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Chapter 1

I’m beginning to wake up, but waking isn’t what I want.

I force myself to stop the thoughts – cutting them before they take root. Sleep.

I feel myself waking again. This time, my eyes open. In the darkness I see my husband, peaceful, his chest rising in a steady rhythm. I daren’t look at the clock. Don’t need its numbers to tell me what I already know. I need more rest. Come on, Susie, sleep.

Jolting wide awake, the faint blue glow of early morning seeps through the curtain. Finally I can get out of bed. Nerves tight, I draw one curtain to the side – puddles glint in the dim light. Above, the sky stretches out, heavy with grey clouds. A fizz of anxiety hits my stomach. It’s wet, but it’s not raining. That’s a positive. I can’t control the weather. I can only focus on getting everything else right.

I turn around and head for the bathroom. It’s time to get ready. The waiting is over. A goal I have been working towards nearly my whole life is about to become a reality. Today I’m going to drive a Formula One car for the first time.

I pull the front of my hair into a plait and then back into a ponytail. I test it once, twice, tugging gently to ensure there’s no chance of it slipping, no stray hair to irritate or distract me. With my hair pulled back, I catch a glimpse of my neck. It’s always been big. Too big for my frame. I usually wear my hair down or a scarf to hide my hulk-like trapeziums, but I would still get the inevitable question: what do you do to get a neck like that? The answer had been years of racing, but for the last four months, it had also been a machine developed by Michael Schumacher. Strapped in, my head was tethered to a network of weights. A brutal rehearsal for the G-forces lying in wait.

Left.

Right.

Forward.

Back.

Every time, I fight it – neck locked, muscles screaming – resist, resist, resist as the pain sears down my neck and spreads through my shoulders. It never got easy, but it got easier. And now the day I’ve been fighting for is here, and it is now.

My team kit is hung up in the cupboard, everything in perfect order, each piece steamed and pressed. The shirt, the trousers, even the socks – arranged deliberately, in the exact order I’ll put them on. There’s a rhythm to this, a quiet, methodical process that steadies me. Each detail, no matter how small, offers a kind of comfort, a semblance of control.

The one thing I can’t control is the weather.

Driving down the motorway to Silverstone, I see the clouds begin to break, streaks of blue slicing through the grey. I will the sun to fight harder, to burn through and dry the wet patches. Closer to the track, the light shifts – the grey fading into the orange glow of morning.

As I enter the paddock, five big Williams F1 trucks are neatly lined up outside the garage. There is a hive of activity, mechanics, in the distinctive Williams F1 team kit, wheel in sets of tyres wrapped in heat blankets. I head straight to the engineering truck to put my race suit on. A makeshift curtain has been set up, a small, thoughtful gesture to give me a sliver of privacy to change. I can picture the conversation that must have taken place – a discussion on how to accommodate a female driver, something they’ve never dealt with before. The quiet awkwardness of moments like this isn’t new to me – it has been a constant undercurrent throughout my career.

One last time, I inspect the label on my racing suit to ensure it is the exact same one I have worn while moulding the seat at the factory. Every detail – the pedals, head height, body weight – has been calibrated to the decimal point in that suit. Preparation is a mentality – and the power is in the details.

As 9 a.m. approaches, I step into the meeting room and take a seat next to my engineer, Dom. We met four months ago during my first simulator session at the factory. Quiet, introverted, impossible to read – he never lets on if I am doing well or not. The others are already in place, heads down, fully focused: the performance engineer, the power unit engineer, the data analyst, the aerodynamicist, the tyre specialist, the simulator technician and the chief technical officer.

The briefing starts, and each detail is summarised: an installation lap followed by two ten-lap runs. For now, there is too much standing water on the track, so we will wait. As expected, the first run will be on wet tyres. Dom gives me a sympathetic glance – we both know what that means. All those hours spent in the simulator, endlessly lapping Silverstone in dry conditions, now seem futile. Every braking point and gear shift I have memorised, every cornering speed etched into muscle memory, will be irrelevant. I’ll be stepping into the unknown with only my gut feeling to rely on. And above all else, although no one dares to say it, is the overriding thought – I hope she doesn’t crash.

When I step into the garage the sweet smell of high-octane racing fuel hangs in the air. I have always loved that smell. The car has already been fired up. A modern F1 car demands seven engineers running hot oil through the engine for forty minutes just to get it to a working temperature. Outside, the media has started to gather, their numbers growing. Cameras and journalists hover at the edges. It’s part of the game – it always has been. I am a curiosity, something new and untried. I don’t resent them, and I don’t love them. They’re just there, another piece of the puzzle. Anticipation has reached fever pitch. All eyes are on me. The question hangs heavy in the air: can a girl handle a modern F1 car? Today, there will be a story – it is inevitable. Success, or I’m finished. That’s how it works. Simple. Brutal.

Dom approaches; they want me to do an installation lap and get a measure of how much standing water there is and whether a run on wet tyres is even possible. At last, the waiting, the talking, the endless observing are over. It is time to leave the small talk and scrutiny behind.

My earplugs, custom-moulded to fit perfectly, bring a welcome, muffled silence as I press them into place. I savour the stillness, a fleeting moment of calm. From now on, it will be just me and Dom – me in the car and him at the monitor. He will see what I can feel, deciphering the multicoloured lines of telemetry: the G-forces, the speeds, the cornering precision, every slide and slip of the car etched into data. Data which will reveal my every move, good or bad, to be pored over and judged.

Before I climb in, a mechanic wipes the sole of each foot, ensuring they are bone dry to avoid any risk of slipping on the pedals. This is something I always insist on as part of my process – no dirt or water can be allowed to compromise my grip on the pedals. Once I am in the car, he fastens the seatbelts. He knows I’ll ask for them to be pulled tighter; I always have to insist, as no mechanic ever tightens them enough because they’re worried about hurting me. I tug down on the belts – I want to feel welded to the chassis itself.

He clicks the steering wheel in place, its dense cluster of knobs and buttons in the centre. I had taken it home, spending hours obsessively practising on it, drilling every button, dial and knob into my memory so that when a command comes over the radio, I don’t need to think twice. It feels like solving a Rubik’s Cube – colourful and deceptively complex.

Pink left: neutral.

Pink right: reverse.

Yellow left: drink system.

Yellow right: pit limiter.

Red: kill switch.

White: brake balance.

Light blue: oil circulation.

Orange: radio.

Knobs for differential adjustment, KERS, engine, torque maps . . .

Each flick, twist and press has had to become second nature.

I look up to a sea of cameras, all trained on me, ready to capture the moment. To the right, Sir Frank Williams watching on. Dom spins his finger to give the signal to go; everyone covers their ears as the V8 engine roars to life, the thunderous growl reverberating through the garage and my body. I make myself conscious of the vibrations pulsing through the steering wheel. I am ready. I have gone through this moment so often in my head that although it is the first time, it feels familiar.

I slowly release the clutch paddle and feed in the throttle, searching for the bite point, that delicate threshold where the engine begins to transfer power. Too much throttle and I’ll spin the wheels; too little, and I’ll stall. I ease the car forward out of the garage and into the pit lane. Well, thank goodness – the girl hasn’t stalled it.

As I emerge onto the track, I steadily climb through the gears. Almost immediately, I am on the long straight. As I brake hard, the car begins to shift and squirm beneath me. Exiting the corner, the rear end snaps out sharply, and my hands jerk the steering wheel instinctively, wrestling the car back into line. The rain-soaked asphalt means that, with every corner, I will need to gauge the limits, feeling my way through the variations in grip.

The puddles haven’t gone but the standing water has dissipated enough for it to be safe. I get the command over the radio to return to the pits. As I stop, the car is instantly surrounded by a swarm of mechanics and pushed back into the garage. I report no issues. Dom confirms the car will be checked over, and we’ll immediately start the first run. I anchor my thoughts on the present moment, refusing to let them stray. I visualise with clarity exactly what I have to do.

Out on track for my first run, I accelerate through the gears until I reach full speed. The G-forces tug my helmet upwards with such ferocity that I suddenly think, Did I do my helmet up tight enough? I am acutely aware of the fine line between being fast and slipping off the edge. It feels like a dance – uncertain at first, every move on the edge. But with each lap, my instincts kick in, sharper and steadier. The nerves fade, replaced by something stronger: a determination that whispers, This is where you’re meant to be. You’ve got this.

Laps completed, I pull into the pit lane, and the mechanics wheel me back into the garage. Dom appears by the car, and though he doesn’t smile, the relief is written all over his face – and the faces of the mechanics. I haven’t crashed. When I’d first walked into the simulator room at Williams, I’d felt the quiet scepticism. No harsh words, no hostile gestures, but unmistakable all the same – I was a token gesture, a nod to diversity. I had learned that the way to silence it was simple: keep my head down, work hard and perform. Because performance is power. Now, as I look around the garage, the energy has shifted. It is different from this morning – lighter, sharper. Without a doubt, Dom and every single person there are with me, willing me to succeed.

I am out of the car, leaning on the pit wall, watching the track dry in the sun. Thin trails of steam rise where the water was evaporating, and I can see it – a narrow, dry racing line starting to form. It isn’t much yet, but it is there. Dom walks up beside me, quiet for a moment as we both watch the track. I don’t wait for him to ask.

I think we can go out on slicks, I say, still looking at that faint line.

He glances at me, then back at the track, and nods.

The final session is upon me, and this time it isn’t just about keeping the car on the track – it is about being fast. It is one thing to avoid spinning off in the wet, but now I have to prove I can be quick. Theories, simulations, hours spent memorising every braking point and cornering speed – they’ve all led to this moment. Now, theory will meet practice.

Hurtling through Woodcote and Stowe I feel my lungs pushed up against my ribcage. One G is the force of your own body weight – imagine five times that force ricocheting your head, like the fastest of rollercoasters taking the tightest turns, over and over again. The strain on my neck through the high-speed corners and under braking is unrelenting but the pain also brings familiarity. I have grown to get comfortable when it gets uncomfortable.

I hammer down the throttle. The barriers blur past as the engine screams. Copse looms, the fastest corner at Silverstone, it’s all or nothing as downforce sucks the car to the track. Lift even a fraction, and you’ll be slow. Then it’s into the gut punch of Maggotts and Becketts, where the car snaps left, right, and left again. The G-forces hit like a freight train. Then on to the long Hangar Straight where I reach in excess of 300kph.

There is absolutely nothing else occupying my thoughts and senses except each intricate detail. The precise calculations of where I can brake later, where I can carry more speed. Speed and competitiveness have always been at the core of who I am, a natural drive to push boundaries and chase the stopwatch. In that moment, I am laser focused, consumed by the need to nail the perfect lap, to extract every fraction of time I can.

Dom’s familiar voice crackles in my ear: Last lap, back to the pits.

Was that it? Already?

The car is pushed back into the garage for the final time, and suddenly the exhaustion hits. My body feels heavy, my neck and shoulders throbbing from the relentless strain. But endorphins surge, chasing away the ache. Relief washes over me – I have shown what I can do, left nothing on the table. It is over, but I’m not ready to climb out just yet. The weight of the moment settles in. This might be my last time in an F1 car.

I let the calm seep in, savouring these final seconds before the whirlwind resumes and the inevitable rounds of media interviews start. I’ve always preferred the doing to the talking.

As I step out of the car and walk to the back of the garage, a few mechanics pat me on the back. Is it because they don’t have a damaged car to repair or because the girl has done well? Either way, it is something.

I take off my helmet and feel an arm around my shoulder. Glancing to my left, I see Toto.

It was good, he says.

Being Austrian, he never wastes words. Direct, to the point and never gushing. Before I can even reply, he is gone. I barely have a moment to process before someone tells me it is time to face the media. Williams said it was a one-off – just twenty-five laps. But I don’t believe in ‘just’. When life cracks the door open, you don’t wait for permission – you charge through and grab your chance. My chance is now.
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