one in the front row of chairs with the long red hair. Savannah, stand up, please.” 

 Oh dear.  

I hurriedly smiled and stood, all while being acutely aware of Dante’s smoldering eyes. He’d caught me staring, and I watched as his own gaze skimmed down my coverall-clad body.  Just great. 

“Thank you,” I said, drawing out the words in my most syrupy Southern accent. I’d been trying to temper that around all these international people, but when I was flustered or put on the spot, my roots bloomed in my voice with a vengeance. 

“I’m thrilled to be here in Formula World with all y’all, simply honored to be in your presence,” I said. “It’s a world away from Atlanta, where I’m from, but I know we’re going to win the championship for Eagle. Get ’er done. Shake and bake, and all that. At least that’s what we say back home. And Mr. Annunziata,  I must say that was some of the finest driving I’ve ever seen on a track. You are incredible.” 

A ripple of laughter and applause went through the room. 

Except from Dante. He winced. Didn’t nod, didn’t smile, didn’t acknowledge my compliment in any way. 

Jack smiled warmly. “We are equally as thrilled to have you. In case you didn’t know, Savvy—that’s what she likes to be called—  has an engineering degree and has interned with a top NASCAR  team. She and Eagle are also part of history, because she’s the first female tire changer in Formula World. She’s a great asset to Eagle, and I hope you’ll join me in making her feel welcome.” 

Bronson stood. “I’d also like to give Savannah a big hello. I know you all got my memo about her, but consider this a formal welcome. Having a woman on the team puts us at the forefront of motorsports. We should all be proud of that. And look at her. 

She’s something, isn’t she?” 

When everyone again turned to stare at me, I froze. In an instant, my face felt like I’d pressed it into a bowl of jalapeno peppers, and I knew it was turning red. “Thanks, y’all,” I replied. 

The team applauded, and I sank back into the chair. The guy next to me patted my shoulder. I let out the breath I was holding and pasted on my best pageant smile. Even gave a little wave. 

My eyes went from Bronson to Jack to Dante. He wasn’t clapping. Instead, he was scribbling on a piece of paper in front of him. Looking like he couldn’t be bothered. 

What a  jerk. 


CHAPTER THREE

DANTE

Jack and I strolled out of the conference room after the team meeting and stood outside in the bright Italian sun, not far from the garages that housed Eagle’s multimillion-dollar cars. 

“Those pit stops were perfection.” Jack’s ruddy complexion was flushed, and he shielded his eyes from the glare. “How did they feel to you? This car really is something impressive. And you know I don’t impress easily.” 

“Seems like we have our act together. It’s hard to tell, though. 

I’ll have a better feel for things in Monaco. You know me, cautious until I start winning.” 

“There’s no way we’re going to lose with this car. Or with this team. I really sense a great vibe between everyone. All the guys, er,  crew are hustling their asses off. It’s like the old days. Even with a woman on the team. No one even batted an eye when she stood in the pits during practice. I’ll bet you didn’t even know she was changing your tire.” 

Admittedly, I hadn’t noticed. “Really? Are you bullshitting me? I feel like she’s hard to ignore.” 

“What were your impressions of her, mate?” He seemed to be goading me. Sometimes Jack’s incessant questions and chatter set my teeth on edge. This was one of those times. 

“She’s young. A little brash. Can’t vouch for her mechanical skills but my wheel didn’t fall off, so there’s that. But did you see the way she addressed the team? Seems kind of full of herself.” 

A few pit crew members left the building and I wondered if Savannah would soon emerge. I waved and they held up their fists in the air. “Looked amazing out there today, Dante,” one shouted in Italian. 

“Grazie,” I called back. 

“Kind of full of herself?” Jack guffawed, ignoring the guys. 

“Takes one to know one. I can tell you this, she was great during our test runs. Smooth and quick. She spent a lot of time last week with Max’s crew to get a feel for both cars, and I had her observe for some of your stops too. But those final pits when she was working were smooth as silk. She knows her stuff. Maybe we need more women as wheel gunners. Savvy’s fast on her feet. I was impressed.” 

“I heard what you said during the meeting. I know I didn’t seem like I was paying attention, but I was.” 

Jack went on for several moments about how Savannah was well-versed in engines, about her engineering degree, and about the virtues of her excellent hand-eye coordination. 

“Enough,” I barked, pushing a rock with the toe of my sneaker. 

Jack reared back. “What? I always talk up our new teammates. 

Oh, get this: she was a beauty pageant queen.” 

“She was what?” 

“Yeah, Tanya told me, and I asked Savvy about it earlier today.” 

“Where was I during this conversation?”  A beauty pageant queen turned tire changer? What in God’s name . . . 

“You were signing autographs in the marketing office.” 

“This makes me doubt her credentials even more,” I said with a grunt. 

Jack’s eyes widened. “No, she did two internships with winning teams in the US. She knows her stuff. Her pageant career began when she was twelve and lasted until she was about sixteen. She was a runner-up for the Miss Georgia title. Then she stopped competing. I’m not sure why.” 

Again he blathered on about her qualifications. I watched as Bronson left the building, his cowboy boots making sharp strikes against the asphalt. He either didn’t notice us or was ignoring our presence, because he didn’t wave. This annoyed me even more, and I finally held up my hand, hoping Jack would stop talking. 

“Fine. I get it. She’s got experience in motorsports.” I didn’t want to be reminded of Savannah and her mane of wild red hair. 

“Really, you need to forget she’s a woman and move on.” 

“I expected someone more, I don’t know. Like my sister. More strapping and solid.” My sister, Gabriella, had been sturdy, like our grandmother. Strong as an ox. 

“Oh, Savvy’s quite strong. She told me all about how she weight trains and runs. She had no problem using the tire gun.” 

I shot him a warning look. “Maybe we can reassign her to ordering parts or something. Does she have to be in the pits?” 

For some reason, her bright green eyes burned in my mind. 

 Christ. Feisty. Bewitching, even. Without makeup and while wearing only a bulky, zip-up coverall, she still looked feminine, with her little nose, her fair skin, and the sprinkle of freckles on her cheeks. Something about her wide, sexy smile and the way she had stared at me with the promise of a challenge had sent an unwelcome surge of blood to the region below my belt. 

It was all so annoying, though, because this was a situation I couldn’t control. She was a wild card. Too wild, by the looks of her. 

“You’re right, though. I need to forget about her. Enough about Savannah.” I clapped Jack on the shoulder. “Are you coming with me in the jet to Monte Carlo tomorrow? We can plan out which yacht parties we’re going to hit once we land.” 

Jack shook his head. “No. Bronson wants me to make sure Savvy’s comfortable on the bus.” 

I swore in Italian. “See, this is what I mean. The girl’s a distraction. Why should she get special treatment?” 

“You know, maybe if you weren’t such an old-fashioned chauvinist, this wouldn’t be an issue.” Jack laughed. “I’m not a chauvinist. Women are as capable as men. In most things. 

More capable in some areas, truth be told. You know I love women. But not in this circuit. Remember how I came out against the idea of that eighteen-year-old Brazilian girl becoming a driver in IndyCar?” 

“I remember,” Jack said. “So listen, old man of thirty-two: Why don’t you give Savvy a chance? She seems like a sharp gal with a good head on her shoulders. She actually does know a lot about tires. We had a long conversation about soft compound tires during rainy races.” 

“Oh, you did, did you?” Exasperated, I shook my head and looked to the garage, where my race car awaited. I needed to inspect an important detail on the vehicle, and this conversation about Savannah was keeping me from the task at hand. 

A sharp gal.  Of course. Maybe that was what had affected me so much about her. During the team meeting she looked like she was soaking up every molecule in the room. Her expression was alert and hungry. 

Then I could’ve sworn she was checking me out. Which wasn’t unusual from women, but she did it in such a bold way. I’d even spotted her licking the side of her mouth, like a kitten. A sexy kitten. Arousal from a teammate was a first. It was also unwelcome. 

What if she distracted me on a race day? What if I distracted her and she failed to lock down my wheel during a race? What if she screwed up and hurt herself? 

The thought made me shudder. 

I was poised to snap at Jack for calling me old-fashioned, but then I had an idea. 

“Get to know her. Might not be a bad plan.” 

“Exactly. Just be her friend . . . wait. I know that look in your eyes. I last saw it when you invited all those models onto your yacht last year at your Amalfi villa.” 

“For the sake of argument, what do you think Bronson would do if a driver was sleeping with a team member?” 

“If you had asked me a few weeks ago, I’d say he would assert it was a matter between men and let it go. But now there’s a woman on the team, I’m not so sure.” 

I leaned toward Jack and tapped on his chest. “But now there is a beautiful young woman on the team, things have changed, no? And if she falls for her handsome Italian driver, well, there’s  no way she’ll be able to continue with us. Even Bronson would know it’s a liability for everyone concerned.” 

“You’re so bad. Stop. Don’t mess with the poor woman.” 

“She’s not poor, if she’s the daughter of Dale Jenkins. She’s probably as rich as I am. Which means she should be at a debutante ball or going to a yoga retreat. Or whatever privileged American women do in their spare time. I’m sure she looks as hot in a dress as she does in coveralls. And even better out of either of them. 

Maybe I’ll find out.” 

“What, then your plan is to seduce her in hopes of driving her off the team?” Jack scratched his cheek with a finger and looked slightly horrified. “Mate, that’s cold.” 

“It’s not like I wouldn’t enjoy myself. Did you see her? She’s quite striking. But I’ll enjoy myself a lot more when she’s off the team and out of my life.” 

“I’m going to pretend this conversation never happened. File this under ‘wishful thinking.’” 

“Grazie. You definitely can’t tell anyone about this.” I shot him a pointed look. 

“Of course I wouldn’t.” Jack shrugged. His phone buzzed and he stared at it for a second; then he shook his head and slipped it back into his pocket. “We’ve been through so much together. 

Your little fantasy of seducing her is barely a blip compared to some of the shenanigans we’ve endured.” 

I smiled, thinking of our second season together, when Jack had the brilliant idea of hiring a photographer with multiple long, expensive lenses to take photos of all the other teams’ cars at the season opener. Sure, it was a little like spying, but now everyone did it—although it was Jack who’d pioneered the practice. 

“I’m going to miss your sorry ass,” I said, my voice gruff. Jack  had helped me through those dark days after Gabriella’s death, always ready with a party invitation and a crazy distraction—like the clandestine, off-road race in Baja one year—and I’d never forgotten the kindness. As much as the Australian sometimes annoyed me, I knew I’d miss him when the season was over. Jack would continue on in motorsports and I was headed straight for . . . something. Beyond some lucrative endorsements, I still hadn’t decided on the direction of my post-race career. 

All I knew was that I wanted to leave while at the top of my game. I didn’t want to hang on and lose more and more races each year, fading away until I finally retired. 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It’s a long season, mate, and it’s shaping up to be interesting, to say the least.” Jack smiled. “On that note, Bronson wanted me to round up Savannah and make a proper introduction between the two of you.” 

Well. This was fortuitous, if I actually planned on seducing her. Which was probably a shitty idea. Still, I wanted to push back against Jack’s eagerness, simply because he was annoying. “Why? 

It’s not like I personally meet with every new hire on the team. I usually get acquainted as the season goes on. I’m not the welcome wagon.” 

“He wants to make sure it’s smooth going between the two of you. After our conversation the other day, I think he sensed a bit of hesitation on your side.” 

A snort leaked from my nose. “Perceptive, isn’t he?” 

“Spend fifteen minutes with her to appease him. Maybe you’ll get this sorry plan of seducing her out of your head. I’m sure you’ll warm up to her once you’ve had a chat.” 

I shrugged. “Maybe she and I can catch up in Monaco.” 

“You know we’ll be too busy, between the parties and the  interviews and the actual fucking racing. Suck it up now. It’s what Bronson wants. Get it over with and see for yourself that she’s a decent person. She’s incredibly professional—you’ll be impressed.” 

 Yeah, right. 

“What are you, scared?” Jack teased. 

“Scared? Of meeting her?  Pffft. Of course not.” I pointed to the garage where my gleaming white car sat. “Fine. Meet me in there. 

I want to check on whether they’ve added the detail I asked for earlier.” 

At the start of every season, I had my team paint my sister’s name in small, cursive letters on the side of my car. So she’d always be with me on the track. 

“Oh, the Gabriella lettering? They were planning on doing it now. Go in and check, and I’ll meet you in there with Savvy.” 

He walked off, and I sauntered over to the garage, thinking about how this would be the last car to carry my sister’s name, and the final season we’d race together. 


CHAPTER FOUR

SAVANNAH

After chatting with a couple of the pit crew guys after the meeting—it seemed as though everyone wanted to tell me about the time they went to a NASCAR race or visited my hometown of Atlanta—I went on the hunt for Jack, the chief engineer. 

I was on a mission. 

If I was to service Dante’s car in the pits, I needed his trust. 

Judging from the glares he’d given me during the meeting, it sure seemed like he had a problem with me. I wanted to nip that in the bud and confront any awkwardness right away. That was another thing Daddy had taught me: never shy away from a fight. 

Jack could probably set me straight on whether Dante had  an issue with my presence, or if he wore that sour look on his face because he was nervous about the season opener in Monaco. 

Right as I was walking out the door, the engineer was on his way in, carrying papers attached to a clipboard. We almost crashed into each other, and we both laughed. 

“Whoops! You’re the man I want to see, Jack. Sorry for almost running into you.” 

“No worries, mate. This is brilliant because I was looking for you as well.” 

“Forgive me for being so forward.” I smiled. “But between us, does Mr. Annunziata have a problem with me being on the team? I got a frosty vibe from him during the post-race wrap-up. 

I wanted to clear the air, if so.” 

Jack smirked. “You certainly don’t mince words.” 

“In fact, I don’t. I know my presence here is a bit unusual, and it might take some getting used to, for some of the guys. I didn’t expect to have issues with the star driver, though.” 

To my surprise, Jack looked amused. 

“I was actually coming in here to find you so I could personally introduce you to Dante. I’m sure once the two of you get to know each other, he’ll be fine and drop his attitude. C’mon, he’s in the garage.” 

Jack gestured for me to follow him. We walked briskly out of the room and into the bright sunshine. 

“So my instincts were correct? Mr. Annunziata—” 

“Dante. Please. Call him Dante.” 

“Dante. Yes. Dante has a problem with me? But why?” 

“It’s not my story to tell,” he said as he headed toward the garage bays. “Let’s say he has his reasons for being wary of a woman on the pit crew. Dante can be a bit, shall we say, dramatic. 

He’s hot tempered, says what he thinks, and has absolutely no poker face. He also can be a little grumpy.” 

“Sounds like we’ll get along great,” I said, only half sarcastically. 

The white of the concrete bay cut a sharp line against the azure sky. “He’ll get over it.” Jack paused. “And speak of the devil. There’s our man. Dante, I wanted you to officially meet our new team member, Savannah. Sorry we couldn’t do this introduction before the test runs, but our superstar was pretty busy with marketing earlier in the day, and he’s had sponsor meetings all damn week.” 

Dante was crouched beside his car. He appeared to be studying something on the side, but from this distance and the angle of the vehicle, I couldn’t determine exactly what. 

He rose and turned to us, fixing those piercing, vicious eyes on me. For a second, I was caught off guard because he filled the room more than I expected him to. Then I gathered my cool and stepped into the garage. I wasn’t sure which threw off more masculine energy: the thirteen-million-dollar race car or its driver. 

“Hey there.” I made sure my voice was as buttery and Southern as could be. “I wanted to get to know you for a spell. It’s wonderful to meet a racing legend, Mr. Annunziata, and it’s an honor to be on your team.” 

I extended my hand, knowing it was a bold move. Daddy had always laughed at how his little, confident daughter would totter up to titans of industry and American sports figures as a child and introduce herself, as if she was the most important person in the world. Competing in beauty pageants had taught me to project confidence; getting an engineering degree and being a woman in a man’s world had given me inner strength. This ultra-rich, impossibly handsome athlete would not intimidate  me. 

Dante turned, his gaze burning with some imperceptible emotion. His hand claimed mine and I was a little surprised by the strength in his fingers. Although that was silly; he was in top form, all muscle. Why wouldn’t he have a solid handshake? I continued to smile as I pumped his hand, but looking at his face made my mouth water, my heart flutter, and my legs shake. 

I was uncomfortably aware that our skin was touching. It was as if air movement, sound, even time had stopped in the garage as we looked into each other’s eyes. 

 Come on, Savvy. Really?  My own accusatory voice echoed in my head. 

This was unnecessary and unprofessional. I hadn’t joined the team to gawk at a gorgeous Italian. After swallowing, I reminded myself to inhale. I had to look down at my feet, put my glance out of range of his stupidly beautiful face. 

The shrill ring of a cell phone went off. Jack made a sputtering noise. “This is for me, mates—it’s the boss. I’ll take it outside and leave the two of you to get acquainted.” 

As Jack loped out of the garage, Dante dropped my hand. My palm felt as though it had been licked by fire. Or kissed by his lips. 

“Good to meet you.” His accented voice matched his looks: deep and sexy with a heavy dose of self-assured
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