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      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      

      The stadium lights expose clouds of dirt hovering above the track as I line up my Mustang inside the pack of mini-stock cars rolling in formation. I glance at the oil level. The red needle still hasn’t moved the last fifty times I’ve checked it. I found a small oil puddle under the race car before the call to start all engines and I still have no idea where it’s leaking from.

      I should stop worrying. My ‘98 Ford Mustang always comes through no matter how badly I abuse her. She’s my best friend on the racetrack, and when two best friends like us are surrounded by a bunch of guys like this, we girls have to stick together. I even painted my toenails the same shade of yellow as her hood. You know, like a best friend would.

      Do I sound crazy?

      It’s time for me to focus as we round turn number four of the oval. The green flag waves and I stomp on the throttle. My best friend surges forward as the noise from twenty engines rumbles the ground. My best friend grips the dirt like her tires were made of spikes. She’s fast tonight. It only takes us ten laps to reach second place.

      Gil Webb’s red and gold Dodge is the last car in front. Gil hates me.

      No, seriously. I’m seventeen and a girl. For an old guy like him who thinks women should stay in the kitchen, those are two excellent reasons to let me have it.

      Do I want to mess with him tonight?

      I hold down the throttle and steer my car to the outside as I go on the attack.

      Gil clings to the low part of the track because he doesn’t like to give up the inside. He wants the other car to go high on the outside because Gil loves to⁠—

      His car swings hard into my left side, and I feel the Mustang’s frame quiver like a freezing kitty.

      We head into turn four, and Gil crowds me near the outside wall. I lift off and his car slides right in front of us.

      Crap, I can hear my dad screaming inside my head. “Stop driving like a little girl.”

      As he enters turn one, Gil leaves the outside open again. He’s daring me to try again.

      Tonight I dare.

      His Dodge closes in like a steel door and I brace. Gil slams hard into my car, pressing my best friend against the outer wall as it shaves off her bodywork like a saw. Gil slows us down enough to swing his car back in front to keep the lead.

      I can’t see the sides of my car, but I know she’s taking a beating and I feel bad. I should quit and fall back before my best friend falls apart.

      But I have an idea.

      Entering turn two, I move my car to the outside and wait for Gil to make his move.

      It doesn’t take long. He throws his race car at me like a fist.

      So I stand on the brakes. My car ducks away from his “punch” as it misses me and rams the outside wall instead. I’m back on the throttle and swing around him for a quick pass. The yellow flag then comes out as Gil’s race car crawls along the inside with two deflated tires flapping the dirt like pancakes.

      I flash Gil the finger as I lap him.

      We get the green flag with only three laps to go. I feel another trophy is headed to my bedroom. But where can I put it? My desk is so full that I don’t even have enough room to do my homework. Yeah, I need to build a wall shelf to show off my prizes.

      Wait. What’s that smell? It kinda smells like microwave popcorn that’s been overcooked.

      I check my oil pressure. The red needle hovers close to zero. Crap, I’ve lost tons of oil. That fight with Gil must have reopened my mysterious oil leak. Should I call it a night and save her poor engine for another race? It’s not like I have a spare one.

      But you’re winning, Samantha!

      Yeah, I didn’t come here for second.

      I apologize to my best friend as I hold her throttle down. I would add a prayer too, but I’m too busy right now.

      Another lap down and I don’t like how my girl’s engine sounds. She’s too rough. Much rougher than normal. I also don’t like the blue smoke that’s curling up inside the driver’s compartment.

      My heart knocks against my chest. I resist looking at the dash because the gauges will only tell me what I don’t want to know. I plead with my best friend not to explode. She’s brought me home safe and sound in every race so far, and now is not the time for a betrayal.

      They show the white flag. One more lap to go.

      The blue smoke thickens and makes me cough. The soles of my sneakers feel hot against the firewall. This would be the one night I forgot to put my flame-retardant racing shoes back into my duffel bag.

      Stop panicking, Samantha! You do not have a fire under the hood.

      The sound of grinding metal rattles my spine as the engine rips itself to pieces.

      We enter turn three, and orange flames shoot out from under the hood.

      Yes, you do! You DO have a fire under the hood, you stupid⁠—

      My engine dies, so I shift into neutral. Hopefully, I can coast her over the finish line.

      I feel the heat of the fire through my racing suit. I bet it’s hot enough to start melting the engine block. The blue smoke is now black and thick as it seeps into the car. I can’t see through the windshield, so I use the right-side window to watch for the finish line.

      There it is!

      I cross over it and my heart swells with pride. Then, I check the windshield, and my hood is glowing orange with flames. I should have said that damn prayer.

      I cough and gag as the smoke chokes my throat. Somehow I manage to bring my best friend to a stop as I struggle with my safety harnesses. A blanket of soot forms around me as blackness swallows the interior. I’m sleepy. I want to drift off, close my eyes, and sleep.

      The feeling is so strong.

      So overpowering.

      I can’t help myself.

      I give in to it and black out.

      

      I crawl out of the darkness as cold oxygen fills my lungs, a gift from the plastic tube stuck up my nose. I look around and see tiny compartments packed with medical equipment. A smooth white ceiling is above me as well as a young Creek Indian paramedic with a friendly smile. I must be in an ambulance.

      “How are you feeling, miss?” the young paramedic asks.

      I feel great, like I took the best nap ever. But if I say that, I might lose the attention of those hazel eyes.

      “Still a little woozy,” I lie.

      The paramedic gives me a few minutes for being “woozy” before taking off the oxygen. He helps me sit up.

      “Samantha, what were you thinking?” Megan leans against one of the open back doors of the ambulance. “You could have burned to death.”

      “But I didn’t.”

      “Why did you keep going? Don’t you remember that old saying? Where there’s smoke, there’s fire?”

      “I was winning.”

      “So?”

      “What do you think I’m trying to do out here?” I ask.

      “From what I saw? Trying to kill yourself.”

      Megan enjoys worrying about things. My older sister thinks she’s so mature because she has a kid and can legally drink a beer. But on nights like this, when Megan pulls all her black hair into a ponytail, I think it cuts off some blood to her brain. Especially the part of her brain that enjoys life.

      “You’ve done some crazy stuff,” she says. “But tonight was a new chapter. Even for you.”

      Oh God. She’s channeling Mom again. I hate it when Megan does that.

      “It’s racing. Stuff breaks on cars all the time,” I say.

      “And normal drivers pull off the track when that happens,” Megan says.

      “I didn’t know the car was in that bad a shape.”

      “What, you mean the large flames didn’t clue you in?”

      “Okay, I shouldn’t have done it.”

      “Who are you trying to impress? Is it me? Because I’d rather see my sister alive.”

      “Like I give a crap about impressing you.”

      Megan grits her teeth. I don’t think she liked my comment.

      I don’t think I liked it either.

      Her face darkens. “It’s Dad, isn’t it.”

      My silence only confirms it.

      “I should have guessed.”

      The guilt catches in my throat.

      “Why are you trying so hard to impress⁠—”

      “Shut up,” I snap.

      “We all miss him, but you shouldn’t be⁠—”

      “Seriously. Drop it, Megan.”

      The guilt squeezes my throat tight. I can’t breathe.

      Megan keeps going. “We’ve lost somebody already, and I don’t⁠—”

      “Fine, I’ll give up racing.”

      “Samantha…”

      “No. Screw anything I want. Keeping everyone happy is so much more important.”

      Tears form in Megan’s eyes and smudge her heavy eye makeup. “That’s not fair.”

      “Why are you crying?” Toby asks, holding Megan’s hand, his stubby little fingers only covering a few of hers. My little nephew’s blond hair dangles in front of his eyes like a small terrier’s. Crap. I forgot she couldn’t get a babysitter tonight.

      Megan wipes her eyes, and the makeup stains her face as she fakes a smile. “I’m just happy Aunt Samantha is okay.”

      The burning popcorn smell still lingers in the air as what’s left of my poor Mustang smolders on the back of a flatbed truck, her metal carcass ready for the nearest junkyard. The black mass that used to be my best friend now has these new added features: melted racing tires, a crispy black hood, curled-up black fenders, and a metal-wire frame that was my seat.

      She’s a total loss.

      I wanna cry. Dad’s pride and sweat went into building her for me, and now I’ve killed her. Out of respect, I should paint my toenails black tonight.

      “Ready to go whenever you are.” Megan heads for our Ford pickup.

      I should stop her and apologize for losing it inside the ambulance. Megan’s so calm and puts up with a lot of my drama. And despite my outburst, I’m glad Megan still cares. I should say something, but I allow my sister to climb into the truck without one word.

      There’s always tomorrow, right?

      I double-check the hitch on the empty trailer before sliding behind the wheel of the pickup. I start the engine, release the parking brake, and move the shifter into drive as a drop of water splashes across the windshield.

      I freeze.

      Water droplets pepper the glass as a shower moves over the track.

      Every muscle inside me tenses up. Except my hand…

      It’s trembling on the wheel and I can’t make it stop.

      The shower changes to a downpour, creating a steady roar inside the cab of the pickup. I press the brake as far down as it will let me. The Ford hasn’t moved an inch, but I keep forcing the pedal down like the truck is moving. And I can’t make myself stop.

      I close my eyes. I can’t release the stupid brake.

      “Want me to drive?” Megan asks, reading me so well.

      We switch places in the driver’s seat. I relax as Megan guides the pickup outside the gates of the raceway and heads into the wet and stormy Oklahoma night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      Two days later

      

      A stiff north wind howls over the cemetery as I watch the gray clouds suffocate the sun. The grass bristles under my legs as I sit beside Dad’s gravestone. I like talking to Dad like this. Alone. Without my family here. Just me and him. Call me selfish, but I’ve always liked it this way.

      I unwrap my lunch and peel off the cheese stuck to the paper wrapper before biting into a juicy Sonic cheeseburger with extra mayo. I wash it down with a Dr. Pepper.

      “Sorry about the Mustang,” I say. “I should have shut it all down at the first sign of trouble, but you know how I am, Dad.”

      I don’t like giving up.

      Ever.

      “Maybe next spring I can get the engine fixed on your Formula Vee.”

      Mom would never give me the money, but maybe it could be my high school graduation gift. Why not? Parents buy cars for their daughters all the time. Okay, maybe not an open-wheel race car with a 4-cylinder Volkswagen engine…but I’m a unique daughter.

      “Maybe I should worry about graduating first and then worry about racing, huh?”

      Some days I wish Dad could answer me.

      I finish my burger and sit with Dad for a while as we both listen to the wind playing with the grass.

      When it’s time to leave, I grab my trash and kiss Dad’s cold headstone.

      Love you.

      Always.
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        * * *

      

      On Tuesday, I go with my younger sister, Paige, and take the bus to school, that way Megan can use the Ford for errands since she’s off from work. This means I have to go chill out in the school library for lunch instead of going off campus like normal.

      The table next to the old window is my favorite spot in the library. The window is so old that it has this warped glass that makes the outside world look slightly distorted and different. The view always reminds me that a bigger world still exists out there, and what goes on inside my tiny high school isn’t that important.

      The school librarian and I have an agreement in place. I can bring my lunch into the library as long as I’m careful and clean up after myself. On today’s menu is a homemade chicken salad sandwich with extra mayo. That’s it. I’m simple like that. I snack on my sandwich while reading a novel about a young nun imprisoned inside the Tower of London.

      “You can’t bring food in here.”

      I know that voice. One peek confirms that it’s Paige and she’s finally found me.

      Great.

      “So this is where you’ve been hiding out for the last two weeks.” She looks around. “Kind of boring, isn’t it?”

      I ignore her, like I did when Paige was six and she ate dry cat food out of Sylvester’s bowl.

      “Have you been here every day? Like, since this semester started?” Paige asks.

      “I don’t feel like being interrogated,” I say.

      “Is there a reason you don’t want to sit with me at lunch this year? Is it because I’m a freshman? It’s because I’m a freshman and you’re a senior. That’s it, isn’t it?”

      I wish Paige would just get over herself.

      “No, it’s not because you’re a freshman,” I say.

      “Good, because I thought maybe you were too embarrassed to be seen with a freshman. So, like, I don’t embarrass you, do I?”

      “No, you don’t embarrass me.”

      “So you’ll come sit with me at lunch?”

      Can I have one meal alone without my family? Those moments of peace and quiet soothe my soul.

      “Do you really want me to sit with you?” I ask.

      “I’ll buy you some chocolate pudding.”

      Paige is trying to bribe me. And she has succeeded.

      In the cafeteria, we’re forced to sit at the crappy lunch table with the broken leg since all the good ones are taken. I open a packet of chocolate pudding and lick the back of the plastic cover. Paige plays with her long dark hair, combing it this way and that with her nails. My little sister’s hair is always so perfect. Seriously, she gets out of bed and it poofs perfectly into place. I hate it. My hair never looks that great even when I’m trying for greatness.

      “Are we still good for Saturday?” Paige asks.

      “Good for what?”

      “You said you’d take me to the library. The one in Sand Springs?”

      I did? When did I say yes to that?

      “Why go all the way there?” I ask. “We have a world-class library here at school.”

      “Our library doesn’t have the two books I need for my English essay,” Paige says.

      “Driving to Sand Springs on a Saturday sounds very anti-exciting.”

      “I thought you were a patron of all libraries.”

      “Only during lunch period.”

      “Well, too bad. You promised,” Paige says.

      “Did I really promise?”

      “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “Okay, I’ll drive you to the library.” I let it go because I don’t feel like having a fight in front of everyone in the cafeteria. I bite into a spoonful of pudding and enjoy the thick, rich chocolate on my tongue. At least I can relax and enjoy my delicious bribe.

      “You’re such a lady, Samantha,” Tiffany Yearling says from a nearby table as her friends giggle.

      I would love to mess up Tiffany’s golden hair. Or burn it off with a flamethrower.

      I take the high road and ignore her.

      “That pudding looks delicious,” she says. “Especially all over your chin.”

      I touch my chin and there’s chocolate all over my fingers. Great, how long have I been wearing that?

      “Pudding for lunch is so…I don’t know. Third grade?”

      Her friends laugh. Little witches.

      I feel that familiar anger boiling up inside as it pushes me up from my chair and—I’d better go chill in the bathroom. I can’t risk getting suspended again.

      So I leave Paige in the cafeteria.

      She’ll get over it.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday morning, Paige gets me up too early. I need more sleep. But the evil, little taskmaster makes me throw on some sweatpants and stagger out the door like a zombie. It takes an hour to drive to the big library in Sand Springs, where I park the Ford pickup in a space and wait with the engine running.

      Paige looks confused.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Aren’t you coming in?”

      “I’ll wait. Just check out your two books and we’ll head back home.”

      If I’m lucky, I can go back to bed and grab more sleepy time.

      “But I’m not checking out the books. I need to use them as references for my essay.”

      “I’m not following,” I say.

      “Since I need those books, I might as well write my essay here at the library,” Paige says.

      “What? You didn’t say that.”

      “Yes. I told you that, remember?”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “How long will it take you?” I ask.

      “Two hours, tops.”

      At this point, I should’ve ditched Paige and sped off for home, cackling like an evil witch torturing a princess on her birthday. But I shut off the pickup and lock it before we head in to the library.

      Once inside, Paige finds an empty table and gets right to work. I accept my punishment and check out the magazine racks for something to read. Should I choose glamour? Or gossip? Or cars? Or entertainment? I skim through a few issues, and they hold my interest for maybe an hour, if that. Normally I would go find a book to read, but I’m weird about that. I love reading at night more than I do during the day. Maybe it’s because reading in the day reminds me of school, and reading at night reminds me of pleasure.

      Anyway, I wander around and find an empty leather chair that I claim with my body. I take out my phone to use the library’s free Wi-Fi to waste time online.

      My phone rings and a strange number that I don’t recognize comes on the screen.

      The librarian scowls in my direction, so I silence my phone. I sit back, close my eyes, and let the comfy chair tuck me in like a glass of warm milk as my mind drifts into a sleepy bliss that feels so wonderful. Then my phone vibrates and wakes me out of it.

      I check the screen, and that strange phone number has left a voice mail.

      Curious, I play it back.

      “Hello, my name is Manfred Wolert. I’m trying to reach Miss Samantha Sutton concerning an opportunity. I can be reached at this number until nineteen hundred hours your time, or beginning at six hundred hours tomorrow. Again, that’s your time zone. Good-bye.”

      The voice sounds mature and is flavored with one of those European accents that you hear in movies.

      Manfred? I don’t know anyone named Manfred.

      He said something about an opportunity. Sounds like something a salesman would say to pitch some stupid get-rich-quick scheme. Why would a guy like that call me? I have zero money. Megan’s the one with a job.

      Oh well, right now I have time piled on top of time, so I press the call-back button. But if this guy starts talking about money, I’ll tell him to go play with himself.

      The green arrow points to the number as my phone connects to a tower. I listen as it rings.

      A click.

      “Hallo, hier ist Manfred Wolert.”

      What the hell did he just say? That’s not English.

      I freeze. I don’t know what to do.

      “Hallo? Wer ist da?”

      “Um…hi? This is Samantha Sutton.” I say, hoping that’s enough.

      A pause at the other end.

      Did I dial the wrong number?

      My thumb hovers over the end-call button. One touch and this awkwardness will end and I can go back to sleep.

      “Ah, yes. Miss Sutton, my apologies for greeting you in German. Thank you for returning my call. How are you?”

      The voice is friendly, so I take my thumb away from the kill switch.

      “I’m okay,” I say. “Who are you?”

      “My apologies, did I not say that in my message? My name is Manfred Wolert. I work for my uncle,” he says. “I was calling you in regard to an opportunity. May I continue?”

      “I didn’t stop you.”

      “Ah, yes.” He paused. “Our team is conducting a testing session in Indianapolis next month. We are sending invitations to a few drivers in order to evaluate them for our test driver position.”

      Test driver position?

      Those words make my heart pound faster as I sit up in the chair.

      Calm down, Samantha. He might still be asking for money.

      Wolert. Where have I heard that name before?

      “Would you be interested in the position?” he asks.

      “Um, what team is this for again?” I ask.

      “Sorry, it’s for Wolert Porsche F1. I should have said that up front. My apologies…again.”

      My brain pounces on the name. Wolert Porsche is a Formula One racing team.

      Holy crap.

      Holy crap.

      Holy…Formula One is, like, the top racing organization in the world. When it comes to motor racing supremacy, you have Formula One, NASCAR, and Indy-Car. But what I love about Formula One is it’s so much like a soap opera where rival families with power and money battle for world domination. Substitute racing teams for families and world domination for world championship, and it’s basically the same thing, but with race cars and international locations adding to the drama.

      “Are you still there?” the man asks.

      “Yes, yes, I’m here. You want me to come to Indianapolis?” I ask.

      “We would like to send you an invitation. That’s if you’re still available.”

      “I’m tremendously available.”

      Wow, that sounded desperate, Samantha.

      “But I get several offers a month to join racing teams, so I’m picky when it comes to who I race for,” I say. “I assume that all my travel expenses would be paid.”

      “Oh, of course. We spare no expense for these testing sessions.”

      “Great,” I say, pausing on purpose. “Okay, I guess I’ll come to your testing session if I have time.”

      “Wonderful, we will send you an invitation with all the necessary information. I look forward to meeting you, Miss Sutton.”

      “And I, you, Mr. Manfred. Damn it, Mr. Wolert.”

      Great. I messed up his name already.

      There’s an awkward pause at the other end.

      “Good day, Miss Sutton.”

      “Bye.”

      The call ends.

      Oh my God.

      I hear myself yelp with glee as everyone in the library glares. But I can’t help myself. I want to jump. I want to yell. I want to do naked somersaults across the floor. Okay, not that last one, but still.

      Paige makes a beeline to my chair. “What’s wrong with you? You’re bouncing in place like a monkey drunk on Red Bull.”

      My mind is already in sixth gear as I put myself in a Formula One car zooming around Indianapolis at over two hundred miles an hour. How freaking cool would that be? That would be the coolest job in the universe. Racing the fastest cars on earth while seeing the world like Dad did when he was in the army. I would so love that. Seriously.

      You know what? I could be the first girl ever to win the Formula One World Championship.

      Wow. That thought just blew my mind.

      “Jeez, Samantha, are you on meth?” Paige asks.

      “That’s right. I’m a meth head, and I tricked you into coming here because my dealer hangs out in the science and technology section.” I stand up from the chair. “Pack up your stuff, we’re leaving.”

      “I’m not done yet.”

      “I have to go see Pete.”

      Paige rolls her eyes. “Can I have, like, fifteen minutes?”

      I’m feeling generous today.

      “You have ten.”

      “Why do you have to go see Pete?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha

      Creek County, Oklahoma

      One hour later

      

      I take the exit off the Cimarron Turnpike and stop at the gate to toss in the seventy-five-cent toll before I get the green light. I cross the bridge over the turnpike and take a right at the large Hallett Motor Racing Circuit sign. I follow the two-lane road until I come upon one of the crossing gates. The gate’s open, so I cross over that part of the circuit and roll through the empty pit area to find a parking spot near the small administration building.

      On top of Pete’s office desk is a broken metal camshaft. Tomorrow it might be a brake rotor. He always has a part of someone’s race car in his office. Why? I have no idea. It must be a guy thing. I tell Pete about my conversation with Manfred Wolert and about the testing session and about my chances of becoming the first female Formula One world champion ever.

      Pete listens for a while, then takes off his too-cool-for-school NASCAR-brand sunglasses. Under the office lights, his bald head glows like a travel hitch. When I was little, I couldn’t resist the urge to rub his smooth head. Pete and Dad would laugh at me when I did it. But I don’t do that any-more because I’ve grown up a lot since then.

      When I finish gushing about the phone call, Pete presses his lips together.

      What’s that look about? Did I just show him a dead puppy? Isn’t he happy for me?

      “Sure this person was from the actual racing team?” Pete asks.

      “Yeah, he said his name was Manfred Wolert,” I say. “That’s the same last name as the team, right?”

      Pete nods. “Not the actual owner though. He could be a relative of Ralf Wolert.”

      “So what if he’s related? Doesn’t it make sense that he would work for the family team?”

      “Why would they want you?” Paige asks, sitting with her legs crossed and still pissed I dragged her along. “I mean, how do they know you exist?”

      “Dude, I have a website and a Utube channel.”

      “Your sister has a point,” Pete says. “You don’t have the right experience for Formula One, kiddo.”

      I don’t believe this. “I’ve won eleven Formula Continental races and one F2000 race; plus I have years of kart experience and—what about last year? I won SCCA rookie driver of the year. Seriously, why wouldn’t they want me?”

      “Why are you reciting your résumé?”

      “Because I think you’ve forgotten it.”

      Pete sits back in his leather chair. “Samantha, you’re one of the most promising young drivers in this region. No doubt about that.”

      “Thanks.”

      I am promising.

      “But…you’ve never been on a professional racing team. Wolert Porsche? That team’s been in Formula One since the birth of the Renaissance. They don’t hire drivers right off the street. They’ll expect IRL, GP2, or at least some European road racing on your résumé. You have nothing to impress them with, kiddo.”

      “But what about your friend from Penske? Remember what he told me last year?”

      “Evan shouldn’t have said that.”

      “He said and I quote, ‘You have the talent to make it in the Indy Racing League.’ Now why would a guy from a racing team like Penske say that if it wasn’t true?”

      “Why? Because Evan was hitting on you.”

      “No, he wasn’t—was he?”

      Sometimes I miss these things.

      Paige laughs. “A boy would have to be covered in oil and strapped to her race car before Samantha would notice him.”

      “Shut up,” I say.

      “You shut up.”

      I turn back to Pete. “Still, it doesn’t change the fact that I kicked major butt in their racing car.”

      Pete sighs. “Hope this is a real opportunity for you. I really do. However, I don’t think a driver should circumvent the system. A driver needs that racing experience at the lower levels to compete in Formula One or NASCAR. I know you don’t want to hear that, but it’s the truth.”

      “Maybe I’m a racing prodigy, Pete.” I say, kidding of course.

      “Or a loser thinking she is a racing prodigy,” Paige says.

      I glare at my little sister. “Could you be, like, more supportive and less negative? I drove you to the library today; plus I told you I’d sit at your stupid freshmen table for lunch this week. So you owe me.”

      “Have some bubble gum.” Pete rises to his feet and offers each of us a piece of bubble gum. Ever since I was six, Pete would offer me some gum. It’s like a tradition between us.

      “When do they send out these driver invitations?” he asks.

      I pop the gum in my mouth and chew. “I have no idea, but I hope it’s soon or I’ll blow a gasket worrying about it.”
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        * * *

      

      The moonlight reaches into my room and touches the worn Emilio Ronaldo poster on my wall. The Brazilian’s curly black hair hangs over his gorgeous blue eyes. His skin is golden brown. His dimpled chin and slight stubble gives him a rugged, yet friendly charm. During his rookie year, Emilio Ronaldo was the hottest driver in Formula One when he won his first world championship. Emilio now has won seven world championships over fifteen years. The guy is amazing behind the wheel. Seriously amazing.

      I want his racing career. I want to see the world like he does. I want to feel the roar of the crowd like he does when he wins a race. Ferrari gives him a car every year. Can you imagine that? A free Ferrari to take home. That’s insane. I can’t even imagine living inside a world like that. I mean, Mom can barely make the payments to our pickup truck and that’s with Megan working full-time too.

      I snuggle up to my cotton pillow and try to get some sleep.

      But it’s not working. My brain is still buzzing from Mr. Wolert’s call last week.

      I get up and head to the kitchen for a late-night snack. I attack the refrigerator first, but I don”t feel like making a sandwich, and that leftover spaghetti is way too heavy for a snack. I try the freezer, and behold—there’s a new box of Blue Bell old-fashioned vanilla ice cream glowing from the top shelf like a tasty Holy Grail. Sweet.

      I grab a spoon and scoop out two big curly chucks of vanilla, plop them in the bowl, and drown them in yummy chocolate syrup. Oh, yes. I scrape off a bite-size piece with a nice mixture of chocolate and ice cream.

      “I bought that for Toby,” Megan says, leaning on the fridge.

      “Oh, well—can I have some?” I ask.

      “Too late now.”

      “Sorry. I needed a snack. Did I wake you?”

      “No. Toby wet his bed.”

      “Again?”

      Megan nods. “I just got him back to sleep.” She yawns and takes a look at my ice cream. “You going to share some of that?”

      “Get your own,” I joke as I pull out another spoon. Megan and I assault the ice cream bowl from two sides.

      Megan licks some vanilla off her lip. “So, what’s going on?”

      “Going on?” I ask.

      “Yeah. You were way quiet at dinner tonight. And you’re only quiet when you’re worried about something.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      Megan scowls at me. “Tell me, or I will fling the contents of this spoon at your face.”

      “You wouldn’t waste the ice cream.”

      Megan points the spoon at me like it’s a loaded crossbow ready to spring.

      I hold up my hands in mock surrender. “Okay,” I say. “I’m worried about the testing session. I mean, what if I screw this up and that’s it? Like, that was my one and only chance to make it on a racing team?”

      “You’re amazing, Samantha. Believe me, once they see you in that race car, they’ll want you.”

      “Yeah, but you’re my sister. You’re supposed to tell me I’m amazing.”

      Megan shakes her head. “I don’t have to tell you anything, sis. But I know you’re good, and all you have to do is show them how good you are.”

      Megan’s lying. She doesn’t know anything about racing. I can fool her, but I won’t be able to fool those guys in Formula One. I have to be perfect. Flawless. Better than everyone.

      Megan scoops up a spoonful of vanilla, then looks at me. “Have you gotten that invitation from them yet?”

      “No,” I say. “Shouldn’t I have it by now?”

      “These guys are from Germany, right? The mail probably takes longer since they have to fly it over the ocean.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”

      “I bet you’ll get it in the mail next week.”

      “I sure hope so.”

      “When are you gonna tell Mom?” Megan asks.

      Like never.

      “Dude, you know how she is about racing. I don’t wanna go through all Mom’s drama until I know for sure this is real. Maybe if I show Mom that official invitation letter, she’ll realize how important this is and not freak out for once.”

      “Do you want me to talk to her?”

      “No way. Let’s keep this between me and you for now.”

      Megan agrees and we finish our late-night snack before we say good night.
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday morning, I make it to breakfast late, and everyone else is around the old wood table eating. Toby munches on cereal while Megan watches. Paige is way into her phone as she nibbles on bacon. I skip the food and reach for the half-empty pot of coffee.

      “You wearin’ that to church?” Mom asks as she pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I don’t think so.”

      I inspect my sweatpants and my speed-kitten racing T-shirt. I grab a mug in the cabinet and pour myself some coffee. “I was gonna change.” I take out the double-chocolate flavored creamer and pour it in my coffee. I love this stuff.

      “Wouldn’t hurt to throw on a dress,” Mom says. “You look good in a dress.”

      “No she doesn’t,” Paige says, holding back a laugh.

      “Up yours, freshman,” I say.

      Paige fires off a look.

      “Please, no fighting on a Sunday,” Mom says.

      I ignore my little sister and select a couple of packets Megan’s stevia sweetener because it’s natural and healthy and a great counterbalance to the chocolate, right? I add some sweetener and stir. “Can I skip the dress? I don’t feel like shaving my legs today.”

      Mom gets up from the table and examines me with her eyes. “You feelin’ okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Your eyes look like cracked eggs. Did you get any sleep last night? You worried about something?”

      “I woke her up last night,” Megan says from the table. “I had to get up and might have bumped Samantha’s door.”

      “I peed in my pants!” Toby says with pride.

      “You did?” Mom asks, more amused than angry.

      “Don’t say that at the breakfast table, honey,” Megan says.

      Maybe I should try calling that Manfred guy. I take my coffee back to my room and sit on my bed. I sip the steaming mug before placing it on top of my desk. I lay back and stare at Emilio Ronaldo’s image on my wall. The man stares right back at me. Do it, his eyes tell me.

      So I call Manfred’s number.

      It rings. And rings. And goes to voicemail. “Bitte entschuldigen Sie, ich habe Ihren Anruf verpasst. Bitte hinterlassen Sie Ihren⁠—”

      I think that’s German, and I have no clue what he’s saying. Most likely he’s saying leave a message, right?

      I press the end button. I’m not ready to leave a voicemail. I mean, what do I say? Where’s my invitation? Did you forget about me? Did you realize you made a mistake in picking me?

      I need to stop being negative. The invitation is probably still in the mail like Megan says.

      C’mon, Samantha, you can do this. Just ask nicely.

      Okay. It wouldn’t hurt to ask Manfred a simple question. He seemed nice on the phone.

      I dial his number again. Then I press the end button.

      What if he answers? What do I say then?

      Jeez, Samantha, you’re pathetic. Would you just call him and get it over with?

      I dial the number again and force myself not to press the end button.

      Voicemail again.

      “Hi, Manfred, this is Samantha Sutton. Um—just wondering about my invitation because I haven’t received any information yet. Did you say you were emailing that to me? Because you didn’t say that, but if you want my email address, it’s on my website, and I check it almost every day, so if you send me something there, I’m almost sure to get it. But if my invitation comes back to you, please let me know, because our mailman is dyslexic and sometimes delivers our mail to the wrong house, and even though my mom should complain about him to the postal service, she doesn’t because he’s too nice.”

      I pause.

      “I didn’t mean to leave such a long message. Seriously, I don’t like talking this much.”

      I pause again.

      “Wait, it’s not like I’m weird and don’t like to talk to people in general, I meant that I don’t usually ramble on like this.”

      I hit the end button.

      Well, that was a disaster. I’m sure Mr. Wolert will be impressed about how random and unfocused my brain is. That’s what a racing team is looking for, a mentally unstable teenage girl who can’t ask a simple question without barfing out every thought in her head.

      I drink my coffee and admire my handsome Emilio. His gorgeous eyes now say…

      Loser.
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