TWENTY-FOUR

BEFORE THE SECOND RACE, Mia discovered the sheet of
stickers in her childhood desk. In an attempt to put an end to
the seemingly endless fights about what belonged to which
Rubie twin, their mother had ordered them each a set of
stickers personalized with “Property of Mia” and “Property of
Jordan” and told them to have at it. That experiment had lasted
exactly one hour, having been called off when Jordan had
tagged all of the pop and snacks, while Mia, always thinking
big picture, had placed a sticker on the swinging door to the
kitchen and laid claim to everything inside.

Eight-year-old Mia had adorned the remaining stickers
with drawings of colorful race cars and then, apparently, put
them in a desk drawer and forgotten they ever existed.

Although her brother had cleaned up his act since what she
and Brian now referred to as the “Debacle Down Under,” Mia
was sorely tempted to do a little decorating at the Ruby Racing
complex. The sheet of stickers went in her work bag for the
next time Jordan tested her patience.

As 1t turned out, it was Luca.

He’d come in behind Henri again in South Africa and was
convinced there was an issue with his car. No other team had
reported their cars bouncing on the straightaways at top speed,
and Luca was sore in every sense of the word. But after fifteen
minutes of listening to him rant in her office, she’d sweetly
reminded him it was her car, not his, and he was lucky she
was letting him drive it.



Not that she didn’t feel bad that the bouncing had caused
another loss, or his neck and back to hurt, which he clearly
wasn’t exaggerating based on how he winced when his head
whipped around when she emphasized her car.

“I need a massage,” he said, rubbing his neck. “Since it’s
your car, maybe you could treat me to an emergency sports
massage. By a professional, of course.”

“Of course,” she gulped, thinking it ironic that she was
paying someone to rub their hands all over Luca’s body when,
at one time, she’d happily done it for free. “Only the best for
our star driver.”

While Luca was gone that afternoon, Mia tracked down his
engineering team. They were easy to find, since the turbo
pumpkin had just returned and they were going over it with a
fine-tooth comb.

After asking about the bouncing, which they were also
puzzled about, she pulled the sheet of stickers from the file
folder she was carrying. “I have another question. Would there
be an issue with sticking one of these inside the cockpit for the
next race? Someplace where the driver would only see if he
were sitting in the car?”

The three men and one woman looked at each other as they
wordlessly debated what was a legitimate question, given that
any added weight to the car could have an impact on its
performance. They all rubbed the sheet between their thumbs
and index fingers to gauge the thickness of the paper, and then
they peered into the cockpit and pointed at a couple of areas.
After a round of shrugs, Luca’s race engineer delivered the
verdict—yes, but they would need to think about where
exactly to stick it.

Since Mia had felt silly enough asking, she waited until the
next race to see where they had landed on the sticker’s
placement. But once they landed in Baku, the busyness and
enduring jet lag of race week took over. Between more
sponsor dinners, press conferences, and meetings, she nearly
forgot all about her attempt to literally stick it to Luca.



Until she heard him burst out laughing over the radio at the
start line.

Everyone else probably assumed he was just overjoyed
about qualifying in the prime front row spot, but Mia knew it
had nothing to do with pole position. When Brian glanced her
way and shook his head with the slightest of knowing grins,
she just shrugged.

And when he stood at the top of the podium, no one could
think about anything besides savoring the glory of the season’s
first win for Rubie Racing. Including Mia.

But on the long flight home to Detroit, the sticker greeted
her from the accordion door of the plane’s restroom in the
middle of the night. She appeared to be the only one awake
when she walked back through the cabin to her seat, although
she could’ve sworn there was a smug look of satisfaction on
Luca’s sleeping face.

Their first morning back at the complex, Mia waited in her
office until she heard a loud groan and knew what Luca had
found stuck front and center to his beloved espresso machine.

He peeked in her office, his hazel eyes narrowed. “Is the
race champion allowed to have a cup? Or will I need to ask the
owner’s permission every morning?”

“As long as you get my order, feel free to proceed as
normal,” she said.

Her phone pinged early the next morning.
Luca: One shot or two?

Mia: Two

Luca: Got it

Mia: Oops, hit send too soon. Two shot caramel
macchiato. Extra hot. Upside down

She may as well make it interesting. Even if she hadn’t a
clue what upside down meant—and had once rolled her eyes
at Star when a hipster in line ahead of them at Starbucks
tagged that on to his painfully long order.



The days went on with the sticker going back and forth and
her coffee order steadily increasing in difficulty. How well
Luca played barista was nearly as amazing as how sticky the
aging sticker remained after being stuck to one thing and then
carefully peeled off and stuck to another.

But when she left the office late one night and found the
sticker on her car, Mia was so mortified that she removed it on
the spot. The day before, she’d heard some team members
joking around in the cafeteria about the strange sedan that had
appeared in the parking lot, and she’d laughed along as if she
hadn’t a clue who would drive something so hideous.

At least she’d discovered a benefit to being the first person
in and the last person out. No one knew that the sedan
belonged to the woman who also owned two of its polar
opposite.

The next morning, she connected her phone wirelessly to
the entertainment system of her dad’s SUV and smiled when a
bloodcurdling scream bounced off the walls. She eased the
pang of guilt that surfaced when she drove past her steadfast
sedan, but told herself this was a one-time thing. It wasn’t
good for an electric vehicle to sit for too long without being
run and, technically, it was a company car.

“I can’t believe you’re downgrading from your beloved car
of the year,” Mia heard when she peeled her hands off the
heated steering wheel and stepped out it into the crisp morning
that felt more like winter than late spring.

She turned to find Luca post-run, the skin on his legs red
from what appeared to be an obsessive need to run in shorts
regardless of the weather.

“Like everything in my life these days, it’s temporary,” she
said. But as the words left her mouth, they rang far hollower
than they would’ve a month ago. “Although, maybe it’s time
to let some things go.”

Maybe.

When they readied to fly off for the next race, the sticker
remained in Luca’s possession. Brian shook his head in



disbelief at Mia when he saw Luca climb into this car before
the first practice and affix it to the exact same spot in the
cockpit.

“What?” Luca said. “The bouncing disappeared with no
explanation for why it had appeared in the first place, and only
one thing changed.”

“Don’t tell me you think it’s that small sticker,” Brian
groaned.

Luca shrugged. “Who am I to question the wisdom of the
universe? As far as I’m concerned, this little guy will ride
shotgun all season.”

“I sure as hell wouldn’t jinx it,” Mia said. “If Luca gets
another win, I might have to lock the rest of the sheet in my
dad’s safe.”

Or even if he didn’t. Because truth be told, finding and
hiding that sticker had become the highlight of her day. Not
that it had anything to do with the man who pulled out of the
garage or, who three days later, stood atop the podium again.
Not one thing.



