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					“You got up much faster than you fell, therein lies the value of what is written here.”

				

				FERNANDO ALONSO, Formula One racing driver

			

			
				
					“María is a person that can fool you. Her innocent smile hides a woman with an unparalleled determination, a strong sense of discipline and an amazing work ethic. People think the accident changed her, that it has made her even better. It’s not true. All that has happened is that people now know her better. María has always been a machine that stops at nothing because nothing is a problem for her. I don’t know about the rest of you, but she always convinces me with her smile.”

				

				PEDRO DE LA ROSA, Formula One racing driver

			

			
				
					“I had the pleasure of teaming up with you in the Maserati Trofeo as co-pilot for the Formula One Spanish Grand Prix in 2005. I enjoyed sharing a car with you; I witnessed your competitiveness, speed and great determination. It’s one of the races of which I have some of the fondest memories.”

				

				MARC GENÉ, Formula One racing driver

			

			
				
					“Dear María, you have always served as an example because of your tenacity and determination to reach the top, you have my complete admiration. But I have been even more surprised with your courage and strength in overcoming this test that fate has placed in your path.

					Thank you for your example and I am proud to be considered among your friends.”

				

				CARLOS SAINZ, racing driver

			

			
				
					“To be able to transform a personal tragedy into positive energy and be more radiant than before requires an incredible spirit which deserves respect and admiration. María is a wonderful example for all of us and it has been a privilege knowing her.”

				

				MICHÈLE MOUTON, president of the Women in Motorsport Commission of FIA

			

			
				
					“To win again. I have always believed that we keep learning each day of our life and that we never stop until we leave this world. My own experience with María has taught me that in life having more or having less is neither an advantage nor an obstacle.No matter what we have, we are destined to fight like superheroes to fulfil our desire for happiness. I have been a fan of María before and after the accident, because she has given us a master class in struggle, suffering and work at each point in her life. A career in car racing and an accident are only events for a winner in life who with more or less will always try to win again.”

				

				JAIME ALGUERSUARI, Formula One racing driver

			

			
				
					“So many years giving it all to gain a tenth of a second and in a single tenth of a second almost losing it all. Fate didn’t realize that María was used to swimming against the tide and she mocked it. Now, her life is no longer measured in milliseconds, it’s measured in smiles, hers and the ones of those around her.”

				

				ANTONIO LOBATO, journalist, Director of Formula One broadcasting for Antena 3 TV (Spanish television channel).

			

			
				
					“María de Villota is an example of how a human being, in times of great difficulty, can demonstrate such courage, strength and greatness that it touches us all. María inspires us to believe in our true potential and in our ability to successfully cope with the challenges life throws at us.”

				

				DR. MARIO ALONSO PUIG, General and digestive system surgeon and writer of the book Reinventing Yourself.

			

			
				
					“Dear María, our injuries have brought us closer together and from that perspective I can only congratulate you on the example of maturity and overcoming adversity which you have given all of us during the time you have spent in the ‘spit stop’. One also wins races there and it is clear that you are now in ‘pole position’ to win the race of your own life. Thank you, you have our full support.”

				

				JUAN JOSÉ PADILLA, bullfighter

			

		

	
		
			Life is a Gift
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				Then one day you realize you’ve lived your life asleep, you’ve wandered blind, only half feeling. If an accident hasn’t interrupted your life, go on dreaming, observing, strolling, risking and loving. But, if an accident has interrupted your life even for a moment, you know what we’re talking about. This book is for you.

			

		

	
		
			I was a racing driver. I was always racing around a lot, on and off the track, at such high speeds that the drops of misery bounced off of me. And not because they weren’t near me, but because all I wanted to do was race, move forward, hit my next target and fulfil my dream. And that’s when you don’t see, you don’t look, your heart barely feels because you don’t give anything time to penetrate the armour you’ve been forging all your life, layer by layer, that makes you stronger, blinder, clumsier and inert.

			Having a life-threatening accident can be a terrible experience, but if you survive and are able to live in dignity, it can be a wonderful gift. It can be something that takes you back to your childhood, removing not only years but also that heavy armour; something that redirects your vision soul-ward and helps you feel as if you were just born. And in fact you have been reborn.

			You weep more, yes, you become thankfully weak, although sometimes it hurts so much that all you want to do is go back to racing around. But I’m not going to forsake those who are crying out in silence for my help. Because most people, as was my case before, don’t hear them. Now, ever since I became one of them, I cannot and do not want this pain to go away: I only want to be a better person, and I’m truly grateful for being able to feel them, the ill and the healthy.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It’s because I’m a hard-headed woman that I have the opportunity to share with you part of my life story in this book. I’m going to laugh, if you allow me, at this rather gruesome joke, because it was my hard head that saved my life. Countless times throughout my childhood, and even later, I heard my parents say, “What a hard-headed daughter we have!” Thankfully, they were right.

			I decided to write this book because I have an important message for you. And also because, selfishly, I never want to forget what this accident has meant to me. There’s nothing terrible or morbid in it. It’s like life itself: incredible, surprising, difficult, beautiful… It carries you to the limit at times; to a line that is so thin that you don’t know which side of it you’re on. Yes, dear reader, it gives you the chance to feel life’s pulse again, as if you had just been born. It allows you to feel every heartbeat as if it were your first and to live a more alert, happier, more meaningful and aware life.

			But tonight I didn’t get out of bed to tell you this. I got out of bed because, like so many other nights, I feel a pain in my chest that no medicine can relieve. Today, like so many other days, I have lived, read, and interiorized the misfortunes of people I know and those I don´t; misfortunes that trouble me and keep me awake. These stories, other people’s stories, were there before my accident, but I only noticed them in passing. It was as if they were behind a shop window and couldn’t touch me. Now I feel their grief almost as if it were my own, and I feel a bitter yet healthy pain when I try to rest and let my mind go blank.

			That’s when I try to concentrate on the tempo of Rodrigo’s breathing in his peaceful slumber, to calm my own breathing and be able to sleep. But some nights that’s impossible, my head won’t let me.

			You may be thinking, “It must be tough!” And if you’re not, I’ll tell you: it is tough, because now I’m in the same boat as all the people who are sick and who share their suffering with me. I feel for them and I respect them so much that I’ve set up a new team with them: the Team of the Courageous Ill. Unlike other World Championships there is no competition with other teams, however, it is nonetheless real and surprising; a championship in which you can learn life’s most important lessons.

			What a pity that words don’t do us justice: rather than sick, one-eyed, cripples… I would say: fighters, resilient ones, brave ones…

			But my team’s most outstanding feature is that we’re special human beings because we can stop time, feel every heartbeat as if it were the first, see more clearly with a single eye and smile, even when our problems may dwarf even the biggest of troubles. And best of all: we can feel empathy with the entire “ward,” because there, yes, there we’re all equal: ill before we got here and from now on, brave ones, chosen by destiny.

			It’s from here that we connect with the rest of you; the healthy, who may nonetheless have had an accident of your own whether eviction, bankruptcy, divorce or insurmountable grief. We’re stronger than even we thought. If we can win the race back to life and stay on the track, so can you. We’re in this together.

			Some people think that I’m especially sensitive because my accident happened so recently. Barely a year has gone by… But that’s exactly why I’m writing this book now, because I don’t want time to dull what I feel, see and think at this very moment. I don’t want this pain and this joy over being alive to go away, as everything else in life does. No, this accident cannot be forgotten. I don’t want it to fade away.

			The important message I want to share with you is something that I believe I’m not the only one to have experienced, because I have friends who have lived through similar situations. What I need to say is that until your very last breath, you can decide to go on fighting or to jump ship. I didn’t see a tunnel or a light. I believe in God, but I didn’t see anyone or hear anyone say anything. And yet I was battling in that operating room to a point of exhaustion beyond words. And yes, I decided to keep on fighting. It’s not easy because you don’t know that you’re fighting for your life, no way! My brain dreamt a different reality. But, you know what? That dream was my life, who I am, and I was sure that the people I love were there with me. I say all this with the deepest respect; I’m not saying that others who have passed away could have stayed, no. I’m just saying that I could have passed away, that I feel I could have given up, but my very being, my soul, decided to keep fighting.

			It’s not only living that’s a decision. From my experience, I would say that to some extent, dying is also a decision.

			For me, this book is a hurrah, a cheer for life because, as I have said, I feel that I have an adult’s brain with the sensitivity of a child. I no longer like to watch violent films: they affect me much more than before. A gaze means much more to me now than a diamond. I pray every night for those who have suffered as I have and don’t feel strong enough to go on. I believe that life is a moment, a gift, and that it shouldn’t be taken too seriously because not even our own life is our own. We’re so insignificant…

			So, with this blend of fuels in my engine, I’m going to make my story explode and I hope that my petrol will propel you as well. I hope that without having an accident like mine, you can feel the joy of being alive and enjoy the gift of life.

		

	
		
			The accident

			
				Addenbrooke Hospital,

				England, 3 July 2012.

			

			
				Dreaming keeps us alive

				
					I feel I need silence, rest. I want them to stop, to finish. I plead without words for them to leave me alone.

					Although I hear no sounds around me, I feel pounding in my head that won’t stop. It’s as if all the neurons in my brain were working non-stop, bringing on a kind of exhaustion much more intense than I have ever felt before.

					I’m exhausted, but I know I have to make an effort, give it my all and keep going. I can’t falter now, not now, because this is the ultimate test of my career: I’m doing the FIA’s1 Formula One Mental Test.

					I’ve worked hard for many years to make my dream come true and I know that once this nightmare is finally over, I’ll not only be able to prove my worth and occupy my place in Formula One, but I’ll also qualify as an official driver and earn the FIA badge.

					I can’t stand it any longer; I’m lying flat on my back with my head full of sensors and with some kind of “snakes” winding around my legs. It must be part of the test: I have to keep them off me by moving the accelerator and the brake pedals with my feet, a kind of reflex action, while my head keeps giving them all the information they need…

					“María, this is the first time we’re running the Formula One Mental Test on a woman. We have lots of information on how male Formula One drivers’ brains work, but nothing on female ones. We need you to endure it for as long as you can.”

					I feel very tired, I’ve already been at it for several hours, but I’m determined to put my heart and soul into this last test. They tell me that Lewis Hamilton, who was the last one to do it, lasted for eight hours. I have to better his mark, or at least equal those eight endless hours.

					I’m in one of the FIA’s dark blue rooms where everyone who walks by carries a folder, taking notes. But they don’t make eye contact with me, as if their job shouldn’t get in the way of mine. I don’t remember how I got here. All I know is that I was brought in an air ambulance where my vital statistics were monitored before the test started so that no information would be lost: the typical Formula One procedure, absolute control. I know that Rodrigo, my boyfriend, was in the plane too, but he acted as if he were a doctor, talking about my physical condition with someone else and not talking to me at all.

					Hours go by and the suffering gets worse and worse. I feel that I want to let go, that I need to rest, that I can’t go on. I find it difficult to breathe, I’ve never felt so tired; it’s as if my life were slipping away, every breath is a victory. I can’t bear it anymore. I’m beyond what I believed I could stand, but I can’t tell them that I’m giving up.

					A female FIA voice tells me, “Keep up the good work, María, keep it up!” She’s the only one who talks to me. I think that since she’s a woman, she wants me to pass this test, but I have no strength left. She keeps encouraging me, and I’m starting to get angry with her because she can’t imagine the effort I’m making to pass this test.

					I feel like telling her, “Enough! Turn everything off, leave my head alone, take those ropes off my legs, I can’t stand it any longer!”

					Then, when I’m about to give up, I feel a banging in my head, as if someone were hammering a nail into it. “Cut it out! Stop!” but the technicians tell me, “María, you’ve passed the test; we’re going to put the badge in your head. It’s like a microchip, it’s so small that no one will notice it; but all Formula One drivers have one although no one knows it.” “All right then, if it has to be that way,” and I let them finish. But when the hammering starts for a second time, I get very angry, but I’m told, “Since you’ve resisted more than 8 hours, you get two badges.” How was I going to refuse that?

					Lying there in the Experiment Hall, I felt as though I’d given all I had to pass the test and I vomit from sheer fatigue; I think “if I vomit again I’ll die, literally, I can’t stand it any longer, the pain is so intense. I have no more strength, not even to move, I can barely breathe and I need to pee, but I can’t do that in front of all the FIA inspectors; what’s more, I don’t have any strength to sit up, much less get to the toilet.” They tell me, “Go ahead, pee,” and I think to myself, “How am I going to pee on myself, in front of all these people?” I’ll hold it in. I want to get out of here! I’ve passed the test and all I want is to see my family. I know they’re waiting for me on the other side of the glass observation screen. I want to leave this damn exam behind. So, I pee on myself, terribly embarrassed, and they take me out of there.

				

				That’s what ran through my mind during several operations: subconscious mental constructs mixed with touches of reality. I’ve never talked about this before to anyone outside my inner circle of family and friends, because the scenario I imagined was so real to me, and at the same time so like a fantasy, that it took me some time to accept that it was all just a dream. At the time, believing that I was taking a mental exam for the FIA that would prove my worth as a Formula One driver was the challenge I needed to go on living. That’s what came to my rescue, instilling strength in me when I wanted to give up and in fact helping me fight for my life.

			

			
				Touches of reality

				In Formula One, drivers’ physical fitness is examined very thoroughly and the tests they have to pass are known for being highly demanding and extremely intense.

				Two weeks before my accident I was at McLaren, where I underwent a medical and physical check-up to measure my performance. They did all the tests in the same day. The bicycle stress test, where soaked in sweat I pedalled until my legs no longer responded, was conducted in a room with two trainers and a computer logging the data. After that I had to do a series of pull-ups, squats, abdominals, lumbar exercises and a running speed test. Then, after I was good and tired, I had to do some reflex and concentration tests sitting in front of a computer so they could record my reactions and decision-making under those circumstances.

				All the while, I had to deal with the added stress of knowing that I was the first woman to be there and that my scores would be compared to those of the most successful drivers: Fernando Alonso, Lewis Hamilton and Jenson Button. Those were some really tough hours, but that’s what you train and prepare yourself for every day.

				All that, however, was nothing compared to the exhaustion I felt when I returned from my life-saving journey in the operating room. I was so weary that I was unable to turn over in bed without help.

				I was in a coma for 5 days and had three operations: over thirty hours of surgery in all. “Thanks to the fact that you were in good shape María,” the surgeons later told me, “we could go on operating, because your heart held out well.”

			

			
				I decide to live

				I was in critical condition when I went into the operating room. While I was dreaming, I underwent several high-risk surgical procedures to mend the head and brain injuries caused by the crash. The first and most important operation lasted for seventeen hours. My family couldn’t believe that I was still alive. I underwent two more operations for facial reconstruction, which was also important and absolutely necessary.

				And why did I have that dream? What did it mean, then? I believe that our brains must very wisely choose a surreal scenario to drive us to subconsciously fight with all our might. I think that although I’m very attached to my family and deeply in love, my brain decided to invent the FIA test because it knew I would fight hard for what I’ve always longed to be: a Formula One driver. For me it was so real that when I woke up I couldn’t believe that I was somewhere else. I was even very happy to know that I’d proved my mettle, that I’d passed the damn test and earned my badges! I presume that if I had had children, I would have gone into a dream to save them: who knows?

				No one from the FIA was in the Intensive Care Unit (ICU), but there was one woman, my nurse, who supported me in my struggle. And I didn’t really have snakes on my legs, just tape wrapped around them to stimulate the circulation after having been immobilized for so long. The sensors I had on my head were real, though: they had to monitor my brain. And my badge… my badge was a pressure gage. Although I never saw it, because it was removed before I woke up, my brother and sister told me about it: it looked like a spark plug jutting out of my head.

				Only four things in my dream were real: the duration, the nurse, and most importantly for me, my family, who were watching the “test” through a glass observation screen. The fourth is one of the reasons for writing this book: I could have given up but I decided to go on fighting. As I said before, we don’t only decide to live: we can also subconsciously decide to die.

				But let’s go back to where it all started.

			

			
				Another rainy day in the UK

				That July morning I was scheduled for a Formula One test drive at Duxford Airfield.

				It was part of my job, and it was conducted there on a landing strip because race track practice is limited in Formula One.

				It was a day I’d been waiting for. It was all set up for me to test specific parts of the car that would be used in the forthcoming Grand Prix at Silverstone. That day marked another milestone in my career; it wasn’t a particularly hard day, but for me it was a very important one.

				When racing drivers get into a car they don’t feel fear. Not because we’re crazy, but because we work thoroughly through every detail, every control, every safety measure. That gives us the feeling that everything is under control.

				That day it wasn’t. I’ve relived that nightmare second by second, asleep and awake, time and again, and there was nothing that I could have done to change the outcome.

				Shortly after my test drive began at Duxford Airfield, a death certificate would be issued: mine.

				The One Up There didn’t want to call me yet, though, and now all I want is for what happened to me to never happen again.

			

			
				Before and after

				An ambulance arrived at Addenbrooke hospital. Although the hospital was nearby, it had taken a while to get there after the accident occurred. They had stopped twice because your writer, whose death had been certified by the police, was losing her life. I arrived with my face severely damaged, but alive, accompanied by Isabel, my older sister.

				Isabel signed the paper showing my pre-surgery X-ray; looking at it now, I must admit that it was horrible. My sister was faced with a very difficult decision: to consent to the surgery without knowing who would be operating or if I would live, or to have me taken to another hospital. But there was no time to waste, the situation was very serious. She walked by my side up to the door of the operating room and stayed there waiting, all alone. The rest of my family was in Spain.

				My parents, my brother Emilio and my boyfriend Rodrigo jumped on a flight as soon as they heard about the accident. Isabel later told me that she phoned home when she saw me move slightly. She didn’t know whether it would last very long, but she thought, “This is definitely the moment to phone home.” My dad answered the phone. Isabel didn’t tell him much, just enough to neither confuse nor lie. She only said, “María’s had a serious accident and I don’t know if she’s going to live. Come as soon as you can.”

				My dad decided not to tell my mum the whole truth, so he simply said that I’d been injured. My mum didn’t want to ask. She was supposed to pack for just a day, but she thought better of it and took all they’d need for a week. She had had a feeling that something would happen that morning and my dad had told her a few minutes before the call, “Calm down Isabel, today is the one day you needn’t worry.”

				My mum later recalled that on the plane my dad and brother looked as if they were sleeping, but in fact they got no rest: they were praying with their eyes closed to concentrate on their prayers, thinking that their most sincere prayers, the prayers from their souls, would save me. Besides, with their eyes closed, they wouldn’t weep in front of my mum.

				They all came to the hospital; Rodrigo, my boyfriend, travelled on his own. He was jogging in a park in Madrid when Isabel phoned him and he didn’t see the missed call until he got to his locker. My sister told him how serious the accident had been. Rodrigo left work with no warning or explanation and had his best friend, Martin, drive him to the airport while he made a flight reservation from his mobile phone.

				They all met up at the emergency ward in Cambridge. Nobody has told me about their wait: I imagine that what they felt just then can’t be put into words.

				After 13 hours of surgery, they started to lose hope. They believed that I’d died and they waited in silence. After 17 hours they were informed that I’d pulled through the surgery but that I was in critical condition and that the consequences of the accident were devastating for a young woman.

				Given my terrible condition, only my parents and my sister were allowed in to see me. Those details I prefer to keep to myself.

				But I was alive.

			

			
				7 July 2012, 7:00 PM

				Before getting into the car I had the accident in, I remember my sister Isabel telling me for no reason, “I have a feeling something good is going to happen on the 7th, you’ll see.” Everyone in my family likes the number 7.

				Four days after the accident, on 7 July at 7:00 PM, my family was at my bedside and very concerned because the doctors didn’t know whether I would be able to move my hands or feet, or speak again. The truck’s tail lift had damaged the right frontal lobe of my brain. This could also result in difficulties with task management or even personality disorders.

				The doctor asked me if I could move my hands and I responded… by moving them! Then, he asked me if I could move my feet, but I couldn’t. My sister Isabel, in despair, said, “María, move your ‘ñoños’.” (Canary Island slang for ‘feet’ that we’d picked up from my sister-in-law and used because we thought it sounded funny). And I did. I don’t know how much later, but I also started to speak.

				Since I thought I was at work, I began speaking in English. Everyone was enormously relieved to hear me, but were concerned because I wasn’t talking to them about anything but “work.” The doctor looked at my mum and said, “Talk to her, maybe she’ll recognize you.” She did so, but I answered asking for silence, “Shhhhhh! Mom, I’m working.” At least I’d recognized her, but no-one could understand my reaction and they all feared it was a consequence of the accident.

			

			
				They save my life… I lose an eye

				What I remember about 7 July is that I didn’t know what day it was or where I was. When I woke up I saw a young man in a white coat, rather too young to be a doctor and quite handsome, sitting on a chair next to my bed. My parents and brother and sister were also there.

				“María,” he said with a French accent in English, “do you know where you are?” I remembered the recent places I’d been to, but then I thought, “I think the FIA mental test was in Canada,” so I replied, “Canada.” He said, “We’re in Cambridge, María, do you remember you had an accident?” That was when I remembered the aerodynamics test I’d done not long ago with my team and that I had crashed at low speed. I thought I’d lost consciousness.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Plataforma
Testimonio

V7 4 » : ' 1 v
MARIA..V
Life is a Gift

A woman who drove her life with a firm hand





OEBPS/images/logo-plataforma.png
Plataforma
Editorial





