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This one’s for you, Dad. Thanks for all the cups of tea and takeaways. I’ll be sure to leave a good Tripadvisor review for Bowers Towers.





CHAPTER ONE

Bahrain International Circuit

[image: A small outline map of the Bahrain International Circuit, showing the flowing track layout with multiple curves and straights.]
I pause my music and grab my backpack – my laptop, book and sleep mask already packed away – the moment the fasten your seatbelt light blinks off, ready to disembark in the most efficient manner this cabin crew has ever seen. They’ll speak of me in future training sessions, I’m sure: the gold standard of aeroplane passengers.

My neighbour, the heavy breather in seat 25C, is still fiddling with his seatbelt, so I step over him to get into the aisle. He frowns at me, but letting me pass is the least he can do, seeing as he’s spent most of the flight with his knee pressed against mine and his leg stretched out in my footwell. I tried counter-pressing to maintain my personal space, but I think, if anything, he just enjoyed that. When I finally asked him to please move his knee, he looked me up and down and said, ‘Sorry, sweetheart. Long legs.’

The flight was fine apart from that, and my headphones mostly drowned out 25C’s snores so I could still read through my notes, testing myself on drivers’ names and statistics, championship results, and the highs and lows of each of the teams, with Sabrina Carpenter’s latest album providing the soundtrack to my Formula 1 education. I’ve been in full research mode for weeks, worried I don’t have the foundation knowledge to make the most of this journalism apprenticeship. Some people (my sisters) might say I’ve been unbearable to live with and that I’ve been obsessing about a world I’m not the slightest bit familiar with, but I consider it preparation. Usually, it’s me kicking my sister, Róisín, out of my room, but for the last few weeks I’ve been following her everywhere, attempting to download from her F1 superfan brain.

Formula 1. I still can’t believe it.

Before I get my case, I bob my head down and look through the small, round windows. I’ve been so focused on preparing for where I’m going, I haven’t taken a moment to realize I’m really there… the first stop. I can’t see much, but it’s definitely different from Dublin airport, the only other place I’ve flown to visit Dad’s family.

Oh, and Dubai, as of three hours ago.

‘Bahrain,’ I whisper to myself. ‘Actual Bahrain.’

‘Yes, actual Bahrain,’ says 25C, still sat in his seat. ‘I’d also like to get my bag, if that’s all right with you, sweetheart?’

I flash him a fake smile, then reach up and push a case across in the overhead bin. 25C’s elbow is sticking over his armrest and now digging into my leg, and he shakes his head and tuts at me. I grab the handle of my case and pull it towards me, accidentally knocking his shoulder and arm as I bring it down. He gasps and clutches his arm where he’ll probably get a bruise.

Shame.

‘So sorry,’ I say, feigning shock and pulling the handle of my case up with a shrug. ‘Short arms.’

25C’s cheeks turn as red as the airline’s logo, and I smile and shuffle along the aisle towards the exit and what has to be the most unexpected and exciting opportunity I’ve ever had.



A couple of texts welcome me to a Bahrain phone network, and my screen flashes with notifications from my parents, my older sister Nora, younger sister Róisín, then the Finn Fam (Finnerty Family) WhatsApp group. My sisters have sent a photo of them both tucked up in my bed, wearing my pyjamas, and I look at them both, exactly the same shade of light-brown hair and nose freckles as me, and choke on a little chuckle. I can only manage a quick, I’ve landed safely! message and promise to call once I get to the hotel; I don’t feel like bursting into tears at passport control. My phone vibrates again but this time it’s Sam Morgan, welcoming me to the country and reminding me where to find him.

Floor-to-ceiling screens promoting pre-season testing at the Sakhir Circuit flash with digital graphics, and McLaren, Ferrari and Mercedes race along next to me as I pull my suitcase along, before cutting to the drivers holding their helmets to their sides, smiling at me and making me queasy with anticipation. The airport, which is definitely nicer than Dublin, is busy, and people walk fast so I do as well, attempting to look like I’m so used to international travel I could do it in my sleep. Which I wish I could; I’m exhausted.

I’ve wanted to be a journalist since 2016 when I watched the Rio Olympics, and my first step was applying to study communications at University of Exeter, where Mo, my now ex-boyfriend is, along with Nicole, my now ex-best friend. You can probably guess from all the ex-statuses that neither of those relationships had happy endings. My family had been so proud of my plans, but falling apart over my breakup turned into falling apart in a final exam and I didn’t get into Exeter. Mum and Dad weren’t happy when I deferred a couple of other uni options, but I was in a spin. After a few weeks weaning myself (and moping, according to my dad) off Mo and Nicole’s social media crossovers, all cheek-kiss selfies and student-life firsts with their shiny new circle of Exeter friends, Róisín sent me the World Sport apprenticeship application. It was a total shot in the dark, but it came at the best possible time.

‘Lana? Lana?’

I look up, even though that’s not my name. The voice is so confident above the hustle and bustle of the airport that I can’t help but react. A man walks towards me, frowning up from a tiny tablet, holding his phone to his ear and checking his watch, all at the same time. I thought I was a multi-tasker, but this guy seems to have an extra set of hands.

I recognize him immediately. Sam Morgan, Formula 1’s most famous journalist, possibly even sport’s most famous journalist. He looks exactly as he does in all the footage I’ve seen him in: short brown hair, stone-coloured chinos, white shirt rolled up just below his elbows, showing off tanned skin and an expensive-looking watch. He’s good looking for someone his age – early thirties, maybe – and I can see why my mum always lingers in the room when Róisín’s watching him do a grid walk on a Sunday.

‘Laila!’ I squeak, swallowing a nervous lump as I smile at him, hoping he’ll look past the bags under my eyes as he takes my actual baggage.

I can’t tell whether his yeah is directed at me or whoever he’s just ended his phone call with. He doesn’t stop walking as he tucks the phone in his pocket and wheels my Hello Kitty case along, which I’m incredibly self-conscious of.

Hello Kitty doesn’t exactly scream competent, professional journalist, does it?

‘Sam,’ he says, nodding and reaching across himself to shake my hand, still moving. ‘Flight okay?’

‘Yes,’ I say, thinking how you only get to make one first impression. ‘Flight was okay. Thank you.’

Amazing, Laila. I’m sure he’ll never forget this moment.

He nods, and I follow him through the airport, dodging people rushing along with their cases or greeting loved ones with hugs and tears. My heart squeezes at the sight of two small children running towards a man who must be their dad, practically knocking him over as they launch themselves at his legs. I make myself look away before the reality of being so far from home and not knowing a single soul here (apart from Sam, who got my name wrong) hits me.

We head through the exit and Sam walks us towards a row of cars. The sun is bright, so I swing my backpack round and fish my sunglasses out, practically skipping to keep up with Sam’s pace. My red spotty case stands out amongst all the shiny black and grey rolling luggage, but Sam doesn’t seem self-conscious pulling it along. He doesn’t seem the type to feel self-conscious about anything.

We stop at a shiny black car at the front of the queue and Sam doesn’t even look at the driver who emerges from behind the wheel. I overcompensate with an enthusiastic hello and wave, and he nods in return and takes my case from Sam. Sam opens the back door and ushers me in, then walks around to the other side and flops into the back seat next to me, a long puff of air passing his lips as he looks round.

‘Sorry about that,’ he says, looking over his shoulder then through the front window. Finally, his hazel eyes settle on me, and he actually smiles. The weight on my chest shifts a little. ‘If you don’t get out quick, you can sit here for ages. Didn’t mean to rush you. Let’s acquaint ourselves properly – I’m Sam. Thank you for joining us this season, Lana.’

‘It’s Laila,’ I say again.

‘Of course!’ he says, shaking his head and tapping his forehead. ‘Jetlag. Laila. I did know that.’

‘It’s okay.’

The driver pulls out, and Sam checks his phone again then looks at me.

‘You won’t have long to get over the flight, I’m afraid, but that’s something you’ll get used to. I could probably operate heavy machinery jetlagged to the eyeballs, although I hate flying – still have to take a sleeping pill on every flight. Have you travelled much?’

‘No.’ I swallow. ‘That was my first international flight. My dad doesn’t like flying either so we always… we…’

Oh god. Oh god, no. Do not start crying on the back seat of a very expensive car in front of your new boss because you’ve never been away from your family. Don’t think about your dad locking himself in the toilet and crying for an hour when you told him you got the apprenticeship and would be away for the best part of a year. Don’t do it.

I bite the inside of my cheek and focus on my very interesting knee, fighting the tears that are overwhelming my exhausted, homesick body. Sam shifts slightly in the seat and lets out a low breath.

‘It’s fine,’ he says, his tone very not fine. ‘You’re tired – it’s a lot of flying. I get it. But one thing you’ll have to learn in this business is to bury your emotions. Cut yourself off, because they’re a distraction.’

I nod, embarrassed when a tear drops onto my knee. This is really not the impression Lana was hoping to make. A tissue appears in my field of vision, and I take it, gratefully. I wipe my face and glance up at Sam, who (thankfully) is looking at his phone.

‘So, we’ll let you settle in today, but you’re on the clock tomorrow and it’s a packed schedule. I need you to be exactly where I say, as per the itinerary I sent you. We good?’

‘Yes,’ I say, my voice cracking.

He nods, crossing his legs and checking his watch.

‘Once you’ve checked in and changed, I’ll introduce you to a few of the guys – nothing major. We got some of these for Beyon Al Dana Amphitheatre, if you’re interested. It’s an entertainment venue.’ Sam reaches into his shirt pocket, pulls out a red lanyard and hands it to me. ‘You can get backstage and access the VIP suite, help yourself to something to eat, drink, whatever you fancy.’ He frowns at me. ‘You’ve heard of Sabrina Carpenter, right?’

I blink, nod and almost choke on my own saliva as I read the words ACCESS ALL AREAS on the show pass Sam’s just handed me.

‘Beyon Al Dana Amphitheatre is actually right next to the circuit, but Hasan can drive you over if you want. It’s only about thirty minutes from your hotel in Bahrain Bay.’

I know Sam’s saying something important about transport and hotels, but I blink at him and shake my head.

‘Is… is this for… for real?’

He watches me, a smile nudging his cheek, then opens his arms, palms facing up like a ringmaster.

‘Welcome to the highs and lows of the world of Formula 1.’





CHAPTER TWO

After dumping my stuff in my room, a quick shower, change of clothes and application of the best under-eye concealer I’ve ever owned, I go back down to find Sam waiting in the hotel restaurant, nodding on the phone. I realize with horror that I’ve practically changed into the same outfit as him: stone chinos and white t-shirt, but with a denim shirt thrown over it. Shit. I must have subconsciously channelled what he’s wearing to make sure I’m the same level of smart/casual. I start turning to race up and change, but he spots me and waves me over. I weave between the tables of people mostly drinking coffee while they stare at their phones, and I wonder if any of them are here for pre-season testing.

‘Nice ponytail,’ says Sam. I smile tightly, a little weirded out by his comment about my hair but relieved that at least he doesn’t point out I’ve dressed like his twin. ‘We good?’

‘Yes,’ I say, nodding. ‘Thanks again for the pass, I—’

‘Not a problem,’ he says, waving the end of my sentence away like he’s always giving backstage passes to superfans. He turns to the spaceship-like coffee machine.

‘Coffee?’ he asks, and I nod in case the red capillaries zigzagging my eyes aren’t sign enough that I definitely need caffeine. ‘Cappuccino? Americano? Latte? Espresso?’

‘Um,’ I say, joining him by the machine and looking at all the buttons. ‘Just a black coffee is fine, thank you.’

‘Americano then,’ he says, grabbing a cup and tossing it into his other hand.

Sam talks a decibel louder than necessary, but nobody here seems to care. He makes my Americano and checks his phone as he waits for the cup to fill. My stomach decides now is an excellent time to do an impression of a grizzly bear and my eyes involuntarily shoot to the continental breakfast station, which is just being refilled with every kind of pastry I can imagine (but probably don’t use the correct terminology for). My body’s only just registered it’s ravenous.

‘Grab something as we head out, if you like,’ he says, handing me my Americano.

My cheeks flush: he must have heard my stomach growling.

‘Thanks,’ I say, managing to slop coffee down over my white pumps. ‘Sorry… I… I’m not normally…’

He waves a hand and cuts me off, again, gesturing for me to follow him past the pastries (where I grab a fluffy, bloated croissant) and through the lobby. We head out of the hotel doors, and Sam produces a pair of sunglasses from thin air and slips them on as I follow him back to the black car. I wonder where we’re going and try not to think how unbelievably trusting I’m being, following this man around everywhere, but I’m sure his tendency to cut me off is probably the extent of his crimes.

He opens the car door for me, and I climb in as he strides round to the other side.

‘Right,’ he says, once he’s climbed in and slammed the door. ‘Apologies again for the rushing but that’s how I do things, and moments like this can often be the only time we get one-to-one.’

I nod, trying to focus on Sam instead of the palm trees and high-rise buildings sailing past. The sky is bright blue but I’m glad of my denim shirt in the air con of the car. Packing for this trip was a total nightmare, with Róisín reciting all the countries and climates I’ll be visiting and Nora insisting I have appropriate outfits to cover all possible occasions. But World Sport’s HR officer instructed me to pack light, and I don’t want to be the girl who has to wait for her checked luggage. I’ve gone somewhere in the middle of the climates I’ll be passing through, with a mix-and-match approach within the limitations of my carry-on case and arranged it all in packing cubes, just to make myself feel better.

‘We should be at the International Circuit in about half an hour, as we’re still technically pre-season. Traffic is unbelievable over race weekend – fucking nightmare – but I see travel time as office time, so you should too. We good?’

I nod. Again.

‘Okay,’ he says, checking his phone once more. He’s worse than Nora, who’s obsessed with tech and would kill for smart contact lenses if they were a thing. ‘I can assure you, Laila, it might not look like it, but I give one hundred per cent to whatever’s in front of me.’ How does he know I was thinking that? He can’t be that good a journalist. ‘Anything’s possible in journalism – which brings me to you and your role here.’

‘Yes.’

Brilliant, Laila. Let this world-renowned, award-winning journalist know how extensive your vocabulary is.

‘This is a big season, and it’s our job to place ourselves right in the heart of it. Elbow ourselves in and shove everyone else out the way. We need to be tuned in constantly, not just to what’s happening on the track but also the whispers behind closed doors, in the paddock, on the driver massage tables.’ I blink at him, wondering why I’d be anywhere near a massage table, but he doesn’t notice. ‘Everywhere. You are not permitted to take your eyes off any aspect of this world at any time, and you do exactly as I tell you, because I do not have time for debates. We good?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

I feel a very odd sense of fear, excitement and… I don’t want to say attraction but can’t deny that’s maybe it. He’s so… assertive. I immediately put it down to jetlag. I cannot have a crush on Sam Morgan; not just because he’s my boss, but also because my mum says he looks like some tall actor from a movie about being hungover in Vegas and he’s on her list. Gross.

‘I had a good read of your application,’ he says, ducking his head to look through the windshield. ‘You said a family member is an F1 superfan. Is that your dad?’

‘Róisín.’

He frowns and looks at me.

‘Your dad is called Róisín?’

‘My sister.’ God, brain, please engage. ‘She’s the superfan. She helped me prepare for the role.’

‘The best preparation is being on the circuit,’ he says, looking out his window. ‘You’ll absolutely fall in love with it, I promise you that. And being the first to break a story to others who love it – more than love it, obsess over it – it’s like a drug.’

My stomach flips. Last year I worked at a local newspaper and tried to get the very best out of it, between fetching lunch, updating the socials (basically the Facebook page where locals named and shamed bad parking and serial dog poopers) and volunteering as the building’s fire warden. It’s really tough to get journalism experience, but I’ve studied Sam’s LinkedIn profile and I have so much to gain from working with him.

‘Before the season starts, you’ll find yourself watching millionaires drinking champagne and scoffing vol-au-vents more than you watch any actual racing, but that’s all part of the game. I usually get invited to all the social engagements – the livery reveals, the affiliated vodka or aftershave launches – so you will too, by default. Do not make the mistake of thinking that is your moment to slack off and try to bag yourself a rich driver.’

‘What? Oh, I’m not—’

‘I can’t tell you how many story seeds I’ve uncovered at the parties, Laila,’ Sam says, talking over me. ‘These gatherings are where the key players relax, let their guard down a smidge between races. The gossip at these things is juicier than the Kobe beef steak they serve on bone china. Make sure you’re tuned in.’

I nod, not particularly excited about mingling with people who probably don’t buy their favourite pyjamas from Primark, but if it’s how Sam’s discovered some of his stories, then I’m on board.

Sam tilts his head and regards me.

‘What are you hoping to get from this experience, Laila?’

‘You—’ I blurt, before I can assemble my words into the correct order. He raises an eyebrow at me. ‘I mean, to learn from you. I read the story you broke about the Mercedes mechanic who—’

‘Well, you won’t be breaking any stories just yet, Laila, so back up a little.’ He sort of chuckles as he glances at the traffic, then looks back at me. I wish I could back up a little, literally right into the boot of this car. ‘This is the first time World Sport have offered an apprenticeship, so we’ll start with background stuff. We broadcast through a number of streams now, so you might do a bit of copy for the socials, maybe for the World Sport blog, edit some shit for TikTok, YouTube, et cetera, check through press releases, transcribe any interviews I do for print… whatever I need, basically. A lot’s changed since Bernie’s era… sorry, Bernie Ecclestone’s probably before your time. Not all the change has been for the better in my opinion, but we get the work out through dozens of avenues now. We’ll see how you get on, and maybe do some grid walks, where you can manage the tech as well.’ I blink at him and I’m sure he expels an annoyed breath. ‘Camera, mic.’

‘Yes. I was hands-on in media studies and preferred it to anything in front of the camera – I think I said that in my application.’ I know I said that in my application. Laila Finnerty is organized and conscientious, but she does not do public speaking. Not unless you want to witness a spectacular meltdown, with sweat and possibly dry retching. ‘Camera operation sounds good.’

‘It should; it’s all part of the job,’ says Sam, absently. The car stops in traffic, and he looks at his Rolex and swears. ‘We’ll check in when we can, like I said, but I need to know that I can leave you to work independently, as I can get pulled away like that. Take a look around today, familiarize yourself with the paddock, the garages and how I take my coffee.’

He smiles, so I hope he’s joking about the coffee part. I nod, showing I’m taking in every single word, which I am, but I can’t say yes again. He runs his hand through his hair, his expensive watch face catching the sun on his right wrist.

‘You’re a lefty,’ I say, grasping onto something we share in common. He frowns at me, and I wave my left hand. ‘Me too.’

He smiles tightly then checks his phone, and I check the footwell for a giant hole to please swallow me up.

‘Sorry, I—’ I start.

‘It’s fine,’ he says. ‘You’ll get used to the jetlag, and your application speaks for itself, Laila. You’ll do great.’ He checks his watch. ‘Okay, we’re nearly there. Do you know much about pre-season testing?’

Not really. I leapt into race weekends and team histories. I’ve read the guide to this season, I’m following it all on Insta and TikTok, and I’ve fallen asleep to various podcasts. My head is swimming with information that I hope will slot into place when I actually get there. This is a massive challenge, but in future I won’t necessarily be reporting or investigating subjects I’m an expert in. Researching a subject is all part of investigative journalism, and I’m sure putting yourself right inside the world is the best way to find a story.

Luckily, and I sense this is Sam’s way, he doesn’t wait for me to answer.

‘You’ll be fine; maybe keep your observations about people’s handedness to yourself.’ My stomach drops, but he looks over, that half-smile on his face again; he’s teasing me. ‘Don’t worry; we’ll stick together, and I’ll talk you through it all as we go.’





CHAPTER THREE

We don’t stick together, and Sam does not talk me through anything apart from where the toilets are, which is how I lost him moments after we arrived.

The mild smell of engine oil that entered the car when the driver lowered the window at security didn’t help the queasiness I was already trying to suppress. I’ve been certain this is all a big mistake and was convinced Sam would get ushered through but I’d get thrown in a cell for impersonating a journalist. Instead, the security guard handed the driver a couple of purple lanyards and we drove in, drama free.

The palm trees wave me along the paddock, floodlights looming above the track, white circus-tent-like coverings above the grandstands and buildings. Billboards promoting sponsors line the trackside, including the airline I arrived on and the same luxury brand of watch Sam wears. I walk past the garages, apologizing when I nearly get knocked over a barrier by a bunch of guys wearing bright green and black. I know Sam’s a world-famous journalist, but I’m sure he’s got his schedule wrong. There are so many people rushing around, their voices raised above the noise of the crowds in the stands and the odd roar of an engine, that it must be race weekend and not pre-season testing.

I stop and look up, trying to get my bearings. I’ve been wandering around so aimlessly that I think I’ve passed the colours of this garage before.

Think, Laila. Be proactive.

My phone buzzes and I pull it out of my pocket, thankful for something to busy myself with. It’s from the Finn Fam WhatsApp group.



Róisín

Have you exposed Jean-François Bertillon for being AI yet?







Nora

Who?







Róisín

FFS @Nora JFB is only the most beautiful driver in existence.

It’s the symmetry. Too perfect [image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes]







Nora

[image: Emoji: Face with rolling eyes]

Tell us how it’s going, Lai! What’s Mum’s toyboy got you doing?





I smile and shake my head, although I don’t need a reminder that my own mother has a thing for my boss.



Laila

[image: Emoji: Person shrugging] No idea.

Told me to work independently then pissed off and left me.

Don’t know what to do.





Something catches in my throat as I send my sisters my thoughts and watch the three dots as Nora types her reply.



Nora

You’re the NOSIEST person in existence.

Go do that.







Róisín

And send us pics! I want my friends to be jealous now you’re actually interesting.

But I need proof, Lai!





They’re right. I need to stop just looking around and start seeing. I can’t just wait for something interesting to fall in my lap. I tell them to say hi to Mum and Dad and promise to call when I can, then put my phone away and focus on my surroundings.

I nose into the garages as I carry on, wondering what all the different machines and computers are for, then can’t help stopping and staring at a black, white and red car, deep inside one of the garages. I start getting my notebook out of my bag, when a voice pipes up.

‘Can we help you with something?’

A boy wearing a black, white and red polo stands between me and the car, his arms folded over his chest. I look around – this is the first time someone’s spoken directly to me – and when I look back, he raises his eyebrows as if to say yes, you.

‘Oh, I’m just looking around,’ I say, clearing my throat and waggling my pass. ‘I’m an apprentice journalist.’

‘I can see that, Lois Lane.’

I would actually love that nickname. When we were little, my sisters always chose to be Supergirl or Scarlet Witch in our games, but I was always Lois, the true hero because she always goes after the bad guys without the convenience of superpowers to protect her.

‘Am I not allowed down here?’ I ask, shrugging as I look over his shoulder.

‘Hmm,’ he says, heading towards me. Thick brown curls peek out from under his Haas team cap and, as he gets closer, I notice a freckle under his left eye. ‘You don’t know if the press is allowed in the garages? Well, it’s your lucky day because we actually love it when people who pedal gossip and secrets drop in and snoop around. Please, wipe your feet and come on in.’

I deflate a little. It was worth a try.

Despite the unwelcome, he’s smiling at me. He’s comfortable in his skin, his back and shoulders like a gymnast’s, not hunched like a lot of tall boys are. I can’t stop myself from taking an involuntary scan, starting at his face and down past his crossed arms, slim waist. I notice a black torch in his hand.

‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

‘Laila,’ I say.

‘Laila,’ he repeats.

He throws the torch up, watching it spin a couple of times before he catches it. It’s lit, and when the beam passes his face, it shows a smear of something across his cheek. He looks at me expectantly, still smiling.

‘And you,’ I say, pointing at the mark I just saw, ‘have something on your face.’

‘Shit,’ he says, wiping his cheek with his sleeve. ‘Bloody flow-vis.’

‘What’s flow-vis?’ I ask, but he’s still rubbing. ‘I mean, I think it suits you, so—’

‘Wow, a comedian and a journalist. A true talent.’

I pull my bag round and find the small packet of face wipes I always carry. I offer them and he takes the pack gratefully.

‘Well, Lois – and this is off the record – it’s like paint, but not actually. We spray it on the car before it goes out and the airflow moves it around when it’s still wet, then the patterns are analyzed when it comes back. Helps with flow visualization.’

‘Does that car have it? I can’t see anything.’

He nods his head and rubs his cheek.

‘See, the problem is that other teams can also see your results. Until now. We’ve got this new stuff that’s invisible when it goes on. You can only see it under these.’ He holds the torch up. ‘The guys can take images more privately. It’s good, but if you don’t get it off before it dries, you’re branded with it.’

‘Is that what you do here then? Flow visualization?’

He shakes his head and swings the torch up, resting it casually on his shoulder.

‘I’m really in my tyre era, right now. You want to talk bail-out tyres or which compounds are best for street circuits, I’m your guy. I’m a trainee, technically, but they actually call me King of Tyres around here.’

‘Tyres?’ I say, glancing at the stacks to the side of the garage. ‘Really?’

‘Really. You have to invest in what grounds you, Laila. On the track, and spiritually.’

I never thought I’d enjoy a conversation about tyres, although it’s possible I’m more interested in his delivery than the content. My phone vibrates. It’s Sam, asking where the hell I am.

‘I have to go,’ I say, turning away.

‘See you around, Laila.’

I don’t look round, but hearing this King of Tyres say my name made something inside me flutter, just a little.





CHAPTER FOUR

‘There you are,’ Sam says, appearing at my side and gently guiding me by my elbow out of the way of a bunch of people in blue jumpsuits hurtling towards us. ‘What do you make of testing weekend?’

It definitely is testing then. I frown at the stands, the bright sun making me lift a hand to my forehead even with my sunglasses on, amazed by the crowds. I turn to Sam.

‘I can’t believe how many—’

‘Sam Ace Morgan! Bastardo!’ I turn to the booming voice approaching us, jumping out of the way of a tall, grey-haired and bearded man as he reaches for Sam. ‘Still dyeing your hair, I see!’

‘All natural, Alessandro, I assure you. I’m not there yet,’ Sam replies, smiling as Alessandro shakes his hand and pulls him in to kiss his cheek.

‘Si, si, we believe him, don’t we, signorina?’ he says, smiling brightly at me and still gripping Sam’s hand.

I add another level to the conversation by smiling and nodding. The man laughs, his mouth so wide that I spot a couple of gold molars. Sam glances at me and raises his eyebrows, making me flush, just as Alessandro looks round at a tall woman with an immaculate blonde bob wearing a navy-blue polo. If I remember the team colours correctly, she’s with Williams. She smiles and points to the clipboard she has pressed to her side, but when Alessandro nods and turns back to us, her eyes shift to Sam and it’s like thunderclouds roll over her face.

Wow. I automatically look at Sam, but he doesn’t seem to have noticed the daggers.

‘Please excuse me, I am needed. Sam, let’s catch up.’ Alessandro pats Sam’s hand, then frowns at his lanyard. ‘Is this what they give you, Sam? Please, for your signorina too. With these around your necks, you have access to the best hospitality and the most spectacular views of Sakhir, ecco, ecco.’

He pulls a couple of purple-and-orange lanyards from his pocket and passes them to Sam, who puts one over his head and hands the other to me.

‘Grazie, Alessandro,’ Sam says, pumping the guy’s hand. ‘Champagne bar in hospo later?’

‘Champagne?! Sam!’ He shakes his head vigorously and looks at me, elbowing Sam in the ribs. ‘He knows I never drink the French fizz, only prosecco from my own vineyard. No, no, no, not for me, ricordare? I stay…’ Alessandro taps the side of his head then lifts his hand, holding it steady.

He turns away without saying goodbye and I watch him head over to the woman who looks stressed, then feel Sam lean down to me. ‘He has at least two glasses of alcohol with every meal. He’ll be gagging to get into hospo for a drink later. Don’t believe anything these guys tell you – it’s all bullshit,’ says Sam, his voice low. I look up at him, and he folds his arms. ‘And it’s our job to get past that bullshit.’

I turn back to watch the man, the woman in navy talking to him as they walk along, then turn to Sam to ask who he is.

‘Alessandro D’Amico, real estate magnate and owner of Williams. Branching out into hospitality as well now. Williams have got a lot to prove this season, so he’s starting on the guys who share the gossip,’ Sam says, nodding at my shiny new lanyard. ‘That’ll get you into the Paddock Club. That’s how a control freak manipulates the press. You should see him at race weekend. He’s even more charming.’

I nod, making a mental note to check with Róisín what she knows about Williams. And Alessandro D’Amico. And what else team owners do, apart from waltzing around giving out VIP passes. Alessandro covers his mouth as he talks to the woman in navy, who responds with her own hand in front of her mouth.

‘Why’s he covering his mouth like that?’ I ask Sam.

‘Because of us,’ says Sam, his eyes twinkling as he gives me that half smile again. ‘You can’t hide anything in the paddocks, not even when it’s quiet like this. There are eyes everywhere, watching for the next big story or team-fracturing drama.’

‘So they’re just mindful of the press watching?’

‘Press, other team bosses, mechanics, strategists, volunteers, plus all the amateur reporters livestreaming and gossiping on X and TikTok,’ Sam says, folding his arms. ‘There’s a lot to lose and so much to gain; everyone’s playing their cards close to their chest.’

‘And we want to see what those cards are,’ I say.

‘Exactly,’ says Sam, and a little bubble of joy floats up in my soul for getting something right. ‘These drivers are incredible, some of the most elite athletes in the world, and the engineers and teams they work with are the best of the best. But this is about one thing, Laila. Can you smell that?’

I take a whiff, trying not to cough at the aroma of burnt rubber and oil clawing up my nose, and look at Sam expectantly. Surely he’s not going to test me on the composition of petrol? He raises his eyebrows.

‘That’s the smell of money. This is all about money, and these guys might look like they’re playing fair but watch out for more of those conversations behind hands. Right,’ Sam says, checking his watch, then looking around the paddock. ‘Ferrari are up next; I’m going to see if anyone will talk. They’ll be ravenous after missing out on last year’s Constructors result, and I’ve heard there’s tension because of Kiyoshi’s move next season.’

I go to respond because I’m astonished that I know he’s talking about Haruma Kiyoshi’s move to Red Bull next year, but instead I yelp when a teeth-chatteringly loud roar screams through the air. Everyone moves as one, whooping and lifting phones as a car spins around doing doughnuts, alarmingly close to us all. Sam puts a hand on my shoulder and laughs, tapping the ear defenders I forgot I had around my neck.

‘You get used to it, but use those for now,’ he says. I nod and lift my hands, ready to put them on. ‘Take a look around, then I want you at the Mercedes’ livery reveal, and the official drivers’ photo and welcome later. If I don’t see you before, I’ll meet you back at the media pen before we leave. We good?’

Sam, of course, doesn’t wait for an answer and strides after a group wearing orange overalls and matching headsets. I put the ear defenders on, hoping I remember all of that as I continue exploring, on my own.
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