
      
         [image: Cover image: Too Fast to Fall by Karen Booth.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: Too Fast to Fall by Karen Booth. Published by Afterglow Books by Harlequin.]

      
   
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Piper Trace. Only you could blurt out, “Dog nanny!” I love you for it.
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            Gus

         
         One thing is true of all dogs, including me. We crave attention. And love. And belly rubs. But more than anything, attention.
            Love is my weakness. I need it. I’ve been like this since I was a puppy. When I don’t have love or attention, I get in trouble.
            I feel bad when it happens. But is it bad to get in trouble if it eventually leads to love? I think not.
         

         
         Today I’m in trouble again. Another unhappy dog sitter and my human, Emilio Baquero, are arguing. I’m stuck in the middle.

         
         “I’m sorry, Mr. Baquero,” the dog sitter says. I don’t remember her name.

         
         Emilio is sitting on the couch in his driver’s room. I love him so much. He’s the best. I hate that he’s been having a hard
            year. His parents aren’t together anymore. His girlfriend left. His season isn’t going well. I don’t know much about being
            a Formula One driver, but I don’t think it’s easy.
         

         
         “I don’t know how to say this, but . . .” That’s the dog sitter again. She sounds frustrated. She points at me. I try to make sense of it. Of what she’s trying to say. Hold on. Is she? Oh, God. Is she going to say what I think she’s going to say? Am I a bad boy?
         

         
         “Gus is a nightmare.”

         
         I am so relieved. At least I’m not a bad boy. My reputation is intact.

         
         “A nightmare? He’s the sweetest dog in the world.” Emilio is right. I am sweet. I’m adorable. Floppy ears. Golden coat. Paws that are too
            big for my body. You know what they say about big paws. Ha ha.
         

         
         “He’s . . . he’s . . . an escape artist,” the dog sitter says.

         
         An artist? Interesting. I want to love her for saying that. I don’t. She’s the worst. Why did I escape? Please refer to my
            earlier commentary about love and attention.
         

         
         “You’re quitting? Now?” Emilio asks.

         
         I hate seeing him sad. I nudge at his arm with my nose. He smells like he’s been in the car. Kind of sweaty from practice.
            I still love him. No matter how he smells. He’s my guy.
         

         
         “I have a race tomorrow. Qualifying is in a few hours,” Emilio says.

         
         I whimper. I’m sorry. I feel terrible. All I wanted was some love.

         
         The dog sitter grabs her bag. She opens the door. “Not my problem.”

         
         And . . . she’s gone.

         
         Emilio sighs. He cups my face in his hands and peers down at me. He has nice eyes. A little sad, but still full of love. “What
            am I going to do with you, Gus?” He ruffles my ears. “I wish I could find the right dog sitter for you. Someone nice. Who’ll
            love you like I do.”
         

         
         I wag my tail so fast I’m surprised I’m still standing. That’s exactly what we need. And as soon as Emilio finds this person,
            I swear I will not let them go.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            One

         
         Emilio stalked through the garage after qualifying, sweaty and frustrated. A twelfth-place finish, meaning he’d be starting
            on the back half of the grid in the race tomorrow. Not what he’d hoped to achieve. Not even close.
         

         
         “Don’t beat yourself up,” his race engineer, Tom, said. “Your lap times have really improved over the last two days. You’re
            making strides. It just might not feel like it after last year.”
         

         
         Last year. Emilio’s driving life had been dramatically different then. He was racing for Vermillion, on top of the world in a car that flew every race weekend. He’d felt invincible. And he was. He’d reached his greatest goal in life. He’d won his first world driver’s championship at the age of twenty-nine. Then things went to shit for reasons that had nothing to do with driving. He still wondered if he’d made a tragic mistake. His stint at his new team, Mega Racing, wasn’t off to a great start. Thus far, he’d finished behind his teammate, British driver Xander Bishop, at every race. It was still early in the season, but in Formula One, if you finished behind your teammate, you were a loser. There were only two of you—someone had to come in last. Emilio hated coming in last. 

         
         “Thank you for your hard work. We’ll see what we can do in the race tomorrow.” Emilio stepped closer to his engineer’s screen.
            “How is Xander doing?” It was the closing minutes of the third and final stint in qualifying. Soon, they’d know where Xander
            would be lining up on the grid tomorrow.
         

         
         “Unless something dramatic happens, he should be able to hold on to P5.”

         
         Seven places better than me? What in the hell am I doing? “I’m going to endure the media pen. Can’t wait to get that out of the way.”
         

         
         “Good luck,” Tom said.

         
         Emilio emerged from the back of the garage and was greeted by Isabel, one of the PR handlers for the team. She was clutching
            her clipboard and wearing a fake smile. “There he is.”
         

         
         “Don’t spin it. I sucked.”

         
         Isabel started for the media center. “Don’t say that to the eight drivers starting behind you tomorrow.”

         
         “I had pole position for all but three races last year. This is just . . .” He pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his
            head. Thinking about how effortless his success had felt last year, and how impossible everything was this season, gave him
            a headache. “It’s a fall from grace.”
         

         
         “It’s not,” Isabel insisted. “You’re a world-class driver. Xander struggled with the Mega car his first year. She can be a
            fickle bitch.”
         

         
         “I can’t make excuses.”

         
         Isabel shrugged. “Maybe just exercise some patience?”

         
         That was a word often spoken by the more supportive members of the team. The problem was that the media, the sponsors, the executives at Mega Racing and the fans expected him to be amazing again now.
         

         
         He and Isabel arrived at the media pen, and Emilio took his place behind a metal barrier, just like a sheep, waiting for what
            would surely be some horrible fate.
         

         
         “Emilio,” one reporter started, shoving a microphone in his face, “you’re struggling with the Mega car. How much are you regretting
            your departure from Vermillion?”
         

         
         The only thing Emilio regretted was that his departure had been made necessary by forces outside his control. Namely, Vermillion’s
            team principal. Tristan Highbridge had charges of sexual harassment leveled at him by three female employees at the end of
            last season. Emilio had been shocked by how swiftly Vermillion closed ranks, refuting all allegations. The team said they’d
            conducted an internal investigation and found no evidence of wrongdoing. It was such a bad look. If Tristan was so innocent,
            why not allow an outside party to investigate? The press had the same questions and looked to Emilio for comment. So Emilio
            was honest about it. He used his platform and spoke up. He asked for one simple thing—a real third-party investigation. It
            would not only clear the cloud of suspicion surrounding the team he loved so much, but it was also the right thing to do.
         

         
         But team management turned on Emilio. One month after winning a world driver’s championship, he was out at Vermillion. If
            it had been any other year, it would’ve shut Emilio out of the sport, too. A seat in Formula One was unbelievably difficult
            to get. There were only twenty spots in the entire sport. The entire world. Luckily, Mega Racing still had a vacant seat at
            the time, and they picked him up. Small blessings, he supposed.
         

         
         “I don’t regret my departure from Vermillion. Things happen for a reason.” He stood a little straighter, tired to death of
            answering this question.
         

         
         “But you were on top of the world last year. Now you’re nowhere.”

         
         Please stop reminding me. “I’m not nowhere. I am a Formula One driver. That’s not an easy job to get.”
         

         
         “Do you think the Vermillion car is the real reason you won the championship last year?”

         
         Emilio grit his teeth and did his best to remain cool, calm and collected, but anger coursed through his veins. He worked
            so hard. Sacrificed so much. And too many people devoted too much energy to giving him shit about perceived missteps. “Someone
            had to turn the steering wheel and hit the brakes at the right time. I’m pretty sure that was all me.”
         

         
         The reporter rolled his eyes.

         
         Emilio’s blood went straight on the boil. “Maybe you’d like to get behind the wheel? Take a crack at it?”

         
         “Is that the time?” Isabel tugged on Emilio’s arm. “Sorry, everyone, Emilio has another interview to do.”

         
         “Interview?” Emilio asked as they bustled through the paddock in the direction of Mega hospitality.

         
         “I had to get you out of there. Before you dug yourself a hole.”

         
         Emilio sighed. He worked so hard to keep his emotions in check. It was a crucial part of being a disciplined driver. But sometimes,
            he lost his cool. “Thanks for looking out for me.” Emilio didn’t want to ask Isabel for yet another thing, but there was a
            pressing issue to attend to. “How’s Gus? Were you able to find someone to watch him tomorrow?” After the dog sitter quit a
            few hours ago, Emilio had gone to Isabel for help.
         

         
         “Gus is fine. He’s asleep in your driver’s room. I took him for a pee break right before qualifying.” They walked inside the Mega hospitality building and headed for his room. “As for tomorrow, I have a call in to a service called Fido & Friends. I haven’t heard anything yet.” 

         
         “Great. Thank you so much. I really do appreciate your help.”

         
         “Also, you should know that your mom is in the paddock. She said she’s coming back here. Just a heads-up.”

         
         Emilio choked back a grumble and opened the door to his room. “I’ve been warned.” He closed the door quietly when he noticed
            that Gus was asleep, but of course, his dog had excellent hearing and immediately perked up. He bounded over, wagging his
            tail. Emilio blew out a breath and felt his shoulders relax as he gave Gus a few pets. When Gus was okay, one half of Emilio’s
            life was okay. He only wished he could find Gus a permanent sitter. Maybe even a full-time dog nanny. Someone who could travel
            the world with them, so Emilio could focus on racing.
         

         
         The truth was that Emilio couldn’t stomach the thought of leaving Gus at his new home in England or boarding him in a kennel.
            Gus was the one creature on the planet who was always there for him. And the other drivers who had dogs always brought them
            to the track. They were a fixture in the paddock, and he hated the idea of seeing everyone else’s dogs and knowing Gus wasn’t
            there. The only difference was that those drivers either had full-time dog handlers or they had wives or girlfriends to take
            care of them. Emilio had struggled to find the former and had no interest in the latter. He and romance were done.
         

         
         A knock came at the door and Emilio’s mother, Bianca, rushed inside, teetering on heels with an expensive designer handbag
            in the crook of her arm and a scowl on her face. “Why do I come to Miami? The humidity. It does terrible things to my hair.”
         

         
         “Because I’m your son and you want to support me?”

         
         “Of course.” She flattened her hand against Emilio’s cheek. “And it’s my weekend. If I don’t come, your father will. I can’t
            let him win.”
         

         
         Emilio’s parents were in the middle of a divorce—another stress he didn’t need in his life. When his parents first announced
            they were splitting, close to the end of last season, Emilio was shocked. He’d always thought they’d loved each other. Ask your mother, his father had said. Love fades, his mother had said. Emilio still hadn’t had time to figure out how those answers led to two people turning their backs
            on more than thirty years of marriage. Regardless, it quickly became clear that they couldn’t be within a mile of each other
            without screaming, so Emilio did the only sensible thing and split the year’s races between them. Like a custody agreement,
            but with Grand Prix weekends instead of kids. “I think your hair looks nice.”
         

         
         His mother sat on the couch. “Tell me about the Dutch driver. Dirk Van Dijk. He’s very handsome. Is he single?”

         
         Emilio shook his head. “Mom, no. Just no.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “You are not going to get romantically involved with one of my competitors. Just no.”
         

         
         “He’s forty. It’s not like he’s your age.”

         
         “So, he’s ten years older. That’s not that big of a difference. Please, just stay away.” I don’t need life at the track to be any more complicated.

         
         “I’m human. I need love. I need affection.”

         
         “And there are only twenty Formula One drivers in the world, which leaves the rest of humanity up for grabs.”

         
         His mother tutted. “How am I supposed to meet someone? Dating apps? I have discerning tastes.”

         
         “Meet someone the normal way. By accident.” Emilio never met anyone by accident anymore. Formula One had exploded in growth, and the fans and media were everywhere, so out of necessity, he was tucked away in a bubble. It was fine with him. It made things easier. Gus and racing—those were his only concerns. 

         
         She patted his hand. “I’m not you, mijo. I’m not on television and in magazines and simply waiting for the next beautiful eligible person to walk by.”
         

         
         “I’m not waiting for anyone.”

         
         “You don’t need to wait.” She wagged her finger. “I’m sure Victoria would take you back.”

         
         “That’s not happening.” Emilio wanted nothing to do with his ex, even though the breakup still ate at him. Not because he
            was heartbroken. It was because he wasn’t heartbroken. What did that say about him? They’d been together for two years. And he felt nothing. Was he broken? Too fixated
            on his job? He didn’t have time to analyze his feelings.
         

         
         “But she’s so perfect for you. Beautiful and smart. And she’s already part of your world. That’s no small thing.”

         
         Isabel opened the door and poked her head inside. “I’m heading up to the PR office to do some work, but I wanted to let you
            know that I haven’t heard back from the dog sitting service yet. If they get back to me, I’ll text you.”
         

         
         “I hope we hear something soon.” Emilio slid his mother a look—she’d refused to watch Gus for even five minutes. She “wasn’t
            an animal person,” whatever that was supposed to mean. “I hate having to worry about Gus. And I really need to focus on the
            race.”
         

         
         

         Piper Murphy and her dad, Josh, were glued to her phone, watching the end of Formula One qualifying while standing between two racks of clearance wedding dresses at Moondance Bridal. Piper’s sister Gabby, the bride-to-be, was due to emerge from the dressing room in her gown any second now. As much as Piper adored her sister, she had some real existential dread about that moment. She was thankful to have the distraction of her favorite sport, especially when watching with her dad. 

         
         “I have a feeling Lockford’s going to set the fastest time again. Just like he did in Saudi Arabia,” Piper said. The final
            minutes of the session were winding down.
         

         
         “It’s not over ’til it’s over.” Josh was the king of dad-isms.

         
         And just like that, Brett Lockford whizzed across the finish line, set the fastest time and secured pole position. Brett was
            neither Piper’s favorite driver, nor her dad’s, so it was disappointing.
         

         
         “Ugh. I’m sick of him this season.” Piper couldn’t stand to watch, so she turned off the livestream and tucked her phone into
            her bag. “He’s winning everything. He’ll probably win again tomorrow. I wish he wasn’t running away with it. I’d like a little
            intrigue.”
         

         
         “It was like this last season with Emilio Baquero. He won nearly every race, didn’t he?” Josh stuffed his hands into the pockets
            of his tan cargo shorts. “I don’t remember you ever getting sick of him winning.”
         

         
         Piper felt the color rise in her cheeks. She liked a lot of the drivers, but Emilio was one of her favorites. So no, she never
            got tired of seeing him win, but that was only because it was so exciting to watch him drive. It was also exciting to watch
            him take off his helmet and run his hand through his epic head of hair. And walk around the paddock with his race suit hanging
            from his hips, showing off his unbelievable chest and shoulders. “That’s different. Emilio’s an exciting driver. Brett Lockford
            is boring. He’s like dry toast.”
         

         
         “Tell me how you really feel, kiddo.”

         
         “Are you two done over there? Gabby will be out of the dressing room any minute,” her mother, Willa, called. “Honestly. Watching car racing in the middle of a bridal shop. It’s embarrassing.” 

         
         Her dad stepped up behind her mom, placed both hands on her shoulders and leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “This is
            how Piper and I bond. You know that.”
         

         
         “And our middle daughter is getting married,” her mom countered. “Perhaps we all need to set aside our personal wants and
            focus on Gabby.”
         

         
         Piper sucked in a cleansing breath. She’d had her fill of Gabby’s wedding preparations. It was all their entire family talked
            about anymore. “Formula One helps me decompress. I had a very unruly client this morning.” Piper plopped down on the white
            velvet settee next to her mom.
         

         
         Her mom flicked at her phone screen. As one of the top-selling real estate agents in their quaint Florida beachside enclave
            of Lauderdale-by-the-Sea, Willa was always working. Not that Piper could complain. Piper had her own devotion to her job.
            Aside from her family, it was the glue keeping her life together.
         

         
         “Client?” her mom asked. “Honey, I have clients. You work with dogs. Dogs are not clients.”

         
         Funny, but Mikey the Australian shepherd sure felt like a client. He was that big of a pain in the ass. Piper wasn’t sure
            he’d ever grow out of his puppy phase.
         

         
         “I’ll never understand how you work with dogs all day,” her mom continued, directing her attention to Piper. Her blond hair,
            a near match for Piper’s, was getting that telltale midafternoon Florida frizz. “You must get so bored. No one to talk to.
            That’s why I love real estate. I talk to people morning, noon and night. It energizes me. Maybe you should try it.”
         

         
         Piper recoiled. Interacting with other humans all day? That would drain Piper of her life force. She’d be nothing but a shell. A husk. She could handle a few people, spread out over hours, but Piper would never be cut out for a job built on human interaction. She shook her head,
            wishing her mom wasn’t so mystified by her career of dog care—walking, sitting and at-home grooming. Whatever Fido & Friends,
            the agency she worked for, asked her to do. “Dogs are very good listeners, and they love unconditionally.” Which was more
            than Piper could say about most people.
         

         
         “Dog was your first word. It was so cute,” Josh said.
         

         
         “I was never convinced. I thought for sure you were saying dad,” Willa countered.
         

         
         “There was a distinct ‘g’ sound, Wills.”

         
         Willa shrugged. “If you say so.”

         
         True or not, it meant a lot that her dad’s version of Piper’s history told a story that said dogs were more important than
            he was. He’d always been a very selfless person.
         

         
         “Everywhere we went, you wanted to say hi to all the dogs,” he said. “They all loved you.”

         
         “We had two different strays follow us home,” her mom added.

         
         “You guys should get another dog,” Piper said.

         
         Her mom and dad both looked at each other. Her dad swallowed so hard she could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down.

         
         “We could never replace Ozzy. He was the best dog ever,” Josh said.

         
         Piper’s eyes welled up. Ozzy had been her childhood dog, and she missed him like crazy. Her dad wasn’t wrong, but it had been
            nearly four years.
         

         
         Sharon, Moondance Bridal’s resident seamstress, poked her head out of the fitting room with narrow reading glasses at the
            end of her nose. “Are we ready for the big reveal?”
         

         
         Piper’s stomach lurched. She and Sharon had history. As in Sharon had helped Piper with her own wedding dress, the one she bought but never wore. That was nearly two years ago, and Piper was a good eighteen months clear of her broken engagement now, but it still stung. The sense of failure still loomed overhead. Her pride hadn’t fully healed. More than anything, she was still nagged by the question, “Why wasn’t I enough?” Being dumped and having your entire life turned upside down did that to a person. 

         
         “Yes.” Willa popped up from her seat. “I can’t wait.”

         
         “Let me see my beautiful girl.” Her dad stepped out from behind the settee.

         
         Piper also stood, wondering why she’d ever thought she could handle this. I’ll be fine, she’d stupidly said to Gabby when she’d asked. I care more about your big day than what happened to me. Now her stomach was rolling like a hurricane was on the way.
         

         
         “Here she is, the bride—” Sharon started.

         
         “Sharon. Please.” Gabby unceremoniously stepped out from behind the curtain and pushed past Sharon. She was not sentimental.
            Not like Piper and her dad. “It’s just my parents and my sister.”
         

         
         Piper, Josh and Willa all gasped when Gabby came into full view. She looked stunning. Still, for Piper, it was way too much
            like looking into a mirror. The three siblings—Piper, Gabby and Meghan—all looked alike. Gabby’s dress was different from
            Piper’s, but otherwise . . . this was a redo of her final fitting. Piper wasn’t even occupying her own body, tangled in the
            memory of smiling at her own reflection, filled with butterflies and hopes for what she thought would be her new life. Kyle
            broke it off that night over dinner.
         

         
         Piper fought the tears welling in her eyes. Stop thinking about it, she admonished herself, but just as quickly self-corrected. You’re standing in a bridal shop watching your sister model her wedding dress. Of course this is bringing up bad feelings. There’s no way it wouldn’t. You’re okay. You’re safe. A lot of therapy had gone into being able to think that.
         

         
         Willa rushed forward as Gabby lifted the hem of her dress and stepped up onto the pedestal. “It’s perfect, honey.”

         
         “You’re pretty as a picture,” Josh said.

         
         Gabby swished the skirt back and forth. “I love the way it turned out.” She made eye contact with Piper through the mirror.
            “Thoughts?”
         

         
         “You look like one of those old-school wedding cake toppers.”

         
         Gabby’s lips formed a hard, thin line. “Plastic and fake?”

         
         Dammit, Piper probably should’ve thought that one over before she’d said it. “I only mean that you look classic. Perfect.
            I can’t imagine you looking any more perfect.”
         

         
         Gabby’s shoulders dropped. “Really?”

         
         Piper nodded eagerly, sniffling and wiping away a tear.

         
         “Aww. Thanks. I’m sorry. I’m wound a little tight right now.”

         
         A little tight? Her sister had the patience of a blood-thirsty mosquito. “It’s okay.”
         

         
         “There’s just so much to do and the wedding is only five weeks away.”

         
         “Don’t you worry about any of that.” Their mom fussed over the train on the dress. “Your sisters and I are on it.”

         
         “Don’t forget me,” their dad added. “This wedding is a Murphy family affair.”

         
         Such was the case with all goings-on in their family. They were a tight unit. Unfailingly there for each other. But Piper
            had always felt a little out of step. She’d never completely fit in. As the oldest, she’d always felt a sense of duty to lead the way, but the reality was she was trailing behind. Her
            sisters had found meaningful careers. They both had partners.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Piper had a low-paying job and was flying solo. She’d also moved back in with her parents temporarily because the faceless conglomerate that owned her apartment building had jacked up the rent. That was probably for the best, since it had been a soul-sucking kind of place, picked with no regard for anything but affordability, after she moved out of Kyle’s. “Don’t stress, Gabs. We’ve got this. We’re here for you. I’m here for you,” Piper added.
         

         
         Gabby turned to face Piper. “Thank you. It means so much to me.”

         
         “Is Sharon still here?” Willa asked. “I want to talk to her about the flower girl dresses before we go.”

         
         “I could use some air. Piper and I’ll meet you all in the parking lot,” Josh said.

         
         Piper followed her dad outside and clicked the unlock button on her fob. She’d come to Moondance straight from dog walking,
            and in many ways, she was looking forward to the alone time during her drive home. She could take a break from wedding conversation.
         

         
         “Hold on, kiddo. Can we talk?”

         
         Piper smiled. Her dad always called her kiddo. “Of course. What’s up?”
         

         
         “How are you holding up?” He gestured with a nod at the door of the bridal shop. “I know you love your sister, but that had
            to be hard. Being in a sea of wedding dresses. Talking about wedding planning. You’re a real trouper for putting up with it.”
         

         
         The tears were threatening again, and Piper’s first instinct was to keep a stiff upper lip, but her dad was right there, so she took her chance and sank into his arms. She closed her eyes and soaked up his familiar, comforting embrace. He was somehow squishy and rock-solid at the same time. He was the one man in her life who had never let her down. She had serious doubts she’d ever meet another. “I’m okay. It means a lot that you said something. That you acknowledged it.” 

         
         “You know what I always say. Chin up. The best is yet to come.”

         
         Piper had a hard time imagining her life getting any better. Or maybe different was a more apt word. It wasn’t as if she had a bad life—it was merely lacking. She loved her job, but she’d never make enough
            money to buy her own house or at least not struggle. And because she lived in the same town where she’d grown up, her surroundings
            were an ever-present reminder that she hadn’t gone anywhere. She couldn’t bear to leave. Her entire family was here. Still,
            she felt like she hadn’t really lived. If only her world would open up ever so slightly. She just couldn’t figure out how to make that happen.
         

         
         Josh released Piper from their embrace as Willa and Gabby walked out of the bridal shop. “Listen, Piper, I know we talked
            about getting tickets this year, and you didn’t want me to buy them, but I say we make a promise to each other that we’ll
            go to the Miami Grand Prix next year. Together. It’s silly we aren’t going tomorrow. The race is only forty-five minutes away.
            An hour, tops. We shouldn’t have to watch qualifying on your phone in the middle of a bridal shop.”
         

         
         “Dad, you and Mom are already letting me live with you. Those races are so expensive.”

         
         “You’re living with us temporarily, honey. It’s not a big deal,” her dad said. “I want you to have something to look forward to. Plus, I know you’ll have everything
            sorted out by this time next year.”
         

         
         Piper smiled. She appreciated her dad’s sweetness so much. “Okay. If you say so. For tomorrow, we’ll watch the race from the
            comfort of the living room.”
         

         
         “And it’ll be awesome.”

         
         Piper said goodbye to Gabby and told her parents she’d see them at home, then climbed into her silver Prius and peeled out
            of the parking lot. Only a few minutes into her drive down Ocean Blvd, her phone rang. Caller ID said it was her boss, Nancy.
         

         
         “Hi, Nancy. What’s up?” Piper answered, thinking this was odd. Saturdays were a light day for dog walking. Nancy rarely called
            on the weekend.
         

         
         “We got a request for an all-day dog sitting job tomorrow. Are you available? You’d have to be down in Miami by noon, and
            it could run quite late. You’d make double your normal day rate, plus overtime for everything beyond eight hours.”
         

         
         Piper nearly drove off the road, but she didn’t. She already had a few points on her license, thanks to having a bit of a
            lead foot. “I’ll do it. Of course.” Rarely did Piper ever make that kind of money. “Tell me where and when and I’ll be there.”
         

         
         “I’ll text you the details. Just confirm that you received the text.”

         
         “Will do.” Piper ended the call, took the turn into her old neighborhood and pulled up in front of her parents’ house. A one-story
            Florida bungalow, light blue with a crooked mailbox and a few palm trees in the front yard, this would always be home. She
            killed the engine and fished her phone out of her bag.
         

         
         When she looked at Nancy’s text, she wondered if she was dreaming. Or if her dad and Nancy had conspired.

         
         
            
               
                  Arrive by noon tomorrow, Formula One Miami Grand Prix, Miami International Autodrome. Call Isabel from Mega Racing for info
                     on a parking pass. I’ll send her info in a separate text.
                  

               

            

         
         “What the actual fuck?” Piper muttered to herself. Was this real? It was a legitimate question. Things like this didn’t happen to Piper. She climbed out of the car, her heart pumping hard, a strange mix of excitement and nervousness coursing through her veins. Mega Racing? Seriously? Their drivers were Xander Bishop and Emilio Baquero. Would she be working for one of them? Don’t get ahead of yourself. She forced herself to take a cleansing breath. She didn’t know the details yet. She could be dog sitting for some corporate
            paper pusher tomorrow. Still, any proximity to the sport she loved? That alone was exciting. “Hey, Dad,” she called. “You
            won’t even believe the job I got for tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah? A good one?” he replied, standing in the driveway.

         
         Piper tapped out a reply to Nancy.

         
         
            
               
                  Got it. I’ll be there. Thank you!

               

            

         
         “Yeah, you might say that. Looks like I’m going to the Miami Grand Prix. Sooner rather than later.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Two

         
         For the second day in a row, Piper was having an out-of-body experience. Yesterday it had been seeing her sister in her wedding
            dress. Today it was sunglasses on, her favorite Formula One podcast, Not So Fast, on the radio, driving to the Miami Grand Prix. If she had to choose, she’d pick going to an F1 race over a return trip to
            Moondance Bridal. Even though she wasn’t sure what today had in store, her gut said it was going to be a good day. 
         

         
         As soon as the thought filtered through her head, she spotted flashing red lights in her rearview mirror. Her vision darted
            to her speedometer. “Dammit.” She turned down the radio volume. The sirens were blaring. Whoop. Whoop. Whoop. She pulled over to the side of the road and got out her license and registration. She’d done this a few times. She knew the
            routine.
         

         
         She rolled down her window just as the police officer walked up to her car. “Hello, ma’am.” She was petite, with dark hair
            pulled back, wearing those reflective sunglasses preferred by law enforcement.
         

         
         Piper handed over her documents. “Hello, Officer.” She smiled. She wanted to be as friendly as possible. She did not want another ticket. 

         
         “Do you know why I pulled you over today?”

         
         Piper debated whether to be honest or play dumb. She decided to go with the former. “I was pushing the speed limit a little,
            but I’m worried I’m going to be late for a really special job I have today.”
         

         
         “What’s the special job?”

         
         “Believe it or not, dog sitting for a Formula One driver.”

         
         “And you thought you’d prepare yourself by pretending to be one?”

         
         Piper laughed quietly and peered up at the officer. “Do you like Formula One? Do you know who Emilio Baquero is? I’m dog sitting
            for him.” Piper still couldn’t believe that was the case, but that was exactly what Isabel from Mega Racing had told her.
            The mere mention of his name made an image pop into her head. Thick, dark hair with the slightest curl. Mysterious chestnut-brown
            eyes. Full lips. Always had some five o’clock shadow threatening. Ridiculously symmetrical features. Honestly, Emilio looked
            like a Disney prince brought to life. He also seemed serious to a fault, which she found both intimidating and intriguing.
         

         
         The officer slid her glasses down her nose and looked Piper right in the eye. “You aren’t lying to me right now, are you?”

         
         Piper vehemently shook her head. “No. I can show you my texts with my contact at Mega Racing.”

         
         The officer handed Piper her license and registration. “He’s an excellent driver.”

         
         “He is.”

         
         “Unlike you.”

         
         “I promise I’ll keep a better eye on my speed. I’m just nervous and I don’t want to be late.”

         
         “You’d better get going, then. No speeding.”

         
         “No, ma’am. Thank you. Have a good day.” Piper rolled up her window and blew out a relieved breath. “Holy shit. That was close.”
            She waited for the cop to pull onto the road, then Piper rejoined traffic. Luckily, her navigation still had her arriving
            on time. “Ironically, if I hadn’t been speeding in the first place, I would be late.”
         

         
         Piper followed the detailed instructions given to her by Isabel. After being stuck in traffic for the last mile of her drive,
            Piper entered the VIP parking lot. She’d never been a VIP anything in her life. That wish she’d made yesterday? For her life to open up just a little? She felt like it was coming true. And
            Piper could hardly contain her excitement.
         

         
         She locked her car and texted Isabel.

         
         
            
               
                  I’m here.

               

            

         
         Her heart started racing so fast she felt lightheaded.

         
         
            
               
                  Great. Meet you at the swipe gates. I’ll be right there.

               

            

         
         As she strode through the parking lot, Piper took note of who exactly qualified to be in the exclusive parking lot. There were so many fancy, expensive cars. Bugatti. Porsche. Ferrari. McLaren. Beautiful people were climbing out of said cars, far more stylish and worldly than she. But this was all typical for Miami, so it didn’t faze her too much, even though she felt a tad underdressed in her jeans, sneakers and plain white tee. She’d thought about something more upscale, but the reality was that simple, comfortable clothes were the only appropriate attire when caring for a dog. And that was the real reason she was here. 

         
         “Piper?” A red-haired woman wearing a black Mega Racing polo appeared.

         
         “That’s me. Are you Isabel?” Piper’s pulse picked up again, then calmed when Isabel smiled.

         
         “I am. First things first. You’re going to need this.” She looped a lanyard and jumbo laminated Mega Racing pass over Piper’s
            head. Piper held the plastic pass in her hand and ran a finger over it. The F1 letters glimmered in the sunlight. This was
            all too surreal. Never had she imagined she’d have one of these around her neck. Never ever.
         

         
         Still, she had to play it cool. It’d be a long time before something this exciting happened to her again, and it was of paramount
            importance to be a professional. No matter what her mom thought, Piper took her job seriously.
         

         
         Piper followed Isabel through the security scanner. “Welcome to the paddock. Team garages are along this side.” Isabel pointed
            to her left. People wearing gear for the various teams rushed around in every direction. Piper was on the lookout for drivers,
            but no such luck yet. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you back to meet Emilio Baquero.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know he had a dog.” Piper didn’t merely follow Formula One as a sport; she was invested in the personal lives of
            the drivers. She kept up with everyone’s wives and girlfriends, the WAGs as they were called. And, of course, she knew about everyone’s pets.
         

         
         “So you’re a fan?” Isabel asked.

         
         “Honestly, I’m a total nerd for F1. My dad got me hooked when I was little. We watch together.”

         
         “Then you’ll fit right in.” Isabel led them inside a glass-and-steel building, then down a long corridor. She stopped at a door and gave it two knocks. “This is Emilio’s driver’s room.” 

         
         “Come in,” a voice called.

         
         Oh, shit. I know that voice. The out-of-body thing was starting to happen again. Piper’s heart fiercely thumped in her chest. Whump. Whump. Whump. A vision of Emilio after qualifying yesterday—him combing his sweaty hair back from his face after removing his helmet—began
            to materialize in her head. Sure, she’d only seen him at a tiny scale on her phone, surrounded by poofy white satin and lace,
            but she’d fully memorized the image. He’d looked so pissed off. So frustrated. And yet, he couldn’t have been sexier if he
            tried.
         

         
         Isabel opened the door and stepped inside. Piper hesitated for a moment, the nerves making her feet heavy. Her eyes struggled
            to focus as the vision of the intoxicatingly handsome in-person Emilio before her slowly merged with the one that she’d been
            carrying around in her head. He was 3D now. Flesh and bone. Rugged and smooth. With thick, chaotic eyebrows and perfect bronze skin. And his lips . . . good God, those lips. They were so . . .
            touchable in real life. They made her own lips tremble—they really wanted to hang out with his.
         

         
         “You must be the dog sitter.” He moved closer to shake her hand.

         
         “That’s me. I’m Piper.” As he touched her, the room started to spin. She had not been ready for skin-to-skin contact. His
            hands were strong. Firm. “It’s nice to meet you,” she managed, feeling wistful when he took his touch away.
         

         
         “I want you to meet Gus.”

         
         At the mere mention of his name, the dog popped up from his spot on the floor and rushed over to greet her, tail wagging.

         
         Piper recognized him right away, too. Suddenly, she put two and two together. “Oh, wait. I know Gus. I’ve seen him all over social media. With uh . . .” She looked Emilio in the face and his expression soured. “Your uh . . .” His eyes narrowed. How was she supposed to say this? She knew Gus because he’d once been a regular on the social accounts of Emilio’s stunning ex-girlfriend, Victoria. Piper had assumed Gus belonged to her. 

         
         “You might know Gus from Victoria Bamford’s social feeds,” Isabel said, rescuing Piper from the gaffe she’d stumbled into.
            “But Emilio is his owner.”
         

         
         “Right. Great.” Piper saw Emilio’s expression soften. Crisis averted. Piper crouched down and raised Gus’s face to hers. He
            went right in for a kiss, the big flirt. Piper fell back on her butt, laughing, which Gus took as invitation for a full-on
            licking assault. “Okay, buddy. It’s nice to meet you, too. Aren’t you a handsome boy?” She hadn’t really planned on being
            on her back, wriggling on the floor of Emilio’s driver’s room, but there she was.
         

         
         “Oh. Gus. No. No. I’m sorry.” Emilio rushed over and offered his hand. “Let me help you.”

         
         In a daze, Piper placed her hand in his. The second time they touched, there was a quantifiable spark. A sizzle of electricity
            between them, although Piper was sure that he was delivering and she was receiving. He was too spectacular to think anything
            of her. He effortlessly pulled her to standing, having no problem engaging his core. “I’ve been mowed over by plenty of dogs.
            He seems super sweet.”
         

         
         Emilio looked at her and their gazes locked. For an instant, he quirked half a smile, then he shook his head, his expression
            dropped and he pulled back his hand. “I need to go.” He marched to the door. “Isabel can tell you everything you need to know.
            I’ll see you after the race.”
         

         
         “Good luck!” Piper called, but he was gone. “Did I say something wrong?” she asked Isabel.

         
         “He’s like that. Intense. Believe me, he’s happy to have someone watching Gus.”

         
         Piper leaned over and gave Gus a scratch behind the ears. She needed to focus on the positive. She was being paid handsomely
            to care for a sweet dog while getting an inside look at her favorite sport. It didn’t matter that Gus’s famous dad didn’t
            seem to like her that much. Even though it was disappointing. “The service I work for said you had a dog sitter quit?”
         

         
         “Try four.”
         

         
         “Really? He’s so sweet.” Sure enough, Gus was sitting at her side, patient as could be.

         
         “It always starts off well, but he has a way of getting off leash and running away. I’m not sure why or how.”

         
         “I’ll keep an eye peeled for any escape attempts.”

         
         “Text me if you have any problems. And I’ll show you a good spot for watching the race. I assume you want to.”

         
         Piper’s heart fluttered at the thought of seeing the cars on track. “Yes. Please.”

         
         “Gus can’t be in the garage, but you can take him to the paddock club.” Isabel stepped over to a side table and grabbed a
            leash.
         

         
         “All right, Mr. Gus.” Piper clicked it onto his collar. “Let’s try to stay together today, okay, buddy?”

         
         Gus eagerly led the way and she and Isabel wound through the Mega Racing building and back out into the paddock, which was
            even more abuzz with activity.
         

         
         A woman with dark, wavy hair and a big smile approached. “You must be the new dog sitter,” she said to Piper.

         
         “I am.” Apparently, Gus really was going through a lot of dog sitters.

         
         “Piper Murphy, meet Mia Neal. Mia’s an F1 podcaster and soon to be an on-camera commentator for Cloud Sports. Her partner
            is Xander Bishop, Emilio’s teammate.”
         

         
         Piper’s mind was blown by the realization of who this was. “I was just listening to the Not So Fast podcast. I love it.”
         

         
         “Oh, wow. Thank you,” Mia said.

         
         Isabel reached for Mia’s arm. “Is there any way you could show Piper around? Maybe take her up to the paddock club? I have
            a zillion things to do before the race.”
         

         
         “Sure. Xander’s busy and I’ve already recorded the intro for my next episode.” She held her arms wide. “I’m all yours.”

         
         Piper felt an immense wave of gratitude. Emilio might not like her, but everyone else was treating her like she fit right
            in. “Awesome. Thank you.”
         

         
         “Piper, you can bring Gus back to Emilio’s room after the race.”

         
         “Sounds good.” Piper turned to Mia as Isabel walked away. “So, exactly how much inside info can I learn from you today?” Mia
            was well-known for having the scoop on lots of drivers.
         

         
         Mia’s eyebrows jumped. “Depends on what you want to know.”

         
         “Everything. But first, Gus probably needs a pee break.”

         
         “I know just the place.” Mia walked them through the paddock and off to a small grassy area where Gus could do his business.
            Then they made their way into the paddock club, above the team garages with a view of the pit lane and the starting grid for
            the race. The club had fairly luxe surroundings, with food, several bars and lots of seating. “Technically, dogs aren’t allowed
            up here, but Gus is a VID. Very important dog. Basically, the drivers’ dogs get to go anywhere.”
         

         
         “I’m a little embarrassed because I didn’t realize Gus was Emilio’s dog. I thought he belonged to Victoria. Gus was all over her social feeds for a while there.” They took a seat off to the side in one of the lounges near a balcony that overlooked the track. Piper took off her sling bag and set it on the table. Gus nudged it with his nose. “Let me guess. You smell the treats in my bag.” 

         
         Gus immediately sat and looked at Piper expectantly.

         
         “This guy is smart.” Piper unzipped her bag and pulled out one of her homemade dog treats. She’d developed the recipe over
            the past few years and made them exclusively for her clients. “Let’s see what you know how to do. Gus, shake.” She held out
            her hand, but Gus only stared at the treat, which was in her other hand. “Huh. Okay. I guess you don’t know that one.” She
            switched the treat to her other hand, but held it tightly and offered it again. “Gus. Shake.” Intuitively, Gus touched her
            balled-up hand with his paw. She unfurled her fingers to give him the treat, which he inhaled. “Good boy. Very good boy.”
         

         
         “You probably didn’t know Gus belonged to Emilio because he was never in the photos with him,” Mia said.

         
         “I guess so. Even though I knew he and Victoria were a couple.”

         
         Mia nodded slowly. “Emilio is very private. If you follow him on social, he’s not posting vacation pics like the other drivers.”

         
         “Now that you mention it, I did notice that.” Maybe his preference for privacy was an explanation for why he’d so quickly
            left Piper’s presence. “I know there are lots of theories, but do you have any thoughts about why Emilio is struggling this
            year?”
         

         
         Mia shrugged. “Because Mega developed that car to run on a knife’s edge? Xander struggled with it big time. Emilio will get
            it. He’s too good a driver not to.”
         

         
         Piper nodded. “Can I ask what it’s like to date a driver?” Not that Piper had aspirations—she was simply curious. The entire ecosphere of F1 was fascinating, but she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to live in it. 

         
         “It’s a little bonkers, to be honest. For a long time, I thought I couldn’t hack it. I felt like I didn’t belong.”

         
         Piper could imagine she’d feel that way, too. “But you have your podcast. You were already in the sport when you met Xander,
            right?”
         

         
         Mia shrugged. “It’s still a big leap. I didn’t come from money. I’m not famous or the child of a celebrity. It’s just different
            being a normal person in this world.”
         

         
         Despite Mia’s explanation, she still lived in what seemed like a fantasyland to Piper. “Well, you seem like you’re doing great.”

         
         

         Emilio was hopelessly distracted. He couldn’t stop ruminating over the moment he got sucked in by the new dog sitter. So she
            was cute. Bubbly. Shiny blond hair and big blue eyes that stopped him dead in his tracks. So she’d reacted in a very sweet
            way to the fact that Gus had tried to lick her to death. What was the big deal? He needed to shake it off. He needed to focus
            on the task at hand—the race.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” Emilio’s teammate Xander strolled into the garage with his helmet under his arm. “You seem distracted.”

         
         “Just a lot on my mind.” Emilio longed to tell Xander more. He needed a confidant. He and Xander had been friends before this
            season, but never teammates. That added a whole new layer of complexity to their dynamic. It wasn’t a great idea to get too
            close to your biggest rival.
         

         
         Xander nodded. “Isabel told me you got a new dog sitter for the day. That’s got to take a load off your mind.”

         
         Xander was right. Gus was taken care of. Now he needed to focus on the only other thing he cared about. “Yes,” Emilio said.
            “And now it’s time to go racing.”
         

         
         

         “What’s your take on Emilio getting forced out from Vermillion?” Piper asked when Mia returned from the bar with fruity mocktails and truffle fries for them to nosh on. The race would be starting any minute—they needed refreshments. 

         
         “It’s a travesty, really. Emilio loved racing for his old team. But the team principal is untouchable, especially Tristan.
            He owns a big chunk of the team and everyone is afraid of him. Emilio made the mistake of speaking out against the one person
            on that team you never cross.”
         

         
         “What institutions will do to protect powerful men, huh?” Piper asked.

         
         “Right? As good as Emilio is, Vermillion has always seen their drivers as temporary. And I suppose that’s true of every team.
            There’s always someone younger or better coming up in the ranks and they’ll do anything to take your place.”
         

         
         “And that’s what Vermillion did. They brought up the rookie from their driving academy and he’s done pretty well in Emilio’s
            seat.”
         

         
         Mia slid Piper a sly smile. “You know your stuff.”

         
         Piper felt a swell of pride. Mia was so well-known for having a nearly encyclopedic knowledge of the sport. “My life is pretty
            simple. Being an F1 fan is one of the most exciting things I do.”
         

         
         Mia jutted out her lower lip. “Hopefully, getting to come to a race is a big upgrade.” She looked up at the television. “Welp.
            Looks like they’re starting the formation lap.”
         

         
         Piper scanned the screen, excitement bubbling up inside her. “I wonder if Emilio can get up into the points from twelfth place.” Her heart raced as she watched the cars zigzag on the track to get temperature into their tires. She really did hope Emilio would do better than his starting position suggested he might. She sensed he was an unhappy guy. Maybe a better result would turn that around. 

         
         
            Miami Grand Prix

         

         The lights came on. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Then out.

         
         Emilio gunned the throttle and aimed to go right up the middle.

         
         Unfortunately, Kenji Matsumoto had the same idea and got there first.

         
         Emilio gripped the steering wheel tightly, jamming the brake, trying to find that right balance between speed and not crashing.
            There was so much traffic ahead as Emilio headed into the first turn.
         

         
         He sensed he was about to get squeezed, and then he did, the tires of cars on either side of him coming dangerously close.
            He eased off the gas to get through to the first straight unscathed.
         

         
         Finally, a bit of room. He wasn’t certain, but he would’ve sworn he’d lost at least one place. Possibly more.

         
         

         “Gah. Down to fourteenth. What a nightmare for Emilio.” Piper frantically scanned the screen. Under the table, Gus booped
            her hand with his nose. “Hey, buddy. You’re right. I need to give you some love, don’t I?” She gave him some scratches behind
            his ears, then encouraged him to put his head on her lap, so she could stroke it. She’d always been very attuned to dogs’
            feelings, but she sensed that Gus might be on another level. It was almost as if he knew she was concerned for Emilio.
         

         
         “He should be able to make up a few places,” Mia said.

         
         “Xander’s doing great. Already up to fourth.” Piper popped a French fry into her mouth. “One more and he’ll be on the podium
            if he can keep his position.”
         

         
         “They’ve got another fifty laps to go. A lot can happen.”

         
         

         This was a grueling race. It was unbelievably hot in the cockpit, and Emilio felt like he’d given everything he had for thirty-nine laps. By lap forty, he’d made up three spots and was up into eleventh place, but there were no signs that he’d be able to get into tenth place and the points. “Can we do anything?” he begged to his race engineer. “A second tire change? Van Dijk is struggling with the rear of his car.” 

         
         “We are checking.”

         
         Emilio didn’t like to dwell on the past, but he couldn’t help but think about where he’d finished at this race last year.
            He won by over twenty seconds. He qualified in first, got away cleanly, and no other driver managed to be a threat.
         

         
         Boring, sure, but it was nice to win. He’d kept it clean. Minimal mistakes. Would he ever be that comfortable in the Mega
            car? Would he ever again see a race win? Hell, would he ever again see a podium?
         

         
         He reminded himself to focus. Just do the thing you love. Drive the car.

         
         

         “Ugh. Poor Emilio,” Piper mumbled. “He’s stuck in a never-ending DRS train.” The DRS, or drag reduction system, allowed drivers
            to open their car’s rear wing in the DRS zone, giving them additional speed. The problem was that the driver in front of Emilio
            had DRS on the driver in front of him, so no one had a speed advantage. With only a few laps left, Emilio probably wouldn’t
            be able to break out of the train unless someone made a mistake.
         

         
         Mia glanced at Piper and narrowed her eyes. “Is Emilio your favorite driver? You seem pretty wrapped up in him doing well.”

         
         Piper could feel the heat building in her cheeks. “No. I don’t have a favorite. I’m just feeling invested because he’s the only driver I’ve ever met.” 

         
         “Hmm. Maybe I can introduce you to Xander sometime. Then you can root for him, too.”

         
         Piper had to wonder why she’d had any hope that Emilio would do well in the race . . . Perhaps it was because she wanted to
            know what that hella handsome face looked like up close when it was delivering a smile. It had to be devastating. Which really
            meant it was probably for the best she would likely never witness that. She might never recover.
         

         
         As Brett Lockford drove across the finish line and won the race, exactly as she’d feared after qualifying yesterday, everyone
            in the paddock club cheered.
         

         
         Mia slow-clapped. “Fourth place for Xander is great, but I know he wants to be on the podium. Miami has never been a great
            track for Mega, though. It’s probably just damage limitation at this point.”
         

         
         Piper assumed that Emilio’s eleventh-place finish wouldn’t go over well, especially considering he’d won the championship
            last year. She’d love to chat about it with Mia, but she didn’t want to ask too many more questions about Emilio.
         

         
         Gus emerged from under the table and whimpered, then nudged at Piper’s arm with his nose. “I should probably deliver Gus to
            Emilio’s driver’s room.”
         

         
         Mia rose from her seat and held her arms wide for a hug. “It was awesome to meet you, Piper. I hope I get to hang out with
            you at another race.”
         

         
         “That would be amazing.” Piper sighed. Today had been such a dream come true, but it was coming to a close. Maybe she and
            her dad really would go to this race next year. That would be lovely. She wouldn’t get the same VIP treatment, but at least
            she’d have the memory of today.
         

         
         

         Emilio needed to get the hell out of Miami. Get cleaned up, retrieve Gus, get on the plane and forget any of this happened. He did a quick stint in the media pen under the watchful eye of Isabel. To no one’s surprise, he was asked multiple times about his poor race performance and the mistake of leaving Vermillion. He gave the same tired answers, then hightailed it out of there. They ducked through the paddock and headed back for Mega hospitality. 

         
         “Piper’s in your driver’s room with Gus,” Isabel said.

         
         “A dog sitter lasted a whole day. Progress.”

         
         Isabel stopped him before they entered his driver’s room. “We should talk about Gus. You need a full-time dog nanny. Someone
            permanent. I love Gus, and I’m happy to watch him every now and then when you need help, but the reality is that it’s affecting
            my job.”
         

         
         Emilio had worried he’d been too reliant on Isabel. “Heard. I’ll make some calls. See about finding someone.” He hated the
            thought of starting this process again, but he’d do anything for Gus.
         

         
         “You don’t need to look. She’s about to be right in front of your face when you open this door.”

         
         Emilio reared back his head. “The woman from today?”

         
         “Yes. Piper. Piper Murphy.”

         
         He knew her name. He’d just told himself it was okay to forget. “Making it one day is hardly a true test.”

         
         Isabel cocked both eyebrows at him. “You know what? Let’s check out the scene inside that room and then tell me if you honestly
            believe there’s a better prospect.” She opened the door and stepped inside.
         

         
         He followed, and there sat Piper. On the couch with Gus curled up at her hip, his head in her lap.

         
         She gently stroked his head, the exact spot Gus loved right above his eyes. “I’d get up, but he seems so happy,” she said in the softest of tones. 

         
         Emilio’s breath caught in his chest. His race had been pure misery, but a contented, cared-for Gus was such a welcome sight.
            A worry erased. “Was he well behaved?”
         

         
         “A perfect angel. No trouble. I don’t understand how anyone could have any problem at all with him. He’s a bundle of joy and
            sweetness.”
         

         
         Isabel cast a look at Emilio. She didn’t have to say I told you. It was all over her face.
         

         
         Gus raised his head slowly, looked at Emilio, then back at Piper, then again to Emilio before settling his head in her lap.
            He sighed and closed his eyes. He’d never been like this with any of the other dog sitters. Ever.
         

         
         “I don’t understand what these dog sitters are doing to make him run away.” Emilio inched closer.

         
         Piper shrugged. “Dogs are sensitive creatures. Could be a lot of things setting him off. I guess the important part is that
            we had no trouble today.”
         

         
         No trouble. Good God, how long had it been since someone had said that to him about anything? “That’s such good news.” He meant that.
            He really did.
         

         
         “I need to take care of a few things while the team is packing up, but it was really nice to meet you, Piper.” Isabel turned
            and patted Emilio’s shoulder. “You know what to do,” she muttered.
         

         
         “Bye, Isabel,” Piper called. “Thank you. For everything.”

         
         “You’re more than welcome.” Isabel closed the door behind her, leaving them alone.

         
         Emilio cleared his throat, wondering why he was hesitating to simply come right out with it. What would be so terrible about having this lovely, agreeable person care for his dog? Nothing. Sure, she was attractive, but this would be a business arrangement. How hard could it be to ignore her sweet smile or stormy blue eyes? He’d simply treat her as the solution to one of his greatest problems. 

         
         “Piper, would you consider being a dog nanny? For me?” Embarrassment flushed his face. “I mean for Gus.”

         
         Piper’s eyes went impossibly wide. “Seriously?” A nervous titter leaked from her lips.

         
         “Is something funny?”

         
         “No. Sorry.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “I’m just surprised. Are you serious? Like actually serious?”

         
         “Extremely serious.”

         
         “I’ve never been a full-time dog nanny. I think it’s pretty expensive.”

         
         He wanted to laugh, but he didn’t. If only she knew what he’d be willing to pay for the peace of mind of knowing Gus was happy
            and safe. Emilio’s financial situation and that of most people were not the same, but he didn’t believe in being rude about
            it. “I’m not worried about the cost. Gus is too important to me. The question is whether you’d be willing to leave behind
            your life and travel from race to race. Spend much of your time in London.”
         

         
         “England?”

         
         Emilio nodded and stepped closer. “That’s where I live. I moved there when I signed with Mega. I needed to be close to their
            headquarters.” He still didn’t refer to London as home. Not yet, and maybe never. He hadn’t even unpacked all his things.
         

         
         “Wow. Okay . . .”

         
         Emilio didn’t like the sound of that. The hesitation. Was this going to be yet another thing that would go wrong? Then he’d
            have to explain to Isabel he wasn’t competent enough to hire a dog nanny. “Do you have questions?”
         

         
         “The big problem is my sister’s wedding. She’s getting married in five weeks. I have to be here for that.” Piper got up from the couch. 

         
         “Five weeks? June tenth?” Emilio mentally shuffled through the F1 calendar. “You can come back for it. There’s no race that
            weekend.”
         

         
         Gus jumped down from the couch and parked himself next to Piper. He put one of his front legs around her calf.

         
         “Right. But I’m the maid of honor. And I’m supposed to do a bunch of stuff for it. It’s more than just one day.”

         
         Excuses. That’s all that was. “Sounds important.”

         
         “It is. It’s my sister. My family.”

         
         “I understand. I’m sure we can work something out.”

         
         “Plus, Fido & Friends would have to assign someone else to my current clients. I have this one Australian shepherd that’s
            very tough to handle.”
         

         
         Emilio didn’t want to argue with her. She clearly didn’t want the job. He needed to move on. “Sounds like that’s a no. Gus.
            Come.” Emilio patted his thigh. Gus did not move. Emilio could’ve sworn Gus gave him the stink eye. “Gus! Come!” he said more
            forcefully.
         

         
         Gus sat back on his hind legs and wrapped his other front leg around Piper’s calf. He pressed the side of his head against
            her knee.
         

         
         “Gus. Buddy. You’re so sweet, but I have to go.” Piper took a step with her free leg, then tried to shake her other leg, but
            Gus wouldn’t let go. She peered at Emilio like she was helpless. “Maybe this is why you’ve gone through so many dog sitters.”
         

         
         “This isn’t like him. He almost always listens.” Emilio stepped next to Piper and crouched down, threading his hands under Gus’s belly to pull him off. The dog would not budge. “Gus. Off. Off.” Emilio tugged again. Gus growled. “Whoa. Okay.” Emilio relented and stood. 

         
         “Gus. What is going on with you?” Piper leaned down to pet him, and he peered up at her, resting his chin on her thigh.

         
         Gus had never acted like this around anyone. Clearly, he didn’t want Piper to leave. Emilio had to try one more time, and
            since they hadn’t talked about money at all, he uttered a ridiculous number.
         

         
         “What?” Piper asked.

         
         “Dollars. A week.”

         
         She blinked about a dozen times. “Are you being serious right now?”

         
         “You keep asking me that. I don’t joke around, Piper. This is a serious offer, but I need an answer.” Emilio could see the
            gears turning in her head, and being extremely competitive, he didn’t want to give up now that he sensed an advantage. Piper
            could change the terrible trajectory of his life. If Gus was happy and Emilio didn’t have to worry about him, then Emilio
            was sure he could turn his season around. One or two good races was all it would take to get the press, the fans and the powers-that-be
            off his back. At that point, everything else would fall into place.
         

         
         “How would it work?”

         
         “You’d travel with us. Be on call at all times.”

         
         “Where would I stay?”

         
         “My row house in London. You can have the whole third floor.”

         
         Piper bit her lower lip, her teeth pressing into the pink pillowy skin. He cleared his throat and averted his eyes for a moment.
            “With that kind of money, I could afford a new apartment. Maybe a down payment on a condo.”
         

         
         “That sounds promising.”

         
         She shrugged with a sheepish look on her face. Her forehead wrinkled with uncertainty. “I don’t know. I’m not sure. My family . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked down at Gus. 

         
         He felt a twinge of sympathy for her. He was asking her to make a big choice. A big change. But frankly, he had some big problems,
            and if she was going to say no, he wanted her to get on with it. Then he’d figure out how to get Gus unglued from her leg.
            “I need an answer, Piper. Yes or no.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Piper’s mind was running too fast. All she wanted was to slam on the brakes and take a minute to process. Unfortunately, time
            was the one thing she didn’t have. At least according to Emilio.
         

         
         “I need an answer, Piper. If it’s no, it’s okay. I’ll find someone else.”

         
         Gus pressed into her leg with his head and whimpered. Piper peered down into his sweet doggy eyes. It was uncanny. It was
            like he understood what was happening.
         

         
         Could she take this job? Gabby would kill her. As in actually commit murder. The flip side of that argument was that the lead-up to the wedding would continue to be torture for Piper. Getting dragged to the florist. Phone calls where Gabby “just needed to bitch” about Mom being overbearing. Pleas for Piper to plan fun outings for the out-of-town bridesmaids. The thought made her queasy. And the simple truth was that she’d been feeling like a punching bag for months. No, it wasn’t Gabby’s fault that Piper’s engagement had ended, and all this wedding stuff was painful and difficult for her. It was simply the circumstances. 

         
         Speaking of circumstances, some of her own could do a complete one-eighty if she took this job. It was a first-class ticket
            to getting her own place again. She could finally get her stuff out of her parents’ garage and get her life back on track.
            Reclaim some of the old Piper, where she at least had her independence and autonomy. And then there was one unbelievable bonus
            to taking this job—she’d get to spend time immersed in the sport she loved—Formula One.
         

         
         You wanted your world to open up. This is your invitation and you’re blowing it. That was absolutely true. There was one leap she wasn’t quite ready to make, though.
         

         
         “Can we do this on a trial basis? I don’t think I can commit to being your full-time dog nanny. What if we hate being around
            each other? What if Gus decides he doesn’t like me? Then what?”
         

         
         “Are you asking if I can fire you? Don’t worry. I reserve the right.”

         
         It felt like something was stuck in her throat. That wasn’t quite the reassurance she’d wanted. “Can we set a trial period
            of five weeks? Up until the wedding?”
         

         
         He shrugged. “Sure. It’ll at least buy me some time.”

         
         “Would you book me a plane ticket? How would this work?” She didn’t want to mention that she’d never even been to Europe before.
            The only reason she had a passport was because her honeymoon that never happened would have taken place in Mexico.
         

         
         “The team chartered a plane. There are plenty of extra seats. We’re going right back to England.”

         
         Piper took one more cleansing breath. It was time to take a chance on something bigger than herself. It was time to open up her world. “I’ll do it. I need two hours to run and grab my stuff and get to the plane.” 

         
         Surprise crossed Emilio’s face. “Okay. Great. Don’t be late. Wheels up at midnight.”

         
         “Got it. I’ll be there.” She bent over and looked Gus in the face. “Gus. You’re super cute, but you need to let me go. I’ll
            be back in a little bit.”
         

         
         Gus side-eyed Emilio.

         
         “Gus. Come,” Emilio pleaded.

         
         And just like that, Gus let go. Piper and Emilio looked at each other in disbelief. What had just happened? Did Gus understand
            what was going on? Piper supposed she’d figure out exactly how smart he was soon enough.
         

         
         She jogged through the paddock, which was a bustle of activity with the teams packing up unbelievable amounts of gear. It
            was like a traveling circus—a high-speed, multibillion-dollar circus. And this was going to be her life, at least for the
            next five weeks. It was impossible to wrap her head around. Nervous excitement zipped through every inch of her body.
         

         
         She spotted her car in the parking lot, climbed inside and forced herself to catch her breath. She sat perfectly still for
            a moment, staring ahead, her heart still thundering. Today had been truly bizarre. Meeting one of the cutest dogs she’d ever
            seen. And an invitation from a super-handsome man to get on a plane and fly across the Atlantic. Things like this did not
            happen to her.
         

         
         “Oh, my God. Am I seriously doing this?” She started the car, popped it into Reverse and backed out of her parking space.
            “Yes, I am.”
         

         
         When she got to the house, she was surprised and a little disappointed to see that neither of her parents’ cars were there.
            She’d really wanted to share this news with her dad. Inside the kitchen, she found a note on the center island.
         

         
         
            Dad and I went out for dinner and a movie. Date night! xoxo, Mom.

         

         Piper had to tell someone she was leaving. Since her sister Meghan was the softest and squishiest of the pack, that was where
            Piper would go. She walked back to her old room, dialed Meghan’s number and put her on speaker.
         

         
         “Oh, my God. It’s late, and it’s Sunday. Are you okay?” Meghan answered.

         
         This had been the only flaw in Piper’s plan to go to Meghan first—Meghan was a worrier. “I’m fine. And it’s eight o’clock.
            That’s not late.”
         

         
         “Late for me.” Meghan was a middle school science teacher, so she had to get up superearly, especially this close to the end
            of the school year.
         

         
         “Oh, right. I’ll make this quick, then. I’m calling because I had a dog sitting job today. Down at the Formula One race in
            Miami.”
         

         
         “Dad told me. It’s so cool you finally got to see a race. Was it fun?”

         
         “It was amazing. So exciting.” Piper could think of one million more descriptors for her day, including unbelievable, but she didn’t have time to deliver a soliloquy, so she pulled her suitcase out from under the bed and unzipped it. Inside
            were some stray grains of sand. Pretty normal considering that she lived in a Florida beach town, but she knew exactly where
            that particular sand was from—her trip with Kyle, her ex-fiancé, to Key West. God, this was annoying. She was so tired of
            living with this dark cloud overhead. She really did need a fresh start. “But that’s also why I’m calling. The dog’s owner
            asked me to be a dog nanny and I said yes.”
         

         
         Meghan snorted. “There is such a thing?”

         
         “For people who can afford it.” Piper tried not to take offense. “And I leave for the job tonight. I’m flying to London.”

         
         “You’re going to England? Right now? For how long?” She gasped. “Are you skipping out on Gabby’s wedding?”

         
         “No. Never,” Piper blurted. “It’s just for a month. Five weeks. I’ll be back before that.”

         
         “Gabby has a to-do list for us that’s, like, a mile long and I’m so fried from the school year. We need your help. I need your help.”
         

         
         A potent mix of guilt and familial obligations weighed down on Piper, and she knew it was about to get worse. “I can do plenty
            over the phone and with email. I’ll be back a few days before the actual wedding.” Piper didn’t necessarily feel the need
            to stand up to Meghan, but she did feel the need to express that for once in her life, she was going to do something that
            was outside her comfort zone. “I need to do this. This job pays a ton. I can get my own place again. I might even be able
            to pay off my car.” My world could open up just a little.

         
         “I know what it feels like when money is scarce.” Between Meghan being a teacher and her husband, Mike, owning a small bike
            rental shop near the beach, they didn’t quite have money streaming in, either.
         

         
         “Which is part of why I’m asking you to tell everyone else. You’re most sympathetic to my life situation.”

         
         “If Gabby kills me, you have to pay for my funeral.”

         
         Piper laughed quietly. “Fair enough.”

         
         “I’m not telling anyone until tomorrow, just so you know.”

         
         “I was sort of counting on that. I’ll be an ocean away by then. It’ll give me a head start.”

         
         “I’ll miss you.”

         
         “Aww. I’ll miss you, too. It won’t be long.” Piper ended the call, finished piling clothes into her suitcase and scribbled
            down a quick note to her parents.
         

         
         
            Going out of town for a few weeks. Meghan has the particulars. Don’t worry about me. I’ll call soon. xoxo, Piper

         

         

         An hour later, Piper was at the private air strip in Miami. She was nervous pulling up to the gate, a mix of anticipation
            and worry swirling in her stomach. “Hi. I’m Piper Murphy,” she said to the guard.
         

         
         “ID, please.”

         
         He took her passport and consulted a list, then pressed the button for the gate. “You can park in the covered parking lot.
            The plane is ready to go.”
         

         
         Ahead was a silver-and-black unmarked plane. Could it really be this simple? “Is it going to be okay if I leave my car here
            for almost five weeks?”
         

         
         He nodded. “It’s no problem, ma’am.”

         
         “Wow. Okay. Thank you.” Piper parked her car, then pulled out her bags and started across the tarmac. The warm night air blew
            her hair from her face, and she had a sense her life was about to change. Part of her wished she’d had a little advance notice,
            but she knew herself—if she’d had time, she might’ve talked herself out of it.
         

         
         Ahead, a young man in a polo shirt and khakis stood at the bottom of the boarding stairs.

         
         “Hi.” Piper waved to him as she approached.

         
         “You must be the dog nanny. We’re expecting you.”

         
         Piper looked down at herself, wondering what about her dress or looks or demeanor read as “dog nanny.” “That’s me.”

         
         “Leave your large bag. We’ll stow it for you. Have a good flight.”

         
         Piper climbed the stairs. She’d only flown a few times in her life, but she could definitely get used to traveling like this. Not having to go through security was a serious plus. When she reached the top of the stairs, she nearly got mowed over by Gus. 

         
         “Hey, buddy.” She scratched behind his ears as he thumped his tail against a first-row seat and she attempted to back him
            down the aisle. “Come on. We need to go sit down.”
         

         
         She looked up and saw Emilio approaching. For a moment, she forgot to breathe. He looked different in civilian clothes—a black
            long-sleeve Mega Racing T-shirt and a pair of jeans. His hair looked damp, like he’d just taken a shower. His dark brown eyes
            swirled with the intensity she found intimidating. And also more than a bit intoxicating. But she’d have to ignore this. She
            had a very well-paying job to do. She had to be as professional as possible.
         

         
         “Gus, come. Calm down.” Emilio tugged on Gus’s collar. “I know you’re excited to see Piper, but we need to sit so the plane
            can leave.”
         

         
         She took a step down the aisle and spotted Isabel, who was seated a few rows back. “Hey, Piper. I’m happy to hear you’ll be
            taking care of Gus. It’ll sure make my life easier.”
         

         
         “Happy to help.” Behind Isabel were at least two dozen people dotting the pairs of seats on either side of the aisle. They
            included Mega team members she recognized from watching the races on TV. Near the back of the plane, it was impossible to
            miss very tall Xander Bishop, Emilio’s teammate, who was seated on the aisle. Next to him, Piper’s new friend, Mia, popped
            up from her seat and waved. Piper was at a total loss for words. She’d stepped through a portal to an entirely new world.
            She simply waved back at Mia.
         

         
         “Everyone, this is Piper. She’ll be taking care of Gus through the Monaco Grand Prix,” Emilio said.

         
         A low chorus of “Hi, Piper” broke out.

         
         “We’re toward the back.” Emilio gestured with a nod. “You can sit here.”

         
         Piper eased into a seat on the aisle while Emilio sat across from her. Gus jumped up in the window seat next to her. “Oh.
            Hello, Gus. Is it okay if he’s up here?”
         

         
         “Yes. I know he’s spoiled.”

         
         Piper had seen more than her fair share of spoiled dogs. Gus didn’t really seem like that to her. “He’s family. I get it.”
            Gus tried to sneak his head under the armrest, so Piper raised it. He promptly flopped down and put his head in Piper’s lap.
         

         
         Emilio slowly shook his head. “I’ve never seen him like this.” His deeply tempting eyes turned even darker. He pushed up the
            sleeves of his shirt to his elbows, showing off his tawny skin, perfect forearms and what was probably a stupidly expensive
            watch. “He’s in love with you. I think I’m jealous.”
         

         
         Piper’s cheeks plumed with heat and she found it more than a little difficult to breathe. Emilio was so sexy, it defied explanation.
            She would’ve sworn he’d been created in a lab, except that she’d already seen a few of his more human moments. “He can tell
            I’m a dog person.”
         

         
         “I’m a dog person. I’m his dog person.”
         

         
         Piper looked down at Gus and stroked his head. He started snoring. She laughed quietly and her vision was drawn back to Emilio,
            who gazed at his dog with nothing short of pure affection.
         

         
         “Good evening, folks,” came a voice over the loudspeaker. “This is your captain. Looks like we’ve got smooth air running to
            London. A little less than nine hours flying time, so we’ll turn off the lights so you all can get some sleep. Plenty of blankets
            and pillows back there. Sit back, relax and enjoy your flight.”
         

         
         The cabin lights dimmed, and the plane began to taxi. A flight attendant appeared and offered Piper a blanket and pillow. “You can recline after takeoff,” she said. Gus snuggled closer and Piper threaded her fingers through his soft fur. She glanced at Emilio. His eyes were closed, his hands folded across his lap. He looked peaceful. Untroubled. Which was nice since he had not been like that earlier. Quite the contrary.
         

         
         She settled her head back against the seat and peered out the window as the plane took flight. The flickering lights of Miami
            and the eastern coast of Florida came into view, then slowly faded away. Somewhere down there was her family. The life she’d
            had just hours ago. The one where she was lonely and at least a little unhappy, but still thankful for everything she had.
            She hoped she’d made the right choice. She hoped Gabby wouldn’t be too pissed off, and she hoped her parents would understand
            her decision once she’d had a chance to explain. She hoped working for Emilio ended up being a good thing. There were more
            than a few hints that it might end up being stressful. Awkward. Difficult. She hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Hope hope hope. Probably too many hopes.
         

         
         Because the truth was there were no guarantees. Of anything. And she couldn’t do anything about it now. She was on the plane,
            heading off into the great unknown.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Four

         
         Piper. Piper, Piper, Piper. With his hand in Piper’s silky hair, and her luscious mouth all over his, Emilio pushed her against the kitchen counter,
            grinding his crotch against her center. “Emilio,” she gasped, then hitched her leg up over his hip, pulling him closer. She
            needed him. Just like he needed her. Every inch of him ached for her. His hips and thighs were desperate for release. But first, he needed to tear off her clothes . . .
         

         
         “Mr. Baquero, we’ve landed.”

         
         Emilio’s brain registered the words in an instant, but his subconscious was still waist-deep in that dream. Fuck. Why had his mind decided to go there? Piper was his employee. And he’d known her for twenty-four hours? He was so disappointed in his own brain. Even though it
            had concocted quite a steamy scenario. It was memorable. He might not ever shake it.
         

         
         “Mr. Baquero?”

         
         Emilio nodded. “Yes. Sorry. I heard you. I’m up.” He forced himself to open his eyes, then glanced across the aisle only to be confronted by the sight of the woman he was not supposed to be thinking or dreaming about. Piper was dead asleep. Mouth slack. Eyelids twitching. Was she dreaming? If so,
            he hoped it was not about him.
         

         
         “Would you like me to wake Ms. Murphy?” the flight attendant asked.

         
         Emilio unbuckled his seat belt and waved at the final passengers, Xander and Mia, as they headed off the plane. Gus, sprawled
            out next to Piper, looked up at Emilio, then settled his head back down in her lap. “No. It’s okay. I’ll do it.” He scooted
            forward in his seat, a bit concerned about how his body might react to touching her. “Piper?”
         

         
         She snorted, then sighed, still deep in slumber and blissfully oblivious to everything around her.

         
         He fought so hard against the smile that wanted to cross his lips. She was adorable. And completely off-limits. “Piper,” he
            said more forcefully.
         

         
         No response. Gus nudged her arm with his nose and whimpered.

         
         Against his better judgment, Emilio reached across the aisle and grasped Piper’s shoulder, lightly shaking. “Piper. We’re
            here.”
         

         
         “Wha?” She popped open one eye, reared back her head, then squinted at the cabin lights overhead. Outside, rain streaked the
            airplane windows. Another beautiful day in England. “Oh. God. We landed. We’re here.” She wiped the corner of her mouth with
            the back of her hand, then struggled with her seat belt.
         

         
         Gus, seeming relieved that she was indeed alive, began licking her face.

         
         “Gus . . . No . . .” Piper giggled, pushing him off.

         
         “Gus. Stop,” Emilio snapped. The dog jumped down off the seat.

         
         “I’m so embarrassed. I crashed hard.”

         
         “Don’t be embarrassed. But we need to go.” He didn’t want to sound too gruff, but he was eager to get everyone settled at
            his place so he could get in a solid workout. It might help him shake the memory of that dream. Today was the first day of
            getting back on track with racing. No more weekends like Miami.
         

         
         “Yep. Yep. Sorry about that, but I’m up now.” Piper collected her backpack, then started down the aisle with Gus trailing.
            Emilio waited for a moment, sucking in a deep breath while wrestling with the mental images still playing in his head. Grabbing
            Piper’s ass . . . her tugging on his earlobe with her teeth and whispering yes with hot breath against his skin . . .
         

         
         They made their way through the private terminal, then out to the parking garage where Emilio’s bespoke black McLaren waited
            for him. He clicked the fob, then loaded his luggage and Piper’s into the trunk. “It’s often just Gus and I in the car, but
            don’t worry. We’ll fit.”
         

         
         “Two-seater. Not exactly a family car.”

         
         Victoria had made a similar comment—one of the times she’d hinted at marriage. He’d never taken the bait. “No family for me.
            Just Gus.”
         

         
         “A dog is family.” Piper climbed inside and Gus had no issue hopping up onto her lap. “I don’t know that I’ve ever been in
            a car without a back seat. It’s weird if you think about it. I’m guessing this car was super expensive.”
         

         
         “Why is it weird?”

         
         Piper cast him a look. “Because it costs more, but fewer people can ride in it.”

         
         “The real value is under the hood.” He started the engine then revved it to demonstrate his point. A shot of adrenaline surged inside him. It always did when he was behind the wheel. He quickly backed out of the space, jerked the car into Drive and took off down the ramp of the parking garage. 

         
         Piper grabbed at the dashboard. “Oh, wow. Okay. This thing has some serious get-up-and-go.”

         
         He couldn’t help but be amused. “You aren’t nervous, are you?” He took a corner a little too fast. God, he loved the purr
            of the engine. “I’m an excellent driver.”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Obviously. And no, I’m not nervous. In fact, I’m pretty excited for you to show me what this car can
            do.”
         

         
         “I have to obey local traffic laws, but we’ll see.” As soon as the security gate arm had risen, he punched the gas and whizzed
            onto the road. He might not be in control of much in his life, but being behind the wheel was where he truly belonged. Even
            if he didn’t love driving in the rain.
         

         
         “So this is England.” Piper peered out the window. “It’s a little gray.”

         
         “You’ll get used to it. I have.” That was a complete lie. Emilio had grown up in Spain, moved to Monaco when he got his seat
            in Formula One and had lived there until he was ousted at Vermillion and Mega Racing swooped in. At that point, his life had
            blown up—no girlfriend, different team and parents at war—it made sense to move and start over. England did have its sunny
            days, but it wasn’t what he was used to. He craved heat. Brightness and light. He longed to raise his face to the sky to feel
            the warmth of the sun. Too little of that happened in London.
         

         
         “It’s strange to realize that I’m on the other side of the ocean from my family now.” Piper’s voice was wistful. “I’m just
            going to send a message to our group text and let them know I’m okay.”
         

         
         Emilio never thought about being away from his family. Not anymore. What had once felt rock-solid and full of love was now splintered. It had become something else entirely, where he was starting to feel more like the parent than the kid. It was as if his mom and dad had become completely different people in the past year. 

         
         “You can call them if you need to. We’ll be in the car for a while longer,” Emilio said.

         
         Piper’s phone rang and she laughed quietly. “My dad. A text wasn’t good enough, I guess.”

         
         “Please. Go ahead.”

         
         Piper tapped the screen and raised the phone to her ear. “Dad. Hi. I can only talk for a few minutes. We’re almost to Emilio’s
            place.” She sat quiet for a moment as her dad spoke. “It’s definitely sudden, but I had to take the job.” She turned toward
            the window, away from Emilio. “It pays too well. I couldn’t say no.”
         

         
         Emilio pressed his lips together. He didn’t care about the money at all. He simply found it amusing that Piper was trying
            to be so discreet.
         

         
         “His name is Gus and he’s amazing.” She ruffled the fur around his neck. “He’s such a good boy. Very smart.”

         
         Emilio tried not to smile. He did love hearing an accurate assessment of Gus’s personality and demeanor. He’d heard too little
            of that from other dog sitters.
         

         
         “Oh, the race was amazing.” Piper sucked in a breath and turned toward Emilio, then shied away. “I mean, you saw on TV, right?
            It was a good race. And it was fun to be there. No, he, uh, didn’t have a great day. But you know . . .” Her voice trailed
            off. “There’s always next time.”
         

         
         Emilio cleared his throat and tried to work a kink out of his neck. He was certain she was discussing his race performance.
            He had no idea about her knowledge of the sport, but it was an undisputed fact that he hadn’t done well yesterday.
         

         
         “So, is Gabby mad that I left?” Piper asked. “She hasn’t said anything on the group chat and you know she’s always on her phone. I can just sense it when she’s giving me the silent treatment.” Piper sighed. “I knew she’d be like this.” 

         
         Emilio glanced over to see Piper gnawing on her nail and nodding in agreement.

         
         “It would be nice if she’d simply acknowledge this wedding is difficult for me. It’s like she thought ignoring my broken engagement
            would make it go away.”
         

         
         Emilio’s ears perked up. Broken engagement?

         
         “Okay, Dad. I’ll talk to you later. I love you, too.” Piper tapped at the phone again and tucked the device into her bag.
            “Sorry about that.”
         

         
         “You needed to check in with your family. I understand.”

         
         “We’re all really close. Especially me and my dad.” Piper turned to him and gathered her hair, pulling it up into a ponytail
            and securing it with a band she’d been wearing on her wrist. He turned his sights to the road, then dared to glance back at
            her. How was she even prettier with her hair up? Better yet, how was she pretty at all after having been on a plane all night? “My dad says hi, by the way. I’m sure that sounds weird. He’s just excited I’m working
            for you. He’s a big fan.”
         

         
         Emilio wasn’t about to dig for more information. The less he knew about the personal details of her life, the simpler things
            would be. Judging by that dream he’d had on the plane, he needed to create as much professional distance as possible. With
            that in mind, this seemed as good a time as any to establish the ground rules. “We’re almost to the house. As soon as we get
            there, we can go over your role and my expectations.”
         

         
         

         Emilio exited the highway, and they entered a more residential area, while Piper wondered about what Emilio meant by expectations. Her short conversation with her dad left her feeling conflicted. He was excited about her having taken the job, and in particular, he was intrigued by her new employer. But he was also worried because she was “so far away.” And he’d confirmed one of Piper’s biggest fears. Gabby was pissed. No huge surprise. 

         
         As Emilio drove, on either side of the street were shops and brick row houses, churches and pubs. Double-decker buses rumbled
            past from time to time. Everywhere she looked, there was a bustle of people in a hurry to get . . . somewhere. “Is this the
            main part of the city? I’ve never been here before.”
         

         
         “This is the outskirts. London is massive. I live in Highgate. On the northwest side.”

         
         “I need to look at a map.” Right now she felt as disoriented as she ever had, and not just because she wanted to know the
            layout of London. There she was in a new place that was definitely not home, with a man who might be nice to look at but was otherwise not giving off great vibes. She felt untethered from everything
            that helped her get through her day-to-day life—her family, her clients and the comfortable surroundings of the place she’d
            lived her entire life. Would she be able to hack this for five weeks? Now that reality was sinking in, the bravado she’d had
            yesterday when she accepted the job was slowly slipping away.
         

         
         They pulled up to a brick row house with tall paned windows trimmed in white. Emilio pushed a button on his rearview mirror
            to open a wrought-iron gate. As it wobbled across a narrow driveway, it revealed a small garage, which he pulled into after
            the door for that opened, too. “Only space for one car?”
         

         
         Emilio killed the engine. “It’s not great, but I’m lucky to have parking at all in the city.”

         
         Piper opened her door and Gus hopped out, then she followed as Emilio pulled out their suitcases and wheeled them through a crooked door in the back of the garage that led into a fenced-in yard with a patch of grass and pink roses climbing a trellis. Entering through the back door, they stepped into a cramped back hall with hooks for jackets and a place to leave shoes. “It’s nice you have that outdoor space for Gus,” Piper said. 

         
         “It’s why I picked this place. The house isn’t the best, but everything happened so fast with moving here.”

         
         Happened so fast . . . He meant the situation with being forced out at Vermillion. “I’m sorry about that. The situation with your old team. I mean,
            I’m sorry, but Tristan Highbridge is creepy. And Vermillion was so sketchy about it. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if the
            allegations were one hundred percent true.” She watched as Emilio’s expression changed from regular seriousness to stern agitation.
            She needed to cut this short. “It wasn’t fair . . . what happened.”
         

         
         “So you know about that. Did your dad tell you about this?”

         
         It was time for Piper to own up to this one detail about herself, especially since Emilio sounded downright offended. “My
            dad’s not the only F1 fan in our family. I am, too. We watch it together. And yeah, I’d have to be living under a rock to
            not know about Vermillion letting you go. It was the biggest news during the off-season.”
         

         
         “You and I are not talking about Vermillion. At all. Ever.”

         
         Okay, then. Way to step in it, Piper. She had to change the subject. “Understood. How about a house tour?”
         

         
         He picked up her bag with one hand while wheeling his own down the corridor. He gestured with a nod to his right. “Kitchen.
            Through the next door is the living room. Dining room off that.”
         

         
         Piper followed, poking her head into each space as they went. The kitchen was nice and looked as though it had been recently renovated, but it was tiny by American standards. The living room was similarly small but had a wide picture window with a view of the quaint courtyard in front of the house. The room was sparsely decorated, with nothing more than a couch and several stacks of cardboard boxes. Clearly, Emilio hadn’t fully moved in. 

         
         “My room is on the second floor,” Emilio said as he started up the stairs.

         
         Piper followed, trying in earnest not to watch his ass in the jeans that looked like they were made for him. All parts of him sure were easy on the eyes. “Emilio, I can carry my own suitcase. You don’t have to do that for me.”
         

         
         He did not stop. He and his perfect ass just kept on going. “I was raised to be a gentleman,” he said when he reached the
            landing. “This is me being a gentleman.”
         

         
         Piper smiled, hoping she could somehow break him down just a little bit. “That’s sweet.”

         
         “Don’t read anything into it. It’s just the way I was raised.” He looked away and placed his suitcase in the doorway to what
            had to be his room. “The extra bedroom is on the third floor.”
         

         
         Piper sneaked a peek at his bedroom, which was in the front of the house and much like the living room—minimally decorated.
            Meanwhile, she tried to ignore the regular sting of his comments. They were not fun.
         

         
         At the top of the stairs, Emilio carried her suitcase into the room. “The housekeeper comes once a week. I asked her to make
            the bed for you. There should be towels in the bathroom. This is the first time anyone has stayed here. I’ve only been in
            the house a few months. Still getting settled.”
         

         
         “I saw the boxes.” Piper stepped inside, not saying more, lest she manage to trip into another uncomfortable subject like Vermillion. The room had all the necessities—a bed, a bedside table and lamp and a small bureau. But once again, there was little color or warmth. Doubt crept in once more. This place and the weather were depressing. Was it a mistake to come here? Emilio didn’t seem that excited for her to be here. Why had she let the lure of a big payday, an admittedly adorable dog and a distant, but handsome man get to her? Gabby often gave her a hard time about not going outside of her comfort zone, but in truth, Piper appreciated her comfort zone. She hoped she didn’t live to regret leaving it. 

         
         Piper twisted her lips. She could get super chatty when she was nervous or out of her element, but right now she was at a
            total loss for words, even though being in the house of a Formula One driver in London meant that, by definition, she was
            out of her element. “You mentioned expectations in the car.”
         

         
         “Yes. As I said in Miami, you’ll be responsible for Gus at all times. But he likes to sleep in my room at night. Unless he
            changes his mind, I will continue that.”
         

         
         “Of course. No problem.”

         
         “I’m often on phone calls with the team, and if you overhear anything, that is one hundred percent confidential. Saying anything
            about it is grounds for dismissal.”
         

         
         “I understand.”

         
         “I work out a lot. I often have to go to Mega headquarters for meetings and for working on the simulator. Otherwise, I’m studying
            data or race strategy or fulfilling my other obligations. My life is very regimented, and it will stay that way.”
         

         
         “Absolutely.” She had to respect him for being so clear about everything. She wasn’t great at creating boundaries. Case in
            point: her sister’s wedding. She’d agreed to be maid of honor even though the best man was Kyle, her former fiancé. She simply
            couldn’t bring herself to disappoint her sister or her future brother-in-law by saying no, so she sucked it up, and as a result,
            she was really dreading her sister’s wedding. Poor boundaries.
         

         
         Emilio cleared his throat. “Gus’s schedule.”

         
         Right on cue, Gus wandered into the room and went to the window to look out on the street.

         
         “How early does he get up?” Piper asked.

         
         “Around five. I will take him, but if I’m out with my trainer, you’ll need to do it.”

         
         “You train before five? What time do you go to bed?”
         

         
         By the look on his face, she’d crossed a line. “Don’t concern yourself with my sleep schedule. Only Gus’s.”

         
         Piper pulled her phone from her bag and opened the Notes app and typed out the details, trying to ignore the bite of his attitude.

         
         Emilio jammed his hands into his pockets. “He eats twice a day, once in the morning after he’s been taken outside, and again
            at around 5:00 p.m. I’ll take him for a run most days, but he’ll get enough exercise if you take him for a walk once or twice
            a day.”
         

         
         “Oh. I love to run. I can take him for a run today if you want. Might be good for me after being cooped up on the airplane.”
            She rolled her head from side to side, working out the kinks in her neck. She wasn’t exactly a marathon runner, but she’d
            found that for someone with excess nervous energy, it was a helpful pursuit.
         

         
         Emilio shook his head. “No, no. I need some exercise. I’ll take him.”

         
         “Maybe the three of us could go.” Piper crouched down and gave Gus some attention. “You can show me what route you like to
            take and then I’ll know where I’m going. Get to know the neighborhood.”
         

         
         Emilio shook his head. “You won’t be able to keep up with me.”

         
         Piper wasn’t someone who would take a dare, but when it was delivered with a heavy dose of male superiority, she couldn’t back down. “Why don’t you let me show you what I can do? If I’m too slow, you and Gus can run ahead, and I’ll catch up with you later.” 

         
         He looked at her with that intimidating glance, the one that made her question everything—her decision to take this job, whether
            she would still be an Emilio Baquero fan at the end of this five-week trial period, and most important, whether she would
            even last long enough to get paid. “No, thank you. I’ll go by myself.”
         

         
         She didn’t know what else to say. So she nodded.

         
         “Basically, I need you to keep to yourself.”

         
         “So, you’re saying we will not be hanging out.”

         
         He swallowed hard, making her wonder if this was difficult for him, although he seemed to be doing just fine with being cold
            and distant. “We will not be hanging out.”
         

         
         Piper had been put on notice. Emilio had her on a short leash. Pun intended. And from where she was sitting, there was nothing
            she could do about it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Five

         
         Piper’s first week in London had a distinct undercurrent to it, summed up by the words Emilio had said to her: I need you to keep to yourself. As it turned out, she hardly had to try at all. He was like a ghost. A phantom. A presence in the house that Piper tried
            not to take it too personally. He was a busy guy, after all. He’d made that clear. But for someone whose schedule was so overloaded,
            he did have downtime.
         

         
         His room was right beneath hers and she could hear him watching TV at night. It took her a while to figure out he was watching
            the British version of The Office. Piper and Gabby had watched an episode once, but it was far more cringey than the American adaptation and Piper couldn’t take
            it. She had a low tolerance for cringe. Emilio apparently enjoyed it since she could hear him laughing, a curious sound coming from her grumpy housemate. She was certain she’d never see Emilio laugh in real life. He wouldn’t dare
            be so unguarded with her.
         

         
         All alone and needing to occupy herself, she’d taken Gus on at least two walks a day during her first week. Sometimes it was as many as four—rain, shine or drizzle. There was a lot of drizzle. She’d also taken an afternoon nap with Gus every day, a luxury she loved, although Gus did snore. 

         
         Most things Gabby had asked her to do for the wedding were done, and she’d dutifully checked in like she said she would. Gabby
            gave her the silent treatment for three whole days before she got over herself and called Piper back.
         

         
         “Are you done being mad at me?” Piper asked.

         
         “I didn’t expect you to bail on the wedding preparations,” Gabby said. “You stood there in Moondance Bridal and said I shouldn’t
            worry about the wedding, that you would help me. You were on a plane to England the next day.”
         

         
         Piper choked back an exasperated breath. “I didn’t plan for this to happen, but I had to take the opportunity. I’ve finished
            everything you asked me to do, and I’ll be home in less than five weeks.”
         

         
         She sighed. “But that sounds like forever. I like having you here. You’re so much better at telling Mom to back off.”

         
         As if Piper would ever have the nerve to tell her mother such a thing. “All I do is distract her. It’s not the same.”

         
         “If you decide you hate this job and want to come home, no one will think any less of you.”

         
         The thought had occurred to Piper since she had a lonely and drizzly existence right now, but she really wanted the money
            and she was already so attached to Gus. “I’ll keep you posted.”
         

         
         Also during the first week, Piper read three cozy mysteries, decided to start doing planks and watched the entirety of a YouTube series about an American couple renovating a massive French chateau, which only ended up making her very envious of other people’s adventuresome lives. She also stayed busy with baking. She’d whipped up three batches of her secret recipe dog treats, which had helped her meet a few dogs in the neighborhood, as well as their human owners. 

         
         And because caring for only one dog left her with an unusual amount of downtime, she’d gone down the rabbit hole of Emilio’s
            career. The highlights were already in her head from having seen the races on TV, but it hit differently now that she knew
            him. It really was astounding to watch the highlights of his on-track performances from last year. He was unstoppable. For
            the other drivers, a frustrating force to be reckoned with. It was a real shame that he’d lost all that, merely because he’d
            spoken up. Of course, she couldn’t broach the topic. Emilio had been clear. They would never talk about Vermillion.
         

         
         Not that they were talking about anything. There hadn’t been a single conversation. She’d at least expected a little chitchat.
            A check-in here or there about Gus and how he was doing. At the very least, she thought he might ask if she was liking London
            or whether she’d figured out how to navigate the neighborhood. At the very, very, very least, she thought he might inquire about what in the heck she was baking in his kitchen all the time.
         

         
         But none of that had happened, and frankly, it was hard not to be annoyed. Busy was one thing, but what had happened to basic
            human communication? They were supposed to travel to Italy tomorrow for the race at Imola. Shouldn’t they talk about a departure
            time or what she should pack? Interact on a minimal level? She thought so. And since they seemed to have opposite schedules,
            her only move was to force a meeting. Which was how she found herself up at 4:30 in the morning.
         

         
         “This is so dumb,” she muttered to herself, tugging on her leggings, then wrestling with her sports bra and a workout tank. “I shouldn’t have to wake up before the sun to talk to my boss, but apparently that’s what’s necessary in this household.” She tucked her phone into the side pocket on her pants and ducked into her bathroom. She pulled her hair back into a high ponytail and brushed her teeth. She couldn’t ignore that she was already starting to pit out. There was something about London that made her sweat. It was so damp. And that was saying a lot since she came from a place with ridiculous humidity. But early summer in England was sweaty.
            And that meant she was, too.
         

         
         She tiptoed downstairs, carrying her shoes and socks, and put them on while sitting on the couch in the living room. Then
            she crept into the hall like a ninja to lie in wait for Emilio to emerge from his room with Gus so they could go for their
            run. While she was there, she quietly did a few affirmations, a habit she’d gotten into while coming to terms with her broken
            engagement. “Coming to England was a good idea.” At least that’s what I keep telling myself. “There are things here that bring me comfort by reminding me of home.” Like spending all my time with dogs. “I need to see if they sell clinical strength deodorant here.” Amen to that, sister.

         
         It was easy to wonder if she was making a poor decision by ambushing him in the downstairs hall and inviting herself on his
            run. She might end up pissing him off. But the truth was he had been so grumpy with her the day they arrived. It couldn’t
            possibly get any worse.
         

         
         Just then she heard two sets of footfalls upstairs—human and canine. She waited as they came down the stairs. When they turned
            the corner, Gus trotted down the corridor for her, filling her heart with glee and her brain with dopamine. At least someone
            was excited to see her.
         

         
         “Good morning, sir,” she said to Gus, ruffling his ears. God, she was so in love with this dog. He really was the sweetest
            thing ever.
         

         
         “You’re up?” Emilio’s voice dripped with astonishment.

         
         “I thought I could go on your run. With you and Gus.”

         
         He hesitated for a moment, as if he couldn’t begin to understand her simple statement. “No. You won’t be able to keep up.
            If I have to leave you in an unfamiliar place, how will you find your way home?”
         

         
         She dropped her head to one side. Resistance was expected, but did he really dislike her that much? “My phone. I can find
            my way back from anywhere.”
         

         
         “I prefer to run by myself.” He stepped closer, into the soft light from the transom window above the back door. How was he
            so handsome two minutes after rolling out of bed? There was a pillow crease across his cheek, and his hair was pure chaos.
            For that matter, how was he so appealing when he was being such a dick?
         

         
         “I picked up my entire life to fly across the Atlantic to care for Gus, and although he has a sparkling personality and I
            generally prefer to hang out with dogs, he’s not able to tell me about the better parts of living in London. So I’d love it
            if you could humor me and take me for one run and show me around a little. We can talk about Gus. And leaving for Italy tomorrow.” Now that she’d started, she had
            one more thing to get off her chest. “At the very least, I’d like you to show me where to find a decent cup of coffee. Because
            Google lies. The Roast Office does not deserve a 4.7 rating. Their coffee stinks.”
         

         
         He stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “The Brits aren’t the best arbiters of coffee. That’s not a secret.”

         
         “True.”

         
         “But I can show you a place.”

         
         Well, damn. She could’ve solved this problem six days ago by simply getting her ass out of bed. “I can come on your run with
            you?”
         

         
         He marched toward the back door, and she was the only thing standing in his way. Her brain sputtered at the sight of his approach. “Is this your way of saying yes?” 

         
         “Yes.” He slipped past her, leaving her with a lasting reminder of what it was like to be that close to him, then grabbed
            Gus’s leash and clipped it on. He flipped the latch and started down the steps into the garden. She spilled out into the backyard
            behind them.
         

         
         Piper knew her time with Emilio was limited, so she started with one of her many questions. “Can I help you unpack? The moving
            boxes make the house seem cold,” Piper said. “And you’re paying me a semiridiculous amount of money, but I’m not anywhere
            close to being busy.”
         

         
         “No. You cannot help me unpack.”

         
         “Oh. Okay.” She wondered how long it would take him to notice that she had unpacked the things in his kitchen. And reorganized it some. And recycled the boxes. What could she say? She was bored.
         

         
         He opened the small gate in front of his house and let Piper past. Gus hilariously followed her rather than staying with Emilio.
            “Don’t say I’m paying you too much. It’s not about what you do. It’s about the things that I don’t need to worry about.” Just
            like that, he took off down the sidewalk, and Gus followed.
         

         
         “Oh. Okay. I guess we’re starting now?” She hustled to catch up. “That’s fair. I’m just not used to being paid so handsomely.”

         
         “How do you have a job that doesn’t pay well?”

         
         She was shocked he’d asked her a question. Was this turning into an actual conversation? “It’s a labor of love. I mean, I
            can pay my rent and buy groceries, but there’s not much left over after that.” She declined to tell him about her crappy car
            or the fact that she’d had to move back in with her parents.
         

         
         “Hopefully, the fee I’m paying you will make a difference in your life.”

         
         “It will. Even after the percentage to the service I work for.”

         
         “I’ll pay the percentage, too. As a bonus, if everything goes well.”

         
         Piper wondered if he was trying to buy her cooperation with the rules he’d set in place. No more early-morning hallway ambushes
            and inviting herself on his run. “I wasn’t trying to fish for more money.”
         

         
         “Gus is important to me. Plus, you picked up your whole life to be here. As you pointed out five minutes ago.”

         
         “Thank you. That’s sweet.”

         
         “No. It’s business.”

         
         She let out an exasperated breath. It really was one step forward, two steps back with Emilio. “Hand me Gus’s leash.”

         
         “I can take it.”

         
         “You’re paying me to take care of him.” If he was going to make things all business, so would she.

         
         “Fine.”

         
         At the end of the block, he turned left where she and Gus had always gone straight. Now that she had a sliver of time with
            Emilio, she wanted to ask more questions, but she wasn’t sure he’d answer, so she kept those to herself. Also, she was working
            too hard to get chatty.
         

         
         “When you say run, you mean run,” she managed between gasps.
         

         
         “Too fast?”

         
         “I’m fine.” She wasn’t. That was stubbornness speaking. Her legs were starting to turn to rubber. Now that she thought about
            it, she hadn’t gone for a run in probably more than a month. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea.
         

         
         “If you want to quit, you can circle back,” he said with all the confidence of an elite athlete with exceptional lung capacity.

         
         “No. No. This is fun. I could keep running forever,” she lied.

         
         “Are you sure? You’re sweating a lot.” He glanced at her and narrowed his stare. “More than is normal.”

         
         Wow. That was not nice. There was no shame in having excellent free-flowing sweat glands. No, she did not perspire like a wee thing. So what? “This is a normal amount of sweat for me. You know, the more in shape you are, the more you sweat.
            It’s because your body has become very efficient at cooling off.”
         

         
         “I’m in excellent shape and I’m not sweating that much.”

         
         Of course not, Mr. Perfect. “You’re used to the heat and humidity of Monaco and Spain.”
         

         
         “You’re from Florida,” he said as they turned into a city park with wide walking paths, tall trees, green grass and a small
            pond.
         

         
         Just like that, Gus’s leash went limp by her side.

         
         “What the . . .” Gus was a golden flash, darting ahead. “Oh, my God! Emilio! Gus!” Piper pointed at the pond. Gus launched
            himself right into the water.
         

         
         “Aye yi yi, Gus!” Emilio whipped off his shirt and ran after him, diving right into the water, shorts, shoes and all. Piper
            grabbed Emilio’s T-shirt and ran to the water’s edge, watching as he swam perfect strokes out to Gus, who was happily dog-paddling
            around with his tail sticking out of the water. He reached the dog, got him under one arm, then began swimming sidestroke
            until he could drag him out of the pond.
         

         
         Back on dry land, Gus shook. Hard. And now she was soaked, too. Piper kneeled to latch Gus’s leash, her clothes dripping.
            “So that’s what it’s like when he takes off.” She handed Emilio his shirt, trying hard to ignore how ridiculously hot he looked
            with beads of water on his glistening sculpted shoulders. The view sure made his grumpiness easier to take. She was sure she
            looked more like a drowned rat, but perhaps that was an improvement from her previous sweat-soaked state.
         

         
         “What happened?” Emilio asked.

         
         “I don’t know. One minute we were running and the next, he was just . . . gone.” Piper sighed. “We’re going to need to give
            him a bath when we get back to your place.”
         

         
         “I’m going to need a shower, too.”

         
         Yeah. The mental image of naked, soapy Emilio was not one she needed planted in her head. “Let’s just get back. You’ll have to show me the coffee place another time.”
         

         
         

         “Gus, why did you do that?” Emilio asked while toweling off after his shower. “Why did you jump in the pond?”

         
         Gus, being an otherwise good boy, was sitting at attention on the bathmat in front of the tub. He cocked his head to one side.

         
         Emilio sighed. “Because now we have to give you a bath and Piper wants me to help. I have work to do. We leave for Italy tomorrow.”

         
         Gus rested his head on the side of the tub. He had no answers to offer.

         
         For one whole week, Emilio’s plan had been going perfectly. He’d been working out as hard as ever, had twice visited Mega
            team headquarters for meetings and to work on the sim, and had done much of his other prep for the Grand Prix at Imola. He
            still had quality time with Gus, but he didn’t have to worry about whether he was happy or well cared for while Emilio worked.
         

         
         Staying so busy had helped him nearly shake the dream he’d had on the airplane. Then Piper had decided to get up early and invite herself on his run. Every minute around her, smiling and sweaty and cute, brought back the memory. He understood a little better why his subconscious had chosen to go there. Her laugh. The flash of her eyes. Her sunny disposition. She had this way about her—a sweetness and lightness, even when they were arguing. She made him want to do things like relax and have fun. He didn’t have time for those things. If he didn’t turn his season around, he could not only lose his seat at Mega, he also might not get another chance in Formula One. There were virtually no open seats for next season. His entire future rested in keeping his eye on the prize. 

         
         “Gus is all yours,” he said to Piper as he opened the door to his room. Emilio’s bathroom had a tub, but Piper’s did not,
            so she’d been waiting outside in the hall.
         

         
         “I need you to help me get him in.” Piper slipped past him with an armful of supplies. “If he’s used to the fancy gear at
            the groomer, he might not be willing to just hop in the tub.”
         

         
         Emilio stopped in the doorway to the bathroom, closed his eyes and shook his head. This did not sound like a good idea. This
            sounded like a lot of proximity in close quarters. Hands touching. Gus being adorable, which would invariably cause laughter.
            Merriment. And he had more close quarters to look forward to in Italy. They’d be staying in a motorhome near the track. “Gus
            loves you. I’m sure you’ll have no problem handling this on your own.”
         

         
         “Emilio. Please. Five minutes. Just for the heavy lifting.”

         
         Gus turned to him and whimpered.

         
         Emilio blew out a breath. He couldn’t argue with them both. “Five minutes. You start. I’ll jump in when you need me.” He folded
            his arms across his chest and leaned against the bathroom doorway.
         

         
         Piper kneeled on the bathmat next to Gus. Since Gus had drenched her after his impromptu swimming session, she’d showered, too. Her hair was up in a damp, messy pile on top of her head. It was one of the sexiest things he’d ever seen. She was wearing a pair of cutoffs that showed off her legs. A tank top that flaunted her shoulders. There were simply too many stretches of her bare skin to avoid staring at or accidentally touching. To make it all worse, she smelled like vanilla. Sweet heaven. 

         
         Gus was fascinated as Piper turned on the faucet and ran her hand back and forth through the stream of water. “Have to get
            the perfect temperature.”
         

         
         Emilio had never bathed Gus, so he’d never considered this. When he showered, he used the hottest water he could get. “How
            do you know when it’s right?”
         

         
         She sat back on her haunches and stared up at him with her mesmerizing blue eyes. They were somehow complicated and comforting, even when her expression said that she was truly confounded. “What do you do when you give him a bath?”
         

         
         “Take him to the groomers.”

         
         “You’ve never done this yourself? Not even when he was a puppy?”

         
         “It’s not a moral failing.”

         
         “But you should know how to do this. He’s your dog.” She shook her head in disbelief. “You’re staying for the whole thing. Not just five minutes.”
         

         
         “I have things I need to do.”

         
         “What if I wasn’t here? What would you do then?”

         
         “Give him a bath. And it probably wouldn’t be perfect.”

         
         “Dogs have sensitive skin. It’s important to get it right. You can stay in the interest of learning how to do this.”

         
         Emilio let out a low grumble. “Fine.” He took a step into the bathroom and peered down at her, trying desperately to ignore
            the perfect view of her cleavage. Her breasts were incredible. Not big by any stretch of the imagination, but her skin looked
            so buttery soft. It had the slightest glisten. Why couldn’t he have found a less appealing dog nanny?
         

         
         “Come on. I promise I won’t bite.” She patted the spot next to her on the bathmat.

         
         Emilio eased down onto his knees, but a bathmat wasn’t much territory to share. Their knees were inches from each other. Elbows,
            too. Making him think about Piper in ways that did not suggest professional distance. Why had Gus chosen today to leap into
            a pond? “Show me what to do.”
         

         
         Piper slipped her hand into the stream of water from the faucet. “That’s perfect, but I want you to feel it, so you know what
            to look for.”
         

         
         She sat back and Emilio reached beyond her to test the water, but his upper arm grazed her chest. She jerked back.

         
         “Sorry,” he blurted. Heat plumed in his belly. Then in his cheeks.

         
         “It’s okay,” she said, avoiding eye contact.

         
         He gathered himself and ran his hands through the stream of water. “Got it.”

         
         “Okay, Mr. Man,” she said to Gus. “It’s showtime.”

         
         Emilio looked Gus in the eye. “Gus. In.” He snapped his fingers then waved his hand over the tub.

         
         Gus just stared back.

         
         “Gus. In,” Emilio repeated.

         
         “We’re going to have to go with brute force,” Piper concluded.

         
         They both stood, and Piper wrapped her arms around Gus’s torso under his front legs. Emilio did the same at the rear.

         
         “Gus. What are you doing? You’re dead weight,” Emilio said.

         
         “Clearly, he doesn’t want to get in the bath. We’ll have to lift him on three. One . . . two . . .”

         
         On three, Gus squirmed out of their arms and launched himself into the tub, landing with such force that a good gallon of
            water sloshed onto the floor.
         

         
         “Dammit, Gus!”

         
         “I was worried this might happen.” Piper looked down at herself. The front of her tank top was clinging to her even more than
            it had before. Her breasts were perfectly outlined. The thought of touching them raced through his head. “I’m not sure why
            I bothered to shower,” she said.
         

         
         Emilio wasn’t sure why he’d bothered to think he could handle this. Right now he was doing everything he could to ward off
            a hard-on. He would have to start thinking about his grandmother. Something to stem the tide in his body.
         

         
         Up to his chest in water, Gus looked at Emilio like he had zero regrets.

         
         “Sorry about that,” Emilio said to Piper.

         
         “It’s okay. Part of the process.” She grabbed a towel and dabbed at herself, then soaked up the water on the floor and kneeled
            again. Emilio reluctantly rejoined her. “Take the cup I brought and start scooping water to get him wet. I’ll watch his eyes.
            That’s the most important part. We don’t want to get any water or soap in his eyes. And not in his ears, either. Or his mouth.”
         

         
         “There’s a lot to remember.”

         
         “It’s like bathing a baby.”

         
         “I haven’t bathed any babies, either.”

         
         “How do you own a dog and don’t know how to bathe him?”

         
         Emilio hesitated, not sure he wanted to give the real answer. Unfortunately, he wasn’t good at creating fiction. “My girlfriend did this. My ex-girlfriend. I mean, she took him to the groomer. I can’t imagine her bathing him. She wasn’t very hands-on with Gus.” He didn’t begrudge Victoria her pampered and privileged upbringing as the daughter of a former Formula One champion, but it had been her idea to adopt a dog together and it was only after they got Gus that she announced she only planned to participate when it suited her. “Unless she was posting about him on social media. Then she paid him lots of attention.” 

         
         Piper pointed to a small plastic bottle. “Hand me the dog shampoo.”

         
         “Where did you find this?” Emilio examined the bottle before handing it over.

         
         “I brought it with me. In my dog care case.”

         
         “You’re prepared.”

         
         “It’s my profession. You wouldn’t show up to the track unprepared.”

         
         “True.”

         
         Piper gently massaged the shampoo into Gus’s fur. Emilio could’ve sworn he saw Gus’s eyes roll up into the back of his head.
            And Emilio could imagine that Piper’s hands probably felt amazing. Emilio was pretty damn jealous of Gus at the moment.
         

         
         “Ah, yes. Victoria,” she said.

         
         There was the curse of having an F1 fan in his employ—she knew about his personal life. “Yes. Victoria.”

         
         “I’d always assumed Gus was her dog, judging by how much he was all over her social feeds when he was a puppy.”

         
         “We adopted him together, but Gus and I were buddies from day one.”

         
         She slowly rinsed the suds off Gus. “It must’ve been hard for Victoria to say goodbye to this guy.”

         
         “Honestly? She just left.”

         
         “Huh.” Piper shook her head. “I can’t even imagine that. I’m going to be a wreck when it’s time to say goodbye. But that’s
            just how I am. I get attached. To everything and everybody.” She leaned forward and gave Gus a kiss on his nose, then turned
            to Emilio. “I’m sorry about your breakup. I know it’s hard. I went through a bad one about a year and a half ago.”
         

         
         Emilio remembered the broken engagement that came up during her conversation with her dad in the car. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

         
         “We need to clean Gus’s paws.” She raised one of his front legs. “Just gently get in between the pads on his feet to make
            sure there’s no dirt or debris stuck in there.”
         

         
         She demonstrated, but he wondered if she was avoiding the subject. He would if he were in her shoes. Emilio had always been
            a private person. Growing up as a quiet and studious only child to two parents with big personalities had made him that way.
            So he hesitated to contribute to this part of the conversation, but Piper had such a kind demeanor. She made him want to know
            more about her. “If you don’t want to tell me what happened, you don’t have to.”
         

         
         She blew out a breath and moved on to Gus’s other front leg. “I don’t mind. It’s pretty simple, really. I met a guy, we fell
            in love, we got engaged and then his ex moved back to town while we were in the middle of planning our wedding. Next thing
            I know, he’s telling me he was still in love—” Piper’s voice cut off unexpectedly. Funny, but she’d had no problem telling
            the story and then, bam, she faltered. “I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear this. We barely know each other.”
         

         
         He never got wrapped up in other people’s lives, but he could hear the raw emotion in her voice and it reached right into
            the center of his chest, grabbed and twisted, until he felt helpless. “It’s okay. And I am sorry. I don’t know this person,
            obviously, but he sounds like a real ass.”
         

         
         Piper laughed quietly and gestured at Gus with a nod of her head. “You can do his back legs now.”

         
         Emilio did as instructed. “I think we’re good.”

         
         “One more rinse and we’ll get him dried off.”

         
         “Okay.” They got him out of the tub much more easily than they got him into it, and once they’d toweled him dry, Emilio watched as Piper took a dry washcloth to Gus’s ears and face. 

         
         “You’re such a handsome boy.” She smiled and gave him another kiss on his nose.

         
         Gus had nothing but pure adoration in his eyes. I get it, buddy. Simply being around Piper for a short time let you know what a big heart she had. You could feel it. She’d only been there a week and despite his best intentions, he was getting sucked in. And now they were about to go
            to Italy together, where they would have very little privacy, close proximity and some serious stretches of downtime together.
            “I suppose we should talk about traveling to Imola.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gus

         
         What’s the number one question people ask me? “Who’s a good boy?” Of course. A classic. The second most popular is, “How did
            you get off your leash?” I get why people would ask. It is one of my most mysterious skills. I respond with a kind stare.
            Wag my tail. A magician never reveals their secrets. Ever.
         

         
         Some people might question my tactics. Try living in a world where you can only communicate with a bark, sad eyes, or misbehaving.
            Unless a bad guy is breaking into the house or threatening Emilio, I’m not barking. That’s puppy stuff. I’m over a year old
            now. Fully grown. Sad eyes only work when you have their attention. Like when I want pets or belly rubs. Let’s be honest.
            I will always take pets and belly rubs.
         

         
         So I’m left with misbehaving. Which brings me back to getting off leash. It works every time. Back home in London, I got off leash and jumped into the pond because Piper and Emilio were not being nice to each other. I don’t remember why. I only know that I didn’t like it. I had to make them focus on the same thing. Which is me. 

         
         This might sound nuts, but I love Piper. I know, I know. I hardly know her. I don’t care. I’m head over heels. Yes, she’s
            being paid to be nice to me. Does that matter? I’m still a good judge of character. I can sniff out bad people. Literally.
            Piper is a great one. She’s nice. She’s soft. She doesn’t talk down to me. And those treats she bakes? I’m drooling just thinking
            about them.
         

         
         I know what I need to do to keep Piper around. Mostly, just be a good boy. But this is about more than me. If Emilio isn’t
            nice to her? Game over. So far, he’s been ignoring her or he’s been a jerk. That’s not good. It’s time for me to get creative.
            Because Piper is the woman for me. And Emilio is doing nothing to keep her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Six

         
         “That’s quite a pee, buddy,” Piper said to Gus. It was a bright, breezy morning on the far edge of the drivers’ motorhome
            pen for the Emilia Romagna Grand Prix at Imola. At many of the European races, a secret area was set up with high chain-link
            fences covered in screening. Or so Piper had just learned in the past few days; a remarkable fact since she considered herself
            quite up on most details of Formula One.
         

         
         There was 24/7 security around the pen, and a collection of drivers brought in swanky motorhomes. Reportedly, they changed
            the location of the pens each year, and depending on the race, they mostly went undiscovered. Piper could never imagine this
            working in America. Someone would surely devote their entire existence to locating the secret area.
         

         
         Gus finished up his business and Piper headed back to Emilio’s motorhome, marching through the grass up a hill, winding her way past everywhere the other drivers were staying, just as the warm morning sun was climbing higher in the sky. She loved the Italian sun. It felt familiar. That was no small thing. Everything and everyone else around her felt unfamiliar. On one hand, another inside glimpse of the sport she loved was exciting. On the other hand, she missed her beloved comfort zone. 

         
         They’d arrived yesterday for media day, when all drivers were subject to interviews and press conferences. With no on-track
            action to watch, Piper had wandered around the paddock for hours. It had been just another quiet day with Gus. But it had
            been warm and bright. At this point, that was all she really had to look forward to—the weather.
         

         
         She and Emilio were back to their old dynamic—the one where he was serious and closed off and she didn’t know what to do other
            than smile and offer pleasantries in return. She wasn’t about to match his gloomy energy. It took little fortitude to simply
            be herself and let him deal with it. Sunny was her default. Apparently, Emilio’s was storm cloud.
         

         
         One tactic she’d considered was Emilio’s favorite—keeping to herself. But even more so than the house in London, the motorhome
            was a cramped space. It was impossible not to run into each other. That morning, both in search of coffee, they’d arrived
            in the kitchen at the same time.
         

         
         “You first,” she offered. The motorhome had an amazing Nespresso machine and although the idea of decent coffee had her salivating,
            she thought she should defer to the guy who was paying for everything.
         

         
         “No. Please. You’re the American. You probably need it more than I do.”

         
         Piper was only mildly offended. “Thanks.” She popped in the pod and waited for it to brew, trying to sort out what she should look at, since Emilio had arrived with no shirt and dark gray pajama pants that barely hung on his hips. Piper did everything she could not to stare at his abs. His perfect chest. Sculpted shoulders. Then back to his abs. 

         
         The attraction was there, for sure. She’d have to be dead not to feel something stirring deep inside her. But Piper was sure of one thing—it was all one-sided. Sometimes it felt like
            he was only barely tolerating her. She didn’t want to read too much into it. He had to be stressed about the race. The media
            and the F1 circles on social media had been all abuzz with speculation about how he’d perform that weekend. He’d been dominant
            at Imola last year and everyone was going out of their way to express that there was no way he’d have a repeat performance.
         

         
         Beyond that was the matter of Victoria. Because she and Brett Lockford, the driver leading in the championship, were now an
            item. She was being very public about it, posting kissy-face selfies on her socials and going on and on about how happy she was. Piper was fairly sure Emilio didn’t consume that stuff, but still, it was in the air at the track and it had to
            sting. Luckily, Victoria and Brett didn’t seem to be staying in the motorhome pen, but surely Emilio was dreading the idea
            that he might run into them.
         

         
         “Are you heading to the track?” she asked Emilio as she and Gus walked into the motorhome kitchen after their walk. “Gus and
            I will grab a ride with you.”
         

         
         “You said you were bored yesterday. Practice isn’t that much more exciting.”

         
         “But you’re in the car today. That’s what I’ve been waiting for. I’m not the only one. Remember, people pay to watch practice.”
            Piper, however, did not have to pay and man, did she feel lucky. She looped her lanyard and paddock pass over her head.
         

         
         “I’m aware.” He glanced at the counter where Piper had left an open zip-top bag full of Gus’s treats. “Are those what you’re
            always baking in my house?”
         

         
         So he had noticed. “Yes, I—” That was all she got out before Emilio popped one into his mouth.
         

         
         He half-smiled and half-grimaced, like he was trying to disguise his reaction, while every chew was another moment of discovery.
            To Piper’s great surprise, he didn’t spit it out. He swallowed it. “They taste . . . uh . . . very healthy.”
         

         
         Piper snort-laughed. “Those are dog treats.”

         
         He coughed and grabbed a glass of water, quickly downing it. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “You didn’t give me a chance. Don’t worry. There’s nothing bad in there. Sweet potato. Peanut butter. Whole wheat flour. Egg
            whites. It’s pure nutrition.”
         

         
         “Clearly, no salt or sugar.”

         
         “Never for a dog. You said it yourself. Healthy.”

         
         Emilio grabbed a duffel bag. “You’ve been baking these a lot. How many of these is Gus eating?”

         
         “Only a few a day. I don’t just make them for Gus. I make them for the other dogs we come across when we go for a walk.”

         
         He narrowed his stare. “You make them for other dogs? Why?”
         

         
         She wasn’t quite sure how to explain this. “You know how some guys will get a dog so they can meet women?”

         
         Emilio shook his head, seeming befuddled. “No. Why would anyone need to do that?”

         
         “Some guys do. Not you. Obviously.”

         
         “Not me, obviously? What does that mean?”

         
         Was Emilio unaware of his profound handsomeness? His otherworldly sexiness? How could he be? “It means you don’t need any
            help with romance.”
         

         
         He shrugged. “You’d be surprised.”

         
         She laughed. She couldn’t help it. The idea was absurd. Frankly, she was shocked there wasn’t some new woman in the mix now that Victoria was so publicly dating. If Emilio wanted to, it wouldn’t take much to turn the tables on her. 

         
         “Why are you laughing?” he asked.

         
         “You aren’t being serious right now, are you? You know the things people say about you, right? You have a million nicknames.
            Eye Candy Emilio. Hot lap Baquero. Speedy spice.”
         

         
         He pinched his nose and shook his head. “I don’t pay attention to that. It’s a distraction from racing.”

         
         “Right. Sure.” The tone of his voice made her realize that perhaps all the adoration from the fans might make him uncomfortable.
            Emilio wasn’t simply serious and stoic—she sensed he was sensitive, too. “Anyway, I bring treats with me, pretty much everywhere
            I go. So I can make friends with dogs. I’ve met a ton in the neighborhood since I got to London. Ladybug, Tank, Bones, Peanut,
            Barkley, Bitsy. Marshmallow. I know I’m forgetting one . . . Oh, I know. Tasha. Very sassy Pomeranian.”
         

         
         Emilio gave in to a smile. It nearly made her legs crumple. “You really love your job, don’t you?” he asked.
         

         
         “Just like you.”

         
         “I have a love/hate relationship with mine at the moment.”

         
         “I’ve heard the Mega car is impossible to drive. Or at least that’s what Mia Neal told me.”

         
         “Mia said that?” He genuinely seemed surprised. “Xander must have told her.”

         
         “It’s no secret he struggled his first year with the car, too. It’s not you. It’s just that you’re having to make a big adjustment.”

         
         “Most people would say I’m paid too much to struggle with that adjustment.”

         
         “They can say all they want. It doesn’t make it any less true.”

         
         Emilio looked at her in a way that made her feel unsteady. Had she overstepped? Gone too far? “Thank you. For saying that.”

         
         Heat rushed to her cheeks while relief washed over her. It was like she could feel his appreciation from five feet away. Did he have anyone to talk to about his driving difficulties? Someone who was simply
            supportive? After all, she couldn’t offer much in the way of advice. Still, she hoped she wasn’t his only outlet. “You had
            such an unbelievable season last year. That’s not a fluke. You’ll get back to where you want to be. I know it. Everything
            you need is already inside you.”
         

         
         “Huh.” He didn’t seem to buy what she’d said. Then his phone beeped with a text. “Our driver is here.”

         
         The three of them hopped into a big black SUV with dark tinted windows—Piper and Emilio on opposite sides in the back seat
            and Gus seated in the middle, looking straight ahead like a good boy.
         

         
         “How do you feel about coming back to Imola? You were so dominant last year,” Piper said.

         
         “I was.”

         
         Just like that, he’d returned to his short answers. The problem was that now she’d gotten him to talk a little bit about driving,
            she wanted to know more. “Care to elaborate?”
         

         
         The quietest of grumbles escaped his throat.

         
         Good, Piper thought. He needs to let something out.

         
         “The race itself, I love. The circuit is great. Very old school. The place, not as much.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “This is where Victoria and I met.”

         
         Ah. The scene of the crime, Piper thought. “Hmm. Well, I hope this weekend isn’t too hard for you. Since it’s only been a few months since your breakup.”
         

         
         “It would be easier if she wasn’t dating another driver.”

         
         So she’d been right about that bothering him. She could only imagine having to endure one’s personal life being out in the open. At least Piper had suffered a private humiliation. “Can I say that’s shitty of her? And of him? Or is that too personal?” 

         
         The car pulled up to the security entrance and was waved in. On either side of the gate were massive crowds of fans, waving
            at the car, holding signs, jumping up and down, hoping for even a glimpse of the drivers. What a strange world Emilio existed
            in.
         

         
         “It is too personal.”

         
         Right. Piper folded her arms across her belly.
         

         
         “But I agree.” The car pulled up to the pedestrian swipe gates. “This is us,” Emilio said.

         
         Piper threaded her hand into the loop on Gus’s leash while the driver opened the door. The screams from the fans roared as
            she and Emilio climbed out of the car with Gus. Curious, Piper turned to witness the commotion and took a step toward the
            crowd. A sea of people cheered and waved and frantically shrieked for Emilio. She’d been in a group of people like that. She’d never been on the other side. “Wow. I didn’t know a human voice could reach that high
            a pitch.”
         

         
         Emilio coiled his arm around Piper’s waist and tugged her back. “Come. They’ll only take pictures.” In a split-second, Emilio
            whisked her through security and away from the pandemonium. Then, he let her go. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to grab you.”
         

         
         Piper needed to catch her breath. And collect herself. It wasn’t the fans that had her rattled. It was Emilio. That had been
            such a protective act. “No. It’s okay.”
         

         
         “It was an impulse. Sometimes my reflexes take over.”

         
         “The curse of the Formula One driver.” It still made her question the things she’d been thinking about him. Maybe he wasn’t
            merely tolerating her. Maybe there was some part of him that cared. Or . . . maybe he was protecting Gus by proxy. Someone had to watch him throughout the race weekend.
         

         
         “Speaking of which, I need to get ready for practice. Are you and Gus coming to my driver’s room?”

         
         Piper directed her vision skyward. “It’s such a beautiful day, I think I’ll walk around.”

         
         “Okay. See you later.”

         
         Piper wandered the paddock like she had yesterday, hoping to run into Isabel or maybe even Mia, but neither were anywhere
            to be seen. She couldn’t stop thinking about the incident in the parking lot. Emilio had seemed a little freaked out by the
            fans, but Piper was one of them. Maybe it was time to explore what the race was like from their point of view.
         

         
         With her pass, it was no problem to wander over to the grandstands and poke around with Gus. She took great delight in seeing
            the fans dressed up in the gear from their favorite teams and drivers. Everyone seemed very excited, with an atmosphere somewhere
            between a carnival, music festival and major sporting event. And this was only practice. She could only imagine what it would
            be like in time for the race on Sunday.
         

         
         She found an empty seat in one of the grandstands and watched as the cars whizzed by once the session had started. Gus wasn’t
            paying too much attention, so Piper felt the need to make sure he knew when Emilio drove by. “Look, Gus. There’s Daddy.”
         

         
         The woman in front of Piper whipped around. “Is that—” She pointed at Gus “—Emilio’s dog?”

         
         “Yes. This is Gus,” Piper answered truthfully, only second-guessing herself after the words had left her mouth.

         
         “I knew I recognized him. I knew he was Emilio’s dog.” The woman and the guy next to her sprang up out of their seats. “Gus. Oh,
            my God. You’re just the cutest thing,” the woman gushed.
         

         
         Of course, Gus, who would accept all positive attention, wagged his tail like he was a helicopter.

         
         “I can’t believe this is happening.” She thrust her hand at Piper. “I’m Luna. This is Marco. We’re huge Emilio fans. This
            is so amazing. Meeting Gus.”
         

         
         Luna’s sincerity and enthusiasm really got to Piper. Two weeks ago, Piper was in the same boat, just another fan. “Do you
            want a photo with Gus?”
         

         
         “Really? We would love it.”

         
         “Of course. Give me your phone.”

         
         Luna handed it over, then she and Marco posed with Gus, who looked so adorable—it was like he was smiling for the picture. When Piper saw the photo, something occurred to her. Gus had been missing from social media ever since Emilio
            and Victoria had parted ways. And he’d always gone over big with the fans. “Do you mind if I take a photo with my phone? For
            social media?” Piper asked.
         

         
         Luna’s eyes grew impossibly large. “Please. That would be amazing.”

         
         

         Emilio finished the second practice session with a wide smile on his face. It had been quite some time since he’d felt like
            that climbing out of the car. Like he unequivocally knew what he was doing. Doubt? That old thinking hadn’t crept in even
            once during the session. He wanted to hold on to this feeling forever.
         

         
         “How’d that go?” his teammate Xander asked, his helmet tucked under his arm.

         
         “Much better. I think we hit the right setup on the car. I already told the team not to change a single thing before qualifying
            tomorrow.”
         

         
         Xander smiled and clapped Emilio on the shoulder. “Brilliant. Glad to hear it.”

         
         Emilio started for the back of the garage, walking side by side with Xander, wondering if the congeniality between them was real. They’d had a friendship before they were teammates, but it was different when you were driving the same car. Most drivers couldn’t let go of that rivalry. “Thank you for asking. I feel like half the people in this sport are rooting for me to fail. No one would blame you if you felt the same way.” 

         
         “I don’t really buy into all of that. Teammate rivalry. I mean, when we’re both in the car, I want to be better than you.
            I want to beat you. That’s just the driver in me. I know you feel the same way. But once we’re off track and I catch a breath,
            I remember we’re both on the same side.” Xander came to a stop out in the paddock. “No matter what, you’ve already accomplished
            the big thing I’m striving for. You’ve won a driver’s championship. I haven’t. I can learn from you.”
         

         
         Emilio took a beat to absorb that. He’d become so accustomed to feeling like a loser he’d lost sight of the fact he was the
            reigning world champion. He had the number one on his car and helmet because he’d beaten everyone last year. Maybe he needed
            to spend a little less time dwelling on the bad things and spend more time focusing on the positives. He was healthy. He had
            the coolest job in the world and was paid handsomely for it. And despite the unhappiness in his personal life, especially
            with his parents’ split, he still had Gus, the best dog in the world. And then there was Piper, who was keeping Gus happy.
            She gave Emilio so much peace of mind. “If there’s anything I can do for you, please ask.”
         

         
         “Funny you should say that. There is something.”

         
         “Please. Tell me.”

         
         “Mia keeps talking about the interview she did with you last year when you told her all about cooking and the Spanish dishes your grandmother taught you to make. I’m not trying to invite ourselves over for dinner, but now that we’re both in England, let me know if you’re ever willing to make a meal for Mia and me. She’s so curious about cuisines from all over the world.” 

         
         “I do love to cook.” And it had been so long since he’d done it. He hadn’t even fully unpacked his kitchen. That’s how unsettled
            he’d been since making the big move. His focus on driving was key, but he could make a little room for one thing. “Let’s do
            it. Next week? How about Tuesday? We don’t leave for Spain until Wednesday night. You and Mia can come over. I can show off
            my place.” Of course, there wasn’t much to show off. Even Piper had pointed that out on their run. But he could get it in
            shape. Maybe Piper could help.
         

         
         “That would be great. I’ll let Mia know. I’ll see you tomorrow for qualifying,” Xander said.

         
         “See you then.” Emilio headed into Mega Racing hospitality, just as he got a text from his dad.

         
         
            
               
                  I can’t make it this weekend. I’m sorry. Business stuff. I hope you have an amazing race. I’ll see you in Monaco.

               

            

         
         Emilio’s first feeling was annoyance. He’d looked forward to sharing today’s good practice with his father. He was one of
            his biggest supporters. Then again, he could be critical, too. A good practice didn’t mean the rest of his weekend would go
            well. Emilio wasn’t overly superstitious, but every athlete had a predilection for keeping things as they were after a solid
            performance. He’d done great without his dad around. Maybe it was good he couldn’t come.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I’m sorry I won’t see you, but it’s okay. Thanks for letting me know. Love you.

               

            

         
         In the dining area, he said hello to a few team engineers, then wound his way back to his driver’s room. When he got there,
            Piper and Gus were waiting inside. Piper was tapping away at her phone and smiling while Gus sprawled out on the couch. “Taking
            a break?” He closed the door and grabbed a bottle of water.
         

         
         “More like managing Gus’s burgeoning new life as a social media influencer.” Piper’s voice was bursting with enthusiasm.

         
         Normally, that might be a welcome sound, but given the subject matter, it made him pause. He reached down to give Gus some
            love. “I think I missed something.”
         

         
         She set her phone aside. “I took Gus for a walk through the general admission areas during the practice sessions. To watch
            from the grandstands. A woman sitting near me recognized Gus from Victoria’s old social feeds. It was right after I pointed
            out your car to Gus.”
         

         
         “You do know he doesn’t understand English.”

         
         “That’s not true. He knows lots of words and I’m pretty sure he understands Daddy.”

         
         Emilio shook his head. “Tell me you don’t refer to me that way.”

         
         “Why? I think it’s cute.”

         
         “Cute is subjective.”

         
         She shrugged. “Well, the woman and her boyfriend wanted a picture with Gus. Then more people showed up. So I took about—”
            Piper looked up as she counted on her fingers, then waved her hand “—I don’t even know. Twenty? Thirty? People just kept walking
            up and asking for a photo with him.”
         

         
         Emilio hadn’t thought to worry about this. When he and Victoria were still together, she’d always cared for Gus during race
            weekends, but she never would’ve gone walking around in the general admission areas. She didn’t mingle with “the normos” as Victoria referred to the fans. As for the other dog sitters he’d had, most didn’t care at all about the racing and stayed with Gus in Emilio’s driver’s room. “I don’t think you should do that again.” 

         
         “Why? It was fun. Kept me occupied for at least an hour and Gus loved the attention.”

         
         “I don’t love the idea of you two giving the fans so much access when you’re by yourselves. From a safety standpoint.”

         
         “I felt perfectly safe the whole time.”

         
         “What if Gus decided to take off? What if someone nabbed him? Some fans will do some pretty unhinged things.”

         
         “I hadn’t thought about that.”

         
         “It’s your job to keep Gus safe.”

         
         She looked so deflated. “I’m sorry. I just thought your fans would love it. They love Gus because he’s your dog. I talked
            to a lot of the fans. They worship you. They think you’re the greatest driver. Meeting Gus is a big treat for them. And it’s
            a little way of saying thanks by letting them take a photo with him.”
         

         
         “I still don’t like it. I despise social media. It’s too much oversharing. Victoria loved to overshare.”

         
         Piper slumped back against the couch cushions and folded her arms across her chest. “Kyle loved to overshare, too. Mostly
            his penis.”
         

         
         Emilio cracked a smile. “A joke. It sounds like you’re over him.”

         
         She dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “Just a moment of brutal honesty. Don’t worry. I still have moments where I feel
            broken in two by the whole thing.”
         

         
         He had to wonder if that was really true. It seemed to him Piper didn’t let most things faze her. Or maybe she was simply
            good at putting on a happy face. “Can I see the photos?”
         

         
         “The ones I put on Gus’s account?”

         
         “Gus’s what?” Emilio blinked.

         
         “I set up an account for him. I wasn’t about to post his photos on my account. I mean, he’s not my dog. And that way, you can take over the account or you can hand it off to the next dog nanny. He already has a ton of followers. Several thousand. It doesn’t take long for the fans to hop on something.” 

         
         “I officially hate this idea.”

         
         “Just look, okay?” Piper eagerly handed over her phone.

         
         He scrolled through the photos, and he had to admit that not only were they full of joy, Piper had a bit of a photographer
            in her, too. “Is Gus smiling?”
         

         
         “I thought the same thing!”

         
         Emilio shook his head. How did everything turn to rainbows and sunshine around Piper? “The photos are cute.”

         
         “Does that mean you’re okay with it if I keep doing this?”

         
         He didn’t want to squash Piper’s enthusiasm, but he also didn’t love the idea of Gus becoming internet famous. “Let me talk
            to the team. You never know. Sponsors get mad at the smallest things.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Piper was clearly disappointed.

         
         Emilio’s phone beeped with another text. This one was from his mom.

         
         
            
               
                  I heard your father isn’t coming this weekend. I’m so sorry. This is what he does. He doesn’t support you like I do.

               

            

         
         “Great,” he muttered under his breath.

         
         
            
               
                  Don’t worry. I will be there in Spain.

               

            

         
         “What’s going on? Great job in practice today, by the way. Your times in sector two were blistering.”

         
         “My parents. My dad was supposed to come this weekend, but he can’t. And now my mom is using it as an excuse to criticize him. She’ll take any chance to get in a dig.” 

         
         “I’m sorry. Are they divorced?”

         
         “About to be. Going through it.”

         
         “And you’re stuck in the middle. That’s got to be stressful. Maybe disappointing? Sad?”

         
         Emilio wasn’t sure which label his parents’ drama deserved. This time last year, they’d seemed fine, just like they had for
            the entirety of Emilio’s life. In love. Happily married. Now it had turned into something Emilio didn’t even recognize. “All
            those things, but mostly stressful.” He sighed. “And stress is the last thing I need.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seven

         
         The stress was still there, but Emilio did much better in qualifying than anyone expected, and that let off the pressure.
            If only a little bit.
         

         
         “Congratulations on P7 today.” A reedy male reporter presented a microphone in the media pen. “It’ll be your best starting
            position this season. How does that feel after your struggles with the Mega car?”
         

         
         It’d been so long since he’d done well, he wondered if he was dreaming. “I’m getting more comfortable with it. I’m hopeful
            for tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Can you work your way through the field and make it back to the podium?” a different reporter asked.

         
         A top-three finish? That was a lot to ask from seventh place, especially when he was merely driving the car better. Although he wasn’t about to discourage himself, he also wasn’t about to put a number on it. “I’ll do my best. Like any other
            weekend.”
         

         
         The questions continued and Emilio braced for the familiar—the ones about whether he felt like an idiot for pissing off his old team, or whether he was disappointed to realize that last year’s driver’s championship might be the only one he’d ever win, or whether it upset him that his ex-girlfriend was dating another driver. But those questions never came, and he was thankful for a break from the negative. 

         
         A young woman with a handheld recorder stepped forward. “Your dog Gus made a triumphant return to social media yesterday.
            Is there a reason you chose Imola to launch his own account?”
         

         
         Now that was a question for which he was not prepared. Was he about to be in hot water with Isabel? She was standing right next to
            him and had just cleared her throat. “That happened by accident. It was all Piper Murphy. She works for me. Takes care of
            Gus full-time. She went into the stands and met some fans. They wanted pictures with Gus, and she obliged.”
         

         
         Another reporter took sudden interest in Emilio’s answer. “Is Piper Murphy the woman you were with when you arrived on track
            yesterday? There were photos circulating of you with your arm around her.”
         

         
         Emilio’s mind flashed to the moment when he’d wanted to get Piper away from the screaming fans. He should’ve known better.
            Someone was always watching. “She’s Gus’s dog nanny. That’s all.”
         

         
         “Dog nanny . . .” the reporter muttered under his breath, shaking his head.

         
         Emilio bit his tongue. That’s exactly how important my dog is, asshole.

         
         A few beats with no further questions, and Isabel said, “I think that’s a wrap.” They exited the media pen and started back
            through the paddock for Mega hospitality. “Great job with the press today.”
         

         
         “The questions were a lot easier.”

         
         “We should talk about the Gus question.”

         
         Emilio came to a stop outside the Mega building. “It happened by accident. Exactly the way I said. It won’t happen again.”

         
         Isabel placed her hand on Emilio’s shoulder. “I’m wanting to know if Piper can keep doing it. The fans love it. And happy
            fans make happy sponsors, which means a happy team.”
         

         
         “It’s a bit silly, isn’t it?”

         
         “Gus is part of your life, and the fans want any glimpse they can get. They can’t get enough.”

         
         Emilio couldn’t help it. His natural reaction to anyone wanting to look in on his life was to close the blinds. “You know
            how private I am.”
         

         
         “Which is why having Piper do this for you is perfect. Gus can do the posing and everybody wins.” She leaned in. “And I shouldn’t
            tell you this, but we’re close to a big money sponsorship deal with Nom Nom Nutrition.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “The all-natural pet food company? Their ads are everywhere.”

         
         “I guess I’m out of the loop.”

         
         “Well, they have deep pockets, and their founder is big into F1. She’s coming to Monaco. If you have the most high-profile
            dog on the grid, it could seal the deal.”
         

         
         This was the side of his sport he so disliked—the parts that had nothing to do with actual racing. “You don’t think I’ll get
            a hard time for this? Everything gets twisted. Like when I arrived with Piper yesterday. I was trying to protect her, and
            someone’s got to turn it into a reason to make insinuations.”
         

         
         “I know. It’s ridiculous. Personally, I think this helps to take off some pressure. You did great in qualifying today, but what if the race doesn’t go well? Or you struggle at the next race? Things like this are a great distraction for the media. It puts you in a positive light. Even the thing with Piper isn’t bad. Who would think badly of you if you got involved with your dog nanny? Your ex-girlfriend is floating all over the track making a big deal about dating one of the other drivers.” 

         
         Emilio took a deep breath in through his nose. He didn’t even want to think about Victoria. Meanwhile, the question of involvement
            with his dog nanny was going to stick with him for a while. The temptation was there, but that was a line he wouldn’t cross.
            He needed to keep his focus. “Piper’s only here through Monaco, then she goes back to the US.”
         

         
         “Let’s take the good while we have it. This makes people happy. It’s making the fans fall in love with you all over again.
            I don’t see a downside.”
         

         
         The world has lost its mind. “Okay. I’ll let her know.”
         

         
         “Get some sleep tonight. Big day tomorrow.”

         
         Emilio parted ways with Isabel, fetched Gus and Piper from his driver’s room, then the three of them hopped into the car to
            ride back to the motorhome pen. “Today was so exciting.” Piper’s infectious smile bloomed on her face. “You must be so proud.
            So happy.”
         

         
         “I’ll be proud if I can match that tomorrow. Or surpass it. You know how it is in this sport. Unless you win, there’s always
            more a driver can do.”
         

         
         “Well, I’m still super proud of you.” Piper stroked Gus’s head. “It was inspiring to watch you clock those lap times. Gus
            and I were screaming in the paddock club. Well, I was screaming. He was barking and begging for treats.”
         

         
         He cracked a smile. “I’m sorry I missed that.” Seriously. He would’ve paid money to witness the celebration. “Speaking of
            you and Gus, I spoke to Isabel.”
         

         
         “And?”

         
         “She said the social media account is a great idea. She said it makes the fans happy and anything that makes them happy also makes the sponsors happy, which makes the team happy.” 

         
         A little squeal came out of Piper.

         
         “What was that?” he asked, half laughing.

         
         “That is my gloating sound. I don’t want to be a jerk, but I was right.”

         
         “You were. I can admit it when I was wrong. I was just trying to keep things from getting out of control. Things are going
            well. I’d like to stay on this trajectory.” This wasn’t exactly how he’d envisioned getting back on course with racing, but
            perhaps he needed to give up his preconceived ideas of how things should go. For a moment, he thought about telling her he’d
            been asked about her by a member of the media, but he decided against it. He wasn’t sure how she’d react. What if she was
            excited? Or even worse, embarrassed?
         

         
         “I understand. Completely.” She patted Gus’s head. “Do you hear that, Gus? You brought Daddy good things.”

         
         “Please don’t call me that.”

         
         She shrugged and slid him a coy look. “I think it’s cute.”

         
         He froze, looking at her, the temperature rising in his body. Isabel’s comment about getting involved with her echoed in his
            head. As if he needed more swimming around in there.
         

         
         They arrived back at the motorhome and Piper grabbed a book and curled up on the couch in the small seating area across from
            the kitchen. Emilio sat at the dining table and made notes about qualifying and went over reports from the team in preparation
            for the race tomorrow. Piper was soon distracted by her phone, however, smiling and laughing, then tapping away at the screen.
            Finally, he had to ask what was so amusing.
         

         
         “What’s so funny?”

         
         “It’s Gus’s account. The stuff people say is so cute. They love him so much. It’s the only time I’ve never seen any troll comments.” She got up from her chair and came around to where he was sitting, leaning in closer to show him her phone. She flicked at the screen as she scrolled through the comments. Yes, people did indeed love Gus, but that wasn’t what was so bewitching. It was Piper’s upbeat presence. It soothed his ragged edges. She dragged him back to center, simply by being herself. The temptation was more than physical. He had this sense she could be good for him. But he couldn’t afford to get involved, despite what Isabel had said. Piper wasn’t here for long, and what if something happened between them and then it went south? He’d be looking for another dog sitter. Back at square one. 

         
         “I should go for a walk. Clear my head before bed.” He got up and started for the door.

         
         “We’ll come with you. Gus needs a pee break anyway.” She grabbed his leash and clipped it on his collar.

         
         His reflex was to tell her no, but he couldn’t come up with a good reason. “Sure. Come on.”

         
         Down the metal stairs they went and out into the soft grass and the warm night air. Gus started to gallop and Piper followed
            him, then turned back to Emilio with her hair blowing gently in the breeze. “Is it okay if we just let Gus roam? I don’t know
            that I’m in the mood for a run.”
         

         
         “I don’t see why not. The area is completely fenced in.”

         
         Piper let him loose and Gus zoomed down the grassy hill, then back up and down again. “He’s such a happy dog,” Piper said
            as they walked along slowly, keeping Gus in their sights.
         

         
         “Have you ever met an unhappy dog?”

         
         “Sadly, yes. Dogs that don’t have a good life. Or that have been mistreated. You’ve given him a very happy life. You should
            be proud.”
         

         
         “All I do is love him.” Emilio heard his voice crack, and he had to swallow back the emotion. Sometimes his love for Gus was so overwhelming. Like it had no limits. Like it was the only thing keeping him whole. 

         
         “I’m so glad you two have each other. I’m sure he’s made your struggles easier. Everything with Victoria. Your parents. Changing
            teams. There’s nothing like the love of a dog. It’s pure and unconditional.”
         

         
         Piper had perfectly captured everything he was thinking. But he was not only fortunate to have Gus, he was also lucky to have
            found Piper. His only concern was how effortlessly she was becoming part of his life. Sometimes it felt like they’d known
            each other for years, even when he knew very little about her. “Does working with dogs help you through hard times? Like your
            broken engagement?”
         

         
         “Absolutely. But also, my family is everything. We’re so close. My mom, my dad, my two sisters. We’re a very tight unit.”

         
         He understood now in a much greater sense that she had truly made a sacrifice to take this job. He might be paying her well,
            but she was cut off from her support system. It made him realize he should probably stop trying to be so rigid about maintaining
            boundaries between them. She’d demonstrated more than once she only had his and Gus’s best interests in mind. “That’s nice.
            I’m glad you have that to go home to.”
         

         
         “Me, too.”

         
         “I wanted to tell you, Xander and Mia are going to come over to the house next week for dinner. Probably Tuesday. Are you
            okay with that?”
         

         
         Piper scratched the back of her head and scrunched up her nose. “Sure. Gus and I can stay out of your hair. Or if you want
            him there, I can stay upstairs.”
         

         
         Of course she’d assumed that. He’d told her to keep to herself, even though they were living under the same roof. Traveling together. “Piper. No. You’re invited to join us. I’m going to cook.” 

         
         “You are?”

         
         “Don’t act so surprised. I’m pretty good at it.”

         
         “Oh, right. I forgot Mia did that interview with you last year where you talked about Spanish food. The part that had me confused
            is you hadn’t fully moved into your kitchen.”
         

         
         He nodded. Maybe he needed to start living more of his whole life, not just the racing part. “Yes. True.”
         

         
         “Oops. Hold on. My shoe’s untied.”

         
         She bent over while Emilio stood next to her, watching Gus, who was acting a bit like a crazy man, running in circles. Around
            and round. Then suddenly he stopped, jagged to one side and began charging back up the hill. At breakneck speed. He was heading
            straight for them.
         

         
         “Gus! Stop!” Emilio shouted. “Piper—” It was too late. Gus collided into her the instant she stood. Emilio’s lightning-fast
            reflexes sprang into action. He braced for the impact as Piper slammed against his chest.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” he frantically asked, his arms wrapped around her.

         
         “Um. Yeah. Wow.”

         
         Gus ran in circles around them, leaping like a demented reindeer.

         
         “What in the world has gotten into him?” Emilio asked, trying to ignore how good Piper felt in his arms. It’d been a while
            since someone had been there, and he’d really missed this human contact. Plus, she was warm and soft and smelled so good.
            Her heart was racing, and his was falling in step with the beat. Even their breathing was in sync now. “Gus, why did you knock
            Piper over?”
         

         
         “He really beaned me, didn’t he?” She caught her breath then peered up at Emilio, eyes scanning his face back and forth, her lips mere inches from his. It would be the easiest thing in the world to kiss her. Turn at least one tiny part of that dream he’d had into reality. “Thank you for catching me. I guess that’s the advantage of hanging out with a Formula One driver, huh? Your reaction time is basically zero seconds.” 

         
         “I’m so sorry. I don’t think he knows his own strength.”

         
         Gus slowed to a trot and beelined to Piper, nudging her hand with his nose and casually wagging his tail.

         
         “Gus, you have to be careful.” Emilio reluctantly let go of his hold on Piper.
         

         
         Piper stepped back. “Remember, he doesn’t really know English.”

         
         Emilio glanced over at her, only to see a wide smile on her face. “Very funny.”

         
         “I try.” Piper brushed off her pants with both hands. “We probably shouldn’t let him off leash again.”

         
         “Never. Ever.” Emilio laughed quietly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

         
         “I’m good. I once got knocked over by a Great Dane. That was a pain that lingered.”

         
         “I bet.” In the fading light of day, he caught Piper still looking at him. Did she feel what he did? Was she as unsure of
            what it meant? Was there part of her wanting to race toward it the way Gus had run toward her, with nothing but reckless enthusiasm?
         

         
         “We should probably head back now he’s gotten out his ya-yas.”

         
         Piper started back and Emilio waited for an instant, wondering why it felt like things had just shifted.

         
         Back at the motorhome, Piper filled up Gus’s water bowl, then poured herself a big glass of water. “I guess I’m going to head
            to bed.”
         

         
         “I should do the same.” Emilio followed her into the narrow corridor where the bedrooms were.

         
         Piper reached her doorway, then paused and turned back to him. “I don’t want you to worry about tomorrow. You’re going to
            kill it.”
         

         
         If only he had her confidence. Still, he loved that it was her instinct to be encouraging. She never questioned him. Only
            spread her particular brand of positivity. “I’ll try. No promises, but I’ll try.”
         

         
         “Well, good. Because you are a champion.” She placed her hand on the center of his chest, spreading a wave of warmth through
            his shirt and across the plane of his chest. Again, he thought about a kiss . . . but no. Kisses would only make life complicated.
            “Like I said before, everything you need is already inside you.”
         

         
         
            Emilia Romagna Grand Prix

            Imola, Italy

         

         Piper was so excited for her second race she could hardly stand it. The paddock was abuzz with electricity, while her brain
            and body were still abuzz with the memory of being in Emilio’s arms. His hand on the small of her back. Peering up into his
            handsome face. God, she’d wanted him to kiss her. His lips on hers . . . wow. That was a tantalizing thought, however irrational.
            It would never happen. Obviously.
         

         
         “Excuse me?” Someone tapped her on the shoulder. “Is this Gus? Can I get a picture with him?”

         
         Piper snapped back to reality. “Absolutely. No problem.”

         
         A few more people appeared.

         
         “Do you want to be in a picture with us?” one young man asked her.

         
         “Absolutely not. But thanks.” Piper shook her head. “I’m more of a behind the scenes sort of person.” After all, she’d be gone in a few weeks, and everyone would be left wondering months from now about the random person in Gus’s social feeds. 

         
         “Oh. I thought you were dating Emilio,” a woman said.

         
         Piper froze. “What?”

         
         “Yeah. There were those photos of him with his arm around you at the security gates the other day. Everyone assumed you’re
            together.”
         

         
         Somehow, Piper had missed that. Completely. “Uh, no. Sorry. I’m just the dog nanny. Nothing else.”

         
         As it got closer to race time, the crowd around Gus dispersed. On her way to the paddock club, Piper spotted Mia, who was
            doing on-camera work for Cloud Sports, chatting with famous people and VIPs in the paddock. When she was done filming a segment,
            Piper popped into her line of sight and waved.
         

         
         “Oh, my God. What did you do to Gus?” Mia asked. “You made him famous in twenty-four hours.”

         
         Gus was obediently standing by Piper’s side. If he was famous, he sure didn’t act like it. Maybe that was the genius of being
            a dog. He didn’t let it go to his head. “The fans love the drivers’ pets, don’t they?”
         

         
         “It’s true. Kenji is always talking about his cats, and the fans go crazy for it. I can’t imagine the chaos if he ever brought
            them to the track. And I heard Florian got a puppy.”
         

         
         “Aww. Maybe Gus can have a buddy.” Piper had never met French driver Florian Laurent. “Maybe his dog would like my homemade
            treats.”
         

         
         The mere mention of treats grabbed Gus’s attention. In an instant, he was nudging Piper’s hand with his nose.
         

         
         “Gus, sit. Shake.” Piper held out her hand and Gus offered his paw. She rewarded him with a treat.

         
         “He loves those things,” Mia said. “I remember you giving them to him in Miami.”

         
         “My special recipe. Even Emilio likes them. Sorta.”

         
         “He tried them?”

         
         Piper laughed. “Long story.”

         
         “Speaking of you and Emilio, you are aware there are rumors, right?”

         
         Piper could hardly believe this was a thing. “It’s not true. Obviously. Not true at all.”

         
         Mia nodded, but didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Oh. Sure.”

         
         “Mia,” her cameraman said. “It’s time for the grid walk.” One of the amazing things about Formula One was that right before
            a race, VIPs and celebrities were allowed to mingle on-track while the drivers were climbing into their cars. It was a prime
            time for Mia to catch some famous folks on camera.
         

         
         “I’ll let you go,” Piper said.

         
         “Sorry,” Mia replied. “But I’ll see you in London? At Emilio’s place for dinner?”

         
         Piper wondered if perhaps she’d been invited because Emilio didn’t want to be the third wheel with Xander and Mia. Regardless
            of the reason, Piper was thrilled at the prospect. She adored Mia and had always wanted to meet Xander. “Looking forward to
            it.”
         

         
         “I’ll text you. Maybe we can bring dessert.”

         
         Piper watched as Mia walked away, then glanced around the paddock. She wanted to pinch herself. What had her life become?
            Seeing the sport she loved from behind the scenes. Making dinner plans with another driver and their partner. When she’d first
            come to London, she’d been so bummed out, then bored. And in the blink of an eye—or, perhaps, the click of a smartphone camera—everything
            seemed to be turning way more exciting.
         

         
         

         Emilio despised being nervous, but there he was, sitting in his car, nearly sick to his stomach. He’d been desperate all season to start this high on the grid, and in his mind, he was clinging to it like it was the most precious prize he could ever receive. Because he couldn’t imagine the humiliation if he finished worse than seventh. As for moving up the order, he’d try like hell, but he’d made no promises. Not even to himself. 

         
         

         Piper found a quiet corner in the paddock club, where Gus could sleep beneath the table at her feet and she could watch everything
            on TV, but still have access to the balcony overlooking the pit lane. As the drivers drove their formation lap, Piper couldn’t
            help but notice how different this was from the Miami race. She’d been invested in Emilio’s performance then, but it was nothing
            like now. She knew him now. She didn’t know him, know him. But they’d gone running together. Given Gus a bath together. She’d even been in his arms, albeit because of Gus.
            They were even the subject of a romance rumor, which did make her laugh. That was a fantasy that would never come true.
         

         
         She really hoped he would do well today. If he didn’t . . . well, she sure didn’t love being around storm cloud Emilio.

         
         

         Emilio felt the rumble of the engine as the cars lined up in their starting positions. Nervous energy had him on edge. The
            lights blinked on in succession—one, two, three, four, five. They went out. Away the cars went.
         

         
         He punched the throttle. His heart fluttered in his chest. His start was clean. The car reacted exactly as he wanted it to.
            Like nothing from recent history. Almost as good as last year. Adrenaline surged through his veins as he zipped through the
            Tamburello chicane.
         

         
         He and the car were one. It felt so good. Like everything he’d been longing for since the start of the season.

         
         

         Piper watched as lap after lap, Emilio did great, but hadn’t moved up in the order. In fact, the whole race had been a bit
            of a non-event. If things remained as they were, would he be satisfied with seventh place? Would he be unhappy? It would mean
            he’d bring home some points for the first time that season, but surely a world champion wanted more.
         

         
         Her heart went out to him. Yes, he had a job most people could only dream of. But it wasn’t an easy thing. There was so much
            disappointment built into being a Formula One driver.
         

         
         

         Emilio was as focused as ever. Eyes trained on the road. Meanwhile, his engineer kept asking questions.

         
         “Emilio, how are the tires?”

         
         “No problems.”

         
         “Please mind them. Xander’s seeing high degradation. So are the other teams. This heat is a problem.”

         
         As far as Emilio was concerned, the only problem was that he needed everyone to simply let him do his job. Talking was only
            stressing him out. “Please. Just let me drive.”
         

         
         

         The TV announcers were talking nonstop about tire wear, and it was really starting to make Piper worried for Emilio.

         
         “We have an unusually hot day today and everyone’s tires are taking a beating. The hard compounds this year simply aren’t
            as long lasting as they were last season. Most drivers have made a second pit stop, but two haven’t. Notably, Emilio Baquero
            just told his race engineer to leave him alone.”
         

         
         Piper didn’t have a good feeling about this. Fifteen laps from the end of the race and Emilio had only done one pit stop. A whole slew of cars had come in over the last few laps, which meant he’d gained two positions in the order and was up into fifth place, but surely his tires would start falling away. 

         
         

         “Emilio, I know you really want to finish in fifth, but we don’t think these tires can last. Pitting now is imperative,” his
            race engineer said.
         

         
         “I’m not coming in.” He was laser focused. So locked in. This was his best race in recent history. He wasn’t going to mess
            it up with another pit stop. What if the crew was slow? Or a wheel gun jammed? It’d be another disaster. And as much as the
            press wanted to talk about Gus right now, he was sure they would jump at the chance to put him in the hot seat again.
         

         
         “Emilio, we really don’t think this is a good idea. You’re risking a puncture. Then you’ll have nothing to show for it.”

         
         He drew a deep breath in through his nose, mulling it for a fraction of a second. “I’m staying out. Just let me hold off Lockford.”

         
         

         Now Piper had a sense of what might really be going on here. Emilio wasn’t coming in because he was ahead of Brett Lockford,
            the driver who’d won in Miami and was currently dating Victoria.
         

         
         Was he letting his ego get in the way? Was he trying to prove to his ex he was the better man? She feared he might be doing
            exactly that. And she really didn’t want him to let his pride ruin his race.
         

         
         

         “Three laps, Emilio. There’s still time for a fresh set. Come in for softs. You’ll lose a place, but that will still be net
            one in grid position. And you can try for fastest lap.”
         

         
         Emilio was so tired of the world weighing in on his choices. Everyone had been telling him for months that he never should’ve spoken out against Vermillion. But he’d trusted his gut then, and he was going to trust it now. If his tires went south on him, he’d live with the repercussions. At least he would’ve tried something different. Daring. “Sorry, Tom. I’m staying out. Please let me drive.” 

         
         “Okay, Emilio. Okay.”

         
         

         Piper couldn’t sit anymore, so she paced in front of the TV. Even Gus looked nervous as he watched Piper have her little breakdown.
            Everything the announcer said made her a little more sick to her stomach.
         

         
         “We’ve got two more laps to go here in Imola. It looks like nobody’s stopping Kenji Matsumoto from taking the win, but the
            bigger drama is a bit farther back in the field. Emilio Baquero is the only driver who’s made only one pit stop. How are those
            tires staying together? Logic says they should be in tatters and that car should be in the wall.”
         

         
         

         One more lap. You can do it.

         
         Emilio reminded himself of what Piper had said—everything you need is already inside you.

         
         He questioned most advice. Most motivational speeches. So much of it was built on lofty ideas that had nothing to do with
            the reality of any given situation. But that bit of wisdom did make sense to him. Could it be as simple as that?
         

         
         He was about to find out.

         
         

         Piper was trying not to hyperventilate when Isabel showed up out of nowhere.

         
         “If Emilio actually pulls this off, he’ll be a legend,” she said. “Otherwise, it’ll be a total nightmare.” She pinched her nose. “I can’t look.” 

         
         Piper gnawed on her nails. “I can’t not look.”
         

         
         “We’re about to have a new first-time winner at Imola this year, and he hails from the land of the rising sun,” the announcer
            said. “Kenji Matsumoto crosses the line and wins the Emilia Romagna Grand Prix. Second place goes to Preston Hubbard and third
            is Florian Laurent. It looks like fourth will be Xander Bishop, but we’re all waiting to see if his teammate and last year’s
            world champion can eke a few more hundred meters out of those tires, and oh, my word, it looks like he can! Emilio Baquero
            crosses the line in fifth place, his highest finish of the season and a real change of form for the Spanish driver! It’s a
            sad, sad day for Brett Lockford. He won’t be happy with sixth.”
         

         
         Piper screamed. So did Isabel. Then they hugged and hopped around, up and down in place. Gus barked loudly.

         
         “Gus, Gus. It’s okay.” Piper came to a stop and raised his face to hers, letting him give her a little kiss. “We’re just happy.”

         
         “Come down to the garage with me?” Isabel asked. “Emilio doesn’t have any guests this weekend. I’m sure he’d love to see you
            and Gus after his amazing finish.”
         

         
         You and Gus? More like just Gus, but Piper eagerly nodded, then followed Isabel to the garage. They waited near the exit since they didn’t
            want to get in the way of the crew. Emilio emerged a few moments later. The top half of his race suit was unzipped and hanging
            from his hips. His fireproof shirt was snug against his frame. His hair was swept back from his face, damp from perspiration.
            Piper had never seen anyone so shamelessly sexy.
         

         
         “Congratulations!” Isabel delivered a quick hug. “I need one second with Xander, then I’ll take you to the media pen.”

         
         That left Piper, Emilio and Gus alone. The paddock was virtually empty with everyone off to watch the podium ceremony. Piper wished she had the same privilege as Isabel. She desperately wanted to wrap her arms around Emilio while overcome with enthusiasm. “Congratulations. You were amazing. I can’t believe you pushed your tires like that.” 

         
         He unleashed an unguarded smile she’d never seen up close before. It was like a sunrise. The promise of a new day. He raked
            his epic, sweaty hair back from his face. “Thank you. My engineer wasn’t happy with me, but I had to try. Get out of my slump.”
            He crouched down and Gus eagerly accepted ear scratches.
         

         
         It confounded her how someone as talented and capable as Emilio could ever doubt himself, but there it was. “Sometimes the
            only person who needs to believe in you is you.”
         

         
         He peered up at her and narrowed his eyes, then straightened to his full height. “Where do you get these sayings?”

         
         Piper grinned. “My dad. He’s big on encouragement.”

         
         “Maybe I need to meet him. Ask for some advice.”

         
         Piper laughed quietly. The thought of her life and Emilio’s life colliding like that? Pure fantasy, but nice. Her dad would
            love Emilio. She was sure of it. “Can I give you a congratulatory hug?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         He stepped closer while Piper threaded her hand through the wrist strap she’d added to the end of Gus’s leash. The anticipation
            of the hug threatened to swallow her whole, but she did it anyway. And when he returned the embrace and his arms snugged around
            her, she was pressed against the firm plane of his chest. A long-lost sensation fluttered in her stomach. It was more than
            relief that their chilly dynamic was warming. It was more than surprise that she was hugging someone she’d never thought she’d
            meet. She . . . wanted him. Bad. Questions spun in her head like a tornado. Was this hug a bad idea? Foolish? Shortsighted? Oh, God. Am I sweating?

         
         Just then, there was a tightness across the back of her legs. “What the . . . ?” She looked to the side and spotted Gus trotting
            past them.
         

         
         “Gus . . . what are you doing?” Emilio asked with a leading tone.

         
         That tightness was a strap. From Gus’s retractable leash. He was running circles around them. Coiling her and Emilio in it.
            Binding them together. Leaving them nowhere to go. Emilio slid his hand to the small of Piper’s back. She followed suit, astonished
            by every defined muscle as her fingertips roved, but the change in position left their hips pressed into each other. A dizzying
            wave of heat stormed through her. She was about to catch fire.
         

         
         “Gus, stop!” Emilio called.

         
         Gus took a few more steps, then came to a halt. At the end of his leash. Then he rose up on his hind legs and licked Emilio’s
            cheek. Piper and Emilio could only stare at each other, blinking in disbelief, laughing.
         

         
         “What did I say about not letting him off his leash?” she asked. “I didn’t think that idea would be disproven so soon.”
         

         
         Emilio peered down at her. His cocoa-brown eyes swirled with mystery. She could get lost in them, trying to decipher what
            went on in his head. “Gus keeps pushing us together.”
         

         
         “It’s like he’s trying to tell us something.” Piper’s face and body were aflame. It was a four-alarm fire. Every square inch
            of her ablaze. And she wondered if Emilio felt even a fraction of the heat she did.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eight

         
         Emilio had some good to take home from Imola—namely, his best race performance of the year. Progress was progress. Or at least
            that was what he was telling himself. Most notably, he felt a shift in his thinking. Piper’s little sayings were sticking
            to him. Everything you need is already inside you.

         
         He’d hesitated to buy into such a simple concept. After all, racing was an incredibly complicated sport. But on some level,
            what she’d said made sense. In fact, he couldn’t get it out of his head. So much in his life had changed, but he was still
            the same person and driver he’d been last year. He had wins and podiums in him. Was success that far away if he simply kept
            his focus? God, he wanted to believe it was.
         

         
         Unfortunately, focus was a moving target. He felt distracted when Piper was around, especially when she was performing magic tricks like managing to please Mega Racing with Gus’s social media or walking around being a ray of sunshine with the most lethal blue eyes he’d ever seen. Even so, she was also the person helping clear the fog in his head. And he couldn’t deny she was doing her job far better than anyone before her. Gus adored her, and that made everything easier. She was like an angel who bedeviled him every moment of the day. Essential to his life right now, but also the definition of playing with fire. 

         
         He was drawn to her. Attraction didn’t begin to explain it, especially since that true embrace in the paddock with Gus binding
            them together. Forget having to shake the dream—that had been real life and the reverberations still echoed inside him.
         

         
         Piper strolled into the living room, where Emilio had started unpacking boxes in anticipation of Xander and Mia’s visit for
            dinner tomorrow evening. Gus was curled up on the couch. “Well, now my sisters are grilling me. They don’t believe we aren’t
            romantically involved.” Piper planted her hands on her hips as if to confront him. In a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a
            snug white tee that clung perfectly to her breasts.
         

         
         It was hard not to drink in the image. He cleared his throat in an attempt to also clear his mind. “They saw the photos of
            us at the security gate?” It was ridiculous that everyone was reading so much into those images—although he’d enjoyed that
            moment of closeness with Piper, it had been nothing more than an innocent split-second decision. He’d wanted to protect her.
            That was all.
         

         
         “There’s more now. Thanks to our buddy, Gus, and prying eyes in the paddock.” She stepped closer and handed over her phone.
            “Look.”
         

         
         The image was comical—the two of them in an embrace, lashed together by Gus’s leash. They were laughing at Gus like parents amused by their mischievous child. But there was something else there in the photo, one unmistakable takeaway, and it wasn’t the feelings of want and need he’d already acknowledged to himself. He and Piper looked good together. 

         
         Obviously, that was a fantastical idea. Even if they kissed, or had sex, it couldn’t mean anything . . . Piper was leaving
            in a few weeks, and his life was still in disarray. Why would she want any part of his jumbled, dysfunctional life? She was
            already being brave by stepping into it for a short time. “I’m sorry this is happening. It’s part of the world of F1. Is this
            going to be a problem for you?”
         

         
         She stepped closer. “Not really. I mean, my sisters both think you’re super hot, and honestly, so does my mom, so they’re
            mostly just jealous. I told them it was nothing.”
         

         
         “Right. There’s nothing going on.” It was more than a statement of the obvious. It was a good reminder that everything was
            simpler that way.
         

         
         “They don’t believe me. And they’re questioning whether I’m ever going to come home.” She laughed quietly and shook her head.
            “Obviously, I’m going to go home. I told them that.”
         

         
         Emilio had wondered several times if there might be a way to convince Piper to return to her dog nanny duties after her sister’s
            wedding. He didn’t have a good feeling about it. She’d told him flat out that her family was the most important thing in her
            life. That she couldn’t imagine living anywhere but Florida. “I’m sorry about the silliness with the photos. If I could control
            it, I would. We just have to wait for the story to go away.”
         

         
         “Will the team be upset?”

         
         “I’d hear from Isabel if they were. Judging by how much they love Gus’s newfound fame, I’m guessing no.”

         
         “Okay, then.” She surveyed the room. “What can I do to help?” She stepped over to one of four short stacks of boxes and peeked inside. When she bent over, a bare stretch of her lower back was revealed. 

         
         Emilio averted his eyes. He didn’t need to be more tempted. “You don’t have to help. That’s not what I hired you to do.”

         
         Piper admonished him with a tilt of her head and a stare. “Do you really think I care about that? I’m doing your dog’s social
            media now. I love to stay busy. Put me to work.”
         

         
         He knew better than to argue. “It’s mostly books in these boxes. They’re just going on the shelves.” Emilio pointed to the
            built-ins that lined one side of the living room.
         

         
         “How do you want them? Alphabetical by author?”

         
         “They’re already sorted that way, but we might have to make some adjustments.”

         
         “Sounds good.” They went right to work, and they soon had an efficient system where she handed him books and he shelved them.
            “Can I ask you something?” she asked.
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Why did you wait so long to do this? I mean, the boxes were sitting right in front of the shelves.”

         
         He drew in a deep breath. He’d been asking himself the same question. “I don’t think I was ready to admit this was my new
            life.” He placed another small stack of books on a shelf. “So much had changed, and this house didn’t feel like home. There
            was part of me that thought I’d wake up one day and find out I’d dreamt the whole thing.”
         

         
         She nodded. “I felt the same way after everything fell apart with Kyle. I moved out of his place and into the world’s crappiest
            apartment. I’d wake up in the morning afraid to open my eyes. I kept hoping it was all a bad dream.”
         

         
         It was remarkable how a dog nanny and a Formula One driver could have such similar reactions to upheaval in their lives. Perhaps that was why he was so drawn to Piper. Something deep inside him recognized the same qualities in her. “You don’t still live in the crappy apartment, do you?” He hated the thought of her not having a nice place to live. One that matched her disposition. 

         
         “I don’t. The place I’m living now is way nicer.”

         
         “Oh, good.”

         
         “Uh, sorta. I had to move back in with my parents.”

         
         “Oh, no.”

         
         “That’s part of why I took this job. The money will help me get a new place.” She closed her eyes and shook her head for a
            moment, as if she couldn’t believe her life had turned out this way. Again, he could relate. He’d had so many of those moments
            in the past few months.
         

         
         “Am I paying you enough? Remember, I said I’d give you a bonus to cover the fee you have to pay to your agency.”

         
         Piper shook her head so frantically it made her hair messy. “You’re being more than generous. I wouldn’t feel right asking
            for more. Believe me, you’re helping me a ton. I’ll be able to move out of my parents’ house after I get home. I’m looking
            forward to it, too. I get to pick out a new place. Maybe get a dog of my own.”
         

         
         “That sounds nice.” He wasn’t sure why, but this picture she was painting for him, albeit pleasant, rubbed him the wrong way.
            It wasn’t that he didn’t want to imagine her life improving; it was that he wasn’t ready to watch her go. She’d made a marked
            difference in his life in very little time. And the thought of searching for a new dog nanny seemed hopeless. He doubted he’d
            ever find anyone as perfect for Gus as her.
         

         
         Piper opened the last box. “No more books. Looks like framed photos.”

         
         Emilio knew exactly what she’d come across. “We can put those in the closet.”

         
         It was too late. Piper was already inspecting them. “Aww. Look. It’s little you in a race suit holding a trophy. Looks like
            a go-kart track. Is this your parents with you? How old are you?”
         

         
         Emilio couldn’t contain the smile that crossed his face. The photo held one of his fondest memories. “Yes, that’s my mom and
            dad. It’s at a little track outside of Barcelona. I think I’m five? Or six? I started karting young.” He took the photograph
            from her. He was quickly pulled in to the bittersweet nostalgia of seeing such a happy version of himself.
         

         
         “Your parents look so proud. And they’re holding hands. I’m sorry things didn’t work out between them.”

         
         “Me, too.”

         
         “That’s got to be difficult. Your parents splitting when you’re older.”

         
         “I think everyone expects me not to be upset because I’m not a kid anymore. But I’m still their kid.”
         

         
         “Of course. Their relationship was the foundation of your entire childhood.”

         
         “A childhood that revolved around racing. Now it’s hard to look back and feel good about it. Plus, it makes me question the
            whole idea of romantic love. How do two people walk away from each other after so long?”
         

         
         “You never know what’s really going on in someone’s relationship.”

         
         “I think being an only child makes it worse. I sometimes wonder if I imagined the whole thing.”

         
         “Oh, God. Of course, you feel like that. You don’t have anyone to corroborate your own history. And no one else saw their
            marriage the way you did.”
         

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         Piper stood right next to him and put her hand on his shoulder, looking down at the photo, which was still in Emilio’s hands.
            Her touch and everything she’d said made him feel understood. Seen. “You’re so adorable. I can’t stand how cute you are,”
            she said.
         

         
         He let out a quiet chuckle. “I was a pretty cute kid.”

         
         “Who turned into a smoking-hot adult.”

         
         He slid a questioning glance in her direction.

         
         “Oh, please. Not this again.” She shook her head. “It’s objectively true. Not open for discussion, Speedy Spice.”

         
         “I don’t think of myself that way.”

         
         “Of course you don’t. It’s my job to tell you.”

         
         “That is not your job.”
         

         
         She gently elbowed him in the ribs. “We’re practically dating if you ask the internet. As your fake romantic interest, please
            understand that I think you’re handsome. So handsome it boggles the mind.”
         

         
         He could not stop smiling. And feeling a little embarrassed. He put the framed photo on the bookshelf. “If we’re fake dating,
            then I owe it to you to tell you you’re beautiful.” It felt good to say it, not simply think it. If nothing ever happened
            between them, at least he got it out of his system. “I thought that from the moment we met.”
         

         
         Her eyes went impossibly large—he loved seeing the adorable expression of shock on her face, even if he didn’t like that she
            was in any way surprised by his appraisal of her beauty. “Yeah. Okay.”
         

         
         “I’m serious. No double standard. If I have to believe you, you have to believe me.” He reached down and scooped up a few
            empty boxes. “I’ll put these in the recycling, then I’m taking you out for dinner. To say thanks for the help.”
         

         
         “Oh. Okay.”

         
         “You sound hesitant. Do you have plans?”

         
         “No. I’m just remembering you told me when I first arrived that we would not be hanging out.”
         

         
         Emilio pressed his lips together and nodded. He could see now he’d been so desperate to turn things around, he’d been a bit
            severe. “I’m sorry. I was so focused on finding my footing this season. A positive result in Imola helped me see I need to
            relax.”
         

         
         “That’s great.” She smiled. “Where are we going? What should I wear? Do I need to change?”

         
         “You’re perfect as you are.” If only he didn’t mean that so much.

         
         “Are you flirting with me, Emilio?”

         
         He stifled a grin. “You are my fake girlfriend. I think I’m entitled.”
         

         
         

         Piper’s entire being was on fire as she dashed upstairs, put on some extra deodorant and grabbed her bag. Emilio being nice?
            Calling her his fake girlfriend? Well, she wasn’t about to get carried away with the second, but the first part? She liked
            that a lot. Maybe coming to England had been the right call after all.
         

         
         The only downside of going to the neighborhood pub was they had to leave Gus at home. “He’ll be fine,” Emilio said. “He’ll
            sleep.”
         

         
         Piper nodded as they started down the street. According to Emilio, the pub was only a few blocks away. “I know. I’m just so
            attached to him.”
         

         
         “He does that to people. To pretty much everyone he meets.”

         
         “Exactly why his social media is doing so well. I’m amazed by how quickly word moves through the F1 world. He gets hundreds
            of new followers a day without trying at all.”
         

         
         “If only we all could be adored for simply being ourselves.”

         
         Now, there was a statement she could chew on for a few hundred hours. “Amen to that. I guess that’s the advantage of being a dog.” 

         
         They strolled through Emilio’s charming neighborhood with its brick row houses and shops with apartments overhead. Piper was
            finally getting used to London and almost loving it. It was easier on mild, bright days like today. Even now that the sun
            was setting, the air still held a familiar warmth. With the fragrance of blooming flowers in the breeze, it even smelled like
            summer. She loved this time of year.
         

         
         “That’s where Tasha lives.” Piper pointed to a quaint house on the other side of the street.

         
         “Tasha?”

         
         “The sassy Pomeranian I told you about. When I explained how I use my dog treats to meet dogs?”

         
         Emilio laughed. “Oh, right. Tasha.”

         
         It was nice to be able to geek out about dogs in front of Emilio and be mostly understood. “Just staying busy.”

         
         “You’ll get no judgment from me. Only admiration.” He pointed up ahead. “There’s the good coffee shop.”

         
         Piper craned her neck. “That place? It’s literally called The Good Coffee Shop. I figured that meant it was horrible.”

         
         “I only said it was good. Not great. I’d say the name is accurate.”

         
         “It’s a bit late for coffee, but I’ll stop by there the next time I take Gus for a morning walk.”

         
         “We need a pint and some solid pub food.” Emilio came to a stop in front of a tavern with arched windows skirted by flower
            boxes bursting with red and purple blooms. He hoisted open the hulking wood door. “After you.”
         

         
         Piper stepped inside, immediately struck by the coziness of the place, with a long wood bar straight ahead and about a dozen round tables dotting the room and a few cozy booths along the windows overlooking the street. It was on the early side for dinner—only a little after 6:00 p.m., but there were at least twenty patrons enjoying a beer and a laugh. A woman with frizzy brown hair was pulling pints behind the bar. She acknowledged Emilio with a nod. 

         
         “I like the corner booth if that’s okay,” Emilio said.

         
         Piper followed his lead and slid into the seat while Emilio took the other side. She’d never been out in public with Emilio
            outside of an F1 track, aside from their ill-fated run, but she could see why he would enjoy visiting this place—nobody seemed
            to recognize him, and if they did, no one said a thing.
         

         
         The woman from behind the bar brought over a few menus. “You decided to grace us with your presence, I see.”

         
         “Evie, this is Piper. Piper, this is Evie,” Emilio said.

         
         Evie smiled and nodded. “He’s never brought a girlfriend in ’ere before.”

         
         “Oh, um, I’m not—” Piper gestured at Emilio, then pulled her hand back, rested her elbow on the table and her chin on her
            balled-up hand. “His. You know. I’m not. That.”
         

         
         Evie playfully slugged Piper’s arm. “That’s not what it says in the papers.”

         
         “Evie’s a big F1 fan.”

         
         “All my life. I love that Xander Bishop,” Evie said. “Now, there’s a handsome lad.”

         
         Emilio rolled his eyes. “See? She loves Xander.” He directed his attention to Evie. “I’d come in more often if you were one
            of my fans.”
         

         
         “What can I say? Got a soft spot for my British boys.” She shrugged. “What can I bring you today? A salad like last time?”

         
         He shook his head. “Not today. I’d like fish and chips.” He turned to Evie. “Is there any way they can make me a small order? It’s so much food and my trainer will kill me.” 

         
         “Why don’t we split an order?” Piper suggested. She knew that F1 drivers had to watch everything they ate. An extra pound
            in the car would only slow them down.
         

         
         “You sure?” he asked.

         
         Piper nodded eagerly. “Yes. Absolutely.”

         
         “And two pints of red ale.” Emilio looked at Piper. “Tomorrow’s my hard training day. I guess I’ll be making it extra hard.”

         
         “I’ll be right back, love.” Evie sidled off.

         
         “Cool place.” Piper sat back, feeling relaxed despite the girlfriend comment. “It’s cozy. Like home.”

         
         “Tell me about that. Home.”

         
         Piper had no reason to be embarrassed, but something about the query made her cheeks flush with heat. Maybe because she was
            still getting used to Emilio taking an interest in her and not giving her the cold shoulder. “It’s chill. Very laid-back.
            It’s a beach town, so it has that relaxed vibe.”
         

         
         “And you like it?”

         
         “I love it. It’s so beautiful. Having the ocean nearby. Blue skies. Lots of sunshine. And my family, of course. I can’t imagine
            living anywhere else, to be honest.”
         

         
         Emilio nodded slowly, then Evie brought over their beers. “Food will be right up.”

         
         “What about you? You grew up in Spain, so you must be looking forward to the Grand Prix there. Do both of your parents come?”

         
         He laughed and took a sip of his beer. “Absolutely not. In fact, they’re not supposed to come to the same races. My mom gets Spain this year. My dad gets it next year. And I am looking forward to it. Very much.” He looked at her in a quizzical way that made her feel vulnerable. “Which reminds me, we need to talk about travel plans.” 

         
         “For Spain?”

         
         “My grandmother always asks me to visit her before the race. She never comes to the track. It makes her too nervous. Would
            you have any interest in coming with me and Gus to stay with her? It would just be for a night, and she has plenty of space.
            You’d have your own room, of course. It would be nice. She’d get to see Gus. She hasn’t seen him since last year, and he was
            a puppy. She loves dogs, but she really loves him.”
         

         
         Piper was taken aback by the invitation, partly because this came so close on the heels of the dinner invite. She could get
            used to him being a bit more relaxed and way more friendly. “Your grandmother and I might be soul mates.”
         

         
         Evie arrived with their food and slid it onto the table, along with a bottle of malt vinegar. “Let me know if you need another
            round.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Emilio answered, then returned his gaze to Piper. His eyes turned a shade darker, sending her heart racing. “Is
            that a yes?”
         

         
         How else could she possibly answer? “I’d love to. It’ll be an honor.” She popped a french fry into her mouth to make it seem
            like it was no big deal, but it felt like a very big deal.
         

         
         Emilio was allowing her into his life.

         
         His warm eyes seemed to smile. “Perfect. I’ll make arrangements. We’ll leave Wednesday morning.”

         
         They tucked into their food, and although Evie had brought small plates for them each to use, it felt almost intimate to share an entrée. Like she and Emilio had been friends for years. The fish was light and flaky and a little sweet, while the fries—or chips, as she’d been corrected—were crisp and salty. They chatted about Gus, visiting Emilio’s grandmother in Spain and Piper’s remaining races. There were only two. Just as quickly as it had started, it was going to end. They’d agreed this first five weeks would be a trial period, and it seemed like it was going great, but if she had to endure the one-sided sexual tension of being around Emilio all the time, she would be better off returning to her normal life. Plus, she couldn’t deny she missed her family. 

         
         They finished as much of the generous portion as they could, declined a second round of beers and Emilio paid the check, then
            they headed home. As they strolled along the quiet sidewalks and the last strains of day faded into darkness, Emilio’s hand
            brushed Piper’s. Unfortunately, her reflex was to jump.
         

         
         “Oh. Sorry.” He glanced over at her.

         
         “No. No. It’s fine. It surprised me. That’s all.” Piper’s heartbeat thumped in her ears. What was that expression on his face?
            Was he sending messages? Or was she overreacting?
         

         
         “Just an accident.”

         
         She swallowed a sigh. She was definitely overreacting.

         
         The instant Emilio opened the back door, Gus nearly plowed them over, jumping and licking as they walked inside and closed
            the door behind them. Piper was about to suggest they chat more when her phone beeped with a text from Gabby.
         

         
         
            
               
                  I’ve examined the photos from every available angle. He wants you. I can tell.

               

            

         
         Piper let out a nervous laugh. She was sure her face had turned every possible shade of red.

         
         “Something funny?” Emilio asked.

         
         Piper shook her head. “My sister. She’s being ridiculous.”

         
         “Ah. Well, I’m going to head to bed. I didn’t sleep well last night, and I need to be at Mega early in the morning for a team meeting.” 

         
         Another text came through, but Piper wasn’t about to look. She’d be horrified if Emilio knew her sister was talking about
            him. “Oh, yeah. Me, too. I mean, not the part about having a team meeting tomorrow morning,” she said, flustered. “I should
            probably just go to bed.”
         

         
         As soon as she got upstairs, she closed the door behind her. She leaned against it, feeling a strange mix of confusion and
            excitement. What had just happened in the past few hours? A heart-to-heart conversation in the living room led to dinner and
            an invitation to stay with him at his grandmother’s in Spain? How was that even possible?
         

         
         Her phone lit up with another text.

         
         
            
               
                  You’re not going to answer me?

                  Don’t you have better things to do? You’re getting married soon.

                  Mom is nagging me about the wedding so I’m distracting myself with your love life.

                  I do not have a love life. Emilio and I are friends.

               

            

         
         
            
               
                  You’re going to regret it if you don’t sleep with the super-hot Formula One driver when you have a chance.

                  Sleep with him? That’s a leap. We’re friends. I don’t want to ruin that.

                  Friends can have sex. It doesn’t have to mean anything.

               

            

         
         Was that really true? Piper wasn’t sure. Sex always meant something, didn’t it?
         

         
         
            
               
                  New subject, please.

                  Believe in yourself. Believe in the power of your lady bits.

               

            

         
         Piper shook her head.

         
         
            
               
                  They’re out of practice.

                  It’s like riding a bike. Now go get him.

                  Not happening. Go find something to watch on Netflix. Love you.

                  I’m calling you tomorrow. Love you, too.

               

            

         
         Piper plugged her phone into the charger and stared at her closed door. Sleep with Emilio? Ridiculous. Plus, how would that
            even happen? If ever there was someone completely unskilled in the art of seduction, it was Piper. She didn’t have a sexy
            nightgown, and it wasn’t like she’d knock on his door naked. She didn’t have that kind of nerve. Never had. Never would.
         

         
         Feeling clueless, hopeless and all things less, she changed into her pj’s—a cami and a pair of sleep shorts, then stepped into the bathroom and brushed her teeth and washed her face. When she shut the light off, she heard a scratch at her door. She opened it. There sat Gus. This was strange. He was normally in Emilio’s room with him. “What’s up, buddy? Do you need to go out?” 

         
         Gus looked at her with his best puppy dog eyes, then pawed at the doorframe.

         
         “Do you want to sleep in here?” Piper opened her door all the way, but Gus turned and ran down the stairs. Piper crept out
            onto the landing and looked down the stairwell. A moment later, Gus scratched at Emilio’s door.
         

         
         Dammit. Piper wasn’t sure how best to handle it, but she was responsible for Gus at all times and Emilio was trying to sleep. She
            tiptoed downstairs and found Gus sitting in front of Emilio’s closed door. “Gus? What do you want?” she whispered.
         

         
         He pawed at the door.

         
         Piper knocked quietly. “Emilio? Are you still awake?”

         
         “Yes. Come in. Did Gus come upstairs?”

         
         Piper cracked the door, only to see Emilio sitting on the edge of his bed in a pair of black shorts and no shirt. Warmth charged
            through her body like a conquering army. Gabby was right about one thing—Piper would regret not sleeping with him. “I can’t
            figure out what he wants. I thought he wanted to sleep in my room, but then he ran back down to your door.”
         

         
         Emilio patted the spot next to him. “Come on, Gus. Let’s go to bed.”

         
         Gus hopped up onto the bed and Emilio gave him some ear scratches.

         
         The vision of them together, peering into each other’s eyes, made her heart gallop. Despite the times when he’d been kind of a dick to her, no one would ever convince her a man who loved his dog so much was anything less than a beautiful soul. “I’ll leave you two. Good night.” Piper closed the door and hesitated. She blew out a breath, then returned to her room, feeling frustrated. She was just climbing into bed when there was a knock. 

         
         “Piper?”

         
         She hopped out of bed and padded to the door. Out in the hall was Emilio, with Gus. “What’s going on?”

         
         “As soon as you left, he whimpered at my door and scratched at it. He ran up here when I let him out.”

         
         “Gus?” She bent over and looked the dog in the face. “What is going on with you? What do you want?”

         
         Gus looked at Piper, then at Emilio, then walked over to Piper and pushed on her legs with the top of his head. Piper was
            forced to take a big step and nearly landed against Emilio’s chest. His so very well-defined chest.
         

         
         “Is he mad because we went to dinner?” she asked.

         
         Emilio peered down at Gus. “It’s like he wants both of us.”

         
         Piper was instantly flustered, her mind running so fast she felt dizzy. “Well, how is that supposed to work?” she blurted.

         
         Emilio placed his hands on his hips. “Gus, I need to sleep and so does Piper. Which means you need to pick where you want
            to sleep.”
         

         
         “Right. I mean, we can’t all sleep in the same bed.” As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she wished she could take
            them back.
         

         
         Emilio looked at her and offered the slightest of shrugs. “Unless that’s a benefit of being a fake couple. I don’t know the
            rules.”
         

         
         Oh, Lord, was he good at being tempting. It was like he’d conspired with her sister. But the truth was that Piper wasn’t sure she had the nerve to say yes. Even if Gus was there in bed, between them. “Our fake relationship is pretty new,” she said, desperate for a joke. Lighten the moment so she could take a beat and think. “I’m not ready to sleep in the same bed with you yet.”
         

         
         “Yet?” He arched both eyebrows at her. He reached over and patted her on the shoulder. “Good to know.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gus

         
         I would like the record to reflect that I gave a command performance last night. With no ability to speak and no opposable
            thumbs, I came so close to getting the two of them in the same bed. That seems like a logical progression if Piper is going
            to stay. I was fully prepared to sleep out in the hall with my legs over my ears. But no.
         

         
         Piper’s only here for two more races, and I don’t know if Grandma’s house in Spain is a good place for Piper and Emilio to
            get closer.
         

         
         Mmm. Grandma’s house. I can’t wait. I have only been there one other time, but I loved it. The smells. The tile in the kitchen
            that’s cool on my belly. Jamón that falls on the floor like magic. I could go on and on. About jamón.
         

         
         I deserve to be that happy. Jamón happy. I can’t see myself being happy if Piper doesn’t stay. So I can’t give up. I think
            I have to try harder.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nine

         
         Piper hadn’t slept at all last night. She’d been too busy staring at the ceiling above her bed, wondering if she’d bungled
            that whole sleeping-in-the-same-bed situation. Should she have cast aside her inhibitions and strolled into Emilio’s room
            and climbed into his bed at the mere suggestion? Her gut was telling her no. She wasn’t that person. She was no seductress.
            She needed time.
         

         
         She had a feeling her sister Gabby might have a different opinion on the matter. If they ever got around to the topic. For
            now, the phone call Gabby had promised was all about the wedding.
         

         
         “I’m just so sick of it. I don’t know what to do anymore,” Gabby said.

         
         I can relate. “Yeah. Of course,” Piper replied.
         

         
         “Piper!” Gabby’s voice screeched through the speaker on Piper’s phone. “Are you even listening to me?”

         
         Piper had been listening, but she hadn’t been listening, listening. “Sorry. What were you saying? About the problem? With the, uh, the thing?”
         

         
         Gabby groaned. “The thing? You mean our mother? What has gotten into you?”

         
         Of course, the answer to that question was Emilio. Well, not that into her. Not actually inside her. She should be so freaking lucky.
         

         
         No.

         
         But after having been in his arms twice, going out to dinner, joking around about being fake boyfriend and girlfriend, then
            mutually deciding not to sleep in the same bed, she no longer knew how to conduct herself. She didn’t know how to dress or
            speak or what to do with her hands anymore. Or her eyes. They kept drifting to him and staying. Pondering questions like what
            it would be like to touch him. Kiss him.
         

         
         There was entirely too much inner conflict residing in her body. On a most basic level, she wanted to kiss Emilio. She wanted
            to spread her hands across that perfect chest of his and comb her fingers into his epic hair. Before the leash-wrapped embrace,
            she hadn’t realized how starved she’d been for male human contact. It was like she’d been roaming a desert, desperate for
            water, and someone turned up with a carafe of perfectly chilled mountain spring water, an umbrella and a chaise longue. Emilio
            was the spring water. And the little voice in her head said she shouldn’t have so much as a sip. He was Emilio Baquero, one
            of the sexiest men on the planet, and she was an ordinary person, a dog walker from Florida. That was an equation that didn’t
            add up. Even if she closed her eyes and tried very hard to imagine it, she could only imagine the moment when she puckered
            up . . . then her mind went blank.
         

         
         “Of course. Mom,” Piper replied. “She can be a headache. I get it. But she means well.”
         

         
         Gabby sighed dramatically. “You’re right. You understand what I’m going through.”

         
         “Of course I do.” Piper decided to double down. “She’s second-guessing every choice you’ve made. And you’re already doing that yourself. What you really need is reassurance everything will be fine.” 

         
         “Yes,” Gabby said emphatically. “Exactly. Thank you. You get it.”
         

         
         It had been a safe guess. “She did that to me, too. When I was planning . . . you know. My wedding.”

         
         “I really wish you were here. Meghan has no clue since she and Mike got married at the courthouse. Plus, she’s been no help.
            She’s been so tired lately.”
         

         
         “You know how she gets at the end of the school year.” Piper was desperate for a change of subject. “You got me caught up
            on Mom. How’s Dad doing?”
         

         
         “He misses you. He talks about you all the time.”

         
         “He does?” Piper was surprised. “We text a little, but I feel like he’s not very chatty.”

         
         “He doesn’t want to bother you. He knows you’re living this big, exciting life right now and he doesn’t want to intrude.”

         
         Big, exciting life. It was true she was living in a new and wholly unfamiliar world, and as much as she’d felt out of place at first, she felt
            more comfortable. “I’ll be home soon enough.” Piper offered it as consolation, but she was torn about her return. Despite
            the never-ending physical torment that was proximity to Emilio, she was enjoying his company more since the race at Imola.
            She’d learned he could be funny and sweet when he wanted to be.
         

         
         She wandered over to the window in her room. It was overcast again. She was apparently spoiled now because she missed the
            Italian sun as much as she’d missed the Florida rays. Luckily, they were leaving for Spain tomorrow. She’d get her dose of
            warmth and brightness then.
         

         
         “Did you do the thing I told you to do? With your lady bits?” Gabby asked.

         
         “No. I don’t have the nerve.”

         
         “Just go for it.”

         
         “I’m not you, okay? I don’t have that kind of confidence. It takes time for me to get close to someone.”

         
         Just then, Piper heard a quiet knock at her door, which she’d left open. She turned to see Emilio in the doorway, looking
            confused but also sexy, dressed in jeans and a light blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, showing off his
            tanned and muscled forearms. “I have a question,” he whispered.
         

         
         Piper swallowed hard, feeling frozen. “Gabs. I need to go.”

         
         “Is that him?”

         
         Piper glanced over at Emilio, who was now leaning against the doorframe. Her face flushed with white-hot heat. “Gotta run.
            Love you.”
         

         
         “Don’t hang up on me. What is going on?”

         
         “Nothing, okay? I have to go.”

         
         “Fine. Love you, too.”

         
         Piper ended the call and tucked her phone into her back pocket. “What’s up?”

         
         “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to interrupt your call. I’m just having a hard time finding a few things in the kitchen.”

         
         “No worries. I’m here to help.” She breezed past him, trying to ignore the zip of electricity that hit her every time they
            got close. Gus followed them down the stairs, a cacophony of paws on the treads.
         

         
         “When you said you rearranged the kitchen, you weren’t kidding.”

         
         “I couldn’t bake dog treats the way you had it organized.” Piper strolled into the kitchen. “What are you looking for?”

         
         “The cast-iron pan.”

         
         Piper opened one of the lower cabinets, then reached all the way into the back to pull out the skillet. “Here you go.”

         
         “Why did you have to hide it from me?”

         
         Piper noted a distinct level of grumpiness from Emilio. She didn’t like its return. “By the looks of that pan, you’ve only
            used it three or four times. If you don’t use something often, it doesn’t need to be as accessible.”
         

         
         “Maybe it looks new because I’m very good at cleaning it.”

         
         “Nobody is that good at cleaning a cast-iron pan.”

         
         He shook his head and pulled a plate of chicken thighs from the refrigerator, then generously sprinkled them with salt and
            ground pepper. Next came a healthy pour of olive oil into the pan before he turned on the flame.
         

         
         “What are you making?” she asked.

         
         “Arroz con pollo.”

         
         “Your grandmother taught you to make this, right? You talked about it on Mia’s podcast.”

         
         “Yes. It’s the same recipe she learned from her grandmother.” He added chopped onion, garlic and peppers to the pan as soon
            as the oil was hot.
         

         
         “That’s amazing you have that kind of tradition in your family. My parents are such meat-and-potatoes people. I can’t imagine
            them teaching me to make something so gourmet.”
         

         
         “This is everyday food in Spain.” He stirred the contents of the pan so masterfully, Piper was mesmerized. His hands were
            pure magic. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation,” he said, peering down into the pan.
         

         
         “It’s just my sister. The one who’s getting married.”

         
         “It sounded stressful.” He cleared his throat. “Is everything okay?”

         
         She blew out a sigh of relief. That question told her grumpy Emilio hadn’t returned. “It was. Everything about her wedding is stressful. But it’s okay. I’ll be fine.” 

         
         He remained focused on cooking. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

         
         She glanced at the clock on the microwave. “Xander and Mia are going to be here soon. This is not a short story.”

         
         “I’d appreciate some company while I cook. And it’s no fun to cook in silence.” He turned and smiled at her then—just half
            a grin, his eyes dark and warm and inviting. It was like he was asking her to share, all with a look. “I remember you saying
            you weren’t looking forward to the wedding.”
         

         
         She couldn’t believe he remembered. Or that he cared. And because he’d done both of those things, she was eager to offer an
            answer. “More like dreading it. I have been, pretty much from the moment I was asked to be maid of honor. And if we’re going
            to talk about this, I’m going to need wine.”
         

         
         “Coming right up.” Emilio reached into the fridge and pulled out a bottle. He made quick work of the cork and filled two glasses.
            “Albarino. From Spain. Of course.”
         

         
         Piper took a sip—it was crisp and lightly sweet with a dry finish. Why did everything she encountered from Spain have to be
            so perfect? “Wow. Delicious.”
         

         
         “I agree.” He added the chicken to the pan and began browning it. “You were saying? About the wedding?”

         
         Piper took one more sip for courage. “So, my sister Gabby and her fiancé, Lucas? Guess how they met each other.”

         
         “No idea.”

         
         “They were set up by me and Kyle, my ex. He’s been Lucas’s best friend since they were little. I met Lucas and thought he’d
            be perfect for Gabby. So we made the introduction, they fell in love and Kyle broke off our engagement.”
         

         
         Emilio set down his glass and looked right at her. “You’re kidding.”

         
         “That’s not even the worst part. Kyle is Lucas’s best man, and since I’m maid of honor, that basically means if you look up
            painfully awkward in the dictionary, there’ll be a picture of me in a bridesmaid’s dress.”
         

         
         “How could your sister do that to you?”

         
         “The dress? Or the other part?” Piper had to make a joke. Otherwise, she might cry.

         
         “Very funny. The other part.”

         
         Piper shrugged. “It’s not her fault. It’s a terrible set of circumstances.”

         
         “I don’t know. This seems especially cruel,” Emilio said, speaking the one thought into existence that had been coiled tightly
            in Piper’s head for months.
         

         
         Still, Piper felt the need to fully explain. She wasn’t a victim. “In my sister’s defense, she gave me an out. She told me
            I didn’t have to accept her invitation to be maid of honor.”
         

         
         “How are you supposed to say no? She’s getting married. She never should’ve put it on you.” Emilio reached over and laid his
            hand on Piper’s forearm. The electricity she’d felt when they’d accidentally touched had nothing on an intentional touch—it
            was like she had all new nerve endings, and man, were they excited to meet him. “Or, what if she told her fiancé he needed
            to pick a different best man because her own sister had her heart broken by him?”
         

         
         Piper felt frozen. She’d asked herself those same questions, but she’d assumed it was because she was giving in to selfish
            thoughts. Maybe it was another instance of her being terrible with boundaries. “I could never ask her to do that.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I believe if you really love someone, you make sacrifices for them. Even if it’s hard or painful. This isn’t a permanent situation. It’ll be forty-eight hours of discomfort, then I’ll move on with my life. I really love my sister. I’d do anything for her. And I want to have a good relationship with my future brother-in-law.” 

         
         Emilio shook his head. “You might be a saint.”

         
         

         “Piper Murphy, patron saint of dogs.”

         
         “It’s better than being Emilio ‘Hot Lap’ Baquero.” Emilio laughed and she joined in, making the best noise Piper had ever
            heard. It put her under a spell, one that was disrupted when the doorbell rang. Gus took off for the front door, barking up
            a storm. “That must be Xander and Mia,” Emilio said.
         

         
         Piper followed him to the foyer.

         
         “We’re here!” Mia exclaimed when Emilio opened the door.

         
         “We made it, despite my navigator’s insistence I drive the speed limit,” Xander said.

         
         “He got a ticket two weeks ago,” Mia said.

         
         “We all get them at some point.” Emilio waved them in and shut the door. He shook Xander’s hand while Piper eagerly took a
            hug from Mia.
         

         
         “Xander, meet Piper,” Mia said. “Piper, this is Xander.”

         
         “It’s so exciting to meet you,” Piper said, fully enamored. She was a true fan after all. “And I almost got a speeding ticket
            on the way to the Miami Grand Prix. So I feel your pain.”
         

         
         “You’ll have to tell me all about it,” Xander said.

         
         Mia held up a jumbo bakery box. “I wasn’t sure what you were making, which made it hard to decide what dessert we should bring.”

         
         “We brought three,” Xander quipped. “Plenty for everyone.”

         
         “Come on,” Piper offered. “We can put them in the fridge.”

         
         

         Piper and Mia laughed their way into the kitchen, a flurry of conversation. Emilio wasn’t sure what they were up to, but those happy sounds in his home hit him hard, right in the center of his chest. When he’d first moved into this house, aside from the pitter-patter of not-so-tiny paws, there had been no happy sounds. Only the incessant blare of the alarm clock before the sun was up, or the plunk plunk plunk of dog food tumbling into Gus’s bowl, or the buzz of his electric toothbrush. Occasionally, he would laugh if he was watching
            The Office, but otherwise, there were only the sounds of seclusion. The low hum of feeling lost. The warmth and spark he felt with Piper
            around? It made him feel like he was coming back to life.
         

         
         “So, this is your place.” Xander stepped toward the living room and peeked inside. “It’s really nice. I like it.”

         
         Emilio admired his and Piper’s handiwork. “It’s a work in progress. As you know, I didn’t have much time when I was shopping
            for a house. I just finished unpacking this room yesterday. Piper helped.”
         

         
         “Sounds like she’s more than the dog nanny.” Xander reached down to pet Gus, who’d appeared at his side. “Especially if you
            believe the stuff on the internet.”
         

         
         This again. Emilio couldn’t bring himself to be upset about it. Unless it bothered Piper, they could let it fade away on its
            own. “People love to read a lot into situations.”
         

         
         “Oh, believe me. I know. Mia and I were under that same microscope.” Xander nodded. “Mia really likes Piper. It seems like
            they’re becoming friends.”
         

         
         He and Piper were becoming friends, too. Between unpacking and dinner and Gus seemingly trying to lure them into the same bed, yesterday had brought a whole lot of closeness. He’d thought about kissing her last night, but he worried how she’d react. And he was paying her to be there. She was in his employ. That was another aspect of their relationship that made it difficult to navigate. “Unfortunately, she’s only around for another two weeks or so. Just for Spain and Monaco. Then she’s back to the US.” 

         
         “Can’t convince her to stay?”

         
         Emilio glanced toward the kitchen, where the joyful sound of Mia and Piper laughing rang out again. “I don’t think that’s
            in the cards. But I haven’t asked her since the day I first offered her the job. So maybe.” Although he had doubts as to whether
            it was his place to convince her. She’d made no secret of how close she was to her family. “Let’s go check on dinner.”
         

         
         Emilio had some last-minute preparation to do, then they all got settled in the tiny dining room off the living room, a space
            that hadn’t been used once since he’d moved in. From the first bite, Emilio felt self-conscious, even as the reviews from
            his guests were all raves.
         

         
         “This is bloody brilliant,” Xander said, scarfing another forkful from his plate. “Delicious. Thank you so much.”

         
         “Next time, I want to be here when you’re cooking. So you can teach me,” Mia said. “But I agree. It’s fantastic.”

         
         “It really is wonderful.” Piper let a tiny hum escape her lips and Emilio shifted in his seat. He was right next to her, their
            arms occasionally brushing. Every time they touched, his breath caught. Then she’d look at him. And he’d look at her. And
            he’d smile, then she’d blush and drop her chin, and then the conversation would become a distraction, but only for a few minutes
            before it all happened again.
         

         
         “Who wants some F1 gossip?” Mia asked with a leading tone. “Some gossip, that if it turns out to be true, should make Emilio
            very happy.”
         

         
         Xander slid her a glance. “Are you sure you want to bring this up? It’s just rumors.”

         
         “I know. I know. I mean, I’m not going to talk about it on my podcast. But if I can’t talk about it with Emilio and Piper,
            who can I talk about it with?” Mia replied.
         

         
         It got very quiet in the room as it became clear Emilio was expected to give his stamp of approval. “I’m listening.”

         
         Mia leaned in closer. “There are rumbles at Vermillion that trouble is brewing for Tristan Highbridge. The allegations you
            spoke up about, Emilio, were never cleared. Even though Vermillion said they were. And apparently, these women have receipts.
            Evidence that senior management at Vermillion either ignored or tried to suppress.”
         

         
         Piper turned to Emilio, her eyes wide and questioning. He couldn’t blame her for wondering how he was feeling about all this.
            Emilio couldn’t arrive at an answer, either. He might end up feeling vindicated if that was the case, but it wouldn’t change
            the fact that people had been hurt. The damage had been done.
         

         
         “That would be huge if it turned out to be true.” Piper placed her hand on his bare forearm. Her skin was so soft and inviting.
            Her presence so comforting.
         

         
         “Emilio? What do you think?” Mia asked.

         
         Emilio looked down at his lap for a moment, gathering his thoughts. He hadn’t wanted to talk about Vermillion ever, but he
            felt safe with this group of people. “I hope Tristan gets whatever is coming to him. Good or bad, I want everyone to get a
            fair shake. But more than anything, I want those women to have their voices heard. They deserve that. That was all I asked
            for.”
         

         
         Xander nodded. “I agree.”

         
         “No matter what happens, you did the right thing,” Piper said. She turned to him again, clear-eyed and determined. “You spoke up for truth and transparency. Not enough people have the guts to do that, especially when there’s a price to pay. You paid the price. It’s the sort of thing that brings mere mortals to their knees, but not you.” 

         
         Emilio allowed himself a fraction of a smile. He so appreciated her approval, even if he doubted himself. She made him sound
            like a superhero, when he felt so exceptionally human, especially now, when he was still struggling to regain his old form.
         

         
         “We’ll see what happens, right?” Mia asked. “And I suppose it all worked out for the best because you and Xander get to be
            teammates.”
         

         
         Emilio looked across the table at Xander. “I do love driving alongside this guy.” And that was the truth. He might not be
            where he wanted to be with his driving, but he did have an amazing teammate.
         

         
         “Same for me, Emilio. Same for me,” Xander said.

         
         Just like it was a car, Emilio steered the conversation away from the topic of Vermillion, and the four of them enjoyed the
            rest of their evening together, through coffee and the three delicious desserts Mia had brought—flan, a Basque cheesecake
            and a Spanish almond cake called Torta de Santiago. It wasn’t quite authentic, but it was damn close, and everyone seemed to enjoy it. There was laughter and lively conversation,
            and Emilio realized he felt nothing short of grateful for the gathering. For these people. And for this house he’d been occupying
            to finally feel like a home.
         

         
         

         “Thank you for what you said earlier. About Vermillion. I appreciate it,” Emilio said as he and Piper cleaned the kitchen
            together. He didn’t want her to think her kindness had gone unnoticed.
         

         
         “It’s the truth. I really admire the way you’ve handled it.” She stepped closer to him and planted her hand on his biceps. “And it means a lot you were willing to talk about it. Remember, you told me when I first got here we would not be talking about it. Ever.” 

         
         He drew in a deep breath and tossed aside the kitchen towel in his hand. “I still don’t like talking about it, but I’m sorry
            I put up so many walls when you arrived. I was trying to take control of my life.”
         

         
         “Makes sense to me. So many things happened that were completely out of your control. Probably super frustrating.”

         
         He smiled at her. She had such empathy. So much kindness in her heart. “Thank you for saying that.”

         
         She grinned. “You’re welcome.”

         
         Just then came a bark from upstairs. And another. Then a thundering down the stairs and out in the hall.

         
         “Gus!” he called.

         
         “Sounds like he has the zoomies,” Piper said.

         
         Gus skidded past the kitchen door, then scrambled back into the room, his four legs going in every direction; then he ran
            right into Piper headfirst. Thank God for Emilio’s lightning-fast reflexes. He caught her against his chest. “Are you okay?”
            he asked.
         

         
         “Speaking of things that are out of control,” she said, breathless. “Gus, I love you, but you’ve got to take it down a notch.”

         
         In unison, they turned their heads. Gus stood in the middle of the kitchen, tail wagging, looking right at them. It was like
            he was smiling. Then he turned and trotted out of the room.
         

         
         In another split-second decision, Emilio decided to hold on to Piper. “We keep finding ourselves in this situation.”

         
         “Maybe Gus has been reading the F1 gossip. It would explain a lot.”

         
         “He thinks we’re a couple.”

         
         Piper looked him in the eye and bit her lower lip. “He doesn’t know it’s fake.”

         
         His heart pounded in his chest. It reverberated through his entire body. “Can I tell you a secret?”

         
         “Of course. I love secrets.”

         
         He hoped to hell he didn’t live to regret saying what came next. “I had a dream about you.”

         
         “No, you did not.”

         
         “Yes, I did.” He tugged her a little closer. “We were in the kitchen. This kitchen. Just like this.”

         
         She swallowed slowly, her eyes full of anticipation. “What happened?”

         
         “I ran my fingers through your hair. Then I kissed you. And you kissed me back.”

         
         Her eyelids fluttered. “That does not sound fake.”

         
         “It didn’t feel fake. But it didn’t feel entirely real, either. Not like now. Not like this moment.”

         
         She nodded. “This does feel real, doesn’t it?” With his hand pressed against her lower back, he felt the moment her spine
            softened. Like she wanted to melt into him. Like she wanted to give herself over to him. He wanted that, too.
         

         
         “Piper, I’m your boss . . .”

         
         “Gus is my real boss.”

         
         He laughed quietly. “But I’m paying you to care for him. I don’t want you to think that I would ever . . .” The words caught
            in his throat. “Take advantage of the situation.”
         

         
         A wide smile crossed her luscious lips. “You have got to be kidding.”

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         She rolled her hands over his shoulders and pulled him closer. Everything in his body went tight and hot. “I’ve been thinking about kissing you from the moment we met. I think that means you are not taking advantage.” 

         
         “But you’ve been hurt. And you’re such a sweet person.”

         
         She was clinging to him now, her fingers curling into his shoulder blades. The warmth from being in each other’s arms, standing
            stomach to stomach, swirled around them. “All we’ve talked about is a kiss. And if it’s terrible, we can both walk away and
            pretend like it didn’t happen.”
         

         
         “Do you really think it’s going to be terrible?”

         
         “Considering how much I’ve studied your lips, no. I do not. There’s no way you’re not good at kissing. It’s me who’s the wild
            card.”
         

         
         He laughed. “I’m willing to take my chances.”

         
         He leaned in, skimming his lips along her jaw until his mouth was right by her ear. He drew in her soft scent, filling his
            lungs with candy-like air. She went a little limp in his arms. Was this really happening? Or was this another dream? There
            was no time to ponder those questions while her mouth was right there, tempting him, making him want to forget anything and
            everything but her.
         

         
         “And so am I,” she said. She pressed her lips against his and gave him the chance to use his lightning-fast reflexes for something else—this time, catching her sweet and unbelievable mouth. His eyes drifted shut and the room seemed to spin with all the dizziness and anticipation of a first kiss. It was magical—warm—and again, he found himself wondering if she was really there. He slanted his head to one side and dug his fingers into the delicate hair at her nape, pulled her closer to him while he took the kiss deeper. Her tongue met his in a way that was electric, exciting and yet perfectly natural. This was a kiss for the ages, but in some ways it felt like it had already happened hundreds of times. How did she conjure such feelings in him? Familiarity and comfort had become such foreign concepts. But right now? This felt right. 

         
         “Emilio—” Piper pushed back, breaking the kiss.

         
         Good God, the vision of her mouth was enough to cut him off at the knees.

         
         “I think we need to admit it.”

         
         Was she about to reject him? Crush him to tiny bits? “What?”

         
         “That kiss was not terrible. Not even close.”

         
         He had to work double-time to contain the grin that wanted to cross his face, which didn’t seem entirely fair since he also
            had a raging hard-on. There were only so many visceral reactions he could contain at one time. “Agreed. Not even close.”
         

         
         She took a deep breath—so deep her shoulders rose up near her ears. Then she smiled. It was the same smile that had first
            caught his eye. The one that bewitched him every time. She moved in for another kiss. “But I’d like to think we can do even
            better.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Ten

         
         Oh, my God oh, my God oh, my God. This is actually happening.

         
         Not quite an affirmation, but it was certainly cycling through Piper’s brain as Emilio led her upstairs, holding her hand.
            Every step closer to his bedroom made her more nervous and more excited. Heat was already building inside her, like a fire
            with too much fuel—as soon as he lit the match, she’d burn for a very long time.
         

         
         Emilio had hardly let the door close behind them before he presented her with a question. “Are you sure you want this?”

         
         That was not what she’d thought he might say. “Yes. One hundred percent.” Her sister’s pep talks popped into her head. “I mean, it doesn’t
            have to mean anything, right? I’m leaving in two weeks.” And you’re you, a superior being from another planet, and I’m me, a mere mortal.

         
         “Of course. No big deal.” He drifted closer and reined her in with his strong arms, then lowered his mouth to her ear. “I
            just need to know you’re okay with it.”
         

         
         Talk about undue influence—his hot breath so close to her neck? She was ready to give him everything she had—her tired Prius with the new-ish tires and her collection of romance novels with the worn covers and her not-a-complete-secret dog treat recipe. “Emilio, if you don’t take my clothes off in the next five minutes, I will resent it forever.” 

         
         That was apparently all he needed to hear. A split second later and he had Piper pressed against his door. He dug both hands
            into her hair, lifting her face to his, kissing her with lips that were forceful. He was claiming her with his mouth and his
            tongue. Artfully and definitively. It was primal and beautiful at the same time. She had never felt this desired. This wanted.
         

         
         Her eyes nearly rolled back into her head when one of his hands slid to her breast. Even wearing a dress and with a bra on,
            her nipples responded to the touch as if she were naked. The sensitive bundles grew hard and taut; meanwhile, everything between
            her legs was positively ablaze. It was a five-alarm fire. As in someone needed to send help. Douse her with a bucket of water.
            Or not. Frankly, right now, she was ready to let everything inside her burn.
         

         
         He toed off his shoes, and she was thankful she’d been wearing flip-flops and had left them downstairs. She wanted to rip
            off his light blue dress shirt, but it looked very expensive and probably was, so she judiciously unbuttoned it as fast as
            she could, all while he watched, amused. She pushed the sleeves over his shoulders and needed a moment to admire his chest
            with her eyes. It was so broad and smooth with defined muscles and his tawny, warm skin. She skimmed her fingers across from
            one collarbone to another. “You’re stunning. You know that, don’t you?”
         

         
         “Not half as stunning as you.”

         
         It was his turn to deal with buttons, and he did, his nimble fingers scrambling through the ones on her dress, as he set his attention on her neck, kissing it with an open mouth and eager tongue. Piper wasn’t sure she’d last very long if he kept doing that. And to think he hadn’t really touched her. Not yet. She shrugged the dress from her shoulders and let it drop to the floor. And there she was, standing
            in front of him in bra and panties. She felt naked, and thankful that although she only had a few extra-nice underpinnings
            with her, she’d thought to wear them. Otherwise, it was a moment she struggled to wrap her brain around as his eyes raked
            up and down the length of her body. She’d admired him from afar for years. She’d even had a few fantasies about him. And here
            he was, taking off her clothes in the bedroom of his London home.
         

         
         He took her hand and led her to the bed. “Here. Get comfortable.”

         
         Piper sat on the edge, then scooted back on her butt to the middle, feeling the crisp white duvet beneath her legs. “You have
            a race coming up. Isn’t there a thing about athletes and not having sex before big competitions?”
         

         
         He unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, then dispatched them quickly. Even in his black boxer briefs, she could see how hard
            he was for her. It made her head swim with the possibilities. “Honestly, I think it works in the reverse for a Formula One
            driver. I need to be as calm as humanly possible over the next few days.” He planted a knee on the mattress then put his full
            body weight on top of her. “And I will be very calm as soon as I have fucked you.”
         

         
         Piper spread her legs and let him settle against her center. She was so hot for him she waited to spontaneously combust when the rigid length of his cock began to build friction against her clit. She still had her panties on—what in the world was going to happen when she didn’t? He kissed her with pure and utter abandonment, like a man who hadn’t had a meal in ages and had just sat down to a buffet. She had a similar feeling deep inside—this was the culmination of every accidental embrace, brush of the hands and stolen glance. There had been a whole boatload of those during dinner. She’d earned this. And she wanted it right now. 

         
         With one hand on the mattress, he raised his torso and used his other hand to curl under her bra strap, tugging it down her
            arm, then he settled beside her and ran his finger along the lacy edge of her bra before pulling down the cup. He’d gone from
            pursuing to playing, driving her wild with anticipation. He answered the question quickly by putting his finger in her mouth,
            letting her suck on it, then taking that same finger and touching the very end of her nipple lightly, rolling in small circles.
            The reverberations pinged all over her body, in one hundred places she hadn’t thought about in forever, but mostly it all
            went straight to her clit. She wanted him so badly to touch her there. She wanted so badly for him to be inside her.
         

         
         As if he’d heard her silent wish, he skimmed his hand down her stomach and slipped his fingers into the front of her panties.
            He had no problem going straight for that tight and brilliant bundle of nerves, rubbing in careful circles. Piper arched her
            back if only to get him to do it harder. Faster. Meanwhile, the pressure built so quickly in her body she didn’t think she
            could take it much longer. She was going to come. And she wasn’t ready.
         

         
         With a bit of force, she rolled him to his back, then she hopped off the bed, reached behind and unhooked her bra, which had
            settled around her waist. She flung it across the room, then wiggled her panties past her hips.
         

         
         “I like this side of you.” He grinned. “Taking initiative.”

         
         “I’m normally polite to a fault. But clothes were getting in the way.”

         
         “I agree completely.”

         
         She curled her fingers under the waist of his boxer briefs, then tugged them past his hips. His erection sprang free and she’d never felt so thankful for the rewards of the universe than at that very moment. He was fucking magnificent. Every inch of him so perfect it boggled the mind. And for as long as she could manage it, he was going to be all hers. 

         
         She descended upon him, wrapping her fingers around his hard cock and stroking from base to tip, running her thumb over the
            head with every pass. He propped himself up onto his elbows and watched with eyes that were only half-open. It felt so good
            to know she could please him. She questioned herself all the time, but this? Oh, yeah. She could do this. As well as a few
            other things that might blow his mind.
         

         
         She climbed up onto the bed, then with her hand wrapped around his length, she slowly guided his cock into her mouth. She
            took her time, forceful with her lips and tongue, then gentler, doing her best to deduce what made him happiest. Honestly,
            he seemed to enjoy all of it, digging his fingers into her hair and moaning softly. She just kept going until eventually he
            slipped his hand beneath her chin and curled up at the waist, then urged her mouth to his. He rolled her to her back and kissed
            her deeply, his cock rubbing hard against her center and again driving her close to her peak.
         

         
         “Do you have a condom?” she asked. “Because I do not.” Of course she didn’t. The one thing she’d been certain would not happen in Europe was sex.
         

         
         “I do. In my bathroom.”

         
         Piper cast a wistful gaze upon him as she watched him walk away and disappear into the bathroom. A moment later, he returned,
            ready to go.
         

         
         Piper wasn’t quite sure where she should go or what she should do next, but Emilio took charge, spreading out on the bed on his back, then inviting her with a curl of his finger. She climbed over and straddled him, then slowly sank down as he guided himself inside. Her eyes fluttered shut as she struggled to grasp the moment and what this all meant. He felt so good—again, that damn word—perfect—kept creeping into her consciousness.
         

         
         “You are so sexy,” he muttered to her. It was enough praise to make her open her eyes, and she caught him drinking in the
            vision of her. It was such a turn-on to have that much appreciation leveled in her direction. It had been a damn long time.
            Hold on—she wasn’t sure if this had ever happened before. Not like this.
         

         
         “You feel amazing.” She rode his cock, up and down, with her hands pressed against the rock-hard plane of his lower abs. The
            pressure coiled in her belly, making her thighs clench tight. She was close, but she needed more. Just a little help to reach
            the pinnacle. “Emilio. Will you rub my clit? It’s hard for me to come this way.”
         

         
         “Anything you want. Reach back. Put your hands behind you. On my legs.”

         
         She did as he asked, placing her palms on the tops of his thighs. He reached down and found her center with his thumb, then
            rubbed in firm circles. Between that and the pressure of his cock on her G-spot, it only took a few more thrusts before she
            came so hard it took a few seconds to remember how to breathe. Her internal muscles kept flexing and grabbing on him, then
            Emilio gave way, too, calling out. A few seconds later, she heaved herself forward and collapsed on his chest. He was still
            inside her, and she wanted to keep it that way for a while. She nestled her face into his neck.
         

         
         “That was so amazing.” She’d have to think of a better word, but later. Right now, her mind was nothing but a hazy and delightful
            jumble of colors and sensations.
         

         
         “It was so amazing,” he said. “Come here. Let me kiss you.” He flattened both hands against the sides of her head and brought her mouth to his for the longest, deepest, sexiest kiss she had ever experienced. “Thank you for that. It was wonderful. I’m going to get cleaned up. Then I should probably get some sleep. We leave for Spain early tomorrow.” He got up from the bed and started for the bathroom. God, she loved watching his ass in motion. 

         
         “Is it better if I sleep in my room? I know how important it is you get your rest.”

         
         He turned back to her with one hand on the frame of the bathroom door. “I didn’t get to sleep next to you last night. I’m
            not going to miss out on that chance again.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eleven

         
         “I wish you’d let me drive for just a little bit. This is such a cool car.” Piper smoothed her hand across the dashboard of
            the red convertible Emilio had rented for the drive to his grandmother’s. Gus, who was sitting in the tiny back seat, gave
            her cheek a peck with his nose.
         

         
         “No way. Not after you confessed to Xander you’ve had so many speeding tickets.”

         
         Piper wished she hadn’t been so honest. “Who’s going to pull me over? There’s nobody around.” Piper soaked up the view as Emilio took the roller-coaster hills and many sweeping curves with precision. The countryside all around them was a sea of deep green, with craggy bits of terra-cotta earth dotting the landscape while an ocean-blue sky hung overhead with the wispiest white clouds. It was like being in a movie. Piper really wanted to drive. She wanted to do everything. Last night with Emilio had ignited something inside her. “Nothing bad will happen. We haven’t seen another car for at least fifteen minutes.” 

         
         “I would like to live to see my abuela, thank you very much. Luckily for me, we’re here.” He turned onto a long, winding driveway
            and the house came into view—a rustic villa with a red clay roof and golden stucco exterior atop a hill.
         

         
         “It’s so beautiful.” So stunning, Piper set aside her sore feelings about not being able to drive.

         
         “My grandparents have lived here my whole life. Well, now just my grandmother. My grandfather passed away when I was a teenager.
            His name was Gustavo.”
         

         
         Piper gasped. “Is that how Gus got his name?”

         
         “It is.”

         
         “Is that a vineyard? Is that part of her property, too?”

         
         “Yes. My grandmother runs a small winery. Most of it doesn’t leave the country. And she also grows olives for olive oil.”
            Emilio pulled up to the house and killed the engine. “Huh. I don’t see my mother’s car. I thought she’d be here.”
         

         
         “Your mom?” It put Piper on edge to know she’d be under more familial scrutiny, but she realized that after last night, anything
            could happen when she was with Emilio. It was best to go with it and embrace the adventure.
         

         
         “She always comes to see her mother before this race.”

         
         Piper’s phone beeped with a text. It was Gabby. “My sister. I guess the bridesmaid’s dresses are ready. Not sure why she felt
            the need to tell me. I’ll just text her okay.” When she looked up, Emilio was close.
         

         
         He swiped off his sunglasses. Late-morning sun showed off every unbelievable feature—his warm but piercing eyes, his straight
            nose, his unbelievable lips. “What does your dress look like?”
         

         
         “It’s blue. Navy. Off the shoulder and long.”

         
         He reached for a lock of her hair and twisted it in his fingers. “Blue brings out blue. I’m sure it’ll make your eyes look amazing.” 

         
         Heat rose in Piper’s cheeks like she’d just stuffed her head into an oven. They’d agreed last night hadn’t meant anything,
            but this didn’t feel like nothing. It felt like sex was still very much on the table. She’d hoped that might be true, but
            she didn’t want to assume. “You noticed the color of my eyes?”
         

         
         “They’re practically screaming, ‘look at me.’ ”

         
         She didn’t bother fighting the smile that seemed destined to spread across her face. “Coming from someone who has the prettiest
            eyes I think I’ve ever seen, I’ll take that as a compliment.”
         

         
         He leaned in closer and gave her a quick kiss. “Good. I should hope so.”

         
         From the back seat of the car, Gus barked, then hopped out and ran past them, making a beeline for the house.

         
         “Looks like Gus is ready to see his abuela.”

         
         Just then, the front door opened and out stepped a woman who bore only a slight resemblance to Emilio. Emilio’s grandmother
            wasn’t what Piper had imagined, dressed in a gauzy white peasant top with black embroidery and a pair of wide-leg jeans. Her
            dark hair fell past her shoulders with a striking and very chic gray streak on one side. Her bare feet were tan, with an edgy
            dark purple on her toenails. Piper adored her style.
         

         
         Although it was hard to study when Gus was practically licking her to death.

         
         “Gus! No!” Emilio yelled.

         
         “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Emilio’s grandmother said. “Te amo, Gus. I love you, too.”

         
         Gus calmed down, but his tail was going fifty miles an hour.

         
         “I’m sorry. He still acts like a puppy sometimes,” Emilio said.

         
         “Milio,” she said, stepping down to the bottom step of the short staircase. “Finally, you are here, and we can have a cocktail.”

         
         “It’s not even lunchtime.” Emilio kissed her cheek.

         
         “But we have a guest. And guests are always more fun if we have a cocktail.”

         
         Piper approached, already enamored. “Hi. I’m Piper.”

         
         “Piper, this is my abuela, Ximena,” Emilio said.

         
         She smiled warmly. “Call me Mama Ximena.”

         
         “It’s so nice to meet you, Mama Ximena.”

         
         “Your pronunciation is quite good,” she replied.

         
         “Four years of high school Spanish. I can ask where the bathroom is, and the library, but I’m afraid that’s about it.”

         
         Ximena brushed it aside with a wave of her hand. “No worries. My husband and I were both academics. My English is top-notch.”
            She looked at Emilio with nothing less than pure love in her eyes. “Come. Upstairs. I have your rooms ready.”
         

         
         Emilio grabbed their suitcases, and he and Piper followed through a grand central hall with dark wide-plank wood floors and
            wood beams overhead. Colorful artwork hung from the walls.
         

         
         Piper walked slowly, admiring them. “These paintings are unbelievable. So beautiful.”

         
         “Abuela was an art history professor. She’s met many famous artists over the years.”

         
         “I thought you said she had a winery and grew olives.”

         
         Ximena smiled. “That’s just the property’s way of paying its way.”

         
         Upstairs, Ximena led them to two doors at the very end of the hall. “Milio, you are in your usual room. Piper, you are across
            the hall.”
         

         
         “Where’s Mom staying?”

         
         “She’s not coming. She and Rico are having a little getaway.”

         
         “Rico? Who’s Rico?”

         
         Surprise crossed Ximena’s face. “You don’t know?”

         
         Emilio looked at Piper like she might know something, but she was just as much in the dark as he was. “No. I do not.”

         
         “Well, I suppose you could call him her boyfriend. She hasn’t told me much, and I haven’t met him. I do know he’s much younger
            than her.”
         

         
         Emilio just shook his head, but Piper thought she could see trails of steam coming out of his ears. “The divorce isn’t even
            final.”
         

         
         Ximena put her arm around Emilio. “I think you need to be a little easier on your mother. She’s trying to find herself. After
            years of being a wife and your mother, she has a whole new identity. She’s a single woman and nearly sixty. That’s not easy.”
         

         
         Piper could relate. Having gone from being someone’s fiancée to being nobody’s anything had been a big adjustment. Funny how
            easy it was to attach so much meaning to a label. It could change in the blink of an eye.
         

         
         Emilio grumbled and relaxed his shoulders. “I suppose that’s true.”

         
         “Perhaps she’ll find love. Or perhaps she’ll simply find a good time.”

         
         “I do not want to think about that.”

         
         “Selfishly, I’m glad she isn’t coming. I’d like to have you and Piper to myself. We’ll have much more fun.”

         
         Emilio glanced at Piper with a mischievous glint in his eye. “That’s true.”

         
         “Let me take Gus downstairs for some water and a snack,” Ximena said.

         
         “No jamón,” Emilio insisted. “It’s not good for his belly.”

         
         “What falls off the counter is not my problem,” Ximena said. “But I will do my best.” She turned and started down the hall
            with Gus at her heel.
         

         
         “She’s going to feed him ham, isn’t she?” Piper asked.

         
         “Definitely. I’m guessing the next time we see him, he’ll be drunk off it.” Emilio laughed quietly and shook his head, then looked at the door to his room. “You could stay in here if you wanted to.” 

         
         “Um, no. I can’t. Your grandmother said this is my room. And she’ll know something is up if I don’t stay in here.”

         
         “Well, something is up, isn’t it?”
         

         
         Piper didn’t love having to define what was going on between them, but she did have strong feelings about what was and was
            not appropriate for this setting. “Yes. It is. But nothing can happen at your grandmother’s house. It doesn’t seem right.
            I don’t want to be disrespectful.”
         

         
         He hesitated, then smiled. “I appreciate your manners. I’m sure my abuela will, too.”

         
         She felt good about having made a stand, even if it meant she’d be sleeping alone tonight. “Thank you. I’m going to check
            out my room, stow my stuff and get freshened up.”
         

         
         Piper stepped into her room, immediately drawn to the view from her window. Piper had never had a case of wanderlust. She’d
            always been the epitome of a homebody, but she could admit she could get used to this—traveling to new locales, seeing new
            sights and having new experiences.
         

         
         More than anything, she was proud of herself for having said yes to this job. For allowing her world to open up. After her
            engagement was broken off, it felt like her future had narrowed to a very dark point. Moving back home brought her a rung
            even lower. There had been days when she felt like she couldn’t see five feet in front of her face, let alone imagine herself
            five years down the road. And it wasn’t that she was necessarily seeing everything more clearly now, but rather that her eyes
            were open to possibilities.
         

         
         “Knock, knock.” Emilio’s voice came from behind her.

         
         She turned as he stepped into her room. She hadn’t yet noticed the lovely accommodations—the beautiful white embroidered coverlet on the wrought-iron bed and the carved wood wardrobe in the corner and an adorable painted turquoise writing desk on the far wall. It was about as romantic a room as Piper could imagine. And seeing Emilio in it was giving her all sorts of feelings—tingling and whatnot. Sensations across her skin—up her belly and along the chain of her spine. It wouldn’t take much to just close the door and grab him and fall back onto that beautiful bed. Unbutton his shirt and spread her hands across his glorious chest—the skin she’d touched last night. Kiss his unforgettable lips. Get lost in one of the sexiest men on the planet. 

         
         But his grandmother was right downstairs. Time and place, Piper. Time and place.

         
         “Got everything you need?” he asked.

         
         “For the moment. Yes.”

         
         

         By the time Emilio and Piper arrived back downstairs, his grandmother was busy working on lunch, la comida, the largest meal
            of the day. Judging by the heady aromas coming from the kitchen, they were in for quite a treat. Emilio had purposely skipped
            breakfast that morning. He knew his abuela would feed them until they couldn’t eat another bite. And he would enjoy every
            minute of it.
         

         
         “What can I do to help?” Emilio asked, noticing Gus sitting right next to the counter, watching every move his abuela made.
            Like it was his job.
         

         
         “Me, too. I want to help,” Piper offered. “Emilio hardly let me help him at all when he made your arroz con pollo last night.”

         
         His abuela slid him a look. “You’re cooking for Piper?”

         
         He knew exactly what that tone meant—she was curious if romance was in the air. Emilio loved to cook, but he didn’t do it often. It was no big shock she was surprised. “We had friends over.” 

         
         “Wonderful.” She pointed to a sheet pan and a cutting board with prepped ingredients on the kitchen counter. “If you want
            to help, you two can take the eggplant and bread outside to toast. The fire should be ready.”
         

         
         “We’re on it.” Emilio took the pan and Piper the cutting board, and they walked out through the French door and onto the flagstone
            patio. At the far end was a fire pit where his grandmother had a cooking grate set up. “We’ll grill eggplant first. The bread
            will only take a minute.” He placed the sliced baby vegetables on the grate, then poked the logs to control the heat.
         

         
         “That’s a big fire for lunch.”

         
         “She’ll let the coals smolder, then we’ll probably come out here tonight and rebuild it. Drink wine. It’s her favorite thing
            to do.”
         

         
         “It sounds like the perfect end to the day.” Piper pointed to the cutting board, where slices of crusty bread for pan con
            tomate sat. “I’ve never grilled bread before.”
         

         
         “Then you haven’t lived.”

         
         “You’re probably not wrong.” Piper took a few steps to the edge of the patio and looked out over the grounds. “You don’t get
            this view in Florida. It’s amazing.” She turned back to him and the breeze blew her hair across her face. An effortless grin
            bloomed on her face. She was breathtaking. And he was so glad he’d brought her here. His grandmother’s house was a special
            place, and how he loved experiencing it through Piper’s eyes.
         

         
         He glanced over his shoulder to see if his grandmother was looking, then wrapped his arms around Piper’s waist. “I’m glad
            you were open to coming here. I realize it’s outside the scope of your duties.” He pulled her closer and kissed her softly.
         

         
         When he pulled back, her eyes remained closed for a moment, a sweet smile on her face. “I feel lucky to be here. Thank you
            for bringing me.”
         

         
         His days with Piper were numbered. He felt the need to squeeze in as much as he could. “You’re more than welcome.”

         
         After performing their cooking duties, Emilio and Piper helped set one end of the long dining table outside. It sat beneath
            the generous shade of a cork oak tree that was likely over one hundred years old. “My great-grandfather built this table from
            a tree on this property.” He ran his hands over the well-worn wood. It was somehow soft and solid at the same time. “I think
            about that every time I eat out here. The history.”
         

         
         “That is so cool.”

         
         “When my grandfather was still alive and I was young, I came to stay with them for two weeks every summer. I have so many
            memories of being at this table and stuffing my face with my abuela’s cooking. Or I’d sit here with my grandfather and play
            checkers.”
         

         
         “An adorable image.” An extra-wide smile crossed her lips. “There’s just something about summer, isn’t there? I have a zillion
            memories of spending those weeks with my sisters, goofing around, playing games and eating cheap grocery store popsicles.
            Getting in trouble.” She looked down at the ground for a moment, then back up at Emilio. “You know, I complain about my sister
            because of the wedding, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. Gabby’s probably my best friend.”
         

         
         That made Emilio’s stomach twist. If true, Piper’s best friend was causing her pain.

         
         “Aside from a few hundred dogs,” Piper added.

         
         Emilio laughed. “Of course.”

         
         “But seriously, she’s a good egg. My other sister Meghan is, too. But Gabby and I are only a year apart in age and she has always been there for me. Those first few months after my engagement was broken, I was an absolute mess. She’d come over to my place or invite me to hers and she’d listen to me for hours, sobbing and rehashing every little thing. There’s no way it was easy for her. She was dating my ex’s best friend. But she listened and she held me while I cried. She got me through it in a way no one else could.” 

         
         The thought of Piper being in misery was unthinkable. He’d only ever seen her happy. “You must have really loved him.”

         
         “I definitely thought I did. But now that I look back at it, I’m not sure. I think I loved the way I was when I was with him.
            He needed me in a way no one ever had before. That felt good.” She sighed. “In the end, it didn’t matter. He loved someone
            else.”
         

         
         The story broke Emilio’s heart in a way he couldn’t explain. She was such an incredible person, he wanted to absorb some of
            her pain, even though he knew that wasn’t possible. “I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         “I’m sure your breakup with Victoria was similar. You were together for a couple of years, weren’t you?”

         
         “We were.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. His shoulders drew tight. “But don’t judge the strength of a relationship
            by how long it lasted. We should have broken up before that. I should have broken up with her. But I didn’t.”
         

         
         Piper’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “Did something happen?”

         
         He shook his head. “Aside from the fact that I didn’t open my eyes, no. The truth is, she set her sights on me from the moment
            we met, and I just went with it. It was easy. She’s practically royalty in F1 because of her dad, so of course I was interested.
            It was exciting to get pulled into her orbit.”
         

         
         “And she’s stunningly beautiful with an unbelievable bod. And she fundraises for a bunch of charities. I get the appeal.”

         
         “She is all those things. But I didn’t love her. And I knew it, but I couldn’t be honest with myself. She eventually figured
            it out and had the courage to make the break. In some ways, I owe her a debt of gratitude, even if it made me second-guess
            a lot about myself.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “She told me she wasn’t sure I was capable of love. All I truly cared about was racing and Gus.”

         
         “But that’s love. I’ve seen that in you. You are more than capable of love.” She turned and pointed at the house. “And don’t forget your
            grandmother. The instant we got here, I could see how much you love her. I could feel it.” She placed her hand on his chest,
            right where his heart was.
         

         
         “That’s not romantic love. Of course. It’s different.”

         
         She smirked. “I don’t really believe in that.”

         
         “Romantic love?”

         
         “Different kinds of love. Love is like air. It’s around us. It’s in us. And either we tap into it with another person or an animal or a song or a piece of art or something we feel drawn to,
            or we don’t.”
         

         
         “Or a dog. Don’t forget dogs.”

         
         “Of course, dogs. That goes without saying. Also, cats, rabbits, other rodents. All pets. And then of course there are wild
            animals.”
         

         
         Emilio laughed. “Right.”

         
         “I’m just saying it’s a connection. A connection that’s not always easy to explain. So, when people go around slapping labels on it, like romantic love, I don’t really buy it. I think love is love. It grows. And sometimes it shrinks. Sometimes it goes away completely. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. And it doesn’t mean we won’t find it again.” 

         
         Emilio wasn’t sure he remembered how to breathe. Her words tumbled around in his head, and at least a few of them worked their
            way into his heart. Piper was a treasure. “How’d you get to be so smart?”
         

         
         “Public school? Amazing parents? That’s all it is. And books. I do love to read.”

         
         Emilio’s abuela stepped into the doorway at the back of the house with a massive platter of food. “It’s time to eat.”

         
         Emilio rushed over. “Let me help.”

         
         The three of them sat down to eat while Gus circled the table like an adorable shark at feeding time, trying to ascertain
            where he might get the most food. His grandmother said a blessing, then opened a bottle of red wine and had Emilio fill the
            glasses. They began the meal with pan con tomate, featuring the crusty grilled bread. His grandmother rubbed it with a cut
            clove of garlic and fresh tomato, then finished with olive oil and salt. So simple and always one of Emilio’s favorites. The
            second course was the grilled eggplant, served with a tangy fresh herb-and-lemon vinaigrette. Then came seafood paella, followed
            by roast pork. Piper raved about every bite, as did Emilio. How could they not? His grandmother’s cooking was better than
            anything he’d ever had in a restaurant, and he’d dined all over the world. His grandmother snuck bites of food to Gus under
            the table. Emilio decided against saying something. It was better to let Gus have his perfect day.
         

         
         “How do you eat all this and not immediately slip into a coma?” Piper slumped back in her chair.

         
         “Ah. You will need a siesta,” Ximena answered. “Or an espresso. Either works.”

         
         Emilio rubbed his belly as pure satisfaction washed over him. It was more than happiness; it was contentment, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in so long he’d forgotten how magnificent it could be. There he was, shaded from the Spanish sun by a beautiful old tree, with the breeze lazing over his skin, and his beloved dog, drunk off pork, curled up at his feet. Two incredible women sat opposite him at this table his grandfather had built with his own two hands. Emilio had known and loved one of these women for his entire life. The other had magically walked into his world when he was as low as could be. He couldn’t help but notice that every day since then had been better. Today was as close as it might ever get to perfection. And he wanted to hold on to it forever. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Twelve

         
         Piper did eventually give in to a siesta, and Gus joined her, but Emilio stayed downstairs for some quality time with his
            grandmother. Not that he didn’t want to sneak upstairs and give in to a few carnal instincts with Piper. He did. But Piper
            had been clear she didn’t like the idea, and he was going to abide by that.
         

         
         “Are you feeling better about your season after Imola?” His grandmother wrote down the score for the most recent hand of their
            card game. She was currently kicking his ass at gin rummy.
         

         
         “You watched?” He shuffled the cards and dealt them.

         
         She pursed her lips as she arranged her hand. “You know I never watch it live. I make sure you are okay, and then I watch
            the race. It makes me too nervous.”
         

         
         He found it charming, but he also didn’t want her to worry about him so much. “F1 is much safer now. The last death of a driver
            was over ten years ago.”
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter. It’s still possible. That makes me sick to my stomach.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” Emilio hardly ever thought about it. He was too busy chasing faster lap times and podiums to worry about the danger. 

         
         “You risk your life every time you get in the car.” She put a card facedown on the discard pile. “Gin.” She laid out her hand
            on the table.
         

         
         “I risked my life asking you to play this game.”

         
         Gus galloped into the kitchen, followed by Piper at a more leisurely pace.

         
         “You’re up,” Emilio said, unable not to notice how adorable Piper looked. He’d experienced her well-rested face that morning
            when he’d rolled over to see her lying next to him, looking truly angelic. “Just in time. You can save me from the family
            card shark.”
         

         
         His grandmother turned to Piper. “It’s years of playing. Nothing a little practice can’t do.” She showed Gus some affection
            with a scratch behind his ears. “Now, who’s ready to open a bottle of wine? My grandson is only here until early tomorrow.
            I want to squeeze every moment of fun out of this visit.”
         

         
         One bottle of wine in the kitchen led to a second out on the patio, with the sun dipping down to the horizon and conversation
            flowing. Emilio found a great deal of amusement in watching Piper and his grandmother fall into sync as each new glass of
            wine made it a little easier.
         

         
         “Emilio told me you like to bake,” his grandmother said.

         
         Emilio was simply watching. Taking it all in. He’d switched to water. He needed to stay hydrated for the race weekend ahead.

         
         “Nothing fancy. I bake dog treats. Did he tell you that part?” Piper replied.

         
         “He said they’re very good. He said Gus loves them.”

         
         “Gus also loves drinking out of mud puddles, so he might not be the best judge.”

         
         “What about the dogs in the neighborhood?” Emilio interjected. “That’s how you make your dog friends, so you know they’re
            great.”
         

         
         Piper nodded. “You’re right. My target audience enjoys them.”

         
         “I think they’re better than good,” Emilio added. “They’re fantastic.”

         
         “Are we talking about something else here? Did I miss something?” Piper slid a glance in his direction, her eyes more difficult
            to read now the sun had almost set and the only light was from the licks of flame from the fire. Damn if she wasn’t beautiful.
            Dammit if he didn’t look at her and see someone he wanted more time with.
         

         
         “I told him you should do something with them. Start a company,” his abuela said.

         
         “I tried selling them at my local farmers’ market. They did okay, but that was two years ago.” She glanced at Emilio. “A few
            things happened, and the venture got disrupted. I haven’t picked it back up.”
         

         
         “So start again,” his grandmother pressed.

         
         “Piper, I want to point out this is coming from a woman who is a winemaker and presses her own olive oil and was an art history
            professor.”
         

         
         “I was also an expert bartender when I was young, and I know how to bind books. What’s your point?”

         
         A breathy laugh left Emilio’s lips. His grandmother did have her fiery moments.

         
         “I only think you could be more, Piper.” His abuela tilted her head to one side, nodding slowly. “I see a spark in you. My
            question is, do you have a dream?”
         

         
         “No one has ever asked me that.” Piper sat back in her chair and stuck out her lower lip. “I don’t know. I love my job. I have an amazing family. Do I need aspirations that go beyond simply having a happy life?” 

         
         Emilio took a beat. The answer to her question was no, but he’d never taken the time to think about it. Not everyone had to
            have lofty dreams. Some dreams were smaller than others and that was okay. But he lived in a world where achievements were
            larger than life and big dreams were the things that made them happen. Maybe he’d lost sight of the little things because
            he’d been so focused on things that made headlines.
         

         
         “Actually, I take that back.” Piper sat up a little straighter. “I have a dream of living in a nicer place. Where I can have
            my own dog. Or three.” She laughed as she peered into the fire. “I do dream of not struggling. So maybe I should try to expand
            the dog treats business. Maybe that’s my chance to earn a better living. Unfortunately, I have no clue where to start.”
         

         
         The earnestness in her voice and on her face made Emilio’s chest feel tight. “Lean into what makes you unique. They’re all-natural,
            healthy dog treats,” Emilio said. “It would be a woman-run company. Those are selling points. I think it would do well. I
            think you would do well.” It wasn’t so much about the dog treats as it was about wanting Piper to see more in herself. She’d told him
            of her struggles, and he wanted to help her find a way out of it.
         

         
         “I don’t know anyone in the industry,” Piper said. “I have zero connections.”

         
         “Maybe we don’t need connections. I could bankroll the whole thing.”

         
         A nervous laugh escaped Piper’s lips. “Now you’re being ridiculous.”

         
         “Am I?” Emilio countered.

         
         A few moments of silence played out, during which Emilio dared to confront Piper with his eyes. He wanted her to know how serious he was. She’d helped make his life better. He wanted to do the same for her. 

         
         “I’m afraid I must go to bed.” His grandmother rose from her chair. “Thank you both for a lovely day. It was so nice having
            you here.”
         

         
         Emilio stood to give her a hug. “I’m so glad we could come visit. Te amo.”

         
         “She’s wonderful. I approve,” she muttered into his ear.

         
         Of course, with Piper within earshot, Emilio couldn’t say a thing. He couldn’t point out there was nothing to approve of—he
            and Piper were friends. Boss and employee. Only twenty-four hours into being lovers and she was leaving soon.
         

         
         “Good night, Mama Ximena.” Piper hugged his grandmother. “You’ve been such an incredible host. Today has been like something
            out of a movie.”
         

         
         “You’re welcome anytime, Piper. I’ll see you both in the morning. Bright and early, right?”

         
         “Yes,” Emilio answered. “We need to leave by seven at the latest.”

         
         “All right, then.” As his grandmother sidled past him, she slid Emilio another look. Another “get your act together, Emilio”
            look.
         

         
         Piper wrapped her arms around herself, looking up at the house and smiling. “She’s amazing. No wonder she means so much to
            you.”
         

         
         “She always told me being a grandparent was easy. You just love and love, without having to worry about the serious things.”

         
         Piper turned to him. “She worries about you. She told me so when you were inside getting Gus his dinner.”

         
         “I know. She worries about the driving.”

         
         “Actually, she said she worries because she knows how difficult the last year has been for you.”

         
         “We all have challenges.”

         
         “Of course, but you’ve really been through it. I’m so sorry.”

         
         “You’ve had similar loss.”

         
         Piper shook her head. “Loss isn’t comparable. It’s different for everyone, and the way it affects us is different, too. All
            I’m saying is that if you were feeling a bit lost or like your foundation had been shaken, it’s completely understandable.”
         

         
         Piper had such a way of cutting to the core of things. “Do you feel like your foundation was shaken?”

         
         She nodded. “I do. But I’m better now.”

         
         “Good. I am, too.”

         
         “I was doing okay before I took this job, but being away from Florida has helped me see things more clearly. Maybe I just
            needed a break from the impending wedding.”
         

         
         “Maybe. Let me put out the fire before we head up.” He retrieved a shovel leaning against the house, then scooped some sand
            onto the fires. It made him melancholy to see the flames snuffed. This perfect day was coming to a close. Tomorrow, he’d be
            back to work. Still, he was excited about that. He hoped to continue his positive momentum.
         

         
         He and Piper made their way upstairs, stopping when they were outside their respective rooms. Piper’s door was open, so she
            peered inside. “Looks like Gus decided to sleep in my room tonight.”
         

         
         He goes where he’s most comfortable. He leaned closer and took her hand. “You were right to say we shouldn’t sleep in the same room. If we did, I would only
            want to make love to you. These beds are old as sin. The squeak would be noticeable.”
         

         
         A warm and sexy smile crossed her lips. “I’ll take a rain check.”

         
         He reined her in with his arms. Being this close to her and not having her was agonizing, but they’d have privacy once they got to Barcelona. She raised her lips to his and delivered a kiss that put his whole body on notice. He wanted it to go on forever. “Good night, Piper. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

         
         “Yes. See you then.”

         
         

         The sun was just beginning to stream through the sheer curtains of Piper’s room when she heard a nearly imperceptible creak
            of door hinges. “Gus. You came back,” she said softly. She’d taken him out to pee around 4:30 and he’d curled up on the kitchen
            floor, presumably to wait for jamón. She’d left her door ajar in anticipation of his return.
         

         
         “It’s not Gus,” Emilio answered with a voice rich and husky.

         
         She rolled over to see him silently close her door, dressed only in dark gray boxer briefs. It was too early in the morning
            for that much sexiness—the sight of his naked chest was enough to make her swoon. “What are you doing?” she whispered.
         

         
         “Shh.” He held his finger to his lips and carefully slipped under the covers next to her.

         
         A ribbon of excitement fluttered in her belly. It was her body’s natural response to him. She’d been disappointed not to stay
            with him last night, but fun times had to wait in the name of decorum. “The bed. The squeak.”
         

         
         He scooted closer, prompting the metallic sound. She silently bugged her eyes at him. He rolled his in return.

         
         “It’s your rain check,” he whispered.

         
         “Your grandmother is awake. I smell coffee.”

         
         “We aren’t going to make that kind of noise. Roll over. Away from me.”

         
         Piper wasn’t sure what she was in for, but something told her she’d be a complete idiot to say no. She did as he asked, being
            very careful not to make any sounds.
         

         
         A heartbeat later, he swept her hair aside, his chest pressed against her back, and she felt a soft and gentle touch at the nape of her neck. It was barely perceptible. So much so she would have questioned whether she was imagining it if Emilio wasn’t already in bed with her. Then the touch moved lower, and she realized it was his lips. There was warmth from his breath. Tingling from the slightest brush of his tongue. Her nerve endings bubbled to life. Anticipation turned every inhale to a shudder. Electricity zipped beneath her skin. The kisses became more firm . . . and she couldn’t help it . . . she quietly hummed her approval. She arched her back. Whatever Emilio was starting right now, she approved. 

         
         His warm body pressed into her. Her ass. The backs of her thighs. Emilio. His fingers started at her shoulder then ran down to her elbow, back and forth, light as air, just like the first kisses
            on her neck. Piper’s eyes drifted shut, then fluttered with the sensation.
         

         
         “Is this okay?” he whispered into her ear.

         
         “Mmm-hmm” was all she could manage, her mind running wild with where this was going. She pressed back against his chest, and
            his hand slipped beneath her cami at her hip, then slid up along her stomach until he reached her breast.
         

         
         “I hated not being able to touch you last night.” His voice was quiet, but rough, delivered right into her ear.

         
         “Me, too.” She was a huge fan of Grandma’s house, but she was really looking forward to the motorhome stay for the race, where
            they could be alone. And at least a little bit loud.
         

         
         He rubbed delicate circles against the very tip of her nipple, around and around, while he pressed his erection against her
            ass. Then he kissed the side of her neck, his mouth wet and hot. Heaven didn’t begin to describe it—she’d passed beyond to some higher plane of existence. Tension coiled tightly in her thighs. She thought she might come from this alone . . . Then he moved his hand down her stomach and into the front of her panties. 

         
         “I thought about you last night,” he whispered, his voice so low and quiet it was more a vibration than a sound.

         
         She found it hard to swallow. “You did?”

         
         He slipped his fingers between her folds, then back up to her clit, rubbing it in perfect circles. Over and over again. “I
            thought about everything we get to do when we’re alone again.”
         

         
         She could hardly believe what he was saying. That he was fantasizing about her. Her breath caught in her throat. “Oh.”

         
         “Do you like that idea?” he asked, straight into her ear.

         
         “Yes,” she managed, her breaths getting shorter and shorter with every pass of his fingers. The pressure was immense, twisted
            tight between her legs, gripping her thighs. And then it unraveled, and she came with so much force she had to clamp her lips
            shut to keep from screaming.
         

         
         Emilio slowed his touch, kissing the side of her face and her neck, and humming. “I love that sound you just made.”

         
         Meanwhile, Piper struggled for words. What was English, anyway, aside from her native language? Just a bunch of symbols thrown
            together to make sounds. That was how little her brain was working right now. The orgasm had been that intense.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Emilio laughed quietly, then kissed her neck.

         
         She nodded, then rolled over and delivered a real kiss, straight to his perfect lips. His stubble scratched at her chin and
            cheeks. “I’m amazing. That was incredible. And it’s your turn now.”
         

         
         “Nope. I’m good.” He kissed her, then rolled away and climbed out of bed. “We need to get going. We should be on the road
            soon and I’d love to grab a cup of coffee downstairs.” He reached for the doorknob.
         

         
         “But your . . .” She pointed in the direction of his crotch.

         
         “Cock?”

         
         “You have a pretty serious erection. I could feel it against my ass when you were doing . . . whatever it was you just did.”

         
         He leaned against the doorframe for a second. “I made you come, Piper. And this isn’t a tit-for-tat situation. I’ll be fine.
            I’ll get in the shower, and it’ll go away.” He stepped back over to the bed and leaned down to kiss her. “All I wanted to
            do was make you happy.” In a flash, he slipped into the hall.
         

         
         Piper sat on the edge of the bed, her feet dangling a few inches above the floor. “Well, damn. That was hot.” As if Emilio
            needed to be any more amazing. He didn’t. But he’d gone ahead and done it anyway. She hadn’t felt this sexy or appreciated
            ever. It made her heart swell to twice its size.
         

         
         She followed Emilio’s cue and took a quick shower, putting her hair up in a bun. Judging by the strength of the sun outside,
            it was going to be another hot day, so she put on a tank top and a long flowing skirt and a pair of sneakers, then tossed
            her stuff into her bag and met Emilio downstairs.
         

         
         “Good morning, Mama Ximena,” she said to his grandmother, who stood at the stove. “Morning, Emilio.” Seated at the kitchen
            table, he delivered the most devilish grin. What had just happened upstairs was such a delicious secret between them. Her
            heart flipped in her chest at the thought.
         

         
         “Good morning, Piper,” Ximena said. “The coffeepot is half-full. The mugs are in the cabinet. Cream and sugar on the table.”

         
         “Thank you.” Piper helped herself to a cup.

         
         “Did you sleep well?” Ximena asked.

         
         For a moment, Piper had to wonder if Emilio’s grandmother had heard them. She prayed she hadn’t. “Best night’s sleep in a long time.” Except for perhaps the night after the first time she and Emilio had sex. She hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep that night, but the hours she did sneak in were especially deep. 

         
         “Wonderful. Breakfast is just about ready.”

         
         They sat down to a lovely breakfast of eggs baked in a delectable tomato sauce with toasted bread. Every bite was as delicious
            as everything they’d enjoyed yesterday. As soon as they were done eating, Emilio gathered the plates, brought them to the
            sink and started washing.
         

         
         “I’ve enjoyed my time with you, Piper,” Ximena said. “I hope you’ll come to see me when you return to Spain.”

         
         Return to Spain. Piper hadn’t taken the time to think about coming back to any of this new world she was experiencing. It had always seemed
            like it was a one-shot sort of deal. And deep in her gut, she felt that was true. She had to go back to Florida. She had to
            ultimately be with her family again. But every passing minute made it more difficult to imagine. “This is actually my first
            time outside the US. I guess you could say I’m a homebody.”
         

         
         Ximena smiled. “I’m glad my grandson can open up your world to so much more.”

         
         You can say that again.

         
         They took Gus outside for one last pee break, then they exchanged hugs with Ximena, climbed into the car and were soon on
            their way to the track. It would take them a little more than an hour. Piper didn’t know what the Spanish Grand Prix had in
            store for either of them, but she suspected things were about to get heated . . .
         

         
         She glanced over at Emilio as he drove. With sunglasses on and the wind blowing his hair back from his face, he was nothing short of perfect. His handsome profile was made so much better by the effortless smile now on his lips. Hot damn, she could still feel his incredible body pressed against her an hour ago in bed. That hadn’t been on her bingo card for the year. Or her life. She’d always been a big fan of her comfort zone, but she was learning that stepping outside it was the best thing she ever could have done. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Thirteen

         
         The first two days at the Spanish Grand Prix were an absolute blur. Emilio was busy with his regular workload, while Piper
            was consumed by Gus and his social media. For now, the rumors about them as a couple were barely simmering, but they hadn’t
            gone away completely. Because of that, he and Piper had agreed they’d keep some distance when at the track. Life would be
            simpler if they didn’t fan any flames. It didn’t bother either of them too much—they simply erased that space the second they
            were alone.
         

         
         Emilio hadn’t had this much sex in a long time. He wasn’t complaining. It was so good he woke up every morning feeling like he was walking on air. But it was more than that—he and Piper had fallen into sync. They enjoyed their time together, whether it was talking about his day on track or Gus’s latest antics, or they were simply occupying the same space while he was studying data and she was reading. Had he ever felt this relaxed for a race weekend? He wasn’t sure he had. That left him to wrestle with the realization that this feeling he had with Piper was what he’d always wanted in his personal life. Leave it to him to find that with someone who wouldn’t be around much longer. 

         
         “I’m going to take Gus out for a bit,” Emilio said to Piper, who was curled up on the couch in the motorhome, her nose in
            a book. Night had fallen and he needed a good night’s sleep before qualifying tomorrow. He hoped he could clear his head with
            a bit of fresh air. “Do you want to come with us?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         There it was—in sync. Emilio grabbed Gus’s leash, and they stepped out into the night air. It was warm and a bit sticky with
            humidity, with a clear sky—so clear you could see a few stars twinkling overhead. There was also the chatter of quiet conversation.
            The drivers did often socialize in this area. It was one of the only places where they could be themselves. Emilio enjoyed
            that aspect of this arrangement.
         

         
         They strolled through the grass between the motorhomes. Up ahead there was a flicker of light. Someone had a fire pit going.
            Emilio’s mind immediately went to the other night at his grandmother’s, when his heart softened even more for Piper. He would
            be sad to say goodbye to her, but that was the reality of his life right now. Everything was a mixed bag. The good with the
            bad. But being with Piper at his grandmother’s had reminded him the good things didn’t need to be big for him to appreciate
            them. They could still make his life better, as long as he took the time to notice.
         

         
         “It’s nice out tonight,” Piper said.

         
         “It is. That’s part of why I wanted to come out.” He let Gus lead the way over to the fencing, where he took a pee break.

         
         “How are you feeling about qualifying tomorrow?”

         
         “Obviously, I want to do well. My mom will be here.”

         
         “With Rico?”

         
         “With Rico.” He drew in a deep breath and let out a heavy exhale. “She sent me a text. She’s excited for me to meet him.”

         
         “Has she heard the rumors? About us? I wasn’t sure which way I should play it.”

         
         Emilio hated that he and Piper couldn’t simply be the way they wanted to be, but such was the fishbowl of Formula One. “I
            don’t think she’s been paying attention. She would’ve said something. My mom loves gossip.”
         

         
         “Okay. Good.” Piper nodded. “And it’s not a problem anyway. I’m pretty good at ad-libbing.”

         
         Emilio still wasn’t so sure their approach was the best one. Part of him wanted to be open about the fact that he and Piper
            were romantically involved. Another part of him, a far more realistic part, knew it would only buy him problems. When Piper
            left, he’d only get endless questions about why they were no longer together. He’d already endured too many queries about
            his personal life. He wished people didn’t care so much.
         

         
         With Gus’s pee break over, they continued with their walk. When they rounded one of the motorhomes, Emilio nearly ran into
            Brett Lockford. He was hand in hand with Victoria.
         

         
         Emilio froze. His stomach soured. Not from seeing them together, but from the realization that he didn’t know how to react.
            For a guy with lightning-fast reflexes, it felt like his brain and body were moving in slow motion. “Victoria. Brett.” Stating
            the obvious seemed like a halfway decent place to start.
         

         
         “Emilio, hi,” Brett said.

         
         “Hello, Emilio,” Victoria said, then immediately directed her gaze at Piper. “Oh, my God. You really are dating your dog nanny, aren’t you?” She turned to Brett and let out a breathy laugh. “It’s the scoop of the season, right in front of our very
            eyes.”
         

         
         Emilio wished he were surprised by her tactless response, but Victoria tended to lash out when she felt threatened. He wouldn’t let it faze him. “Victoria. Brett. This is Piper Murphy.” He then did the only thing that came naturally. The only thing that made sense. Because just like at the swipe gates in Imola, he felt the need to shield Piper in any way he could. So he slipped his hand into hers. 

         
         Piper turned to him for an instant, and it was like an entire conversation happened between them, in the blink of an eye.
            Does this mean . . . ?

         
         That we’re okay with letting them know we’re together?

         
         Yes.

         
         Got it. She squeezed his hand in return, leaned into his shoulder and turned back to Victoria and Brett. “Hi there.”
         

         
         “Hello, Piper,” Brett said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

         
         Victoria appraised Piper, unapologetically looking her up and down. Scrutinizing. Judging. “And how did you manage to meet
            Emilio, Piper? A dog show? Or are you merely the luckiest fangirl in the history of Formula One?”
         

         
         Emilio was ready to bite off her head, but Piper didn’t skip a beat. “Well, it’s kind of an adorable story, really,” she started,
            sweet as could be, leaning into Emilio’s shoulder. “We met in Miami at the race there. We were brought together by our mutual
            love of dogs, and we started flirting and one thing led to another and the next thing I knew, I was hopping on the plane back
            to London with Emilio and moving into his house.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Victoria said. “Miami. Really. That was quick.”

         
         Emilio’s head spun with thoughts. He only wished he were as good at improvising as Piper. “There was no point in denying what was between us.” On some level that was true, although Emilio had been sure at the beginning that Piper merely needed a job, and of course, he’d been working overtime to ignore the way he was drawn to her. It struck him that it had been such a waste of time. He should’ve gone for it from the beginning. 

         
         Piper squeezed his hand again. “Yep. Sometimes it’s just fate. Doesn’t have to be any more complicated than that.”

         
         Victoria crouched down in front of Gus. “There’s my little Gussy. How are you?”

         
         Gus reared back his head so far he was nearly standing on his hind legs. Then he turned and tucked his nose behind Piper’s
            leg.
         

         
         “Oh. Okay.” Victoria straightened to her full height. “Somebody’s mad I haven’t been around.”

         
         Emilio became preoccupied by a thread coming together in his head. It had never been a love connection between Victoria and
            Gus, but Victoria had always been uncharacteristically enthusiastic about caring for him on race weekends. “I just figured
            out why you used to take so many photos of yourself with Gus and post them on social media. You did it to make yourself look
            good.”
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         Emilio regretted saying it out loud, but only because he was angry with himself for not having seen it earlier. Judging by
            the way Victoria wore Brett on her arm like a piece of jewelry, the problem between Emilio and Victoria had never been that
            Emilio was incapable of love. It was that he was incapable of loving her. Everything Piper had said about love the other night rang loudly in his head—love was about connection, and it lived inside
            us. He had it in him. He knew it now. Damn Victoria for making him doubt himself. “This is all just a game to you. Politely
            insulting Piper so you can feel better about yourself. Pretending like you ever actually cared about Gus. It’s sad.”
         

         
         “Hold on, Emilio. I’m going to have to stop you right there,” Brett said, puffing out his chest.

         
         Emilio had to give Brett props for wanting to stand up for his girlfriend. Brett would figure this out eventually. Or maybe not. Maybe Brett was into superficiality and putting on a show. Emilio really didn’t care. “It’s okay, Lockford. I had to say my piece because I couldn’t get a word in edgewise when Victoria dumped me. And she did dump me. I mean, she got me there.” He then looked right at Victoria. “But I’m done now. I’ve said everything I needed to say.” Emilio turned to Piper and smiled. “Ready for bed?” 

         
         “You’ve always been such an ass.” Victoria grabbed Brett’s arm and stalked off. “I hope you have another shitty race weekend,”
            she called over her shoulder.
         

         
         Emilio didn’t bother answering.

         
         “Fuck—” Piper yelled.

         
         Emilio smothered her next word with a kiss. “Don’t bother. She’s not worth it.”

         
         “You,” she muttered with their lips a whisper apart. She had the sexiest glint in her eyes. His whole body went tight with
            desire. He needed her now.
         

         
         He kissed her again, putting as much passion into it as he could squeeze into two seconds, with forceful lips and a semisalacious
            amount of tongue. “I love the sentiment. And I’m going to fuck you the instant we get back up the hill.”
         

         
         Emilio and Piper hustled back to the motorhome with Gus, neither saying a thing. As soon as they were inside, Piper turned
            to him. “Emilio, how did you ever go out with her? She’s horrible. It’s gross.” Piper threw up her hands then crouched down
            and unhooked Gus’s leash. “I’m not judging you. Believe me, my ex is no prize, either. I’m just genuinely curious.” She looked
            up at him with her big blue eyes and he knew one thing—he didn’t want to talk about this.
         

         
         He reached down with both hands and cupped the sides of her face, urging her to a standing position. She looked positively dumbstruck, but that was okay. “Are you upset?” she asked. 

         
         He shook his head. “No. Not at all. If anything, I’m happy.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her neck.

         
         “Happy? How?”

         
         “Because I don’t feel bad anymore.” He moved to the other side, pressing soft, wet kisses along her neck.

         
         “Okay. Because I don’t want you to have sex with me because you’re trying to get back at her. Or you’re working out your anger.”

         
         He stopped so he could look her right in the face. “I want to have sex with you because I like you, Piper. A lot.”

         
         “Oh.” A smile crossed her face. “I like you, too.”

         
         “A lot?” He went back to kissing her neck.

         
         She moaned softly. “Of course. A lot.”

         
         He took her hand, and their fingers wound together as he led her to the small bedroom they now shared in the motorhome. He
            headed for the bed as soon as he reached the door, tugging her alongside him. Piper sat and scooted to the middle of the bed
            and propped herself up on her elbows.
         

         
         “I like watching you take your clothes off.” She gnawed on her lower lip as he unbuttoned his shirt and dropped his pants
            to the floor.
         

         
         Who was this more demonstrative version of Piper, the one whose instinct it was to yell “Fuck you!” at Victoria? He wasn’t
            quite sure, but he was a big fan. “I like taking off your clothes,” he said as he spread out on the bed next to her.
         

         
         “Why? Because you’d rather have me naked?”

         
         “As far as I’m concerned you can burn all your clothes.”

         
         “I’ll take that under advisement. Except maybe not this top. I really like this one.”

         
         She wore a sort of short kimono, with a V-neck tied with a bow at one side. It had intrigued him all day—and made him incredibly horny. This might be like unwrapping the best present ever. He pulled on the tie and the fabric gaped at the neckline, revealing the gentle swell of the top of Piper’s breasts. His cock approved. She was too beautiful for words. 

         
         “You missed a side.” She reached for his hand and led it to a smaller tie inside the top. He pulled the knot and smoothed
            his hand across her stomach, relishing the moment when she arched her back like she wanted to be even closer to his touch.
            He kissed her belly, following down to her jeans, where he took his chance and popped the button.
         

         
         She raked her hands into his hair. “Emilio . . .” she begged. “Kiss me.”

         
         He grazed his mouth back up along her midline, rolling his tongue in circles across her skin until he reached her bra. “I
            am kissing you.”
         

         
         “Not like this.” She raised his mouth to hers and they fell into a dizzying kiss. He sank against her body as her lips expressed
            every invitation he’d ever wanted. All the moments before this had brought them closer, but this one? It felt like some sort
            of invisible impediment was dissolving, leaving nothing to stand in their way.
         

         
         Piper bowed into him then rolled him to his side with strength that, quite frankly, surprised him. He gave in and she pushed
            him to his back, keeping their kiss going all the way. She straddled him and sat back, getting rid of the top, then reaching
            behind her and unhooking her bra.
         

         
         His breath hitched in his chest as he admired her slight curves. He’d seen them several times now, but each time only got
            better. Her breasts begged for his hands, and he reached up to thrum across her tight nipples with his thumbs.
         

         
         She moaned and dropped her head to one side, then the other, her eyelids at half-mast. She rocked her pelvis, her center grinding against his aching cock. Why were they still wearing clothes at all? This was ridiculous. But it felt so damn good and he wanted it to last, so he told himself to exercise patience and focus on the feel of her silky skin against his palms and fingertips. 

         
         Piper shifted again and moved back between his legs, tugging down his boxer briefs and freeing his erection. She wrapped her
            fingers around the base and stroked him from base to tip, then lowered her head and, with only her tongue, lapped at the head
            before sucking him inside her mouth. Red-hot, volcano-on-fire, somebody-turn-on-a-firehose tension burned in his belly. He
            could only take a few more passes before he would be a goner. And he didn’t want that to happen.
         

         
         He gently tugged on her arms, and she swept her lips across his stomach, then kissed him. Her nipples grazed his chest. Every
            touch turned him on even more. “We have got to get you out of those jeans so I can be inside you.”
         

         
         “Then get a condom.” Piper hopped up from the bed and dispatched the rest of her clothes.

         
         Emilio lunged for the small toiletry bag on the top of his dresser. He opened the pouch and rolled on the condom as Piper
            stretched out on the bed and spread her legs wide. He paused before he got closer. “Can I see you touch yourself?”
         

         
         “Emilio. I want you,” she groaned.

         
         “I know. And you’ll have me. I just want this one thing.”

         
         Piper closed her eyes and drew in a breath through her nose. He could see her willing herself to relax, then she smoothed her hand down her belly until she reached that heavenly apex between her legs. He watched as she rolled her finger in small circles and the pleasure started to overtake her. It was the hottest thing he’d seen in . . . well . . . forever. He couldn’t take it any longer. He had to participate. He put a knee on the bed, and she opened her eyes. He hovered over her and teased her opening with the tip of his cock, then took his time moving inside. He needed to feel every squeeze of her body around him. His eyes clamped shut as he became surrounded by unbelievable warmth. She pulled on him and combed her fingernails up his back and wrapped her legs around his waist. The pressure building inside him was monumental, but it kept changing, ebbing then roaring back. 

         
         Piper tilted her hips, and they truly became one. Her breaths were short now and she pulled him closer by locking her ankles
            beneath his ass. She met every thrust with equal force, but then he changed the angle of his approach slightly and heard her
            approval. “Emilio. Yes. Right there.”
         

         
         He smiled to himself, knowing he could make her so happy. Even so, he knew he could make it even better for her, so he lowered
            his head and drew her nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the sweet bud of skin. Piper began to quake beneath
            him, her breaths even shorter, and his heart pounded in his chest. He held on, waiting for her, thrusting with greater force
            until her thighs began to tremble. Piper threw back her head, arched her neck and raised her shoulders off the bed. She called
            out. The vision of her mouth as she gave herself over to the pleasure was more than he could take and he let go, his own release
            pulsing through his body. The waves rolled hard and fast, but just like the real tide, they eventually began to calm. He stretched
            out next to her and took her hand, raising it to his lips.
         

         
         “How are you?” he asked.

         
         Her eyes were still shut, but she smiled. He wanted to hold on to that mental image forever. “I’m perfect.”

         
         He knew for sure she was.

         
         A few moments later, they went into the bathroom to get ready for bed. It was a little ridiculous cramming into that cramped motorhome bathroom, but they stood side by side brushing their teeth. Piper bugged her eyes at him, then he did the same. She started to giggle, her lips ringed in foam. He started to laugh, toothpaste dribbling down the corner of his mouth. He could be himself with Piper in a way he’d never been with anyone else. 

         
         She bent over and spit out her toothpaste, then wiped her mouth with a washcloth. “I think you’re going to kick ass in qualifying
            and have a great race on Sunday.”
         

         
         He took his turn to rinse his mouth and dry his face. God, he felt lucky, as he took her into his arms and kissed the end
            of her nose. “I’m going to do everything I can to make that come true.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fourteen

         
         Piper wasn’t great at predictions, but she had been right about one thing—Emilio kicked ass in qualifying. He’d be starting
            in P7 today, with Xander right behind him in P8. It was the first time all season Emilio had out-qualified his teammate, and
            although they were friends, Piper sensed it brought Emilio just the tiniest shred of peace to be on par with the other guy
            driving a Mega car.
         

         
         Emilio’s mother, Bianca, however, was providing zero peace. She’d shown up at the track yesterday after qualifying was complete, arm in arm with her new boyfriend. After only the most cursory discussion of Emilio’s performance,
            the conversation went south and they left in a huff.
         

         
         “Rico is very successful,” Bianca had said. The four of them and Gus were gathered in Emilio’s driver’s room. Emilio was in
            a great mood, but he was also sweaty and exhausted.
         

         
         “That’s great,” Emilio responded.

         
         “He’s in crypto,” Bianca said. “Do you know about crypto, Emilio? I think you should buy some. Rico can tell you how to do it. I don’t really understand how it works.” 

         
         “Does anyone really understand how it works?” Emilio got up from his seat and walked over to the fridge to grab a bottle of
            water. Piper stood right next to it, so he took his chance to lean in and whisper, “How much longer do we have to put up with
            this?”
         

         
         “I could fake an illness,” Piper muttered back.

         
         “You’re an angel for even suggesting it,” he replied.

         
         “I’m happy to explain it, Emilio,” Rico said. “It’s stupid simple. You have what’s called the blockchain—”

         
         Emilio cut him off. “Thank you, Rico. I appreciate it, but I’ll have to pass for now.”
         

         
         Rico stood. The man was an impressive display of high cheekbones and diagonal shoulders. He wasn’t Piper’s speed, but she
            supposed she could see why Bianca might be enamored. “You’d be missing out on a big opportunity,” Rico said. “People are making
            a killing. This is your chance to get in while the getting’s still good.”
         

         
         He shook his head. Piper admired his fortitude to be honest with the guy. He was Emilio’s mom’s new boyfriend, after all.
            “Then I guess I’m just going to have to miss out.”
         

         
         Bianca stood and gathered her purse. “Emilio. You’re being very rude to Rico.” It was hard for Piper to envision Bianca and
            Emilio ever being close like he and his grandmother were, but perhaps this wasn’t the best version of his mom.
         

         
         Emilio’s shoulders dropped in defeat. “I’m sorry, Rico. I really am. If you want to talk about something other than crypto,
            I’d be happy to chat about that.”
         

         
         In Piper’s opinion, Emilio was being a good sport. He’d done so well in qualifying, and he hadn’t complained at all that his mother had not only missed it, she’d hardly mentioned it, either. “Ugh. Oh, God.” Piper clutched her stomach. “I do not feel well. I probably shouldn’t have had all those churros up in the paddock club.”
         

         
         Emilio glanced at her, the corners of his mouth quirking up into a smile. “Oh, no. We should get you back to the motorhome.”
            He turned to his mother. “I should make sure Piper gets some medical attention. Thank you for coming. I’ll see you tomorrow?
            Make sure you get here on time. Three o’clock.”
         

         
         She waved it off. “I know. It’s always at three.”

         
         “Well, that’s not always true depending on the circuit . . .” His voice trailed off. “Just try to get here by one so you get
            your VIP parking and all the other perks you love.”
         

         
         “Yes, darling. We’ll be there. I promise.” She kissed him on the cheek, directed a faint smile at Piper, then she and Rico
            left.
         

         
         “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day, isn’t it?” Emilio asked.

         
         Piper wanted to remain upbeat. “It’s good to have family around. Even when they’re a pain.”

         
         

         Now that it was the next day, again in the driver’s room, there would apparently be no family around. “My mother. She’s not
            coming,” Emilio said. “Look at my phone.” He handed it to Piper then started pacing.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Rico and I will not be coming to the race today. I know you were rude to him because you think he’s trying to replace your
                     father, but he isn’t. He’s simply my new lover.
                  

               

            

         
         Piper snorted, then quickly choked it back when she saw the upset expression on Emilio’s face. “God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

         
         “She doesn’t show up for qualifying and then she’s not impressed with how I did. Does she think I don’t know it’s not like last year? This is improvement. If she’d been paying attention, she would appreciate how important this is to me. And now she’s not coming at all. My dad could’ve been here.” He blew out a breath through his nose, obviously trying hard to keep his emotions in check. “Then again, he probably would’ve canceled, too. I swear, ever since they split, they’ve both become so selfish. It’s disappointing.” 

         
         Piper’s heart hurt for him. She got up from the couch to comfort him with a hug. “I’m sorry. Maybe it’s like your grandmother
            said. Your mother is adjusting to a new identity and maybe your dad is, too. I know that doesn’t help with the here-and-now,
            but focus on your race. You put yourself in a great position for some amazing points today.”
         

         
         The tension in his face faded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I need to keep my eyes on the prize.”

         
         “And you need to keep the word lover out of your mother’s mouth.”
         

         
         There was a knock at the door. “Now what?” he muttered. “Oh, wait. Isabel said she was coming down to tell me something important.
            Come in,” he called.
         

         
         Isabel opened the door. “Hello to you both.”

         
         “I can leave if you two need to talk. Come on, Gus.” Piper patted her leg to beckon him. “Let’s go find some fans and take
            your picture.”
         

         
         Isabel reached for Piper’s arm. “I was hoping to speak to both of you.”

         
         “Really?” Piper asked.

         
         “Yes.” Isabel stepped closer, clutching her trademark clipboard. “The Nom Nom sponsorship is happening. The announcement will
            be made on Monday, but the founder is here today.”
         

         
         “I thought she was coming to Monaco.”

         
         “Nom Nom is very excited, so she came to this race, too. Her name is Harmony Daniels. She’ll be down in a few minutes to meet Emilio. But she also wants to meet Gus.” 

         
         “Of course. Everyone wants to meet Gus.” Piper laughed quietly. “No problem.”

         
         “She brought her dog with her. I hope that’s okay,” Isabel added.

         
         “Gus will love it,” Piper said with an unsubtle note of glee in her voice.

         
         “He’s not the only one,” Emilio quipped. “Piper will do anything to meet other dogs.”

         
         “You make it sound like that’s a bad thing.” Piper slid him a look of admonishment.

         
         “Never. You’re an animal lover. We’ve established that.”

         
         There was another knock at the door. “I’m sure that’s Harmony. Her dog is named Gumdrop.”

         
         Emilio and Piper stood side by side with Gus between them as Isabel opened the door. Waiting on the other side was a tiny
            woman with jet-black hair. And standing next to her was an enormous mastiff almost as tall as her. Piper was so excited to
            meet Gumdrop.
         

         
         “Harmony. Hi. Come in,” Isabel said. “I want you to meet Emilio Baquero, his dog, Gus and Gus’s nanny, Piper.”

         
         

         Emilio winced at the introduction. He didn’t like Piper getting such low billing. She was a major part of keeping his life
            on track right now. “Ms. Daniels, hello.” Emilio reached out to shake her hand. “I understand Nom Nom is going to be a Mega
            sponsor. We’re excited to have you on board.” Emilio didn’t know much about her business, but sponsorship money was crucial
            in his sport.
         

         
         “So excited to meet you,” Harmony said with a thick Australian accent. “I’m such a big fan. And I’m a big fan of Gus. He’s a real looker. I might need to talk to you about putting him in some ads. Our customers would love it.” 

         
         “Gus would love it, too. He loves having his picture taken,” Piper said to Harmony. “And who do we have here? This must be
            Gumdrop.”
         

         
         Gumdrop had the same reaction to Piper that Gus had the first time—panting and fierce tail wagging. Was it the pitch of her
            voice or did she possess some magical quality that made dogs love her?
         

         
         “I definitely spot the mastiff, but is Gumdrop another breed, too?” Piper asked, cradling the dog’s face like she was an infant.

         
         “She’s a mastiff and Great Dane mix.”

         
         “Wow. She’s stunning.”

         
         Emilio loved seeing the affection Piper had for animals. It really warmed his heart. “She’s very cute,” he offered.

         
         “Can I give her a treat?” Piper asked. “They’re all natural. I make them myself. No weird ingredients or anything.”

         
         “Absolutely. Gumdrop tests all the Nom Nom foods, so I’m sure she’d love it.”

         
         Isabel leaned closer to Emilio. “You need to head down to the garage, or the team will have my head.”

         
         Emilio nodded. “It was so great to meet you, Harmony. I understand you’ll be at the race next weekend in Monaco, too?” He
            reached out to shake her hand.
         

         
         “It’s iconic. I wouldn’t miss it.”

         
         “Okay, great. I’ll see you then.” He looked over at Piper, desperately wanting to give her a kiss. But Isabel didn’t know
            about any of this and neither did Harmony. He thought it best to play it safe, so he patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll see
            you later, Piper.”
         

         
         “Yes, you will.”

         
         
            Spanish Grand Prix

            Barcelona, Spain

         

         Emilio’s thoughts were a bit of a jumble by the time he climbed into the car. New sponsor. His mom’s new boyfriend. His mom
            not showing up. And, in the midst of all of that, he and Piper growing closer. Just in time for her to leave in little more
            than a week. He really wished there was a way to convince her to stay, but he didn’t think there was, and every time he thought
            he saw an opportunity to bring it up, she somehow managed to remind him she’d be going home to Florida soon.
         

         
         “Emilio. Radio check?” His engineer’s voice sounded in his helmet.

         
         “Check, Tom. I’m here. Sounds good.”

         
         “Are we ready to kick some ass today?”

         
         Emilio drew in a cleansing breath. Focus. “I’m certainly going to try.”
         

         
         

         “How long have you been a dog nanny?” Harmony asked as she and Piper got settled in the paddock club with the dogs.

         
         “Only a few weeks full-time. I’ve been a dog walker forever and a dog sitter, but this is my first time nannying.”

         
         “How are you liking it?”

         
         If ever there was a loaded question, that was it. She adored Gus. She adored Emilio, but in a decidedly different way. And
            she loved the adventure of traveling from place to place, but she was also starting to feel a bit homesick. This was a lot
            of nonstop excitement for a person like Piper, who loved her quiet. Loved her downtime. “Gus is the best. I couldn’t ask for
            a better dog to care for. But it’s only for another ten days or so. Then I head back home to Florida. My sister’s getting
            married. The company I work for wants me back.”
         

         
         “Do you know what Emilio is going to do? About having care for Gus?”

         
         “I guess he’ll try to find another dog nanny.” The thought made her queasy, imagining someone else in her place. “I just don’t
            think he’s done anything about it. Driving keeps him so busy.”
         

         
         “I think I can help with that,” Harmony said.

         
         Piper glanced up at the TV screen. The cars had started the formation lap. “Hold on. I’d like to hear more. After the race
            starts.”
         

         
         

         Emilio pulled into his starting spot on the grid and reminded himself of two things.

         
         First, focus.

         
         And second, everything you need is already inside you. It was Piper’s tried and true, and when he thought about it, it was almost like she was there.
         

         
         He took a deep breath and waited for the five lights to go out.

         
         

         “It’s lights out and away we go!” the announcer said. “Preston Hubbard and Brett Lockford are battling for position heading
            into the first turn, and oh, my word! That’s a mega move from Emilio Baquero—”
         

         
         Piper shot up out of her seat. “Oh, my God! Emilio!” What was happening? It was only the start of the race.

         
         “—around the outside and look who’s right behind him, his teammate, Xander Bishop! The two Mega Racing cars have gone from
            seventh and eighth to third and fourth in the blink of an eye!”
         

         
         Harmony was right there with Piper. “Holy crap!”

         
         “What just happened?” Piper could hardly believe her own eyes, but Emilio had made a brilliant but aggressive move, and Xander had the foresight to follow. It was the most exciting thing Piper had ever seen on track. And she was so proud of Emilio she could hardly contain her feelings. In fact, a tiny tear leaked from the corner of her eye. It’s a long race, she reminded herself. Keep it together.

         
         Gumdrop and Gus were anxious and confused, now milling about their table. Piper scrambled for the treats to distract them.
            “It’s okay, guys.” She held Gus’s face in her hands and looked into his sweet eyes. “Daddy’s doing great, buddy. Keep your
            paws crossed.”
         

         
         

         There was a long way to go, but twenty laps in, Emilio and Xander were both holding their positions.

         
         “Emilio, for now, we’re on Plan B, but we’re recalculating a few things,” his race engineer said. “We hadn’t quite expected
            to be this far up in the order. Especially not at this juncture of the race.”
         

         
         Emilio prayed that something out of his control, like strategy, didn’t end up hurting his race. “Keep me posted.”

         
         “It’s all about managing your tires for now.”

         
         That much he could do. “Yeah. Got it.”

         
         Focus. Everything you need is already inside you.

         
         

         Piper hadn’t been able to sit. So she paced. This was not a relaxing way to watch a race. She’d been having heart palpitations
            and sweaty palms from the opening lap, and they were now only on lap thirty-eight. There were twenty-eight more to go. No
            wonder Ximena didn’t enjoy coming to the races. It could be incredibly stressful. Then again, this was exciting.
         

         
         “Tell me about your dog treat recipe,” Harmony said.

         
         “Now?” Piper asked. As soon as the word was out of her mouth, she remembered that Nom Nom was a sponsor, and she should probably play nice. “I’m sorry. I just get a little wrapped up in the race.” 

         
         “Oh, me, too.” Harmony turned to her dog. “I’ve just never seen Gumdrop like something so much. Gus loves them, too. And we’ve
            been working on a treat recipe for eighteen months and haven’t gotten where we need to be.”
         

         
         Piper couldn’t even begin to think about this. She returned her attention to the TV screen before her, consumed with worry about Emilio. God, she hoped
            he could hold on. “Can we talk about it later? When I can focus.”
         

         
         

         Emilio came into the pits for what would hopefully be his only tire change of the race.

         
         Xander would stay out for another two laps, so he’d moved into third place. Hopefully, Emilio would slot back into fourth,
            then regain his podium position when Xander came in for fresh tires.
         

         
         He zipped up to the waiting mechanics. They jacked the car. The instant Emilio heard the right rear wheel gun, he knew there
            was a problem.
         

         
         His heart seized in his chest. Fractions of a second ticked by like entire hours. And all he could hear was the halting grind
            of a jammed-up wheel gun. “Fuck!”
         

         
         

         “No! No no no no no!” Piper screamed at the TV. “That did not just happen. What a nightmare!”

         
         “Oh, God,” Harmony said. “That’s terrible.”

         
         Piper’s heart dropped to her feet as her eyes scanned the screen, back and forth, back and forth. Emilio came back on track. Into sixth place. She couldn’t even begin to express how horrible this felt. The way her stomach wanted to reject its contents. The way she couldn’t make her mouth close. The way she couldn’t stop sweating. And that was her reaction.
         

         
         What was Emilio feeling? He’d worked so hard, and she knew he had hoped this weekend would see a big leap forward.

         
         

         “What happened?” Emilio asked over the radio, struggling to keep his composure. Mishaps did happen, especially in the pits.
            They were frustrating as hell, but equipment made mistakes. Humans made mistakes. He made them all the time.
         

         
         “Sorry about that, Emilio,” his engineer said. “Wheel gun issue. But I think we can make up at least one more spot. Maybe
            two. Just keep going.”
         

         
         He had every reason to be discouraged. Beat down. But if the team thought he could make up a spot or two, he would try like
            hell.
         

         
         And now he had a third thing to remember today: Focus. Everything you need is already inside you. Just keep going.

         
         

         Piper had so many feelings as she watched Emilio come across the finish line in sixth place. Disappointment, for sure. Not in him, but in the circumstances.
            He’d tried in earnest to pass several cars, but there just hadn’t been the right opportunity. Xander finished in fourth.
         

         
         “Quite a race, huh?” Harmony said. “So exciting.”

         
         “It’s the highest the Mega cars have finished this year. You must be a good-luck charm,” Piper said. She wanted to put a positive
            spin on it, even when she felt unsteady. These races were so nerve-racking when you had a personal connection to the driver,
            and she couldn’t deny she and Emilio were about as intertwined as could be right now.
         

         
         “I guess we’ll find out next week in Monaco.” Harmony glanced at her phone. “I have to run, but I’d like to get your cell number so we can talk about the dog treats.” 

         
         “We can just talk about it at the next race.”

         
         Harmony stood and looped Gumdrop’s leash onto her wrist. “I’m interested in your recipe, Piper, if that wasn’t clear. And
            I didn’t grow my company fast by waiting for anything, so I’d like to chat as soon as possible.”
         

         
         Oh. Wow. Despite the talk back at Ximena’s about expanding her dog treat business, this was a lot for Piper to process, especially
            when all she could think about was getting to Emilio and talking to him. Hugging him. Telling him she was proud. “Sure. Ready
            for my number?”
         

         
         

         To Emilio’s great surprise, the media pen wasn’t terrible. The only things Emilio got asked about had to do with that day’s
            race, and although he’d lost his position after the wheel gun issue, and slipped down into sixth, the reporters all wanted
            to talk about his big move coming out of the first turn. He took a deep breath. Today wasn’t everything he’d wanted, but it
            was still positive.
         

         
         Now all he wanted was to get to Piper.

         
         With his helmet tucked under his arm, Emilio wound his way into the paddock. The instant he saw Piper and Gus, his heart swelled.
            “Hey . . .” he said. He really wanted to pull her into his arms, but that would have to wait.
         

         
         “Oh, my God, Emilio.” She planted her hand on his biceps. “I’m so sorry about the wheel gun. What a nightmare.”

         
         He nodded. She wasn’t wrong, but he still couldn’t be bothered to be annoyed about it. She’d put a lot into perspective for him. “You know what? It happens. I still finished one position higher than I started and it was the team’s best finish of the season. Lots of good to take away from the weekend.” 

         
         “Plus, that move at the start? That was the most amazing thing I have ever seen!”

         
         Emilio smiled the biggest smile he could remember. “Honestly, if I had crashed right after that, I would’ve been okay with
            it. The car felt so damn good. Made it all worthwhile.” Emilio saw out of the corner of his eye that Isabel was running toward
            them.
         

         
         “I’m so glad I caught you,” she said, a bit breathless.

         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         “First off, great race today. Everyone’s really excited, and I spoke to Harmony. She’s thrilled. But that’s not what I needed
            to tell you. I wanted you to know that Victoria did an interview.”
         

         
         “Okay . . .”

         
         “A journalist grabbed her after the race, since Brett was on the podium. I just wanted to tell you. Both.” She looked back
            and forth between Emilio and Piper as if gauging what to say.
         

         
         Emilio ran out of patience. “Isabel. Please. Just tell me.”

         
         “She told everyone that you’re a couple. I realize there have been rumblings, but now it’s very much not a secret. I thought
            you should know.” Isabel cleared her throat. “I mean, I don’t know if it’s true or not. And it was good to know which way
            the wind was blowing when Xander had this same issue with Mia last season. But it’s none of my business.”
         

         
         Emilio only had to think about it for a moment before he made his decision. He had a great amount of respect for Isabel—she had a very difficult job. He didn’t want to make things unnecessarily hard on her. He also trusted her. But he needed to consult with Piper before making any sort of declaration. “Between us, it’s true. It never occurred to me that Victoria would talk to the press, but I suppose I should have anticipated it. For now, I think it’s best if the team simply doesn’t comment. Piper’s only here for one more race. No need to rock the boat, right?” 

         
         Isabel nodded. “Got it.” She fished her phone out of her pocket. “I need to run, but I’ll see you both in Monaco.”

         
         In a flash, Isabel was gone, and Emilio and Piper rushed through the paddock to meet the driver who would take them and Gus
            back to the motorhome so they could pack up their things. Emilio’s mind was a chaotic place, filled with too many competing
            thoughts. “I wanted to ask your opinion about the situation with the press. That’s why I asked Isabel not to make any comments.
            It should be our decision. Not the team’s.”
         

         
         “You’re the expert. This isn’t my world.”

         
         That was true. There were times when he wished he could be a normal guy who didn’t have to think about things like this. Even
            so, he wouldn’t give up his place in Formula One for anything. Unfortunately, being under the media spotlight was part of
            the job. “I just want to make sure you’re protected.”
         

         
         “Victoria already outed us. There’s nothing we can do about that.”

         
         “I know, but she’s just one person.” One person who can’t help but be petty. “The story coming from her could mean it’s seen as nothing more than gossip.”
         

         
         Piper nodded as she stroked Gus’s head. Gus had his eyes closed, soaking up the attention. “Okay. Maybe that’s a good thing.”

         
         “I’d like to think this shouldn’t be an issue.” It was like he was trying to convince himself, but deep down, he only wanted
            to respect her wishes.
         

         
         “This is really bothering you, isn’t it?” Piper smiled sweetly and reached over, placing her hand on his arm. “You had an
            amazing race weekend. Let’s focus on the good.”
         

         
         That right there was why he was falling for her. She had an uncanny knack for pulling him back to where he was happiest—centered and grateful. “You’re right. Let’s focus on the good.” 

         
         “Speaking of good, I enjoyed hanging out with Harmony.”

         
         “She seemed nice.”

         
         “She’s awesome. Loves animals, so we had a lot to talk about. She asked me about the dog treat recipe. She said she’s interested
            in buying it for Nom Nom. Gumdrop really liked them. But that seems sort of far-fetched, doesn’t it?”
         

         
         Emilio could hardly believe the timing. What an amazing development. He loved this for Piper. “No. It’s incredible. What did
            you say?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “I didn’t really know what to say. I’m not sure I’d just want to sell the recipe. Maybe I want to start my own
            company. Like you suggested.”
         

         
         “You should still talk to her. See what she offers. Maybe you could do some sort of licensing deal. Have revenue sharing.”

         
         Deep furrows formed between Piper’s brows. “I don’t even know what you just said. I’m not a businessperson. The thought of
            it makes me nervous.” She looked down at her lap. “She’s supposed to call me about it this week.”
         

         
         Emilio could feel her trepidation. “Look, there’s no pressure. You should always do what you think is right. And I’m happy to weigh in if you
            want another opinion. Or I can help find someone to advise you.”
         

         
         Piper looked out the car window. “She asked me about being a dog nanny. She asked how long I’d be taking care of Gus.” She turned back to Emilio. Her sweet and vibrant eyes were so full of uncertainty, it made him ill. “When I told her it was only through Monaco, she mentioned she has a service she uses for Gumdrop. Very reliable. Great people. She said she’d share their info.” 

         
         It felt like his heart was being torn in two. Not all at once. Oh, no. This was slow and painful. She really was leaving after
            Monaco. And he didn’t know what he was supposed to do about it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Fifteen

         
         Emilio had a debrief at Mega Headquarters on Monday after the race weekend, which meant Piper and Gus were back to their two-person
            show in London. A walk was in order before lunch, and they took their usual route, the one with the most dogs.
         

         
         It felt different to come back to London now. A month ago, these surroundings had all been so foreign, it was as if she’d
            landed on another planet. But now the street names were familiar. The cracks in the sidewalk. The markings on the pavement
            that said, “Look right,” a warning for anyone who wasn’t accustomed to being a pedestrian in a country where they drove on
            the left-hand side of the road. This felt comfortable now. A lot like home. Even though the sun wasn’t out. Even though her
            family was an ocean away.
         

         
         Up ahead on the sidewalk, Tasha the Pomeranian and her owner, Bronwyn, rounded the corner. Bronwyn waved and Piper did, too. Gus’s tail whipped back and forth and he pulled hard on the leash. Piper picked up the pace while she dug in her pocket for treats. 

         
         Gus and Tasha greeted each other with sniffs.

         
         “Hi, Bronwyn. How are you?” Piper gave both dogs a treat.

         
         “I’m good, thanks. But I think there’s a man following you,” Bronwyn said. “I spotted him as soon as I came round the corner.
            He’s taking our picture.”
         

         
         “What? Where?” Piper was in disbelief. There was no way someone was following her. She would’ve noticed.

         
         “Over there.” She gestured with a nod. “Across the street. Behind the parked cars.”

         
         Piper turned, and sure enough, a man with a long-lens camera ducked behind a blue MINI Cooper. “What in the world? Why would
            he follow me?”
         

         
         “Well, he’s certainly not following me. I write instruction manuals for household appliances. You’re the one who’s a dog nanny
            for a Formula One driver.” Bronwyn cleared her throat. “And I understand love is in the air, too.”
         

         
         “Love? Pfft. No.” Piper realized how defensive she sounded, but she wasn’t about to speak words like that into existence.
            She and Emilio had confessed their feelings in Spain. They liked each other a lot. That was it. Nothing more. “Where did you
            hear that?”
         

         
         “It’s the talk of the neighborhood email loop.”

         
         “There’s no way that’s the most interesting gossip you can come up with.”

         
         “Emilio has kept to himself since he moved in. We’ve all been looking for an excuse to talk about him. It’s quite exciting.”

         
         Piper would never fully understand some people’s fascination with celebrity, but she did understand the allure of F1 drivers. She was currently under the spell of one. And as to how she would get out from under that spell? That was probably a hopeless cause, but she’d deal with the fallout later. “What should I do about the photographer?” 

         
         “You could talk to him.”

         
         Piper was not good with confrontations. She’d only yelled half of “Fuck you” at Victoria because she was so caught up in the moment. “Maybe
            Gus and I will keep walking and I’ll see what happens. I have Gus if anything goes sideways.”
         

         
         “Walk into a dog-friendly shop if you need to. The photographer won’t follow you in there.”

         
         “Good idea. Thanks.” Piper said goodbye and she and Gus headed for the end of the block. When they reached the corner and
            had to wait for the walk signal, Piper rolled her neck, nonchalantly peeking over her shoulder. The man quickly slipped behind
            a tree, but she could still see his camera lens.
         

         
         “Come on, Gus. Let’s grab a coffee.” There was no better time to try out The Good Coffee Shop than when wanting to hide from
            someone, was there? Piper and Gus fast-walked the next two blocks then stopped in front. She had a hand on the shop door handle
            when she saw the sign: No Pets Allowed. “Well, fuck.”
         

         
         She turned and noticed a water bowl for dogs in front of the building. At least this was an opportunity to assess the situation.
            “Good boy, Gus.” She crouched down to pet him while slyly scanning the street. The man was behind a lamppost.
         

         
         This wasn’t getting any better. It was time for Piper to get over her fear of confrontation. As soon as Gus finished his drink,
            she marched across the street with purpose. The frightened look on the man’s face was downright comical. As if Piper was any
            sort of threat.
         

         
         “Are you following me? Are you taking my picture?” It felt good to be blunt. Maybe she needed to stop going out of her way
            to be pleasant.
         

         
         “Free country. You’re outside. In a public place. I can take pictures of anyone I want.”

         
         He had a point, but she still didn’t like it. “Why are you taking my photo?”

         
         “Tabloids are offering decent pay for a shot of you and Emilio.”

         
         Ugh. Apparently, people were not simply regarding Victoria’s comments as gossip. “Well, he’s not on this walk with me, is he?”
         

         
         “No. He isn’t. Can you tell me when he’ll be coming home?”

         
         Piper stepped closer. She’d never hit another living being in her life, but she sure felt like changing that. “I’m not answering
            that.”
         

         
         He raised his camera and took another photo.

         
         “Stop that. Nobody cares about me.”

         
         “They do now. You’re dating a Formula One driver. You’re a public figure.”

         
         “No, I’m not.”

         
         “Yes, you are.”

         
         “No. You’re wrong.”

         
         He held up his hands. “Look, Miss, don’t get mad at me. A guy’s gotta work. I’ve got one kid at home and my wife is pregnant
            and it’s hard to make money as a photographer. Every fool with a phone is trying to take my job.”
         

         
         Dammit. If ever there was a good excuse, that was it. “Just stop following me, okay? You’re making me feel unsafe.”
         

         
         “I’d never hurt you. All I want is a photo of you and Emilio. Together. If you give it to me, I’ll go away.”

         
         Piper felt certain Emilio would never go for it. And Piper agreed. Why feed the beast? “Sorry. I can’t help you.”

         
         He shrugged. “Okay. Just don’t yell at me when you see me outside his house.”

         
         “But I can’t help you.”

         
         “And I have to find a way to get paid.”

         
         Piper looked down at Gus, who delivered one of his sweet puppy-dog faces. This argument was not worth having. “Good luck catching Emilio. He’s stealthy and he’s used to dodging you guys.” 

         
         “Sounds like a challenge to me.”

         
         “It’s not.” She walked away.

         
         Back at the house, Piper was hanging Gus’s leash in the back hall when she got a text from Harmony.

         
         
            
               
                  Can you send me the ingredients in the dog treats? You don’t have to share the recipe. I just want to ask my team if this
                     is something that can be manufactured at scale.
                  

                  Sure.

               

            

         
         Piper typed out the very simple list. This seemed like such an unlikely venture. Harmony would probably look at the ingredients
            and decide the recipe was painfully obvious and simply make her own version.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Perfect! Also, do you have a lawyer?

               

            

         
         A lawyer? She was a dog nanny, for God’s sake.

         
         
            
               
                  I don’t. But I can find one.

               

            

         
         She supposed she’d ask Emilio for help with that.

         
         
            
               
                  No worries. Let me work on these ingredients and I’ll get back to you.

               

            

         
         A few moments later, there was a follow-up.

         
         
            
               
                  Fresh egg whites or dried?

                  Fresh.

               

            

         
         She couldn’t explain why this was bothering her, but it was. Perhaps the run-in with the photographer had put her off her
            game. Or maybe it was because there was something about her dog treats she didn’t feel like sharing with the rest of humanity.
            She liked what the treats accomplished in her world, however silly to most people. And sure, she’d wanted her world to open
            up, but that didn’t mean she wanted it to be complicated.
         

         
         Piper tossed in a load of laundry, ate lunch, then took a nap with Gus. She slept on her side, spooning him, and it was simply
            lovely. She woke up to a text from her sister Meghan.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Can you call me when you have a minute?

               

            

         
         Piper’s pulse picked up. A request for a phone call over text sent her paranoia into overdrive. She pressed the button on
            speed dial, then scooted back on her bed, leaning against the headboard. Meghan answered in only two rings.
         

         
         “Hey, you. How’s jolly old England?” Meghan’s voice over the phone was like a transatlantic hug. Piper had talked to Gabby
            a number of times, but Meghan was so busy with school, so an actual conversation hadn’t happened.
         

         
         “I’m good. How are you? What’s going on?”

         
         “Well, first off, I have news. And I would prefer to tell you this in person, but we went out to dinner with Mom and Dad last night and I didn’t have any wine, and Mom guessed what was going on.” 

         
         Piper gasped. “Are you pregnant?”

         
         Meghan unleashed a breathy laugh. “I am. Can you believe it? I’m still in shock.”

         
         Tears leaked from the corners of Piper’s eyes, and she felt homesick in a way she hadn’t since her first week in London. Meghan
            and her husband had been trying to conceive for several years. It had been a stressful journey, full of disappointment. This
            was a miracle. “Congratulations. It’s so amazing.”
         

         
         “I wanted to tell you when you got home, but as soon as Mom and Dad knew, I had to tell Gabby. And I knew that if you talked
            to her, she’d probably slip. I wanted to be the one to tell you.”
         

         
         “I am so happy for you.” A tiny sob left Piper’s lips.
         

         
         “Aww. Don’t cry, Auntie Piper.”

         
         “Oh, no. Do not call me Auntie Piper. Not yet.” She unleashed a bigger sob. Visions of Meghan and Mike and their baby popped
            into Piper’s head. She could imagine the familiar family gatherings with a little Murphy running around. Memorial Day. The
            Fourth of July. Her dad at the grill and swimming in the pool with his grandchild. Thanksgiving. Christmas. Her mom fussing
            over every detail. She’d spent so much time dreading the wedding, but that was all because of a heartbreak she was fully over
            now. The reality was that her love for her family ran deep, and she couldn’t wait to see them all again.
         

         
         “Seriously. Don’t cry. This is happy news,” Meghan said.

         
         Piper sniffled. “I know. I know. And I’m happy. Super, super happy.”

         
         “We aren’t telling the extended family for a while, so we’ll have to keep it under wraps at the wedding.”

         
         “Understood.” Talking to Meghan made the proximity of the wedding date even more real, but she felt better equipped to deal with it now. 

         
         “Plus, I don’t want to steal any of Gabby’s thunder on her big day.”

         
         “Smart. Gabby does not do well with thunder theft.” Piper took a deep cleansing breath, swiping away her tears. “I’m so happy
            for you, Meghan. I can’t wait until I see you in person and I can give you the biggest hug in the history of humanity.”
         

         
         

         When Emilio got home, he was waiting for the gate to open when a man ran up to his car and rapped on the window loudly. Emilio
            nearly jumped out of his skin. “What the . . . ?” Emilio stared at the man, unwilling to roll down the window. “What do you
            want?”
         

         
         The man swung around a camera, which was hanging from his neck, and began taking pictures.

         
         “Oh, great.” Emilio quickly hid his face. This had happened many times, but not in London. He cursed Victoria and the chaos
            she’d managed to create. Thankfully, the gate opened ahead, and Emilio drove through and started to pull into the garage.
            He thought he was in the clear, but he quickly saw through his rearview mirror that the man had walked past the gate and into
            the courtyard in front of the house.
         

         
         Emilio hopped out of his car. “I don’t know who you are but leave my property.”

         
         The man kept snapping photos, and Emilio was certain they would make him look like absolute shit whenever they ran in what
            was surely a tabloid. Unfortunately, he was so angry from this invasion of his privacy he couldn’t contain his emotions. “I’m
            serious. Get the hell off my property or I’m calling the police.”
         

         
         Piper and Gus came around from the side of the house. “Oh, my God.” Piper walked right up to the man. “You can’t be here. Leave.” She punctuated her demand by pointing at the street. 

         
         Emilio couldn’t help but be amused by this fiery version of Piper. The same Piper who’d tried to yell, “Fuck you” at Victoria.
            “You heard her.” Emilio pulled his phone out of his pocket to dial the police.
         

         
         “I just want one picture of the two of you together and I’ll leave,” the man pled.

         
         “I told you he’d never agree to it,” Piper said.

         
         “Hold on. You two know each other?” Emilio asked.

         
         “He followed Gus and me when we were on our walk.” She pulled Emilio aside and explained that one of the tabloids had offered
            a decent sum for a photo of the two of them together. “His wife is pregnant. He’s trying to make some money.”
         

         
         Now Emilio felt like an ass. He looked at the photographer. “Put your camera away for one minute.”

         
         “Why?” the man asked.

         
         “Because she and I are having a conversation and I don’t want you capturing it.”

         
         The man sighed and lowered the camera. “One minute.”

         
         “Dude. It’s his house,” Piper said to the man. “You’re in no position to make demands.”

         
         Emilio pulled Piper closer. “What do you think? About the photo? Do we just give in?”

         
         “I can’t make that decision. You have a lot more to lose by being photographed with me than the other way around.”

         
         Her response gave Emilio pause. “What does that mean? Do you think I’m not proud to be photographed with you?” Now he could see his response to Isabel after the Spanish Grand Prix might have come off poorly to Piper. He’d said it would be easier to deny everything, but the truth was that they were involved. And Emilio was still searching for a way to ask if she wanted to keep their relationship going after she returned to America. Events like this wouldn’t help make his case. Being with him wasn’t easy. Sometimes it was a holy mess. 

         
         “Emilio, regardless of what has happened between us, we agreed at the start that this doesn’t mean anything. Are we just playing
            a game if we let him photograph us together, knowing it isn’t going to last?”
         

         
         Statements like that made him think pursuing a future with Piper was futile. The problem was it didn’t feel like nothing to
            him. In fact, the minute he’d let her in and stopped trying to keep her at arm’s length, it started to feel like far more
            than nothing. “Let’s just do it. It’ll be fun, he’ll leave and we can get on with our day.”
         

         
         “What about what you said to Isabel?”

         
         “I’ll text her and let her know.” He reached for her hand. “Come on.”

         
         She extended her arm, and their gazes connected—would he ever get over his body’s immediate reaction to her? That little flip
            his heart made?
         

         
         Emilio had envisioned a moment when they would look into the camera, but he couldn’t bear to tear his sights from Piper. And
            she couldn’t imagine that, either, apparently, because all they did was hold hands and look into each other’s eyes. Emilio
            wasn’t even sure how long they stood like that, except the photographer was the one to cut things short.
         

         
         “I have everything I need. Thank you both. This payday will really help my family.”

         
         Emilio pulled out his wallet, removed a one-hundred-pound note and handed it to the man. “Here. Have a nice dinner with your
            wife, too. Our treat.”
         

         
         The man reared back his head, nothing short of shocked. “Thank you. Truly. Thank you.” He walked away with a spring in his step. 

         
         Emilio shut the gate and turned to Piper. “That is not how I saw that ending.”

         
         “Same. Very much the same.”

         
         Emilio took her hand again. “Come on. Let’s get inside before any more photographers show up.”

         
         They walked around to the back of the house and in the back door. “That was really sweet and generous of you,” Piper said.
            “To give him extra money.”
         

         
         “You bring that out in me. The Emilio of a few weeks ago would’ve called the police. No questions. No conversation. Just squash
            the problem like a bug and move on.”
         

         
         “There’s nothing wrong with doing that.”

         
         “I know. I’m just saying you make me see the world differently. You make me want to be more kind.”

         
         Piper shook her head. “You’re selling yourself short.”

         
         He took both her hands in his. “No. You’re doing that to yourself. The woman who bakes homemade dog treats, all so she can
            meet dogs, has taught me to look at the world through a different lens.”
         

         
         Piper smiled. “That’s sweet. Thank you for saying that.”

         
         “I mean it.”

         
         She sucked in a breath, seeming like she was steeling herself for something. “I talked to my sister today. My younger sister.
            Meghan. She’s pregnant. So that’s big news. She and her husband have been trying for a long time.”
         

         
         “Oh, wow. That sounds exciting.”

         
         “I can’t wait to give her a hug. It was so hard to hear the news over the phone. I couldn’t stop crying.”

         
         Emilio hated how disappointed he was right now, but the end was barreling at him too fast, and it was moments like this that told him he should simply let her go. Not make a case for them as a couple. “You’ll see her soon enough.” 

         
         “I know. The time has flown by.” She managed a smile and stepped closer to him. “I feel like you and I need to make the most
            of the time we have left.”
         

         
         His entire body warmed from head to toe, even when his heart was heavy. “What did you have in mind?”

         
         “Let’s go upstairs and see how the night unfolds.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sixteen

         
         Piper had worried the photos in the tabloid might make their lives difficult, but she hadn’t been prepared for what that looked
            like. The next day, the photos were published, which only meant new photographers turned up, and they weren’t anywhere near
            as nice or respectful as the first one. They lurked outside Emilio’s house and even when the police shooed them away, they
            always returned. It got so bad that Emilio had to put in a call to Mega about private security at his house. Just until the
            British tabloids moved on to someone else. But that wasn’t something the team could put in place overnight. And they were
            about to leave for Monaco.
         

         
         Piper couldn’t figure out the exact reason for the frenzy, but Mia had shed a little light on it when she texted Piper.

         
         
            
               
                  Holy shit. Are you and Emilio in love? Sure looks like it in those pictures.

                  Do you really think so?

               

            

         
         Piper pulled up the photos on her phone for what was probably the fiftieth time. Piper hated looking at herself in photos,
            but she had to admit she and Emilio looked perfect together. And they were perfect together when they were in bed, and often
            when they weren’t, but they had two very different lives, living on opposite sides of the Atlantic. How could they ever overcome
            that? Plus, a photograph was not reality. She knew the hidden truth of the photos—she and Emilio had simply been trying to
            get the photographer to leave them alone.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Yes. I think so. Count yourself lucky. I had the world’s most unflattering photos show up in a tabloid. You look amazing.
                     He does, too. (Of course.) You look like you belong together.
                  

                  We’re friends. Victoria made too much of it and we fanned the flames by putting on a show in front of her. That was our mistake,
                     but she was being such a jerk to Emilio.
                  

                  She’s insecure. I’m pretty sure of that.

                  How is that even possible?

               

            

         
         Victoria had everything. She was Formula One royalty. Had won the genetic lottery. She could find a boyfriend by strolling
            the paddock.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Beauty and money and a famous last name don’t buy confidence.

                  Then we have all been misled.

               

            

         
         The whole thing made Piper exceedingly uneasy. She had so many warm and wonderful feelings for Emilio, but she felt pulled
            in two opposite directions. One was toward her family and certainty. Her comfort zone. And the other direction, toward Emilio,
            where things like photographers, gossip, vindictive exes and tabloids were part of everyday life. She knew he didn’t like
            those things, either, but he was used to them.
         

         
         She was so drawn to Emilio, thought about him day and night, and cared for him deeply, but there were zero guarantees of anything,
            especially a happy ending. She’d already had one unhappy ending. She wasn’t in the market for another.
         

         
         Piper thought getting to Monaco might make things better, but it only got worse. Arriving at the Hotel de Paris Monte-Carlo
            was a nightmare. The fans were everywhere—in front of the hotel and behind it, in the parking lots and at restaurants, following
            them and yelling both Emilio’s and Piper’s names. They were also screaming for Gus, which made Piper realize much of this
            mess had been of her own making.
         

         
         Piper and Gus stayed in the hotel on Thursday for media day, hoping things would calm down. It was easy to pretend things
            were okay when you were hiding inside, but as soon as they went with Emilio to the track for practice on Friday, pandemonium
            reared its ugly head.
         

         
         Then on Saturday, the scariest scene played out when they arrived for qualifying. A swarm of fans screamed for them when they climbed out of the car. The crowd rattled the security gate so fiercely it made a horrible scraping metal noise, and Piper could only imagine what would happen if the barrier gave way. Gus barked like crazy. It was bedlam. Emilio rushed Piper and Gus through the swipe gates, then begged several security guards to make sure no one outside would be hurt. It all happened so fast. In a matter of moments, they were safe and order was restored. Still, Piper was frightened. 

         
         “That was so scary,” she said when they got to his driver’s room.

         
         “I’m sorry. I won’t let it happen again. I’ll talk to Isabel about additional security.”

         
         “I don’t like the idea of needing security in the first place. I don’t even understand why people are acting so nuts about
            this. I’m just a normal person. How do you stand it?”
         

         
         “Easy. I love this sport and it’s the only thing I want to do. So I put up with everything else that goes with it. It doesn’t
            mean I like it.”
         

         
         Piper shook her head slowly, feeling like she couldn’t possibly make sense of it, but his answer sure put a fine point on
            things—this was his life, and it wasn’t changing. “I don’t think I can take Gus out to do photos. Not even in the paddock.”
         

         
         “Remember, I’m the one who didn’t like the idea of Gus as a social media star in the first place.”

         
         The tension surrounding them had crept into Piper and Emilio’s dynamic, which she hated. She prayed a good performance in
            qualifying might make things better, but that didn’t pan out, either. Emilio only made it as far as Q2 and would be starting
            the race in P12. He was not happy.
         

         
         “Another race with no points,” Emilio said in his driver’s room as he was about to head to the garage to get into the car.

         
         Piper couldn’t argue. Monaco often wasn’t a race so much as it was a procession. The track was too tight and twisty for many overtakes. Most drivers finished in the same
            position they started. “Try to stay positive. You never know what might happen.”
         

         
         A knock came at the door. Another interruption, although Piper was thankful for this one.

         
         “Come in!” Emilio called.

         
         Isabel poked her head inside. “The good news is your dad made it. He just came through the swipe gates and should be here
            any minute.”
         

         
         “Does that mean there’s also bad news?”

         
         “Your mom and her boyfriend are also coming.”

         
         “It’s not her weekend. She and Rico didn’t even come to the race in Spain.” Anger and frustration radiated off Emilio. It
            was so palpable it practically perfumed the air. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll call and tell her not to come.”
         

         
         “I’ve already issued her passes,” Isabel said. “Both of your parents have standing orders. If they call us, we fulfill the
            request.”
         

         
         Emilio began pacing. Gus walked over to offer some comfort, which Emilio accepted. “This is a nightmare. There will be drama
            if they’re in the same place at the same time.” He looked at Piper. “You saw how my mom acted in Spain. The divorce has made
            her erratic. The same is true for my dad. It’s a miracle he made it today at all.”
         

         
         “I’ll help keep them away from each other,” Isabel offered.

         
         “In Monaco? Where everything is crammed together and people are tripping over themselves? How? Plus, my mother just had to
            bring . . . Rico.” It was as if Emilio couldn’t stand to utter his name. “My father is going to freak out.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Isabel said. “I guess that is a problem.”

         
         “Look. I can help,” Piper said. “You take your dad to the garage, and I’ll take your mom and Rico to the VIP suites. It’s
            where I would go with Gus anyway. It’s not a problem.”
         

         
         “You’d do that? I’m not paying you to be a Rico nanny.”

         
         The reminder that Piper was Emilio’s employee hurt in a way she couldn’t describe. She wasn’t making the offer as the dog
            nanny. She was offering as someone who cared about him and his problems. But she couldn’t get hung up on that. Emilio wasn’t
            himself right now, and it was too close to race time to rock the boat. “It’s no problem. I’ll brush up on my crypto lingo.”
         

         
         There was yet another knock at the door. In walked a man who looked strikingly like Emilio, only a few inches shorter and
            with a touch of gray at the temples.
         

         
         “You’re here.” Emilio’s voice was thick with emotion.

         
         Emilio and his father immediately fell into an embrace that took Piper aback. Aside from their time with his grandmother,
            this was the most demonstrative expression of affection she’d ever seen out of Emilio. No wonder he’d been upset when his
            dad had to miss the race in Imola.
         

         
         Emilio stood back with a smile that was effortless. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

         
         “Me, too.” Emilio’s father zeroed in on Piper. “You must be the new girlfriend. I’m Andreas.”

         
         Piper shook his hand, feeling nervous. “It’s so nice to meet you. Emilio and I haven’t put a label on anything. The media
            blew things out of proportion.”
         

         
         Emilio looked at Piper questioningly, like he wasn’t sure what she’d just said. “Piper is a very good friend, Dad. Let’s leave
            it at that.”
         

         
         Andreas nodded. “Whatever works. I’m just here to watch you race.”

         
         “I’m headed to the garage. Come with me?” Emilio asked.

         
         “It’s my favorite place to watch,” Andreas replied.

         
         “We should get going, then.”

         
         Isabel held the door for Andreas, then she slipped out of the room, too. “You’re going to do great,” Piper said to Emilio.

         
         “Thank you. For everything.” Emilio leaned in and kissed her softly.

         
         She savored every second. How many more of those kisses would she get? Not many. “You’re more than welcome,” she said. And
            then he was gone.
         

         
         

         “My son,” Andreas said as he and Emilio walked to the garage. “How are you? Feeling good about the race? Monaco was yours
            last year. You won so handily.”
         

         
         “It’s different this year. You know that.” Emilio came to a stop behind the garage. “Dad, I need to tell you something. Mom
            is coming today. I know it’s not her race, but she’s coming anyway. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         To Emilio’s surprise, his dad’s face lit up. “Don’t apologize. I’m glad for it. Will she be coming to the garage? I’d like
            to see her.”
         

         
         Emilio didn’t know what to make of this. “Dad, she’s here with a man. She has a boyfriend.”

         
         All color drained from his face. “Oh. I see.”

         
         With a heavy heart, Emilio reached for his father’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

         
         He nodded and pressed his lips together like he was putting on a show of strength, but Emilio knew better. He hadn’t seen his dad rattled many times, but that was exactly what was going on. “I knew she’d move on eventually. I’m disappointed it’s happened so soon, but I suppose this is what I deserved.” 

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “The divorce is my fault.”

         
         “Doesn’t it fall on both of you?”

         
         His dad shook his head. “Your mother told me what she wanted. For years. I didn’t give it to her.”

         
         Emilio hesitated to ask, but it was rare for his dad to be open about personal matters. “Go on.”

         
         “She needed more from me. More connection. More emotion. I was never forthcoming with my feelings. Kept everything to myself.
            Your grandfather was the same way. Feelings always bottled up.”
         

         
         Oh, boy. The apple did not fall far from the tree. Emilio’s thoughts flew to Piper. He’d been looking for a chance to tell her how
            he was feeling, but he hadn’t seen an opening. Now he knew he needed to take the chance, not wait for it. “You and I should have a chat about this. I’d like to hear more about how you’re coping.” Emilio
            cleared his throat. “It’s been hard for me, seeing you two apart. I think you and I need a chance to talk through our feelings. Not today, but soon.”
         

         
         His father smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Of course. For now, you have racing to worry about.”

         
         
            Monaco Grand Prix

            Monte Carlo, Monaco

         

         On their way to the paddock club, Piper and Gus ran into Harmony and Gumdrop. “There you are,” Harmony said. “Did you get
            my text?”
         

         
         Piper fished her phone out of her pocket. Somehow, she’d missed the message. “Sorry. Things have been busy this weekend.”

         
         “I saw the tabloids. None of my business. Not why I wanted to talk. I was hoping you could make me a sample batch of dog treats
            so my team can test them. I said they were great, but they want to see for themselves.”
         

         
         “I’d have to do it when I get home to Florida.”

         
         “That’s fine. I’ll text you the mailing address. Our US headquarters are in Minneapolis.”

         
         Again, Piper had an uneasy feeling. This was so far outside her comfort zone. When things were unsettled in her life, she
            always retreated there. Still, she had to stick up for herself. “Before I send anything, I need to speak to a lawyer. Make
            sure my bases are covered.” Piper braced for unpleasantness, but instead, Harmony smiled.
         

         
         “Smart. Just because my company is sponsoring your boyfriend’s Formula One team doesn’t mean I can be trusted. You need to
            protect yourself.” She nodded and pulled a little tighter on Gumdrop’s leash. “Keep me posted and we’ll hash it out.”
         

         
         

         Emilio got settled in the car, his mind running fast after his conversation with his dad. He didn’t want to live with regrets,
            personal or professional. He’d spent enough time licking his wounds. He needed to get on with life. And more urgently, do
            well in this race. Piper was there. His parents were, too. He wanted more than anything to have something they could all be proud of.
         

         
         “Radio check?” he said.

         
         “Yeah. Emilio. All good from our end,” Tom said.

         
         “Good from my end, too.”

         
         “Perfect. Let’s have a great race.”

         
         

         Piper waited outside the paddock club for Bianca and Rico, but they never showed. It was way too close to race time for her to miss the start, so Piper headed upstairs and nabbed a primo spot for her and Gus. 

         
         “How are you doing, Gussy boy?” she asked as she gave him a treat. “Are we ready to root hard for Daddy?” Gus nudged her hand
            with his nose and Piper leaned down to let Gus give her a kiss, then she cradled his face in her hands and peered into his
            sweet eyes. God, she was going to miss this dog. There was no getting around that.
         

         
         

         Emilio was ready for anything. And prepared for nothing. That was how Monaco often went. Thrill or agony. Victory or defeat.
            He watched as each of the five lights came on.
         

         
         One, two. The car rumbled beneath him. Three, four. His pulse raced. Five. The lights went out.

         
         He jammed the throttle like never before, which was risky as hell. The run to turn one was short and the track painfully narrow.
            He lucked out just like in Spain. An opening on the outside—the tiniest sliver of space for him to jump up two spots as other
            drivers were battling. He slipped into tenth position. Adrenaline coursed through his veins. This was what he loved. This
            was racing.
         

         
         

         “Emilio!” Piper shot up out of her seat, then quickly clamped her hand over her mouth and looked around the paddock club.
            Everyone else was either immersed in the race or focused on their food and drink. In other words, she’d been the sole person
            to react to Emilio’s move. Oh, well. The cat was already out of the bag.
         

         
         “Gus, Daddy is kicking butt.” He licked her hand, and she ruffled his ears. Time to settle in.

         
         

         Emilio wasn’t sure where this part of him had been, the part he’d tapped into in Spain. The part he’d been missing so badly.

         
         Of course, Piper’s words rang loudly in his head. Everything you need is already inside you. She’d been so right. All along.
         

         
         He’d never experienced Monaco like this before. He was seeing opportunities in places he never had. He passed one car and
            was up into ninth place.
         

         
         Now it was like a game. How many spots could he make up? He couldn’t wait to find out.

         
         

         “My word, Emilio Baquero is having the race of his lifetime,” the announcer said. “And that is saying a lot since he won nearly
            every race last year. He’s up four positions in the Monaco Grand Prix. That’s unheard of.”
         

         
         “Completely unheard of.” Piper thought of the times she and her dad had watched this race. It had never been this exciting.
            She wasn’t entirely certain of her F1 history, so she texted Mia.
         

         
         
            
               
                  What is the greatest number of places gained in the history of this race?

                  Michael Schumacher. 2006. He started in the pit lane and finished in fifth. The field was 22 cars then.

               

            

         
         Piper could only hope Emilio would have that good a showing, but she also didn’t want to jinx it.

         
         
            
               
                  Thoughts on Emilio?

                  Amazing. Absolutely stunning.

                  I completely agree.

               

            

         
         

         It just kept happening. Emilio kept seeing opportunities, he kept taking them and it actually worked. Every time. It was uncanny.
            He was now up to sixth place. He couldn’t help but feel like his fortunes were changing, which was a very odd sensation when
            Piper was set to leave tomorrow. It gave him hope and courage, though. Maybe he could convince her to stay. Maybe he could
            convince her they could be something.
         

         
         

         Piper could not sit. No way. She could only pace, just as she had in Spain. She could only shake out her hands, trying to
            settle her nerves. It didn’t work. This queasy feeling was familiar now, but it was the final lap, and Emilio was in fifth
            place. Just let him finish this lap. Just let him have this one thing.

         
         

         Emilio zipped across the finish line. Emotion immediately took over. Maybe it was the stress of everything that had been happening.
            Maybe it was sorrow over Piper’s imminent departure, but tears streamed down his face.
         

         
         “Absolutely unbelievable performance, Emilio. Up seven places in Monaco. I think it’s fair to say you’ve found your form with
            the car.”
         

         
         He was on the verge of sobbing. He swallowed hard, but not to stop the tears. He merely needed to express his gratitude. “Thank
            you to everyone. The whole team.”
         

         
         And thanks to Piper, for making my world a better place.

         
         

         Piper screamed at the top of her lungs, then grabbed Gus’s leash and ran as fast as she could down to the Mega garage. She stood outside the back entrance, but she could hear arguing coming from the corridor that led inside. She peeked, only to see Andreas and Bianca, red-faced and gesturing wildly as they talked. Rico was pulling up the rear. 

         
         “They’re fighting,” he said to Piper.

         
         “So I hear. Did you watch the race from the garage?”

         
         “We did. That was a mistake.”

         
         Rico and Piper watched as words continued to fly. “Emilio’s going to be out soon. I don’t want him to see them like this,”
            Piper said.
         

         
         “I can’t say anything,” Rico said. “Bianca will have my head.”

         
         Piper sucked in a deep breath. She didn’t want to take another step outside her comfort zone, but Emilio seeing his parents
            argue would only cast a shadow on today’s amazing performance. It was confrontation time.
         

         
         

         Emilio was walking on air as he strode through the garage, getting hugs and high fives from the crew and mechanics. Today
            was amazing, and he couldn’t wait to see Piper. He had so much he wanted to tell her. So much he wanted to share. So much
            he wanted to discuss. About them. About the future.
         

         
         But when he stepped into the paddock, he came upon an unexpected scene—Piper, lecturing his parents, with Rico looking on.

         
         “I realize I don’t know either of you very well, but you cannot act like this,” Piper said. “I don’t think you have any concept of how difficult you have made things for your son. I want you both to promise that you will not attend races that are not designated as your own, and when you do attend a race, your visit is about nothing more than supporting your son and showing him love and respect.” 

         
         Emilio slowly walked up behind Piper. Both his parents saw him, but then Piper snapped her fingers, and their attention quickly
            returned to her. She was like an angry schoolteacher. He hung back. He wanted to see how this would play out.
         

         
         “It doesn’t mean you can’t talk to him about important things. But those topics are for times away from the track. Not here.
            Also, if you can’t come on your race weekend, please show some respect and let the other person know so they might have a
            chance to attend in your place. Having support at the races is very important to Emilio.”
         

         
         Emilio placed his arm around Piper and kissed her cheek, but it wasn’t a peck. He pressed his lips quite solidly to her skin.
            “I agree with everything Piper said. Well, at least everything I heard.”
         

         
         “So, she is your girlfriend?” his father asked.

         
         “Yes. She is my girlfriend,” Emilio said with confidence.

         
         “How can I be so far out of the loop? Your own mother doesn’t know about this?”

         
         “Bianca . . .” Piper started. “Boundaries.” She then turned to Emilio. “Girlfriend?”

         
         “And I’m your boyfriend. Or we’re partners. Whatever you want to say. We can’t be wishy-washy about it. I know you’re leaving,
            but I’m only putting the label on it that I think it deserves.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head.
            It felt so good to finally come out with it. Leave every card on the table. No regrets. He was so very tired of them.
         

         
         “You were amazing today. Absolutely unbelievable.” She peered up at him with the blue eyes that had made their mark on him.

         
         “Thank you. I hate that I have to go to the media pen.”

         
         She smiled and pressed her hand against his chest, sending a wave of warmth through him. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”

         
         “I’ll make it quick. I want to have as much time as possible with you before you go.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Seventeen

         
         “Come on, Gus. Don’t look at me like that. You’re killing me.”

         
         Back in London, Gus was on Piper’s bed, lying next to her suitcase. He rolled to his back and played dead. All four arms straight
            up into the air, head to one side, eyes closed, tongue hanging out for dramatic effect. This dog. She rubbed his belly and he flopped back over, then licked her hand.
         

         
         She’d taught Gus that trick when they were in Imola and she was trying to stay busy. Then he’d done it for treats. Now he
            was doing it to express his disdain for the events unfolding before his doggy eyes, apparently. Namely, Piper packing up her
            things.
         

         
         Imola seemed like it had happened an entire year ago. Back before Gus’s career as social media star had taken off. Before Emilio shed his grumpy persona and began to open up. Before they got close. Before her heart grew to twice its normal size. There would never be enough words to express what this time with Emilio had meant. There would never be enough minutes for them to be together. Even though nothing was settled. Nothing had been decided. 

         
         Piper closed her eyes and pressed her hand against her stomach to connect with her own breathing. You are safe. Inhale. Exhale. You will get through this and figure out what’s next. Inhale. Exhale. And good call on the waterproof mascara.

         
         Piper jumped when her phone rang on the bed. She peered down at the caller ID. Dad. They hadn’t talked in weeks. Piper raced
            to press the green circle and put him on speaker. “Dad?” Emotion welled up in her voice. She had so much to tell him. And
            more than a lot not to tell him. “How are you?”
         

         
         “I’m good, Pipes. It’s so nice to hear your voice, sweetheart. I wanted to let you know I’m picking you up at the airport.
            Text me when you land.”
         

         
         “Dad, you hate the airport. I thought Gabby was going to do it.”

         
         “She’s stressed and busy. Plus, I’ve missed you, kiddo. I’ll come get you.” An uncomfortably long period of silence played
            out on the other end of the line. “Plus, there’s something you need to know. And, well, I don’t know, I felt like I should
            tell you.”
         

         
         “Whatever it is, tell me now. I already know Meghan’s pregnant. I can’t endure a transatlantic flight wondering what else
            there is.”
         

         
         “I just want to give you the heads-up that Kyle’s bringing, you know, her.”

         
         Piper noticed how her stomach didn’t wobble. It wasn’t that she refused to let this bother her; it simply didn’t. “Of course.
            Also, her name is Bridget.”
         

         
         “Okay, well, there’s more.”

         
         Emilio stepped into her doorway with a laundry basket filled with Piper’s clothes. Gus lumbered over to greet him. Emilio leaned down to pet his dog. Tears stung her eyes. If Piper had an entire lifetime to see the two of them together, it would never be enough. 

         
         “Piper? Are you still there?”

         
         Emilio stood and quietly kissed her cheek, then set the basket down on the bed. He’d folded her stuff. She couldn’t even believe him. “I’m here. Just say it so I can pack.”
         

         
         “Kyle and Bridget got married. A week ago. She’s pregnant, and they weren’t planning on that, so they went to a—”

         
         “Stop stop stop. Stop talking. I don’t need to know the specifics.” Piper stared at her phone, her breathing shallow. “Good
            for them.” Piper glanced at Emilio, who’d stepped into her line of sight.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” he mouthed.

         
         She nodded. “Dad, I need to go. I can’t wait to catch up. See you soon. Love you.” She pressed the red button to hang up.

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Emilio asked.

         
         “Yes. You know, it’s better they got married. That there’s a baby.”

         
         “How is that better?”

         
         “Because I know he didn’t blow everything up for nothing.” Piper unzipped her suitcase and laid it out flat on the bed. Gus
            promptly jumped up and stepped into one of the compartments, turning in circles to try to gauge a way to cram his too-large
            body inside.
         

         
         A melancholy smile bloomed on Emilio’s face. “Can you blame him? I don’t want you to leave, either.”

         
         Just kill me. She drifted into his arms and the tears stung her eyes again. She inhaled his warm smell, curled the tips of her fingers into his strong back, pressed the side of her head against the plane of his chest. She wanted to remember everything about him. The future was so up in the air. She really wanted to be with him, to find a way to make it work, but it still felt like an impossibility. Different lives. Different worlds. Different continents. 

         
         “I planned to come up here and tell you I can’t let you go to this wedding by yourself.”

         
         Piper reared back and looked him in the eye. “Hold on. What?”

         
         Deep furrows formed between his eyebrows. “I was going to invite myself to the wedding. But Isabel called when I was folding
            your laundry.” He combed his hair back from his face. “You won’t even believe what happened.”
         

         
         “Is everything okay?” Piper’s heart wanted to pound its way out of her chest. She couldn’t take any more news of consequence.

         
         “Everything at Vermillion blew up. The news just broke. I guess they were trying to keep it quiet until the summer break,
            or possibly the end of the season. All the top-level management have been forced out by their board of directors.”
         

         
         “Including Tristan Highbridge?”

         
         He nodded. “They all knew Tristan was guilty and they hid it all because they wanted to keep winning. Destroyed evidence.
            Everything.”
         

         
         Piper clamped her hand over her mouth. “Everything Mia said that night she and Xander came over. It wasn’t just gossip.” She
            grasped his arms. “And you were right. All along. You must feel so vindicated.”
         

         
         “I wish the timing was better. Like I said, I thought I’d invite myself to Florida. I want to be there to support you, but no one from Vermillion is talking, so Isabel has about fifty interview requests for me. Mega has asked me to do it all. They feel like between my performances in Spain and Monaco and the news that I didn’t fuck up by trying to hold Vermillion accountable, that it will change the whole narrative on my career.” 

         
         “Yes. You absolutely should take your victory lap.”

         
         “I don’t know if it’s that, but I do feel like things are looking up. I’m even doing an interview with Claudia Simon for the
            BBC. She’s taking a break from her maternity leave just for this.”
         

         
         “Wow.” Claudia was one of the foremost Formula One journalists. That was a very big deal.

         
         “I still feel terrible you have to go to this wedding and endure the bullshit.”

         
         Piper had been thinking about this a lot, especially as the wedding got closer. “It would be amazing to have you there. Really.
            I’d love every minute of it, but I think I have to do this by myself. Let him know he didn’t destroy me. Sort of like you
            got to do with Victoria.”
         

         
         “But you were there to help me. I want to help you.”

         
         “You did help me. You taught me a very big lesson. That this is a great big world, full of possibilities, and although I’m
            not a bold and adventurous person, it was good to do a few things outside my comfort zone. I feel like I found more of my
            voice. I feel more whole than I did when I got here.” I love you. It was on the tip of her tongue, but it refused to budge. She couldn’t say it. They’d only had a few weeks together. And
            ultimately the thought of a long-lasting love with Emilio was improbable. Her heart could only take so much falling.
         

         
         “Do you want to come to the Canadian Grand Prix? I could fly you up there.”

         
         Her instinct was to say yes. Absolutely. Of course. But that would only bring another goodbye, when she was already growing to hate the steady tick of the clock on the wall as it took away her time with him and Gus. “Can I think about it? After everything in Monaco, maybe it’s better it we keep things quiet. For both our sakes.” 

         
         

         How many more hints could he drop that he didn’t want this to be the end? Damn this Vermillion news. He really had been prepared
            to pack up his suitcase, fly to Florida with her and show Kyle how badly he’d fucked up by ever hurting Piper. Maybe that
            was just his inner macho asshole speaking, but it was the way he felt.
         

         
         Not that the Vermillion situation was the sole deciding factor. Piper had said she wanted to do the wedding on her own. Stand
            on her own two feet. And he had to admire her fierce independence in the face of a difficult thing.
         

         
         Then he’d invited her to Canada, and that was a maybe. He wasn’t sure what her hesitation was, but his gut said to follow
            her lead. She’d been sucked into his life from the moment she got on the plane to come to London, and it had been a whirlwind
            since then—rabid fans and his parents and the difficulty of being a public person who had to gauge what to say or where to
            go or what to do. It wasn’t a great way to live, being under the microscope. The trouble was that it was the only way Emilio
            knew how to live. And Piper? It was clear she hated it.
         

         
         Maybe he needed to simply let her go. Let her see her family and get over the hurdle of the wedding she’d been dreading. See
            if she wanted to come back or find a way to make it work. Because the truth was the Canadian Grand Prix wouldn’t be enough.
            It was slapping a bandage on a gaping wound.
         

         
         “You’re leaving and I feel like we aren’t having a proper goodbye,” he said, doing his best to steel his voice. “All because
            of the Vermillion thing. Why is the timing so terrible?”
         

         
         She nodded, taking the clothes he’d folded for her and placing them into the suitcase. “It’s okay. Long goodbyes are just painful. Plus, we had a wonderful goodbye last night. I barely got any sleep.” 

         
         “It was incredible.” It truly was, although it had been difficult for Emilio to focus. He was so preoccupied with finding
            a way to invite himself to the wedding. He was happy he hadn’t broached the subject last night. It might have ruined their
            entire evening. “By the way, I just paid the invoice from Fido & Friends. And I wired your bonus to your bank account. So
            the financial side of our relationship has been taken care of.” The reminder that this had all started as a job and turned
            into so much more was disheartening, but he decided to look on the bright side. At least it had happened.
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “You aren’t going to go back to working for Fido & Friends, are you? It just seems like you could do so much more. Work out
            a deal with Nom Nom. Or be a full-time dog nanny closer to home.” The thought of her nannying for anyone else made him sick.
            And as for him and Gus? He would call the company Harmony had recommended, but there was little appeal in a task guaranteed
            to fail. No one would be as perfect for Gus and him as Piper was.
         

         
         “I don’t know if I’m cut out to be a dog nanny.” She glanced over at Gus, then walked up to him and crouched down and kissed
            his nose. “I’m too attached to this guy. I think I’m more of a dog walker. Maybe I’ll pursue the treat thing. I haven’t quite
            figured it out.”
         

         
         He swallowed back the tears that wanted to flood his eyes. He really needed to get better about expressing his emotions. Maybe
            it was time to have that chat with his dad. “I’m sure whatever you choose to do will be amazing. And great. And if you need
            anything at all, I want you to call me.”
         

         
         “I’ll text you. See if there’s a time you can talk. You’re busy. You have a lot going on.”

         
         His mind kicked into overdrive, imagining his future—the one where they were two separate people, walking the earth, completely
            meant for each other if not for a few disparate and random life factors keeping them apart. He wrapped her in his arms, doing
            his best to ward off the tears. Again. He loved her. He loved her and he couldn’t say it. It would be emotional blackmail.
            She would feel obligated. He wanted her to feel free to choose the life she wanted. “I want you to remember you can do anything
            and everything you want. Everything you need is already inside you.”
         

         
         She laughed quietly, then he felt her tears on his shoulder. “That sounds like something on one of those motivational posters.
            The ones they hang in office buildings.”
         

         
         He squeezed her tighter, not wanting to let her go. “It’s not. Someone truly brilliant and pure of heart told me that. And
            it helped me through a difficult time.”
         

         
         Piper got incredibly quiet, but he could feel her trembling in his arms. She had to go, and he had to let her. Even though
            it was the worst thing that could ever happen.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gus

         
         Being sad is the worst. It just doesn’t work with my personality. I hate it.

         
         I hardly eat. I mean, I do, because I don’t want food to go to waste, but I don’t enjoy it like I used to. I sleep too much.
            Although I’ve always slept a lot. Some might say I sleep like it’s my job. But my dreams are the only place where I can see
            Piper. I miss her so much it hurts. I sleep on the floor in the doorway of her room. Hoping she will come back.
         

         
         Emilio told me he can’t take it. He said it’s too hard when we’re both sad. That really stuck with me. He was sad before Piper
            came and he’s sad now that she left. And I realize now it might not be all about my happiness. I’m happy when he’s happy.
            I want us all to be together. A family.
         

         
         I don’t know if that can happen. I don’t know how to help. All I do is hope for the day when I smell homemade dog treats being
            baked in the kitchen. Then I’ll know Emilio and I don’t have to be miserable anymore.
         

         
         I’m waiting. Waiting.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Eighteen

         
         Emilio was close to the finish line. After two solid days of talking about Vermillion with every sports and motorsports publication
            and news outlet imaginable, he only had one interview left. And he couldn’t wait to knock it out.
         

         
         “All that’s left is Claudia Simon tomorrow,” Isabel said as they wrapped up the day in the PR office at Mega Headquarters.
            “You’re more than prepared. I’ve listened to everything you’ve said in your other interviews and I wouldn’t change a thing.”
         

         
         “Thank you. For everything.” Emilio was exhausted, mentally and physically. He was still recovering from Monaco and of course,
            he might never fully get over that goodbye with Piper. The way she’d cried had torn his heart right in two. And when she was
            gone, he’d given in to it, too. He’d curled into a ball that night and let the tears out. The worst of it was Gus’s reaction.
            He had never seen a dog be so sad. He was really starting to worry.
         

         
         “Xander’s here, by the way,” Isabel said. “He’s been on the sim. He wants to say hello.”

         
         A conversation with a friend, hopefully talking about any subject other than Tristan Highbridge and Vermillion racing, sounded
            like a breath of fresh air. “Where is he?”
         

         
         “Right outside. Talking to his engineer.”

         
         Emilio and Isabel walked out into the hall. “There he is,” Xander said. “The man of the hour. The miracle man. Whatever we’re
            supposed to call you, you deserve all of it.”
         

         
         Isabel clapped them both on the shoulder. “I’m going home if it’s all good with you two. I’ve barely seen my cat since I got
            back from Monaco.”
         

         
         “Sure thing.” Emilio looked at Xander as Isabel made her exit. “How are you? How’s Mia?”

         
         “All good. Just keeping busy. Of course, Mia has taken great satisfaction in having been right about Vermillion.”

         
         “Piper said that exact thing when she heard about it.”

         
         Xander nodded. “How are you doing? Piper left, right?”
         

         
         “I’m hanging in there. And yes, she’s in Florida.” Answering those questions was like a dagger in his heart. He’d been so
            busy it’d been relatively easy to ignore how unhappy he was. He feared what was coming—the weekend, with no race and nothing
            to do except cuddle with his emotionally distressed dog and think about Piper at the wedding. “That reminds me. One of the
            marketing people is watching Gus. I need to go get him. Walk with me?”
         

         
         “Absolutely.”

         
         They started down the corridor, striding past a long procession of trophy cases. There was so much history here at Mega, and the team had treated him so well through what had been a very up-and-down season. After everything with Vermillion, he was nothing but thankful for having landed there. Finally, he felt like he was standing firmly on both feet. “I’ll be honest. I haven’t had a ton of time to dwell on Piper’s departure. The interviews have been nonstop.” 

         
         “Well, yeah. You’re the only person who can say anything.”

         
         “Finally, people want me to speak up.”

         
         “I’m proud of you, mate. You stuck to your guns. That’s not easy.”

         
         “I asked the question that needed to be asked. You would’ve done the same thing. All I really care about is putting this behind
            me. Moving forward.”
         

         
         “After Monaco, I think I’d better be watching you closer.”

         
         Emilio laughed as they came to a stop outside the marketing department office. “Don’t jinx me. I’ll end up in the wall in
            Canada if we aren’t careful.”
         

         
         “Canada isn’t that far from Florida. Are you planning to visit Piper?”

         
         “We haven’t made plans. I invited her to the Grand Prix, but she hasn’t accepted yet. I think she needs a break from the races.
            I’d like to see her, but I’m not sure if she wants that.”
         

         
         “Emilio. Seriously. I’ve seen the way she looked at you. Mia and I talked about it. After the night we came over.”

         
         “Nothing had even happened between us at that point.”

         
         “Uh, let’s just say the sexual tension was palpable. The second we got in the car to go home, Mia said she guessed it would
            be less than a day before you two, well . . . you know. I think Mia used the word boned.”
         

         
         Emilio laughed. Mia had quite the way with words. “Isn’t it strange when you’re feeling something, but aren’t sure if someone
            else feels it, too?”
         

         
         “Whatever happened in the past, I’m sure she wants you to visit her.”

         
         It was so odd, but after everything he and Piper had been through, Emilio still wasn’t sure of her feelings for him. She’d played things so close to the vest and who could blame her? She’d had her heart stomped on. 

         
         The one thing he’d never thought to ask her was whether she ever wanted to fall in love again. He knew he wanted to be in love, now that he’d had a real taste of it. But it would hurt so much if
            she didn’t feel the same way. As much as he was trying harder to feel his feelings, it was a process.
         

         
         “We’ll see,” Emilio said. “I’d better grab Gus. It’s not technically the marketing department’s job to watch my dog.”

         
         Emilio said goodbye and walked into the marketing office and soon heard the jingle of the tags on Gus’s collar. His dog walked
            over to him, tail wagging, but this still wasn’t the usual hyper-enthusiastic Gus. “Hey, buddy.”
         

         
         Jason, the social media guy who’d offered to watch Gus, appeared from his cubicle. “Gus was great. Very low-key. No problem.”

         
         “Thanks for your help. I really need to find a dog nanny.”

         
         Jason nodded. “I’m sure it’s hard to find the right person.”

         
         Emilio clipped on Gus’s leash. “Harder than you know.” He walked out to the parking area and found his McLaren. With just
            the two of them, there was plenty of room. He was about to start the engine, when he felt like he needed to say something.
            It was silly, but Gus always seemed so tuned in to what was going on with Emilio, and he was very obviously sad. And maybe
            this could be one more way for Emilio to tap into his feelings.
         

         
         “Hey, buddy.” Emilio turned to Gus, who amazingly enough, made eye contact. “I know this has been hard for you. It’s been hard for me. But I’m going to try to find a way to bring Piper back into our lives. I’m not quite sure how to do that, but I’ll figure it out. I just need to get through this last interview.” He swallowed hard as he saw Gus’s expression change. The way his eyes lit up at the things he loved. He reached over and gave him a few ear scratches. “No matter what happens, it’s you and me, buddy. We have to stick together. And I think you know this, but I love you.” He leaned in closer and kissed his soft forehead. “So, so much.” 

         
         

         Piper lay in the slightly uncomfortable bed in her parents’ guest room and stared at the ceiling. “I am a good person.” Inhale. Exhale. “I deserve love.” Inhale. Exhale. “I probably fucked up when I didn’t tell Emilio my real feelings.” She rolled to her stomach and punched the pillow, then
            looked at the text he’d sent her early that morning.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Gus misses you. He keeps sleeping in the doorway of your room. I can’t cheer him up. Maybe you need to send a batch of treats.

               

            

         
         In any other dimension, she would have loved getting a text from Emilio. But she couldn’t decipher what in the hell it meant.
            Did only Gus miss her? Was he trying to make her feel guilty? Make her sob uncontrollably? Out of the many, many things eating
            at her right now, trying to decode that text might be the worst. But she didn’t have time to ruminate about it. She had to
            put on her makeup and a dress and go to the rehearsal dinner, where she would endure questions about why her “boyfriend,”
            the Formula One driver, wasn’t with her. Because that had been the only thing anyone had asked her about since the moment
            she returned to Florida.
         

         
         She forced herself off the bed and padded into the bathroom when she heard the bedroom door open. “Piper? You decent?”

         
         “Yeah, Mom. What’s up?”

         
         Willa stepped into the bathroom doorway. “You aren’t dressed yet?”

         
         “Take a deep breath. We don’t need to leave for an hour.”

         
         Her mom consulted her phone. “Fifty-five minutes.”

         
         “Like I said. An hour.” Piper turned around to see that her mom was all gussied up, in an eggplant-purple wrap dress. “Whoa.
            Mom. You look hot. Has Dad seen you in that?”
         

         
         Willa blushed. “Is it too much?” She leaned in closer. “Does it show too much of my boobs?”

         
         “It’s perfect, Mom. You’re perfect.” Piper turned back to the mirror and pulled her hair into a ponytail, then began sponging
            on foundation.
         

         
         Her mom perched on the edge of the bathtub. “Be honest. Have I seemed stressed out since you got home? Because I feel like
            I’m managing things fine.”
         

         
         Piper glanced over to see her mom tapping away at her phone. “Are you working?”

         
         “I have some closings next week. And a couple with a tight timeline looking for a house.”

         
         “Let’s take this time to catch up, okay?”

         
         “Are you asking me to put my phone away?”

         
         “Yes. I am.”

         
         Her mom exhaled loudly and made a show of putting her phone facedown on the toilet seat. “Okay. Why don’t you tell me more
            about London? You already told me not to ask you about Emilio.”
         

         
         “It’s not that you can’t ask me about him. It’s more the whole boyfriend thing. He’s not really my boyfriend. We were romantically involved, but our lives are too different. I don’t see how it would ever work. Long-term, at least.” 

         
         “When you say lives, what you really mean is circumstances. Those can change. In the blink of an eye.”

         
         Piper didn’t want to sound like she was unsentimental or endlessly practical, but she didn’t really buy what her mom was saying.
            “His life is so crazy. Traveling all over the world. His fans everywhere, screaming his name.”
         

         
         “Sounds exciting to me. He’s young. That’s the perfect time to live an exciting life.”

         
         Piper had to gnaw on that. “I guess.”

         
         “Do you love him?” her mother asked, completely matter-of-fact.

         
         Mascara wand in hand, Piper stared at herself in the mirror. She knew the answer. She’d known it for a while. But she’d never
            admitted it to anyone else. “Doesn’t love seem like a big word to throw around after knowing each other for a month?”
         

         
         “Your father told me he loved me on our second date.”

         
         Piper turned and rested her hip against the sink. “He did? How did that make you feel? Did you freak out?”

         
         “I’ll be honest. It shocked me. But only because I felt like he was a little out of my league.”

         
         “Out of your league? Are you serious right now? How is that possible?”

         
         “Your dad was quite the catch when we met. He still is. He’s not only handsome, he’s also not afraid to talk about his feelings.
            He’s very affectionate. That hadn’t been my experience with men before I met him.”
         

         
         “Well, Emilio didn’t tell me he loved me. So there’s that.” Piper returned her attention to the matter of her mascara.

         
         “Maybe he didn’t know how to say it to you.”

         
         Piper shook her head. “Maybe? He does sometimes have a hard time saying things.” There had been so many times when Emilio hadn’t wanted to express what he was feeling. Which only left her wondering once again what the text meant. 

         
         “Does he know about your history? The broken engagement?”

         
         Piper nodded. “The basics.”

         
         “Maybe he didn’t want to be the second guy to break your heart.”

         
         Whoa. Now that made sense.

         
         “I’m sure you’ll figure it out, honey.”

         
         Piper wasn’t convinced, especially since she wasn’t as clearheaded as she’d been when she left London. “Speaking of figuring
            things out, I wanted to talk to you about buying a condo. Or a house. I have some money in the bank now.” Actually, a lot
            more than she’d expected to have. That “bonus” Emilio had given her? It was four times what he’d offered when he hired her.
            She needed to thank him for it, but she wished she would’ve done it before he’d sent her the text about Gus. Now it was just
            going to make it seem like an afterthought, and it was anything but. She had a bad case of text paralysis.
         

         
         “I’d love to help you find something. And of course, I will forgo my commission. We just can’t do it until a week or so after
            your sister’s wedding. Once she’s on her honeymoon and these closings are done, I’m going to take a few days off.”
         

         
         “Sounds like a wise idea.” Piper took her hair out of the ponytail and fluffed it up until it looked halfway presentable.
            She wasn’t trying to impress anyone at this rehearsal dinner. She was trying to survive it.
         

         
         “What sort of place are you thinking about? How many bedrooms? Bathrooms? What kind of kitchen do you want?”

         
         As much as this idea had been in Piper’s head for a while, she hadn’t taken the time to think it through. Probably because it required way too much analysis of what she wanted her life to be. Where she wanted to go. That had always been so hard for her. But she wanted to be done with uncertainty. “Nothing too big. Two bedrooms would be great, just so I could have a little home office. I’m not picky about bathrooms, but one and a half would be plenty. Otherwise, close to the beach? And with a yard, preferably fenced.” 

         
         “Thinking about getting a dog?”

         
         “That’s a must.”

         
         “You know, I just sold a house to the woman who runs the animal shelter. Her name is Tracy. We’re friends on Facebook. She’s
            always posting photos of cute dogs that need a home. Maybe you should go see what they have.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to adopt until I have my own place. But I’ll let you know.”

         
         Her mom stood. “We’re so happy to have you home, honey. It’s not the same around here without you.”

         
         Piper wrapped her up in a hug. “It’s good to be home. Now I just need to get through tonight and tomorrow.”

         
         “I know it’s been hard, but I’m proud of you for being there for your sister.”

         
         Sometimes, it was good to simply have someone acknowledge that you were tackling a difficult thing. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate
            that.”
         

         
         “I’m going to go find your father and make sure he’s presentable.”

         
         “I’ll get dressed.” Piper closed the door, then went to the closet and grabbed the dress she’d picked out. Black might not have been the best choice for this happy event, but it reflected her thoughts on the whole thing. After working her way into a pair of heels, she put on some silver hoop earrings and grabbed her bag. When she went to put her phone inside, she knew she couldn’t keep second-guessing Emilio’s text. She needed to respond, get it over with and see what would happen next. 

         
         
            
               
                  Hey you. I just wanted to thank you for the bonus. You really didn’t have to be so generous, but I do appreciate it. I think
                     I can make it work for a down payment on a small house or condo, so that’s great for me. I’m sorry Gus is sad. I miss him,
                     too. Please give him lots of kisses from me.
                  

               

            

         
         She hit Send and waited for a moment, hoping she might get a response. It was almost midnight in London. Emilio was probably
            in bed. Living his life. The one she wondered about fitting into.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Nineteen

         
         Piper stood on the beach in front of the Grand Salt Cay restaurant, clutching Gabby’s bouquet in her hands and feeling the
            warm ocean breeze on her face and through her hair, listening to the vows, remembering exactly how much she loved her sister.
            When Piper was five and Gabby was four, the two of them ran away together. There had been some sort of controversy over the
            tyranny of broccoli at dinner, and the girls had decided to strike out on their own. Well, it was Gabby’s idea to run away.
            Piper thought they should stay and simply eat the broccoli. But that was the difference between them. Piper had always loved
            the comforts of home.
         

         
         With tears in their eyes, but resolute, they loaded up a Hannah Montana backpack with all the essentials—stuffed animals,
            snacks and Gabby’s blanket. They started down the block and Piper had felt the need to tell Gabby one thing: I will always
            love and take care of you. That was why she was there. It was also the reason she came back. Then and now. Even when it was hard.
         

         
         Piper glanced at Kyle, then averted her eyes. They’d had one short interaction at the rehearsal dinner, with Bridget by his
            side. He said something about her looking well. Piper said something along the lines of congratulations and asked when the
            baby was due. Then he asked where her Formula One driver boyfriend was. Piper deflected like she had before, saying he was
            too busy to be there. It felt a little like saying she had a boyfriend who lived in Canada or went to another school. In short,
            it was awkward as fuck, but everyone was polite, and Piper knew with absolute certainty she was over everything that had happened
            with Kyle. It also left her with a bit of an epiphany—it wasn’t her future she’d been mourning after the broken engagement.
            It was that he’d shaken her faith in who she was. She’d grown up around love and always felt secure. She’d lived her entire
            existence in her comfort zone. And then the boundaries of that were torn away, leaving her the most vulnerable she’d ever
            been.
         

         
         As it turned out, he might’ve done her a favor. If her foundation hadn’t been shaken, she might not have had any reason to
            take Emilio up on his offer. It would’ve been easier to stick to the status quo. Out of sheer need to change something, she found the courage to get on a plane with a handsome stranger and his dog, and for a few weeks, she’d figured out that
            the world really was a beautiful place, full of love.
         

         
         As for her heart, it was so full of love at that moment, it was heavy. But maybe that was because she knew a lot of what she carried around was meant for one person—Emilio, and he wasn’t there. The thought of him walking around, having no clue how she really felt, ate at her. But she also wanted to deliver the news in person. A phone call or a text? Too impersonal. With the hurdle of the wedding behind her in a few hours, she had to take action. Get on a plane and fly to Canada for the Grand Prix. Or perhaps go straight to London. To tell him how she felt. To express everything she’d left bottled up inside her, all because she’d been afraid. 

         
         The ceremony was over in a scant twenty minutes. Thank God for Gabby’s unsentimental nature.

         
         “Thank you for being here,” Gabby mouthed, then took her bouquet and marched down the aisle, arm-in-arm with her groom.

         
         “I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Piper said to no one. It still felt good to say that—she knew it to be true.

         
         Now the biggest hurdle was the reception, where she would deliver her maid-of-honor speech. She’d practiced it so many times
            she nearly had it memorized. Still, she kept her printed copy, tucked into her bra. She couldn’t afford to mess up. Piper
            filed inside the restaurant with her parents and Meghan, then found her seat at the head table and grabbed a glass of champagne
            to toast Gabby and Luke as they walked in through the door. They truly did look happy.
         

         
         Piper downed one glass of champagne, then another, which she realized might be a mistake, but she wanted to take the edge
            off before she gave her speech. As they started to bring dinner to everyone’s table, Piper decided to take her chance and
            run into the bathroom while everyone was focused on food.
         

         
         Meghan had the same idea. “I can’t stop peeing. It’s all I do.”

         
         “I’ve heard it’s worse when the baby gets big and sits on your bladder.”

         
         “I’ve heard that, too.”

         
         They met at the sink to wash their hands, and when Piper bent over to put her hands in the water, her speech tumbled out of
            her dress and fluttered right into the basin. In an instant, it was soaked. “Oh, shit. My speech.” Piper stared as the ink
            blurred and the paper became translucent. “Fuck. What am I going to do?” Piper turned off the water and lifted it out of the
            sink, but it was too far gone. She tossed it in the trash.
         

         
         “Did you practice? Can you remember it?”

         
         “I did. I think so? I think I can?” She shook her head as she remembered what she’d said to Emilio every time he doubted himself.
            Everything you need is already inside you. “Never mind. It’s fine. I can do this.”
         

         
         Rattled, but undeterred, Piper walked into the banquet room with Meghan, then took her seat to eat, running over her speech
            in her head. As soon as the plates were cleared, Piper was on deck. She picked up a butter knife and clinked it against the
            side of her water glass. The DJ made his way over to her with a microphone. Piper stood, surveyed the room and smiled. “Let
            me tell you everything I love about my sister, Gabby.”
         

         
         

         Gus was being so hyper in the car. Like really, really hyper. He was thumping his tail against the seat, turning in circles
            and he kept trying to lick Emilio’s face. “Gus, sit. I’m trying to drive.” Emilio was happy to finally have the return of
            his dog’s previous demeanor, but this was a little ridiculous. Luckily, Emilio’s final turn was ahead. He pulled into the
            parking lot and found a spot, then climbed out and grabbed his jacket and Gus’s leash from the back seat.
         

         
         Gus hopped right out, but when Emilio went to attach his leash to his collar, his dog—his sweet, beloved dog—made a run for
            it. Like a bolt of fluffy lightning, he was gone. Straight across the parking lot. “Gus! Stop!” Emilio tore off after him.
            This dog. “Gus! You’re going to ruin everything!”
         

         
         

         “It’s been wonderful to watch Gabby and Luke fall in love, especially since I wasn’t sure my sister was capable of it. I don’t know if any of you have noticed she’s kind of a hard-ass.” Piper paused for laughter. She was killing it. “But something about Luke made her heart soften ever so slightly. And that’s the thing about love. You have to be open to it, or it might not show up in your life.” 

         
         She was about to express her next thought when one of her uncles yelled, “Who let a dog in here?”

         
         A dog? Piper glanced at Gabby, who did not seem amused. “Sounds like the party is really getting started now.” When Piper turned
            her attention to where her uncle was sitting, she saw a dog heading in her direction. She knew that face. That nose. That
            relentless tail. But how in the hell had Gus figured out how to swim across an ocean?
         

         
         

         Emilio came to a stop at the entrance to the reception, breathing hard. Straight ahead, on the far side of the room, stood
            Piper, holding a microphone, while Gus was on his hind two legs trying to make out with her. Emilio did not want a scene at
            Piper’s sister’s wedding, but he also didn’t want Gus to ruin Piper’s dress, so he marched across the room. “Sorry to interrupt,
            everyone,” he said. “This is Gus and Gus loves Piper very much.”
         

         
         Thankfully, everyone laughed.

         
         As soon as he was within a few feet of her, Emilio’s heart pounded so fiercely he thought he might be having a heart attack.
            Even in a race, it wasn’t this intense, but that was what Piper did to him. He clipped Gus’s leash on his collar. Gus took
            the hint and stopped assaulting Piper.
         

         
         “Emilio?” She placed her hand over the microphone. “What are you doing here?”

         
         He might have wondered if she was mad, except she had a huge grin on her face. “I’m sorry. I tried to get here an hour ago.
            I’ll tell you everything later. Finish your speech.” He tugged Gus back and they found an inconspicuous spot off to the side.
         

         
         Piper cleared her throat. “Well, that was exciting. For everyone who thought my Formula One driver boyfriend was a figment
            of my imagination, I would like to present the evidence, Emilio Baquero. He makes quite an entrance, doesn’t he?” Everyone
            laughed while Emilio felt his heart swell to twice its size. Finally, she’d called him her boyfriend.
         

         
         

         Piper needed to finish this speech, pronto. She only hoped she wasn’t going to burst into tears as she delivered these last
            few thoughts. But she decided that talking about love with Emilio in the same room was only going to be practice for what
            she planned to say as soon as this speech was over.
         

         
         “Luke, I need you to know you’re not just marrying a beautiful woman, you’re getting a partner with a beautiful soul. She
            has the capacity to love so fiercely, with a heart that knows no bounds, and I hope you take advantage of that every day,
            by always letting her in and keeping her close.”
         

         
         

         Emilio stood and listened, thinking Piper was describing herself. She was the one who loved fiercely and had a heart that
            knew no bounds. He only hoped when she was done, she had left some of the love in her heart for him.
         

         
         She received a rousing round of applause when she finished, then she skittered over to him. “I can’t believe you’re here.
            What about your interviews?”
         

         
         “I begged Claudia Simon to do her interview earlier, then I broke several major traffic laws to get to the airport in time.”

         
         “You’re amazing. You’re so amazing.” She drifted into him and placed the softest, sexiest kiss on his lips. “I have something I need to tell you. And I don’t care how you respond. I just need to put it out into the universe. I’ve been kicking myself ever since I came back that I hadn’t had the courage to say it.” 

         
         He nodded, and his pulse picked up again, every molecule in his body hoping like it had never hoped before. He had so many
            things he wanted to say to Piper right now. Romantic things. Declarative statements. Absolutes and certainties. Nothing in
            his life had felt settled or certain over the past year. But the feelings he had for Piper, the ones that resided square in
            the center of his heart, those were things he did not question. Even when he knew there were still no guarantees they could
            be together. But he wanted her to lead the way. “Then say it.”
         

         
         “I love you, Emilio. I know that sounds—”

         
         

         She didn’t even get out her words before Emilio was kissing her and threading his fingers into her hair. “I love you, Piper.
            And I don’t care about the timeline or what anyone says. I love you so much.” He kissed her neck. Her cheek. The top of her
            head. “The second you left, I felt like I was dying. And I know Gus felt the same way. But I also didn’t feel like I could
            burden you with all of that. You had to come back for this. You had to be here for your family.”
         

         
         She smiled. “Thank you for letting me go. But also for coming back for me.”

         
         “I’ll do that whenever you need me to. As many times as you need me to.”

         
         Gus barked.

         
         “Uh-oh. Someone’s jealous,” Piper said, crouching down next to him.

         
         

         Emilio and Piper both lovingly stroked Gus’s head. “I hope it’s okay that I brought a dog to your sister’s wedding reception. If you want, I can see if the valet can watch him or I can call the hotel I booked and see if they have someone who can take care of him.” 

         
         Piper waved it off. “Gus is family as far as I’m concerned. I’ll get the flower girls to play with him. He’ll love it.” She
            cast him a sly and sexy look. “You booked a hotel? Where, exactly?”
         

         
         “Some place called The Beach Club?”

         
         “Ooh. Do I get to stay with you for the night?” Piper leaned into him, making him hot from head to toe.

         
         “I was hoping you would.” He straightened, then held out his hand for hers. He didn’t hesitate to pull her into his arms again,
            then let his hand drift down to her ass and gave it a squeeze. “I haven’t seen you in almost a week.”
         

         
         “True. We have to make up for lost time.” She looked around the room. “I think we’ll be okay if we stay for an hour. They’ll
            cut the cake soon. We’ll dance to a few songs. Then we can get out of here.”
         

         
         “Perfect.”

         
         “I just need one thing from you.” Piper bit down on her lip.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Can I parade you around in front of everyone? Just a little bit? I think everyone at this wedding thought I had made you
            up. That those tabloid photos were AI-generated.”
         

         
         He laughed. “No problem. And I definitely want to meet Kyle.” He took off his suit jacket.

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         “I want to show off my biceps. I mean, I got to brag about you in front of Victoria. It’s only fair.”

         
         Piper snickered. “Does this make us evil?”

         
         “No. It makes us human.” He touched her arm and let his hand trail down until he reached her hand. They laced their fingers together. They fit perfectly. “I always want to be human with you, Piper. You’re my person. And I mean that. I love you.” 

         
         He watched as a tear leaked from the corner of her eye. “You’re my person, Emilio Baquero. And your dog is my dog. And I mean
            that. I love you, too.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         
            One month later

         

         “I want you to remain open-minded.” Piper glanced over at Emilio as she drove. He was as handsome as ever, sunglasses on and
            an effortless smile on his face. It was nearly the end of the Formula One summer break and he’d really needed it. Piper had,
            too.
         

         
         “It’s very hard for me to be open-minded when you’re driving. Please pull over. Let me do it. I am paid to drive. Some people
            even call me a professional.”
         

         
         Piper couldn’t help but notice he was gripping the armrest especially tight, but she took joy in making him a little nervous.
            “Does it really bother you that much that I’m behind the wheel? This is easier. I know my way around. I’ve lived here my whole
            life.”
         

         
         “You drive like you passed your test yesterday. I’m so glad I didn’t let you drive the rental in Spain.”

         
         She playfully swatted at him. “Take that back.”

         
         “You just clipped that cyclist’s left arm.”

         
         “I did not.”

         
         Emilio laughed and shook his head. “Okay. Fine. You grazed it.”

         
         Piper took a left. “Like I said, try to be open-minded about this house. I know you wanted a big modern mansion in Miami,
            but I think we should keep our options open.”
         

         
         “I’m an F1 driver. A big modern mansion in Miami goes with the territory. But I promised I would look.”

         
         “And I appreciate that.” Piper turned onto the street and spotted a familiar car up ahead. “My mom beat us. Always the professional.”
            Piper pulled in right next to her mom’s car and killed the engine. Willa stood near the front door, on her phone, per usual.
         

         
         From the outside, the house didn’t look like much—a ranch-style mid-century bungalow with a stucco-and-brick exterior and
            some tidy but unimpressive landscaping. Emilio removed his sunglasses and slid Piper a look that said he wasn’t loving this.
         

         
         “The house in London isn’t much from the outside, either. Open mind, right?”

         
         He slid his hand into hers. “Open mind.”

         
         “There they are,” Willa said. “The happy couple.”

         
         Piper still wasn’t used to hearing others refer to her and Emilio as a couple even though they very much were. They’d been
            together nonstop ever since he’d followed her to Florida and they both finally said the thing they’d been holding on to so
            tightly—I love you. Contrary to Piper’s plans that night, she stayed at the reception until there was no more champagne to drink, and the cake was a memory, and the DJ had run out of music, all with Emilio by her side. Turned out he was quite the dancer, and he took her mom, Meghan and Gabby each for a spin around the dance floor. 

         
         That night they’d stayed in the hotel Emilio booked, and they had a chance to show each other exactly how they felt.

         
         “Why were we so stupid before? Why didn’t we just come out with it and admit we loved each other?” Piper asked as Emilio kissed
            his way down her bare belly. Her bridesmaid’s dress was flung over the chair in the corner. His suit was in a pile near the
            door. Gus had wisely decided to sleep in the bathroom. “I’ve been thinking about that a lot.”
         

         
         He peered up at her, his dark eyes blazing in the faint light of the moon through the window. “It’s a testament to how much
            we care about each other. We were both trying to be respectful of what the other person had been through. But it doesn’t matter
            now because I can just say it. I love you.”
         

         
         She smiled then. “I love you, too.”

         
         “Good.” He stood and swept her off her feet. “Now, if you don’t get in this bed right now, I will never speak to you again.”

         
         After that night, they spent a few days with her parents so Emilio could get to know them. As she’d predicted, Emilio and
            her dad fell in love in a matter of minutes. They talked about everything from cars to dogs. But mostly cooking.
         

         
         “Emilio, I was going to cook some ribs for dinner tonight. Do you like to go low and slow or hot and fast?” her dad had asked
            over breakfast.
         

         
         Willa and Piper both snickered. If only her dad could hear himself.

         
         “I’ve never cooked them,” Emilio answered. “But I’m willing to learn.”

         
         “We should consult the interwebs, as they like to say.” Dad finished his coffee. “Actually, what am I thinking? Would you like to go to the hardware store? They have a whole bunch of smokers down there and the folks are real knowledgeable. We can ask what they think.” 

         
         Emilio shrugged. “Sure. I’ll do whatever you want.”

         
         “Great. We can talk about Piper in the car. Do you think Gus would like to go?”

         
         “I’m sure he’d love it.”

         
         Piper didn’t need her dad’s endorsement so much as it confirmed what she already knew—Emilio was her person.

         
         From there, they’d gone to the Canadian Grand Prix, where Piper discovered it was much easier to attend a race when you were
            actually the girlfriend of a driver. There were no cagey answers from Emilio in interviews. No attempts to evade the press.
            Turned out that as soon as you stopped hiding things, nobody cared all that much.
         

         
         Emilio finished in second place—his first podium of the season. Piper watched him during the trophy ceremony with Gus by her
            side and tears streaming down her face. She gave him the biggest kiss as soon as she got to see him up close, and Gus did
            the same. It was pretty bad. Emilio had to wash his face afterward.
         

         
         From there, they returned to London for the first few days of the summer break, then went to Ximena’s house in Spain for a
            night to drop off Gus for some “grandma” time. Emilio and Piper traveled to Portugal as just a couple, where they walked the
            beach and lounged by the pool of their very expensive hotel. They toured a castle and strolled hand in hand through street
            markets. They had so much sex Piper could hardly walk by the time they checked out.
         

         
         Even so, that trip wasn’t just about the physical. With everyone and everything else out of the way, they were able to talk. About being together. About the future. About what that might look like, and about how they wanted to be a team. A partnership. 

         
         “I think the only compromise is to live in two places,” Emilio said one night over dinner at a lovely little place on the
            coast. They had grilled fish and a bottle of verdejo. “London and Florida. I don’t want you to have to be away from family
            if you don’t want to. Especially with Meghan’s baby on the way.”
         

         
         “You need to be close to Mega Headquarters.”

         
         “For sure.”

         
         Piper was busy perusing the dessert list. “I’ve already talked to my mom about a condo. She’s been looking for places.”

         
         “Let’s buy a house. So you can have the really nice place to live that you dreamed about. And Gus will be happier.”

         
         “I can chip in with my money from the Nom Nom deal. Whenever that gets signed.”

         
         “I’m not worried about it.” He leaned over to kiss her softly. “As long as we’re together, it’ll work out.”

         
         Yes, it all happened fast, the intertwining of their lives. That was mostly how things moved in Emilio’s world, although Piper
            had always enjoyed traveling at high speeds. Together, they were creating a delicious whirlwind.
         

         
         And now they were shopping for that home together. They figured they could be in the US for part of the year and in Europe
            for the rest, and then of course, they would be all over the globe during the Formula One season, whenever Piper was up for
            attending the races.
         

         
         Piper walked up to the house and embraced her mom, then watched as her mom gave Emilio a hug. There was a genuine warmth between them, but the real love affair was between Emilio and Piper’s dad. Actually, it was more of a love triangle, between Emilio, her dad and Gus. 

         
         “Your dad just sent me a text,” Willa said. “He and Gus went for a walk, then to the dog park, where they apparently made
            many friends.”
         

         
         “Did he have some of Piper’s treats with him?” Emilio asked.

         
         “Always. Then he took Gus to the hardware store, where everyone doted on him like crazy, and finally they went to Starbucks
            and got him something called a pup cup? I don’t know. Your father thinks Gus is his first grandchild.”
         

         
         Piper smiled. “Sounds like Dad.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         Emilio squeezed Piper’s hand. “Gus is a very happy boy now. That’s for sure.”

         
         Piper knew exactly what that meant. After Emilio came to Florida, he told her exactly how down Gus had been after she left.
            So sad that Emilio had worried he’d never be the same. But apparently, all of that disappeared in the banquet room of The
            Grand Salt Cay restaurant. When the three of them were reunited and everything fell into place.
         

         
         Piper turned to Emilio and he smiled, making Piper’s heart feel like it might burst. He was the man of her dreams. She’d been
            waiting for him. She just hadn’t known it.
         

         
         “Shall we go inside?” Willa popped the key out of the lockbox.

         
         “Can’t wait to see it.” Piper stepped into the foyer, which was an odd raised platform with a coat closet off to one side. Emilio followed as she stepped down into the great room. It was sizable and open, with a high wood-beamed ceiling and a view to the pool and the backyard. Although the layout felt very modern, nothing appeared to have been updated since perhaps the 1970s. 

         
         “It’s a four-bedroom, three-bath,” Willa said.

         
         Piper turned to Emilio, squeezing his hand. “Plenty of room.”

         
         He nodded, seeming unconvinced. It wasn’t an impressive house. But Piper could see the possibilities. “After London, everything
            feels like a lot of space,” he said. “Let’s keep looking.”
         

         
         As they went from room to room, Piper felt like her new life was revealing itself. She could see the future. Like never before.
            “This room is great. Could be my home office.”
         

         
         Emilio stepped inside and turned around. “Not sure this looks like the headquarters of a multimillion-dollar dog treat company.”

         
         Piper swiped his arm. She wasn’t anywhere close to that, but she had signed a deal with Nom Nom. They were manufacturing the
            treat recipe she’d devised and calling them Gus’s Yum Yums. They not only had an illustration of Gus on the package, but a
            portion of every sale would go to a foundation for animal causes that Piper had started, as well. She wasn’t much of an expert
            in the marketing and sales of dog treats, but she did know animals, and this played to her strengths. They hoped to provide
            funding to shelters and rescues all over the world. “Plenty of space for a desk and a computer. This will work just fine.”
         

         
         They walked to the end of the hall to the primary bedroom. It was spacious, with hardwood floors and bright sunny windows.
            “This is nice. Lots of room for a big bed,” Emilio said. He seemed to be slowly softening to the house.
         

         
         Willa cleared her throat. “That’s right. Plenty of room.”

         
         “Gus likes to sleep with us,” Emilio said.

         
         “Uh-huh,” answered Willa.

         
         They checked out the other rooms, including the kitchen, which would likely be a gut job, but Piper’s dad had several friends
            who were contractors. It wouldn’t be a problem.
         

         
         “I’ll leave you two to talk about everything,” her mom said when they’d finished the tour. “I’ll be outside if you need anything.”

         
         Piper so appreciated that her mom gave them space. “The backyard is fenced in for Gus.”

         
         “Let’s walk out there,” Emilio said. “We only saw it from the sliding glass door. I’d like a better look at the pool.”

         
         Piper felt another glimmer of optimism. Maybe this house could win him over. Hand in hand, they slipped through the door out
            onto the flagstone patio. It was covered on one end by a pergola, and the pool was lovely—retro with deep turquoise tile.
            It would need a little TLC, but Gus would love it. He would spend hours in that pool. It might be impossible to get him out.
         

         
         Off to the side was a grassy area. “This is perfect for Gus,” Piper said. “And it goes all the way around to the other side
            of the house.” When she turned the corner to view the side yard, she gasped. There, straight ahead, were two adorable dog
            houses.
         

         
         “Oh, my God. Emilio. Look. It’s perfect.”

         
         “Gus isn’t going to want to sleep in there.”

         
         “No. Probably not. I mean, he’s very, very spoiled. But maybe it’s a sign this house is right for us.”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “I should probably tell you that I talked to my mom’s client. The woman who runs the local animal shelter.”

         
         “And?”

         
         Piper smiled and stepped closer, taking his hand, hoping her touch could influence him. “They have a super-cute dog. A female
            border collie. Apparently, she’s a little shy. Probably about two years old. She was abandoned in a parking lot.”
         

         
         Emilio frowned. “Oh, no. That breaks my heart.”

         
         “Apparently, she’s doing really well. Eating like crazy. She’s just not too sure about the shelter. It’s noisy and that’s
            a difficult environment for a dog that’s been traumatized.”
         

         
         “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

         
         “That Gus needs a sister?”

         
         He unleashed a wide and effortless grin. “You’re unbelievable.”

         
         “In a good way?”

         
         “In the best way. And that could be nice. Then Gus would have a companion. Someone to play with.”

         
         “Someone else to knock over. Besides me.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “So we’re doing this?”

         
         He nodded. “Yes to the house. I’d like to meet the dog first.”

         
         Just when Piper hadn’t thought she could get any happier, this happened. It was all too perfect.

         
         “Of course.” They found Willa out in the driveway. “We’ll take it,” Piper said.

         
         “You two don’t mess around with making a decision, do you?” Willa asked. “That’s wonderful. Now, I told Piper I’d waive my
            commission to save you all some money.”
         

         
         Emilio cast Willa a look. “Please don’t waive your commission.”

         
         “You’re family, Emilio. Family does not pay a commission. What are we thinking about offering?”

         
         “Ten percent above asking? Will that help get the deal done?” Emilio asked.

         
         “I have a feeling that offer will do very well.” Willa hitched her purse up onto her shoulder. “Are we meeting at the house for dinner later? Or are you two coming over now?” 

         
         Piper opened her car door. “Actually, we need to go see about a dog.”

         
         “Tracy found something for you?” her mom asked. “That’s wonderful.”

         
         Piper and Emilio climbed into the car, and she started the engine. “Now. I want you to keep an open mind.”

         
         “I already said yes to the house, and you know I’m going to say yes to the dog. What else is there to be open-minded about?”

         
         Piper bit down on her lower lip. “Did I mention that the shelter also has a super-cute cat? Gray and white with a pink nose?”

         
         “Do you have cat treats in your pocket?”

         
         “Ummm . . .”

         
         “Be honest.” He reached for her jaw and forced her to look him in the eye. Eh. Forced might be a little strong . . . She didn’t need much convincing to look at him. He was so very easy on the eyes.
         

         
         “I’ve been working on a recipe.”

         
         He shook his head slowly. “Piper. No.”

         
         “It was Nom Nom’s idea. Harmony said they’d like more from me.”

         
         He leaned in closer, his lips mere millimeters from hers. “What if I want something from you?” Infuriatingly, he kissed the
            corner of her mouth. The corner. That was all he’d give her.
         

         
         She closed her eyes as the physical frustration worked its way through her. “This isn’t fair. You’re too hot. You have undue
            influence over me.”
         

         
         He laughed quietly, then planted a real kiss right on her lips—slow and soft and perfect. “I’m sorry. I will never again withhold a kiss.” 

         
         Piper couldn’t help but remember that she’d once thought there had to be something else. Now she knew her something else was
            all around her. It was inside her. And now she could share it with Emilio.
         

         
         “That’s more like it.” She started the car and popped it into Reverse. “Now let’s go see a lady about a dog. And a cat.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gus

         
         There’s another thing that is true of all dogs, including me. When we’re happy, and we have all the love and attention we
            need, then we are so much fun to be around. If you want proof, ask my new grandpa, Josh. He thinks I’m the most fun.
         

         
         He and my new grandma, Willa, are awesome. They let me swim in their pool, and I can shake as hard as I want when I get out.
            Josh takes me everywhere. Any place where he can bring a dog. He cracks the car window, and I hang my head out while he drives.
            He took me to a place called a drive-through, where a woman gave him hamburgers and French fries through a window. It was
            magical.
         

         
         The best news is that Piper is back in our lives for good. She and Emilio figured out how to be in the same place at the same time again. I’m not sure why it was so hard to figure out, but I’m just glad my hard work paid off. For now, I’m done interfering in people things. Emilio and Piper and I are a family. We all have the love we wanted. What’s better than that? Nothing. 

         
         “Gus! Are you coming?” Josh calls from the other room. We’re hanging out today. Which means today is going to be amazing.

         
         
            * * * * *
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            About the Author

         
         KAREN BOOTH is a Midwestern girl transplanted to the South, raised on ’80s music and way too many readings of Forever. . . by Judy Blume. Married to her real-life Jake Ryan, she has two amazing kids with epic hair, a very bratty cat and loves getting
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            Select praise for Not So Fast by Karen Booth, book one in the Fast Track series

         
         
            “Of the recent crop of Formula 1 romances, this one’s way out in front.”

            —Publishers Weekly, starred review
            

            “Full of passion, wit, and high-octane F1 racing, I couldn’t stop reading . . . One of my favorite reads of the year!”

            —Amanda Weaver, author of Fast & Reckless

            “A delight from start to finish—I devoured it!”

            —Grace Reilly, USA TODAY bestselling author
            

            “A sizzling romance that blends the fast-paced world of Formula One with . . . sharp banter, steamy tension, and an irresistible
               enemies-to-lovers spark . . .”
            

            —Carly Robyn, author of Drive Me Crazy

            “Not So Fast is a great read—hot, funny, and charming!”
            

            —Serena Bell, USA TODAY bestselling author of the Wilder Adventures series
            

            “I love Karen Booth’s books! Not So Fast was a total page turner. I couldn’t put it down. I loved the set up, the banter, the chemistry!”
            

            —Louise Bay, USA TODAY bestselling author of The Royals Collection
            

            “Move over, Lewis Hamilton, Xander Bishop has just taken pole position in my heart!”

            —Adriana Anders, author of Whiteout and The Dom Com
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