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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.




Chapter 10

That winter, I made the decision to move to Switzerland, on the German border. I would be closer to the Mercedes HQ, my team, and most importantly, I wanted to immerse myself and become fluent in German. During my last lesson in Northampton, my tutor told me I would be fluent in three months, but this seemed unrealistic given my inability to even hold a conversation thus far, despite many hours with him.

Living in Switzerland was like stepping onto another planet. I rented a small apartment on Lake Constance, a place that reminded me of home because of the water. Everything else was completely foreign. No one spoke English or even attempted to, so I carried a small German dictionary everywhere. Even the simplest tasks, like following road signs or posting a letter, became challenges that left me mentally fatigued. By the end of each day, I wouldn’t even want to switch the TV on, but rather relish the silence to give my brain a rest. Gradually it got easier and without even realising it was happening, the conversations in German started to flow. My tutor hadn’t been wrong – within three months, I was nearly fluent. It transformed my race weekends: I could follow conversations in the garage and give interviews in German. My grammatical slip-ups often sparked laughter, but it was at least clear to everyone that I’d made a real effort.

 

I was starting to find my feet, settling into myself, but at the same time, I was being confronted – over and over again – with my own image, and I didn’t like what I saw. The suit I was wearing on last year’s autograph card from the previous season made me look bulky. Every time I signed a card, I had to face the image again and again. So this year, I decided to take control. I had the pockets removed from my suit, the belt cinched in. I had my team clothing tailored to fit properly. Clean lines, sharper silhouette.

It was a constant question, a quiet tug-of-war within me – what did my clothing say about me? What message was I sending? On one hand, I wanted to be seen first and foremost as a racing driver. When I took off my helmet, I resisted the instinct to fix my sweat-dampened hair, unwilling to give anyone the impression that vanity ranked higher than performance. Eventually, my engineer, nudged by the marketing department, would hand me a team cap – an unspoken compromise.

As my calendar filled with events alongside my race weekends, I was scheduled for a visit to Hugo Boss, the manufacturer of our team kit and a key sponsor of Mercedes-Benz in both DTM and Formula One. All drivers wore Hugo Boss suits, and I was there to be fitted for my own. The factory, located not far from the Mercedes-Benz headquarters in Stuttgart, had an air of sleek efficiency. As I arrived, Lewis Hamilton’s McLaren-Mercedes Formula One car stood on display near the entrance – a reminder of just how far we had come in the sport from those early karting days. Till Pohlmann, the head of sponsorship, greeted me and led me into the factory shop, an expansive industrial-style warehouse lined with endless racks of clothing.

Take your time, he said, before stepping away. If you need anything, ask one of the assistants.

I wandered through the aisles, overwhelmed by the sheer volume – suits, dresses, coats, all impeccably tailored. I imagined all the outfits for the events in my calendar, but every time I turned over a price tag, I silently baulked. A coat was €800. A suit, €700. At that point, I’d only recently cleared my debts, paying back loans taken out to fund my racing, and I was just out of my first season with a contract. Spending that kind of money on clothes felt like too much too soon.

After about an hour, I found a fitted trouser suit. Practical, versatile and it could be dressed up or down, plus not too expensive. When Till came back, he looked at the lone trouser suit on the rack and asked, Is that it?

Yes. I think this is all I need, thank you.

He paused and an awkward silence ensued.

You know you don’t have to pay for any of this, right?

Right. No, I didn’t realise that.

Really? That is very kind.

You should take another look.

Okay, I will. Thank you.

Take this rail and load it up.

I could hardly believe my luck. The young girl in me, the one who used to help out in my mum’s shop, watching in wonder as outfits came together, had returned. Only this time, it was my turn. For the next three hours, I lost myself in the joy of it: carefully selecting coats, dresses, suits and shoes, assembling looks piece by piece.

When I got home, I savoured the unwrapping of each item. My wardrobe had suddenly quadrupled in size, and I felt an exhilaration, as if I was now stepping into a new version of myself. For the first time, I had options, real options. Every outfit decision beyond my team kit or race suit became a conscious choice. What did I want my clothes to say about me?

I didn’t want to appear as though I was dressing to grab attention. But I also wasn’t prepared to fade into the background. The focus had to remain on my ability, not my appearance. I’d always been mindful of that. Still, I was feminine. I loved fashion. And now, with access to beautiful clothes, I finally had the freedom to show that part of myself.

As the 2007 season progressed, I started to understand not just how I was perceived but also where I sat within the dynamics of the grid. My image wasn’t just about me anymore – it was becoming a tool in the marketing machine. That awareness came into sharp focus when Audi signed a female driver and there was a push to frame us as rivals. The DTM organisers proposed a photoshoot: just the two of us as if we were boxers squaring off in a ring.

I hated the idea. The narrative was reductive – two women, racing only against each other, as if the rest of the grid didn’t exist. I refused outright. I wouldn’t be part of anything that isolated us from the context of the grid or turned us into a sideshow. Despite how they wanted to pitch it, there was a quiet respect between us. We rarely crossed paths, on or off the track, but I do remember one moment – meeting in the female toilets near the grid just before our race in Barcelona. She turned to me and I could see she was upset.

It’s just so tough out there.

She was giving voice to emotions that I hadn’t allowed to surface.

I know it is. But we have to keep pushing, I said, trying to offer a bit of support.

She was right, though. It was tough. Both of us were constantly fighting the perception that being beaten by a girl was somehow shameful. I even noticed it with one of my younger teammates who had graduated from F3. The team would come over the radio and tease him: Ha, you got beaten by a girl.

Comments like that didn’t just make things harder for him, they made things harder for me. It reinforced the idea that I wasn’t on the same level, that losing to me was something to be embarrassed about.

Not long after, I was unexpectedly assigned a grid boy instead of the traditional grid girl. Typically, grid slots were marked by women dressed in the sponsor’s branding, but at my car, a man stood in their place, dressed in white from head to toe. It felt like another stunt – an unnecessary attempt to single me out again as ‘the female driver’. Photographers swarmed, eager to capture this oddity. I was furious.

After the race, I approached the DTM organisers to express my frustration.

This is motorsport, I told them. I don’t care if it’s a man or a woman marking my grid slot, but please stop treating me differently.

When the grid boy appeared again at the next race, I went again to the organisers.

This has to stop.

It was the last time the grid boy made an appearance.

 

I was determined to fight every effort to make me into ‘the female driver’. Motorsport had never been about being that for me – it was about the stopwatch, about proving myself against every driver on that grid. I wasn’t going to let them reduce it to a battle of marketing gimmicks and me as a token, there for appearances only. I was there to race, on the same terms as everyone else.

But then came the next curveball. A call from Norbert.

Okay. Are you ready for some news? I’ve got good news and bad news. What do you want first?

I didn’t even hesitate.

Bad news. Always better to get it over and done with.

He paused for a second, like he was bracing for my reaction.

Your car next year is going to be pink.

I groaned. No, Norbert. You’re joking.

Silence.

If that’s the bad news, what’s the good news?

Well . . . he said, dragging it out. We’re going to put some white on it too.

Not exactly the kind of good news I was hoping for. And in reality, the white was barely there. A token strip, almost an afterthought. The car was pink – proper pink. And to make it even worse, stamped right on the roof was the face of a blonde woman from a budget TV gossip magazine.

A blonde girl driving a pink car, covered in tabloid branding.

Could it get any more cliché?

I absolutely hated it.

But there was nothing I could do. It was the sponsor’s choice. No arguments, no negotiations.

At first, every time I saw the car, I cringed. I didn’t want to be that driver – the one people wouldn’t take seriously, the stereotype. It wasn’t about the colour itself, it was what it represented. Another gimmick. Another way to single me out when all I wanted was to be treated the same.

 

But then, something entirely unexpected happened.

 

At the races, I started seeing little girls, more than ever before, lining up, watching, completely captivated. Dressed head to toe in pink. Their fathers would come up to me and say, She only wanted to come because of the pink car.

Well, that stopped me in my tracks.

Many had the same question: Is it the Hello Kitty car?

At first, I laughed it off. Thought nothing of it. But to have girls talking to me about my car was completely new, and I was enjoying it. So I started telling them, You know what? It is. But it’s in disguise.

Hello Kitty was huge at the time, and suddenly, after a few of these conversations, I realised: my car wasn’t just a pink race car. It was a reason for these young girls to be there. A reason for them to look at motorsport differently.

It made me rethink everything.

I went from hating the idea of the pink car to realising something bigger: representation matters. Me being so visible in this bubblegum-coloured race car was making little girls excited about racing. It was as fast as the other cars on the track, but better than that, it brought the possibility of more girls following on after me. Maybe it wasn’t so bad after all.

 

Even though I was fully embedded in the Mercedes team and clearer in my ambitions than ever, I always kept my guard up off the track. I had my own rules from the very beginning – I didn’t date other drivers. I didn’t want anyone on the track to think I was romantically involved with someone I was racing against, so I never let it happen. However, there was someone who always made an effort to come and speak to me: Thomas, the team manager of Audi. As he wasn’t in my team, he understood what I was going through, but wasn’t directly involved in my world. Our conversations had a different dynamic – one that felt separate from the pressures of racing. Of course, the fact that he was a team manager at Audi and I was driving for Mercedes made things complicated. We never talked about racing. It was an unspoken rule. He was simply a gentleman, and in a paddock where everything felt like a competition, that stood out. Funny, with an upbeat can-do attitude, he was well regarded, the kind of person no one had a bad word to say about.

As we got closer, I started visiting him in Germany and I got to know his family, who were warm and welcoming. They only spoke German, which meant that my language skills continued to improve, and I was always invited to join them for mealtimes. Living alone in Switzerland had been isolating, but Thomas was only a two-hour drive away.

We enjoyed spending time together, and he always treated me with such respect. We never argued – there was a comfort in how our lives fitted together. He was wonderful with my family too. When Mo, Grandma and Mum came to visit, he met them at the airport with flowers and went out of his way to make them feel welcome.

But my personal life was still separate from my racing life, and it stayed that way. I was always aware that perception mattered in the paddock. He couldn’t come to any Mercedes events with me, that went without saying, but over time, it became an issue for me. In a profession as all-consuming as motorsport, I realised I couldn’t keep the personal separate from the professional: there weren’t enough hours in the day. I could never fully let my guard down. I was on my own for the majority of the time, and ultimately, I still felt alone.

Back home in Scotland after my season had finished, we were all gathered in the kitchen. My mum was speaking warmly about Thomas – how kind he was, how grateful she was that I had someone like him in my life. I stood there, listening, saying nothing. When she left the room to fetch something, Mo turned to me quietly and said, You’re not sure about Thomas, are you?

I hesitated. How could I explain a feeling I barely understood myself? He was so good to me. On paper, there was nothing wrong – nothing not to like. But beneath the surface, something didn’t sit right. A quiet unease I had pushed down.

I was never going to be a German housewife. He’d mentioned it in passing – soft suggestions about when I would stop racing: building a house, settling down, having children. Over time, I realised that wasn’t the life I wanted.

I just don’t see myself living the life he’s imagined for us, I said.

I wasn’t ready to step away from the track. I craved challenge, not comfort.

Then you need to end it, Susie.

It will be really difficult, Mo.

If it’s not right, you need to get out.

When I got back, the conversation with Mo circling in my mind, I tried to bring it up – my feeling that something wasn’t right, that I wasn’t happy. But he brushed it off. He was so certain of us, so sure we were happy, that my doubts never seemed to register. After a few tries, I gave up. Mo had been right: if I didn’t leave, we would trundle along and then leaving would seem impossible. So, I packed my bags. And I think that was the first time it really hit either of us – that it was really over. I got on with things, as I always had, but this sense of solitude, something I was used to by now, was beginning to feel different. I was very much on my own again.

An event where this came into sharp focus was the Hugo Boss Christmas party. It was being held near Metzingen, the same place I’d visited earlier that year, and it was a big event, celebrating the achievements of Hugo Boss’s sponsored athletes that season. I found myself seated at the top table, along with some of the most powerful and influential figures in F1, including Norbert and Lewis Hamilton.

I wasn’t intimidated. I wasn’t nervous. By that point, I had established myself and the evening was great fun – athletes like Ukrainian heavyweight boxers the Klitschko brothers were there, cracking jokes on stage with Lewis.

As the night wore on, the conversation drifted towards an exclusive world – the glamour and excess of Formula One: yachts in St Tropez, private jets, endless parties. Was it showing off? Or was I simply too detached from that kind of life? Either way, I wasn’t envious – it was entertaining to listen to.

The evening had been good fun. Everyone was in high spirits, and as we piled into the shuttles back to the hotel, it was clear where the night was headed. The bar. But for me, there was never a question as I didn’t drink. I went straight to my room. Not for a second did I consider joining them. I never did.

I got into bed and fell into a deep sleep. The phone in the room rang. I blinked, still half-asleep, and looked at the clock – it was after 2 a.m. I tried to register what was happening. The hotel phone? At this time? That never happened. I picked it up. A voice – low, male, slurred – murmuring something about the bar, the night still going. And then I recognised it.

My brain scrambled. I let out a half-laugh, polite but confused. Yeah, yeah, I murmured, trying to match his tone, waiting for the conversation to end. But something about it was off. He was drunk, clearly. And then, before he could say anything more, I put the phone down. Awkward – he was one of the most powerful men in F1 and could have had the ability to make or break my career.

A beat of silence. Then the phone rang again.

I exhaled sharply.

This time, his voice was lower, more direct.

What’s your room number? I’m coming to your room.

I forced a laugh, light, dismissive. No, no, don’t come to my room. I put the phone down again.

A pause.

Then it rang again.

That was it. I yanked the cord from the wall, my heart now thudding in my chest. Awkward had shifted to uneasy. My mind rationalised it – just drunk, just having fun. He would call it a day soon enough. I lay back down.

And then the knocking on my door.

I shot up, my heart hammering.

A voice outside the door. The door handle started moving.

A split second of frozen panic. Think, Susie, think. Stay calm. I moved quickly, wedging the desk chair under the door handle. I sat on the edge of the bed, my eyes fixed on the handle. It jerked again. What am I going to do if that door opens? I couldn’t think of anyone I could call to help me.

Stay calm, Susie.

I mapped the room. The wardrobe. The door to the stairwell. If he managed to force his way in, I’d slip into the wardrobe, wait, and the second I had an opening, I’d run. I knew where the stairs were. I could be in reception in seconds.

I was shaking, terrified. Forcing myself to take deep breaths.

Stay calm. Stay in control.

The thudding stopped. Silence.

I didn’t move. The adrenaline coursed through me. I slowly lay down, staring at the ceiling. There was no chance of sleep. By three in the morning, I had one thought: when’s the earliest I can leave? I didn’t want to see anyone at breakfast.

By 5.30, I was packed, out the door and in my car, already heading back to Switzerland. I didn’t stop. I didn’t look back. I was on edge, and it took me a few days to sleep properly again. Then the doubt crept in. Was it really such a big deal? Was I overreacting?

All I knew was that it left a knot in my stomach, a lingering unease. Saying nothing to anyone, not even my parents, felt easier. Compartmentalise. Move on.

 

January came, and with it, new plans. I was told I’d be heading to the Australian F1 Grand Prix in March. My first time in Australia. On the Friday ahead of the race weekend I would be hosting an AMG Ladies’ Day, the guests being a select group of customers and leading female personalities from the region. A new concept. I had a Hugo Boss shift dress picked out, beige, sleeveless and belted.

I arrived at the event to find the McLaren-Mercedes lounge completely transformed – AMG branding, elegant floral arrangements, champagne, and a crowd of stylishly dressed women, many experiencing a Formula One race for the first time. Overlooking the track, the lounge had a lively yet relaxed atmosphere. We watched the practice sessions, enjoyed lunch and let the conversation flow effortlessly.

Then, an announcement. We were able to go and visit the Formula One paddock. I smiled and nodded. But inside, I felt it. A sharp twist of unease.

I glanced down at my dress. The beige shift. The belt. The high heels.

I should’ve brought a change of clothes.

The paddock wasn’t just any place. It was my working environment. And in that moment, I didn’t want to be there like this. Not in a dress. As we arrived, that feeling settled deeper in my gut. Walking in, I felt completely out of place.

I wasn’t part of Ladies’ Day anymore.

I was a Mercedes driver.

And I should’ve been in my team kit, not a dress and heels.

We were taken to visit the garage, then brought to the McLaren F1 hospitality area. I walked in, barely a minute inside, when suddenly – there he was. The man who had tried to enter my room.

I hadn’t seen him approach. Hadn’t noticed him in the room. He just appeared.

He looked at me. Held out his hand.

I owe you an apology.

That was it.

I shook his hand. I know I’m not the only one who’s ever found themselves in that position. It’s familiar territory – the quiet calculation you have to make in the aftermath. Was this a one-off? A moment of bad judgement? Or is this someone who crosses lines because they feel entitled to? That kind of judgement call weighs heavily, especially when it lands squarely on you.

I didn’t believe this man was a predator. He had made a mistake, recognised it and apologised. But that doesn’t erase the fact that the night had left me shaken. And that’s the part that’s so particular to the female experience – how quickly the room can shift, how fast we’re made to question our safety, our instincts, our own role in the moment. And at the time, the idea of telling someone didn’t even feel like an option. It wasn’t how the world worked back then.

Although things have changed, it’s still an uphill struggle, especially when power and influence are involved. There are still men who would rather silence than be held accountable, and for women, the cost of speaking out remains far too high.




Chapter 11

Back from Australia, I was emailing with my engineer about preparing for the first race weekend when a Facebook notification pinged on my laptop. A friend request had come in from someone I didn’t know. I was about to disregard it until a message appeared.

You don’t know me but I’m a friend of Toto Wolff.

He had my attention. I accepted the friend request and then another message arrived.

I’m sitting with Toto right now, we’re in Miami and I’ve persuaded him to join Facebook.

Then a Facebook request arrived from Toto, with a message:

I’m new to all of this, am not entirely convinced.

I looked at his page. His status was single. I think your page looks good, I replied, but you need to get all your details right. It says you’re single.

I am single now.

I stopped in my tracks. Miss Austria was gone. I raised an eyebrow.

At races, I’d seen Toto around, but we had never connected, never said more than a few polite words to each other. In my head, he was with Miss Austria and very much off my radar. I had found out he had raced successfully himself and was now managing young drivers, one of them being a teammate of mine. He had also invested in HWA, the company building and running the DTM cars for Mercedes-Benz Motorsport, but I knew nothing of the details.

A week later, I flew to a three-day pre-season test. It was during one of the lunch breaks that Hans-Jürgen Mattheis, the team manager, walked in. His expression gave nothing away at first, but then he informed us that Toto Wolff had been in a serious accident while trying to break the lap record at the Nürburgring. Only afterwards did I realise how narrowly he’d escaped. The car had hit the barrier at over 290kph, spun through 180 degrees, and ricocheted across the track, slamming into steel guardrails with such force that the impact tore nearly every bolt from the seat.

My heart raced. Hans-Jürgen turned to Gary Paffett, the de facto team leader, and suggested one of the drivers should call Toto to wish him a speedy recovery. Gary barely missed a beat before glancing at me.

Yeah, good idea. Susie, you do it.

Hans-Jürgen nodded.

Okay, Susie, I’ll send you his contact details.

And just like that, I had his number and a reason to call.

When I got back from the test, I made sure to find the right moment and thought through my opening words. I took a breath and dialled his number.

Hi, Toto. It’s Susie Stoddart. We heard about your crash and wanted to wish you a speedy recovery. We’re all thinking of you . . .

There was the briefest pause before he answered.

That’s so nice of you to call.

He asked me about the DTM car, how it was to drive





























































































































Afterword

By Toto Wolff

It was 2002 and I was racing in the FIA GT World Championship at Donington Park. Between sessions, the circuit announcer mentioned a girl competing in Formula Renault. That caught my attention. It was a fiercely competitive category, and the announcer said she’d been on the podium. That was something new – I hadn’t seen any girl racing at the front in a series like that.

Lewis Hamilton was also there, and he was being talked about as the next big thing. I couldn’t watch the race but the girl stuck in my mind. I hadn’t even caught her surname – she was simply Susie. But the name stayed with me.

A few years later, I came to the track to assess the Mercedes DTM team that I co-owned and was introduced to all eight drivers. To my surprise, there she was. I watched Susie from a distance, talking to her engineer. She was wrapped in a thick jacket, her blonde hair was tucked back, and her cheeks were a little red from the cold.

Then I saw her get into the car. She was strapped in, visor down, transformed. Fierce. Focused. And fast. Much faster than I could ever be. Fast enough to hold her own against the best. It stopped me in my tracks.

Thank goodness she had the courage to send that text. From the first conversation, it was a coup de foudre. That moment when someone steps into your thoughts and doesn’t leave. She saw me clearly, and I saw her. Our connection was instinctive. We were soulmates from the beginning.

I’ve watched Susie grow from a fierce racing driver into a formidable businesswoman. She is always listening, always curious. She takes everything in, decides what’s worth pursuing, then dives deep if it matters to her.

It’s a quality I’ve rarely seen; the only other person I’ve known like that is Lewis Hamilton. That same drive to improve, to keep learning. The mindset that says, I’m an adult, but I can still change. I can be better tomorrow than I was today.

Above all, I am so very fortunate to call her my wife. For the first time, I had met somebody I could share everything with – my thoughts, my ambitions, my insecurities – and she simply got it.

Our marriage is strong also because we are so different. She’s never late and everything is timed to the second – I’m lucky if I can time myself to the hour. Her clothes are laid out the night before, in the exact order she’ll put them on. Even her jewellery is lined up in sequence by the washbasin.

That’s just how Susie is – disciplined, meticulous, organised to the core. And I love that about her. Truly. But after sixteen years together, it can still drive me mad. And I know the feeling is entirely mutual!

When she’s on a call, she’s completely locked in – nothing breaks her focus, just like when she was driving. I’ll come into the room and try to distract her with funny faces behind the screen, doing everything I can to get a reaction. She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t even blink. When the call ends, she looks at me, smiles, and says, ‘You’re such an Arschloch.’ German for asshole. Which, coming from her, somehow always makes me laugh.

Some people still think women can’t have it all – but Susie proves otherwise. She balances drive and devotion, strength and softness. There’s an inner confidence that’s quiet but unshakeable: in a world like Formula One, full of people trying hard to be seen, Susie stands apart. She’s fiercely ambitious, relentless in her pursuit of excellence and also the most present, loving wife and mother.

Some days, as I watch her with the deepest admiration, I still catch myself wondering: how does she manage it? How can she push so hard, aim so high, and still be the anchor for our family? That’s the myth she busts every day – not by trying to prove anything but by living it. By simply being Susie.

Sometimes I think she was made for me – though perhaps the truth is, we were made for each other.

 

Toto Wolff, Monaco, 2025
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