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To my wonderful family –


the constant through every chapter,


the calm in every storm,


the loudest cheer in the crowd.


 


For the belief, the laughter, the sacrifices.


For letting me chase something bigger and never asking me to be less.


 


Thank you – for everything.










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.










Chapter 2


I can still see the path, winding through the thick bracken that blanketed the hills behind my house. My PW50, a 49cc kids’ bike, was struggling to keep pace with Mum and my brother on their bigger bikes up ahead. My helmet jangled on my small shoulders because my neck was too weak to absorb the bumps. We stopped at a clearing, and there it was – the steepest path we had encountered yet, stretching endlessly into the sky, or so it seemed to my six-year-old eyes.


Mum’s voice broke through the rumble of the engine.


Full throttle, don’t stop! For her, more throttle was the answer to most things in life. She couldn’t stand staying still – she was happiest in motion, always needing something to do, preferably something physical. She had to grow up fast. Her dad, my grandfather, was paralysed in a diving accident when she was twelve, struck by the bends and confined to a wheelchair. Life changed instantly for them, but it never stopped him from being larger than life, dragging the family along for the ride. I’d seen an old black-and-white photo of him launching his BSA bike over a crest during the Scottish Six Days Trial, which he nearly won. His son, my Uncle Mike, would follow in his footsteps. Gramps was one of those classic English action men who seemed to do it all: paratrooper, works BSA rider and, later, a commercial diver. After his accident, he continued to fly microlight aircraft well into his fifties, before being banned by my grandmother, Mo, after breaking his ankle during a crash landing. He made up for what he lacked in displays of affection with his unshakeable can-do and never-complain attitude. Anytime we grumbled, Mum would ask if we’d ever heard Gramps complain. Of course, we hadn’t.


Go, go, go! Mum shouted as my brother’s engine revved, and he shot up the hill.


Typical. Being over a year older, he always went first and always set the bar high. My heart was racing. Mum turned to me.


Straight up. No stopping.


Well, if David could do it, I could do it. I had seen my mum racing bikes with my dad. She bought her first bike from Dad’s motorcycle shop when she was young, and that was it – they hit it off, and before long, they were racing quad bikes together, living for the thrill. When my brother and I came along, we became part of the adventure. I remember being packed between quad bikes, bouncing along on old duvets and cushions on our way to motocross races. It all felt so normal, seeing Mum racing with the men, seeing her afterwards, red-faced and covered head to toe in mud, swapping race stories with Dad and their mates.


I leaned forward, lifted my foot off the ground and twisted the throttle. The bike jerked ahead, and suddenly, I wasn’t in control – I was just along for the ride. The faster it went, the more I was pushed back, which made me twist the throttle even harder. I was barely hanging on, nearly tossed from the seat. The bike bucked beneath me, kicking up dirt and grass. I strained with all my might to keep my eyes locked on the brow of the hill as it came clearly into view. Then, before I knew it, the bike launched over the crest – I was at the top. David was already there, waiting by his motorbike. He smiled and gave me the thumbs up. Even though I was the little sister, often slowing him down and no doubt frequently annoying, he always treated me as an equal. He wanted me to succeed, to keep up with him – we were in it together.


I felt a surge of adrenaline. It was as if every nerve lit up at once, carrying a flood of energy that I came to love. That moment wired me for more. I’d chase that feeling again and again.


Mum arrived right after.


Well done, she said, as if she’d expected nothing less.


Before I could dwell on the lack of effusive praise I thought I’d earned, we were off again, looking for the next hill – one that now seemed much easier. The brilliance of my mum’s expectation was that we at least give it a go. We had unconditional love but not universal praise – that had to be earned.


 


I grew up in Oban, a small town on the West Coast of Scotland, where tourism had gradually replaced fishing as the backbone of the local economy. Drawn by the opportunities it offered, my parents both found their separate ways to Oban, nestled by the sea and surrounded by rugged hills.


My mother and her brother, Mike, had grown up in Derbyshire where Gramps ran a motorbike shop that exclusively sold British bikes – BSA and Triumph. He was a proud loyalist to these iconic brands, but his refusal to embrace the rise of Japanese manufacturers such as Honda and Yamaha eventually made his business unsustainable. Searching for a fresh start, he moved the family to Oban, inspired by his trips to Scotland and the dream of turning his other hobby, diving, into a professional career. After Gramps’s diving accident, Mo, stoic as ever, stepped in as the glue that held the family together.


My dad, on the other hand, was born and raised in Glasgow. His father, my grandpa, worked as an engineer for Rolls-Royce, becoming the youngest foreman on the shop floor. Both he and my grandma had high hopes for their only son. They lived frugally, sacrificing so they could send him to a private school, believing education would open the doors to a better life. My dad tried to make good on their dreams – he started studying pharmacy, then switched to optometry, diligently trying to meet their expectations. But deep down, he knew it wasn’t for him. He dropped out, packed up his tools and became a mechanic.


He loved motorbikes, and racing quickly became his passion. One day, he opened a map and noticed that a region as vast as Argyll had no bike dealerships. That was all the motivation he needed. He drove to Oban, asked a local rider where he’d bought his motorbike, and when the answer came back as Glasgow, he knew he’d found his opportunity. He set up shop, sleeping there until the business gained traction. In time, Granny and Grandpa joined him in Oban.


My mum met my dad when she went to buy her first motorbike, no doubt encouraged by Gramps. She bought the bike, but by all accounts, Dad didn’t give her any discount. They became friends, and with their shared love of motorbikes they were soon going to my dad’s race meetings together. By then, he had started taking road racing more seriously, competing in events like the Isle of Man TT, the fastest and most dangerous road race in the world. Their friendship grew through frequent squash games and eventually became a romance, marked by holding hands in the back of a van on the way to a race. True to form, my mum, never one to beat around the bush, gave my dad an ultimatum nine months later while they were on holiday in St Lucia.


Are we going to do something about this, or just keep bubbling along? she asked.


My dad, ever the romantic, replied, I’m 99 per cent sure you’re the one.


It wasn’t until happy hour cocktails loosened him up a few hours later that he turned to her and said, Sal, I think we can give this a go.


The next morning, with sore heads, my mum reminded him of his words, half expecting him to have forgotten. But he hadn’t. Soon after, they were engaged.


Within a year of getting married, my mum was pregnant. Parenthood didn’t dampen their enthusiasm for racing; in fact, when my dad got a new racing bike, my mum insisted on taking it for a lap around Knockhill, the only racetrack in Scotland – five months pregnant. She had to push her belly to the side of the fuel tank to make it work. After my brother was born, my mum decided she wanted her children as close in age as possible. Sixteen months later, I joined the family.


 


We grew up in a house near Ganavan, a white sandy beach whose name means ‘white sand’ in Gaelic. For me, it was a magical place, a giant playground where my brother and I could run wild. Behind our house was Battleship Hill, a steep and rugged hill that we spent hours exploring, making dens out of whatever we could find, or racing each other to the top. The only rule was simple: be home before the streetlights flickered on. It was a different time – when kids ran free and parents trusted the dusk to call us home. My two best friends were Heidi and Judy; we were inseparable all through primary school.


By that time, Mum and Grandma had opened their clothes shop, and with both parents working, David and I started spending more time during the week with our grandparents. We loved it. We’d head up to Mo and Gramps’s campsite where we had free rein of the kids’ play park. True to form, Gramps had built a playground that would have given any health and safety inspector a nervous twitch – underground tunnels that got smaller and smaller, a zip line and some formidable climbing obstacles. Eventually, most of it had to come down because it was deemed too risky, but for us, it was paradise.


On alternate days, we’d be taken up to Grandma and Grandpa’s. There was always soup, whatever Grandpa had made that week, served at the kitchen table like clockwork followed by whatever delight Grandma had baked.


David and I moved as a little team, though I usually had to do the negotiating. I’d charm the bus driver into holding on just a moment longer while David sprinted out the front door, school jumper half on, tie askew, hair everywhere. Always late. Always grinning.


Around this time, my parents started selling jet skis at the motorbike shop, and soon we had a family jet ski rental business on the beach with all the extra equipment for watersports. On sunny days, David and I were in charge of fitting customers with life jackets, taking payments and timing their rides. We were always doing something – my mum’s aversion to sitting still meant there was never a dull moment. On weekends, if the weather was good, we’d be out on the sea from morning till night.


The Gulf Stream passed by Oban, keeping the climate from being as harsh as Siberia, but it was far from tropical – the cold water still stung. To help, Mum and Dad had custom wetsuits made for us by a local company. What thrilled me most wasn’t the practicality but the fact that I got to choose the colours. At last, I could be like my prized Ocean Snorkel Barbie, with her pink and light blue wetsuit. Just like her, I adored anything pink.


I loved Barbie – she could be anything. Rollerblade Barbie, Ski Fun Barbie, Scuba Diver Barbie, Business Barbie. I’d spend hours creating my own worlds, where nothing stopped her. She’d drive her pink convertible, her pink van or her pink speedboat. She was unapologetically girly but could do it all. I’d lay out a blue towel to mimic the ocean, setting up my Wet ’n Wild Ocean Friends speedboat, driven by Ken, of course, while Ski Fun Barbie water-skied behind.


So, when it was my turn to try water skiing, I was determined to channel Ski Fun Barbie. My dad, on the jet ski, ever confident in my abilities, hit the throttle and I shot forward – straight into a faceplant. But I didn’t let go. Instead, I was dragged underwater, saltwater forcing its way into my eyes until my hands finally gave out. Spluttering and coughing, I bobbed back to the surface, thoroughly un-Ski Fun Barbie. I’d watched my brother gripping the rope behind the jet ski, crashing but then managing to get up, and we were all cheering from the beach.


Back on shore, I reasoned with Dad, Okay, I’ll try three times, and that’s it.


All right, Toots, he said, using his pet name for me, but get up on the first try, and I’ll buy you that Barbie you won’t stop talking about.


Cowgirl Barbie! Suddenly, the goal was clear, this wasn’t just about water skiing. This was about getting Cowgirl Barbie. I ran to my brother, wide-eyed and desperate. Sitting me down on the ground, he patiently demonstrated the technique. Arms straight. Back upright. And knees tucked into my chest. And the most important part: when you feel the rope pulling, you push against the water with your skis, straighten your legs and lean back. He went over it one last time before we both jumped in off the jetty. Dad, already perched on the jet ski, flung the rope towards me.


Okay, Toots, get ready!


My brother offered his last bit of advice: Only losers let go.


The rope went taut, yanking me out of the water, and suddenly I was up. My skis skittered across the surface, my arms bouncing, legs wobbling and body bent forward, graceless but upright. But I wasn’t letting go. I hung on until I hit a small wave and went crashing down into the water. Again, very un-Ski Fun Barbie – but I didn’t care. Cowgirl Barbie was mine.


Being cold is a consistent childhood memory. Sunbathing wasn’t our thing. Holidays were action-packed; the idea of lying on a beach was alien to my mum. At Christmas, we always went to the mountains in France – Mum and Dad were avid skiers, and they had us on the slopes almost as soon as we could walk. By the time we were two or three, they had us toddling around in the snow, set on turning us into little racers. We joined the École de Ski in France, part of the Young Ski Club, where each trip brought a new badge and a sense of progress. Every single Christmas, we’d be in France with a group of other families. Mum and Dad’s passion shaped our holidays, and they were determined to get us racing down the runs as a family, no matter the conditions. But sometimes, that mindset led us a step too far.


 


One such moment came when I attempted to ski down a difficult slope. Mum and Dad, standing at the top, encouraged me to go for it. Following Dad, with Mum behind us, I went, but I didn’t stop. There were no turns, no control – just sheer, reckless speed. I passed Dad, and he quickly realised I wasn’t in control and, in a state of panic, skied after me. The only way to stop me was to collide with me. His quick thinking probably saved me from something much worse further down the hill, but the crash itself was spectacularly bad.


The next thing I remember was waking up in an ambulance, Mum’s calm but insistent voice beside me: Don’t go to sleep, keep your eyes open. The paramedics were concerned about a head injury, and that moment, I think, was when Mum and Dad truly became scared. I ended up in the hospital with a suspected fractured skull, and the whole ordeal kept me there for two days. I was back on the slopes the next day, but our ski schedule eased up for the rest of that trip. It was back to full attack the next year, though.


Part of Mum and Dad’s reasoning was that whenever something bad happened, it was important not to dwell on it. They didn’t want it to become a psychological barrier for us. So, the next year, I was back on the slopes with maximum effort, under the understanding that accidents happen. For my parents, it was a lesson learned – next time, they made sure I was sandwiched between them on the slope. But they weren’t scared of risk; they were determined to get me back out there and not let fear take hold. You pick yourself up and you keep going.


 


Motorbikes were a constant in our family. My dad had encouraged my mum to take up quad racing, insisting she was part of the action and not watching from the sidelines. Before long, we became part of a travelling group of riders from Oban, making long journeys from our remote town to beach races across the UK. Although we travelled with other families, ours was unique – my mum was the only mum racing. That was entirely down to my dad, who believed that anything he could do, Mum could do too.


At the age of three, I remember waking up on Christmas Day to find two cards, one for my older brother and one for me. Each had a ribbon attached, his blue and mine yellow, and Mum and Dad told us to follow them. Excitedly we followed the ribbons around the house until they led us out of the front door and on the drive were two mini three-wheelers with 50cc engines, each with our names on the side.


Soon, I was obsessed with motorbikes. As a family, we would go and watch MotoGP at legendary circuits like Assen in Holland, Donington and Silverstone. My bedroom walls were a shrine to the sport, plastered with posters of my heroes – Kevin Schwantz, Mick Doohan and Wayne Rainey. My homage to all things racing, and I couldn’t get enough of it.


 


In stark contrast to motorbikes was the business my mum and Grandma started – a dress shop called Bennetts, specialising in wedding outfits and elegant women’s attire. Mum would come down the stairs dressed for work, often in a sharp skirt suit and heels, ready for the day ahead. She looked so glamorous in her Jacques Vert suit, bright lipstick and heels – a striking contrast to how she was at the track, dressed in overalls. I marvelled at how effortlessly she could pull off both looks.


On Saturdays, having just turned eight, I’d help out in the shop, dusting the display cabinets filled with jewellery, hats and shoes. When customers came in looking for something special, I was in charge of making the tea and coffee, watching as Mum and Grandma thoughtfully considered which designer and colour palette would suit them best. The curtain of the dressing room would pull back to reveal a stunning outfit, and the customer, now more poised and confident, seemed transformed from the person who had first walked through the door. The tailor would be called to make the final touches, adjusting arm lengths and hems to perfection. Princess Diana’s mother, Frances Shand Kydd, was a regular customer, and Mum took quiet pride in ensuring she found just the right outfit for her frequent visits down to England.


On certain occasions, Mum and Grandma took me out of school to join them on trips down to Glasgow to buy stock for the following season. We’d get up early and I’d dress in my best outfit, not wanting to look out of place next to both of them. Each designer’s showroom was filled with glamorous dresses and gowns for consideration, the saleswomen eagerly showing off the new styles of the season. Bennetts gave me a front-row seat to the power of clothing and style – the way they could elevate not just an appearance but a person’s whole demeanour.


 


My first real taste of competition came not with motorbikes but with swimming. I wasn’t built for it – one of the youngest in the Scottish school year, born in December, and always the smallest in the class. My parents even arranged a doctor’s visit to check if something was stunting my growth. Turns out, I was just a late developer. Still, my brother and I raced through swimming grades, setting our sights on the Oban Otters Squad. It was invitation-only, training three times a week under Callum, the ex-policeman coach whose booming voice could cut through the water like a knife. ‘The Squad’ strutted poolside with their sleek goggles and water bottles, and I was desperate to be one of them.


When the tryout date was announced, it felt like everything hinged on that moment. Both my brother and I would compete, with the top eight swimmers earning a spot. I could see it already: the yellow-and-black swimsuit, the matching cap, the cool tracksuit for competitions. Long before manifestation became a buzzword, I’d daydream what it felt like to succeed.


On the day, we lined up at the pool’s edge, split into groups, and given drills to showcase speed and technique. I focused on moving cleanly through the water, glancing at the coach out of the corner of my eye every third stroke. He’d occasionally pull a swimmer aside for feedback, but not me. Was that a good sign? I couldn’t tell. When we finally climbed out, shivering and red-faced, Callum stood before us, clipboard in hand. Names were called, one by one. My brother’s name came and I cheered under my breath, whispering, ‘Yes!’ Then my best friend Heidi’s. I hugged her quickly as she moved forward. Four names left. Then three. I willed my name to be called. But it wasn’t. I stood frozen. I hadn’t made the team. The chosen eight congratulated each other, and then my brother and Heidi rushed over to me with words of encouragement that felt like pity. I hated it. Anger bubbled up. Staring at the coach, I thought, You just made a mistake. Big mistake. Huge.


While my brother and Heidi moved on to train with the squad, I wasn’t about to sulk. The local gala was coming up and I was determined not to be left behind. Every training session became a battle to prove myself. I was small, my stroke was messy and I lacked natural grace, but I made up for it with raw effort.


The day of the gala arrived and I couldn’t wait to get onto the starting blocks. No one saw me as a threat – the other girls were taller, stronger with their long, graceful strokes. But I’m a scrapper, and so when the gun fired, I gave everything I had. My stroke was frantic, a splashing mess, while the others glided with control. I didn’t care. My muscles burned and my lungs screamed, but I refused to stop. In the final metres, I couldn’t see anyone in my eyeline. When I hit the wall, I realised I’d won. The exhaustion hit, I tried to climb out but I slipped back. I tried again but I had nothing left. Eventually, Callum pulled me from the water without a word.


My grandma, watching from the stands, summed it up perfectly: It wasn’t pretty, but it got the job done.


At training the following week, Callum said without any fanfare, You’ll be training with the squad from now on, Susie. And that was it. What had started as anger from being overlooked had turned into energy, a tap into a deep reserve within. I learned to embrace it. Channel it.


 


Between school and all of our sporting pursuits, life was action-packed but Dad had just turned forty and was determined to reignite his road racing days. Perhaps in the midst of a midlife crisis, he bought a road racing bike. Once again, as a family, we were off, following him through various race meetings. Knockhill became our usual haunt. While Dad tore around the circuit, David and I kept busy with our little motorbike, a Yamaha PW 80cc. We’d take turns racing along the outskirts of the track, weaving through the paddock like we belonged in the thick of it.


My pride and joy were my pink and aqua motocross boots, paired with a pink jacket. While I spent a lot of my time doing tomboyish things, I loved pink. My Barbie dolls were always in the back of the van for downtime. As I waited for the bike to come back, David rode over.


Get on the back, he said. He’d spotted some older kids to race against. There was no way I was sitting this one out. I jumped on and clung to him tightly as we roared off. Up ahead, a couple of older kids were on a sleek 125cc water-cooled bike.


My competitive streak flared. Go faster! I yelled, urging David to catch up.


We trailed behind until a steep downhill appeared.


Flat out! I shouted, and David obliged. Against all odds, that tiny 80cc bike, with me still clinging on for dear life, picked up enough speed to blast past the 125.


The thrill was glorious – right up until it wasn’t. A sharp corner came out of nowhere. David lost control and we crashed spectacularly, tumbling off as the bike skidded away. Cuts and bruises everywhere, but my first thought wasn’t the pain. It was the scratches on our precious bike . . . and my boots! Furious, I turned on David, bruised and bleeding, blaming him entirely for the scratches on the bike and swearing I’d never ride with him again.


Mum, watching the chaos unfold, must have had enough. We couldn’t keep tagging along to watch Dad race while wreaking havoc on the sidelines. David and I always begged for £5 to drive the local kart track at Knockhill, and that gave Dad an idea. Maybe it was time to trade bikes for something we could all do together: karting.










Chapter 3


As I got close to turning nine, Dad sold his road bikes and bought us two second-hand karts. Made by a company called Swiss Hutless, they had a striking red frame and a lot of rust, but they were ours. I remember being completely in awe of them – they felt so sleek and fast compared to the hire go-karts we’d been used to. We spent days practising on the small circuit at Knockhill. When Dad was busy at the motorbike shop, Mum would drive us two hours from Oban, and we’d stay all day, testing, learning and racing each other. On the way home, the lessons continued. Mum would give us racing line tutorials as she drove, demonstrating how to cut corners, hit the apex and guide the steering wheel. She’d explain that every time we tightened the wheel, we scrubbed off speed – so our goal was to straighten out the corners as much as possible. Every time we approached a bend, she’d ask, How should we tackle this one?
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