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Chapter One


Darien

The tram screeches along its cables with a shriek that rivals upset children. I chuckle as I check my phone to find at least ten messages from Mãe. I might only be in California for another handful of days, but that hasn’t stopped my mother from putting me to work in her garage.

Mind you, I suck at anything cars most of the time – regular cars. I possess only the bare-bones skills with karts and single-seaters. I can’t do much else. But I am good at drawing and painting, which translated to bodywork, making people’s rides look pretty. Painting, tints, wraps: that was what I grew up helping Mãe to do in the auto shop she founded, deep in San Francisco proper and about twenty minutes from our Oakland home. The garage was where I picked up one of life’s most important lessons: you want something done right, you’d better be willing to get your hands dirty.

I hear the garage before I see it. The boom-boom bass thump of Brazilian funk tells me the day’s already begun.

I heft my backpack further up onto my shoulder and blow a hair from my forehead. It’s not quite as hot here as everyone makes it seem, now that we’re closing in on the fall and getting ready for the winter. I’ve put on a hoodie and sweats to combat what is basically a light chill for us here in San Francisco, but I never wear anything too nice to the shop. Oil stains tend to get you in that line of work.

‘Mãe!’ I call, rounding the corner to where both of the big garage doors are open so you can see all the work going on inside. You wouldn’t think that anyone in there is cold with all the heat the cars and tools generate. This is nasty, greasy, smelly work, contrasting starkly with the pretty blue neon Magalinho’s sign over the two white doors, plastered against the brick façade.

I see her sneakered feet peeking out from beneath a Civic that’s in less-than-ideal shape, so even though she doesn’t answer, I let myself in. I drop my bag near the big black rolling tool chest. ‘Mãe!’ I repeat over the music.

‘Oi, Magalinho!’ My mom rolls herself into view on her mechanic’s creeper, a broad grin on her face as she sits up. I keep telling her she should take Manuel up on his offer to do the undercarriage repairs, but she’s just way too stubborn. Maybe I’m also extra, because Miss Célia Cardoso-Magalhães is coming up on her mid-forties and still in the best shape of her life. She’s been working on cars since she dropped out of school at thirteen and took up a job at the local garage, if you could even call it that, in Rocinha, to help her parents pay class fees for her younger siblings.

‘Hey.’ I raise an eyebrow. ‘What’d I tell you about the undercarriage?’

She clicks her tongue and waves a dismissive hand my way. ‘No, this is my life. It’s been my life since I was younger than you. I can’t stop now.’

‘You love the bottoms of cars that much?’

‘Look, Darien.’ Something in Mãe’s voice changes, something sterner and more fragile. ‘It was your father who taught me how to work on the undercarriage. We were just kids then. It’s … it’s a silly thing that keeps me close to him.’

Oh? I hadn’t actually known that. I sigh. ‘Okay. If permanent back damage brings you closer to Pai.’

‘Maga-lin-ho!’

‘Mãe!’ I throw my hands up in surrender. ‘I’m done. Promise. So what do you need me to do here?’

My mother glares at me, but she gestures to the Civic. ‘This Honda, customer wanted a new paint job, maybe to race or something. We will take care of the internal, but you can start on the body. Matte black and white, he said.’

I can’t help but laugh at that one. ‘He’s gonna look like the cops.’

‘Hmm.’ Mãe steps back, regarding the Honda as if trying to imagine it with the new paint. ‘Reminds me of when you almost got arrested. Remember, that one summer? When was that, you tried to take the Chevy out on the street and—’

I groan like only a kid being perpetually embarrassed by his mother can groan. ‘That was so long ago!’

‘So, it being long ago means I cannot remember it?’ She gives me the I’m still your mother look, complete with a twinkle of mischief in her eye – where I get it from, I’ve been told. ‘I am not that old yet, Darien.’

‘Oh, god. Let’s just start on the car.’

The garage begins to come alive as the rest of my mom’s crew trickles in. I recognize all of them. Mãe was reluctant to look for new sets of hands once she’d found mechanics she could trust, and her mechanics didn’t want to go anywhere else, so they stuck. The team that made up our Magalinho’s family were the best around.

‘Hey, look who decided to pay a visit!’ a stocky, bronze-tanned guy just years older than me calls out as he strolls into the garage.

‘What can I say? Mom wants help, I have to respond,’ I joke. Manuel Soares da Costa brings me straight in for an enormous hug. It’s been almost a year, as it tends to be with Formula seasons. Off on the winters, that’s about all the holiday we get other than the brief summer break, now that they’re cramming our schedules full of races at every possible turn.

‘Good to see you. E parabéns!’ He wolf-whistles, gripping me by the shoulders. ‘I saw that contract you signed. Dude! The numbers on that thing!’

‘Ah, best part is still having that car,’ I point out with a smirk. ‘She’s the queen of my heart.’

Manuel presses a hand to his forehead and swoons, which goes wrong when he has to hop over a fallen wrench. ‘Can you imagine popping the chassis of an F1 car and stripping that engine?’

‘Just you, bro,’ I tease him. ‘You and your engine fetish.’

‘Hey, there’s a reason your mama trusts me with her cars! And there’s definitely a reason you trusted me with yours,’ he teases me back. He’s quite right, though. Something about engines and their many parts just lines up in Manuel’s brain. We used to work together to get my kart going absolutely nuts in local races. Manuel was, I like to say, my first engineer, and – without a doubt – my best.

‘When do you go back?’ he asks, dropping his bag beside mine.

‘Like, three weeks.’ I smile at the thought of home. ‘Can’t wait. Bro, I hear that trolley going outside, and it’s …’

‘Santa Teresa.’ Manuel reads my mind with a snort. ‘Damn, you talk like my vô. All you need’s a cane and dentures.’

‘Shut up.’ I elbow him in the ribs. ‘You need to go. I’ll take your ass there myself.’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Of course, I want to go. And I would, but I’ve got Vanessa here, a kid on the way … not quite the time to jet off.’

It takes a minute for that one to sink in.

‘Yo … you got what?’

Manuel’s my age. We literally grew up together. I guess with the way I live, I forget that everyone else’s lives keep on going. Even this guy, the dude who won a bet and made me pierce my ears before deciding that he wanted his pierced too, the guy who got so drunk he went skinny-dipping in someone’s pool the rich neighbourhood over. And now he’s having a child.

‘Pick your jaw up off the floor.’ He laughs, partly shy, partly proud.

‘Dude! A kid,’ I yelp, pulling him into another hug. ‘Parabéns, brother. Wow.’

‘Thank you, Dar.’ I can hear the happiness in his voice.

‘Well, then, all three of you better come over sometime,’ I prod him, trying my best to sound more upbeat than I feel. Maybe it makes me a terrible friend to say it, but man … this news has me all up in my own head.

‘You said it.’ Manuel winks and rolls over to his tool stand. ‘Are you guys going to see Teresópolis when you go back? Please take good photos if you’re there. Ness loves that Paquetá guy.’

‘Yeah.’ The nostalgia fills me like a can of my favourite cold, fizzy Guaraná. ‘It’s been a pretty long time.’

For the most part, my early memories of Brazil were nonexistent leading up to Pai’s death, save for bits and pieces. But I remember my whole family piling into a minivan and driving the nearly two hours to Teresópolis. The place was pretty, lots to see and do, nature and hiking if you were into it. However, it was also home to Granja Comary, the training facility of Brazil’s national football team, the stomping ground of the CBF, the Brazilian Football Confederation. I remember looking up at Granja Comary, with its big lawn bearing the shield of the national team, gated and unreachable. It looked like some kind of top-secret police headquarters, or a military fort. Four-year-old me, dreaming the dreams of every Brazilian kid, thought to myself, Dang, I’ll make it up there some day.

That was my first and only time in Teresópolis, but I think about it often. Now, it’s no longer about visions of going pro in football, it’s about what it means to be at the very pinnacle of your sport. And after years and years of work, it’s crazy to think I’ve finally reached the motorsport equivalent: Formula 1.

‘You think they’d let you into Granja Comary?’ Manuel echoes my thoughts.

I grab my spray gun. ‘I could call in a favour from the guys.’

‘The guys …’ Now it’s my friend’s jaw that goes slack. ‘Bro. That’s crazy. A seleção?’ The team?

‘Just maybe.’

‘Get out,’ hisses Manuel. ‘I should be asking you to get Ness a signed jersey or a voice message or something!’

‘I will!’ I say with a laugh. ‘You know I will!’

‘God.’ Manuel is still reeling as he begins to take a look at the engine. ‘Getting into Granja Comary … imagine training there … and the food …’

His musings make me chuckle. I load up the black paint for my spray gun and don my safety goggles and mask.

‘Or how about a Granja Comary of your own. For driving and karting, big track all around the whole thing.’ Manuel is really getting into it now. He looks like he’s just had an earth-shaking vision, a dreamy look all over his face. He is so much sometimes.

‘Now that,’ I snort, ‘is crazy.’





Chapter Two


Shantal

I stare down at my suitcase blankly. It’s as if I’ve got an undeserved pile of riches before me. Stolen, perhaps, a luxury I didn’t earn.

This isn’t right.

The last time I had taken a plane was with my mother and father, to Georgetown, Guyana. It had not been a happy trip, but it was what was right for Sonia, at least according to the pandit. Going home to spread the ashes was the only way to grant her soul peace. I tried my best to assure myself the trip was necessary, but even that felt wrong without her there next to me.

‘Soni,’ I whisper, ‘I can’t do this.’

I sit down on the side of my bed and rake my hands through the remains of my hair. It’s been over six months since I chopped most of it off in our upstairs bathroom, right after we got back from Georgetown, but I’m still not used to it. I had hair down past my waist before, grew it out because Sonia did, and I wanted to be just like her. Now, the waves just skim my shoulders.

Ma hated it. She let out a strangled scream when I came out of the bathroom. ‘Shanni, what in the—’

‘I had to,’ I replied shortly. We didn’t talk about it after that. Babu saw and looked at me sadly. He had never been one to yell.

I pick up my phone and scroll till I find my mother in my contacts. The photo of Sonia on my desk stares at me as I hit call and the dial tone drones.

‘Hi, Shantal?’

‘Ma, I just … I can’t go.’

‘What? No.’ There is scolding in her voice. Maybe Babu never yells, but my ma, as wonderful as she is, makes up for this threefold. ‘This is so big. Don’t joke with me.’

‘Not without her, Ma,’ I manage.

On the other end of the phone, Ma stays silent.

‘What?’

‘Shanni,’ my mother says, voice as fragile as my resolve. ‘It’s been six months.’

‘Six months won’t bring Sonia back.’

‘Listen to me, Shantal.’

‘Are you back to normal, Ma?’ I snap at her. ‘Tell me you don’t think about Sonia. Tell me you don’t try to text her or go to look for her in the house and realize she’s left.’

More silence.

‘Yes,’ she finally admits. ‘Yes. Of course, I do that. But this, Shantal, this is the chance of a lifetime. And maybe getting out of this place is what you need.’

I swallow hard. ‘I love Clapham.’

‘I know,’ sighs Ma. ‘I know you love Clapham. I know you two did everything together.’

‘Every decision I made, Ma, I made it with her.’

Sonia and I had dreamed of this for years, an opportunity for me to take my career to a level of leadership. Losing her before I made it to that point was as painful as a knife in my heart, a pain that six months had done nothing to dull.

‘Don’t make yourself suffer. You’ve been …’ I could swear my mother’s words threaten to crack with tears. ‘You’ve been living like this long enough. Go and enjoy your life.’

Ma doesn’t wait for a response. A beep signals to me that she’s hung up.

I throw my phone aside and take the photo of Sonia in its gold frame off my desk. Long black hair, big brown eyes that constantly held a smile, grinning lips outlined in a russet shade she always had on, even if it was only for a supermarket trip. The photographer had caught her mid-laugh. She had the best laugh, and when she smiled, she lit up the room. She was Miss Guyana Great Britain for a year. She was a Bharatanatyam graduate. She was a schoolteacher. You can see it in the picture: she is beautiful, inside and out. Vibrant, gentle, loving. She was full of life, and yet Ma thinks I can go on with mine as if nothing happened to my brilliant sister’s.

‘I’ve wanted this for years,’ I whisper to her. ‘But it doesn’t mean anything without you.’

I don’t think I can do this without her. My heart will scream at me to turn around the second I reach the airport terminal. But I do what I always do, anyway: I force my mind to believe that maybe Ma is right, and maybe I will be able to pick up the pieces of myself and move forward in this new stage of my life.





Chapter Three


Darien

I squint at the missive that my PR manager has sent to me. Judging from the all-caps READ ASAP and the many red exclamation emojis following that subject line, it looks to be worth checking out.

Diana puts down her coffee across from me, quirking an eyebrow at my laptop. ‘What are you looking at?’

‘Revello has that big thing in Calabria or wherever, right? With the track and the development stuff.’

She nods. ‘Only because the team is ancient, though. Like, older than Ferrari. Why?’

‘God, you guys are so old money.’

She shoots me a blank look. ‘What is old money?’

‘Unimportant.’ I scroll further down the email on my laptop with a badly concealed laugh. ‘Apparently Heidelberg finally wants to do the same thing. They’ve got a centre in progress, this says. Absolutely insane. A development track designed especially for their cars …’

‘And?’ demands Diana.

‘This is supposed to open in Rio in a week,’ I say with a disbelieving laugh. ‘No way.’

‘Heidelberg? In Brazil?’ Diana takes a huge swig of coffee from her mug, eyes wide and attention piqued. ‘What? When? Why did they contact you?’

‘I think you’ve had enough of that for today.’ I grab the mug emblazoned with CERTIFIED CAR GUY (a gift from my mother) from her and set it on the counter near the sink. ‘Dude. You’ve been here for no more than a week and already you’ve cleaned out all our coffee twice.’

‘Hey, it was your mom who said to make myself at home,’ she points out smartly. ‘Is it a crime that I wanted to see California for the first time?’

Diana is now a frequent flyer over at Heidelberg Hybridge Formula 1 Team, ever since she got engaged to my teammate, Miguel de la Fuente. She’s not only the sole woman on the grid, but also the driver who has lived under a rock the longest. To date, she still hasn’t seen snow fall. She didn’t know what ‘gaslighting’ was until a month ago. She’s like a really poorly adjusted older sister. You can see why my mother took pity on her and let her stay over till she leaves to canoodle with her trophy fiancé in a few weeks.

Also, Mãe is just way too nice.

I roll my eyes. ‘Fine. But we need to adjust your caffeine intake.’

‘Shut up, Darien.’ She slaps the table in front of me, making the wooden toucan napkin holder jump a foot in the air. ‘Now. What is with this Heidelberg drama?’

I keep going on the email, and there’s a postscript there, typed out by my PR manager. They’re gonna need you there for this one. Call me as soon as you can.

Before I’ve even finished reading, my phone starts to vibrate in my pocket, and I fish it out with a grip so unstable that my hands could be coated in butter. The caller ID, as if by fate, reads my manager’s name: KATRINA (HERE COMES THE HURRICANE).

‘Answer it!’ Diana hisses, peering over my shoulder at my phone.

I nod frantically and hit the accept button on the screen, trying my hardest not to drop the thing. ‘Uh. Hey, Katrina?’

‘Darien?’ There’s the tinge of an Australian accent in her voice. Katrina, who’s been putting up with my crap for years (as in, since I joined with Vittore in Formula 3), and helped me build up my public persona, is essentially the determiner of my fate. She’s kept media disasters far away from me and taught me to suppress my temper during the awful time I had with Vittore’s Formula 1 team before I moved to Heidelberg. She’s kind of a blessing. ‘I hope you’ve seen the email.’

Diana watches me with eyes the size of dinner plates.

‘Yeah, read the whole thing just now.’

‘So, Darien. You compete under Brazil’s flag in Formula 1, the only one on the grid to represent the country. You have an excellent story. Pocketed your first win at home, grabbed multiple last year, all the works.’ Katrina clears her throat. ‘You’re young, and you’re drawing fans. And as you can now see, Heidelberg has chosen to put down roots in Brazil. Do you start to see how you come in here at all?’

‘Um … not quite, to be honest. Like …’ I trail off. ‘What am I coming into? And why Brazil?’

‘Well. Let’s start at Redenção, shall we?’ says Katrina in what I know to be her ‘down to business’ tone. ‘Darien. The Regional team you founded is literally based in Rio. Heidelberg already loves you as their driver. I don’t see why they wouldn’t do this in Brazil. Heidelberg is willing to take a chance on you and let Redenção share that centre next year.’

I feel the hairs on my arms stand on end. I can’t believe that this is happening. Rio Redenção is the team that I started and then have worked on expanding for the past two years through my place in Formula 1. It’s a Formula Regional fixture, focused on giving homegrown Brazilian drivers from all backgrounds a chance in motorsport. Bringing Redenção into the Heidelberg family definitely explains why Heidelberg would want to start a centre in Brazil. Our team principal, at the end of the day, isn’t much different from me – his team is a progressive new addition to a rich old man’s sport. Both of us need connections to carve out a place in motorsport: Redenção needs Heidelberg to vault our young athletes into the sport; Heidelberg needs Redenção to establish a feeder team for itself, a steady stream of new talent. But I hadn’t thought for a second that Heidelberg cared enough to partner on a place for our athletes to train.

‘Redenção will what?’ I match Diana’s expression of confusion, and she shakes her hands at me, as if to say what is going on?

‘Yes, Darien. You’re a PR dream, like I said. Heidelberg is young and fresh, what with you and Miguel. It’s a perfect opportunity for them to make moves to show their commitment to finding talent all over the globe, and put themselves in the limelight. You know what their image is: growth, improvement, but only the best,’ Katrina goes on matter-of-factly. ‘So this is a huge deal. They’ve spared no expense on this project. You’ll have top-of-the-line technology, living quarters, everything in one place.’

My jaw drops in the direction of the polished tile floor.

‘They want you to join them quickly,’ continues Katrina. ‘This is short notice, I am well aware, but they’d like you to be there when the centre opens. That’s in just about a week. The plan is for the entire Heidelberg team, our new reserve driver included, to be out in Rio till that first winter testing, which, for the first time in Formula 1 history, will take place in Brazil, at the new track attached to Heidelberg’s facility. The press is going to be all over this going into the new season. It’s a huge change for Heidelberg, and you’re at the core of it, Darien. Do you understand?’

‘I understand,’ I echo, dumbfounded.

This is amazing.

This is everything to me. This is everything I’ve been hoping for since I was a kid growing up here, dreaming I’d get the chance to do my home country justice. There isn’t a day that passes by when I don’t long to feel closer to Brazil. Now, that day is here.

My F1 team is coming to my home, and my entire country will be watching.

‘Good. We’ll be talking in person soon,’ says Katrina. ‘In the meanwhile, all your itinerary information will be sent to you via email. I’m aware you’re already flying over, but we’ll be moving your flight date up to get you here in time. You’ll be in Rio the day before the grand opening. We’re delighted to have you – trust me, Darien. This project will be an exciting one for the team. But you should know: there’s a lot riding on this launch going well.’

‘Yeah,’ I murmur. I feel like I’m trying to drink water from a fire hose with all this information, but I’m attempting to grab onto the most important parts. Like this one. ‘A lot?’

‘Well, we didn’t want to stress you during the off-season, which is why we’ve decided to greenlight this all now, but Heidelberg will need evidence, you know, that this state-of-the-art facility is working. The funding is no light matter. The sponsors will want to see results.’ Katrina clears her throat. ‘And that will be in the form of bettering last year’s Drivers’ and Constructors’ Championship standings. Without which … it’s possible your contract could be on the line, as well.’

At that, my heart sinks.

Last year, we were third in the Constructors’ Championship. That means we’ll need first or second this year. And last year, I was fourth in the Drivers’. Now, I have to podium.

‘Just … just me?’

‘Darien, Heidelberg is investing in you. Your home country, partnership with your racing team. You’re going to have to deliver if we want this new facility to keep its funding for next season, not to mention if we want Heidelberg to keep you for next season too. And ideally … you know you’re young, doing well for yourself. They’d love to see a title back in the trophy case.’

I’ve picked up my jaw now, but it’s just so my mouth can form an O of shock.

‘I’ll be sending you that itinerary. Speak to you soon,’ Katrina finishes far too peppily.

I don’t let the phone move away from my ear till I hear the dull tone that tells me she’s hung up.

Frantically, I open my laptop again. There’s a gentle chime as my inbox tab lights up. I’ve never clicked on something so fast. I lean back and let out a low whistle. There it is.

Re: Heidelberg Hybridge Ring

‘What? What is it?’ Diana scrambles to get out of her chair and stand at my side so she can see it for herself.

‘Look at this thing.’ I exchange a slack-jawed look with Diana as we glance over the floorplan of the new building. ‘It’s huge. This is gonna be the bridge between Heidelberg and Redenção, man. This is unreal.’

My head spins like I’ve just downed a whole bottle of tequila. I suddenly remember what Manuel had been going on about: a Granja Comary for drivers. Apparently, as if by magic, here it is now: a chance to attract more drivers from home, to show everyone that Brazil can hold its own against all-comers. New equipment, analytics, it would level our game up massively. Redenção drivers would have a fast track, a direct affiliation to F1 through Heidelberg, a shared facility.

But at what cost? I need to get third in the World Drivers’ Championship.

That’s insanity.

‘Well, look at you go!’ hoots Diana, stealing back the CAR GUY mug for one more sip. She studies me for a second, calming down to ask, ‘They’ll want results from you, won’t they?’

I let out a laugh, awkwardly hiding how nervous I’m feeling at the prospect of even more weight on this next season. ‘It’s not just gonna be the average expectations this year. They’re doing all this extra stuff, bringing new people onboard …’

‘The WDC,’ finishes Diana. ‘Bit of pressure there.’

‘Yeah.’ I stare at the email, at the open reply text box yet to be filled in. There was always going to be pressure; it’s the price I pay to drive in F1. It’s the price I paid when I took it upon myself to get Mãe and me out of Oakland. But I had never felt it so intensely before.

Looks good, I type. I’ll be there in a week.





Chapter Four


Shantal

Marcus shoves his phone in front of my face. ‘Shantal!’

‘What!’ I yelp, nearly slapping the phone right out of his hand. ‘Oh, god, you scared me.’

He waits barely a second for me to compose myself before coming back with a vengeance fuelled by multiple cups of cold brew. ‘Do you realize what you’re going to do? Look at this!’

The staccato music absolutely pouring from his phone speaker, dripping with bass, repels me instantly. ‘My days. Marcus, turn that down. What is that?’

‘It’s Brazilian funk, Miss Rio.’ Raya pokes her head out from behind the wall of her cubicle.

‘Yes, it is. Look!’ Marcus attempts to bring the screen out one more time, but I wave a hand and turn back to my monitors.

‘I would, but if I want to go to Brazil, I have to finish all the prep work first,’ I counter slyly. It’s true. I’ve been given a laundry list of things to sort through prior to my flight out. This new sports centre they’re setting up is no small operation, and their expectations of my simulator program are equally enormous.

‘No, Shan, seriously.’ Now Joel has rolled out of his workspace in his beloved gaming chair, which takes a lot, because Joel is the sort of man who minds his own business as a principle. ‘Darien Cardoso-Magalhães is Brazil’s future of motorsport. That song—’

‘Is Brazilian funk. I know.’

‘It’s about him,’ Joel corrects me. ‘They made this guy a song.’

‘As a citizen of the United Kingdom, you’re really gonna say you’ve never had exposure to Formula 1?’ prods Marcus. He’s the biggest fan of this racing stuff I know, but I can’t say I share his enthusiasm.

I squint, trying to remember the last time I watched a race. ‘I mean, I’ve seen Silverstone on TV, I think, but I don’t follow it religiously enough to know names.’

‘You’re about to.’ I detect a chord of envy in Raya’s voice. ‘All the guys on that Formula 1 grid are … lord, I’d at least learn to pick out Darien in a crowd, if I were you.’

Okay, this may be true. I am going into the chance of a lifetime poorly armed. My heart clenches as I think of all the deep googling my sister would have had us doing.

‘Sorry, all, but like I said, I’ve got a bunch to get done.’ I gesture to the sticky notes all over my monitors. ‘Heidelberg Hybridge Ring isn’t going to get its own sims up and running.’

Maybe doing this entire thing halfway across the world while my family’s in a state of emotional fragility isn’t a part of my dream – I’d have loved to stay in London – but it’s an opportunity to bring my brainchild to the very top of motorsport certainly is. I’ve worked for Conquest since midway through university, picking up an internship that became a career. Since that point, our company’s been primarily linked to one of the many South London football clubs we share home base with, Crystal Palace. I’d always dreamed of working in sport, maybe coaching or something, so running training using virtual reality and simulation for world-renowned footballers, bridging my physiotherapy education with new-era machinery … it’s pretty close. And now, with a little help from our friends in the programming and tech departments, our task team has finally finished the motorsport simulator I hope can completely change how drivers practise – starting, unbelievably, with Formula 1. We worked for ages on this, and everything is ours from the ground up: the parts for the sim, the program we wrote.

It’s still hard to believe that Conquest has given me the chance to manage an entire operation across the ocean on my own, not to mention in a whole new sport. Team simulator specialist. A title they’ve created just for me. It’s amazing, but it’s a terrifying burden, and without Sonia, this giant step just feels like one I can’t take.

‘All right,’ Marcus gives up, voice shrouded in an air of annoyance. ‘But don’t work yourself into the ground, Shantal. Have some fun. This trip is a chance for you to test your limits, yes, but it’s also an opportunity for you to finally let loose. You’ve been … kind of tense lately.’

Oh? I know for a fact I’d become aggressively highly strung in the past couple of months, but I take that one straight to the chest with a look of irritation at Marcus.

‘Exactly,’ adds Joel enthusiastically, which doesn’t help at all. ‘An opportunity to … get funky.’

Raya shakes her head, looking away with a roll of her eyes. ‘Please never say that again.’

As the two of them get straight to bickering as usual, I turn to my monitors. The wallpapers, our Conquest team posing with Crystal Palace FC’s, remind me of everything we’ve built here. I can’t back down out of fear now.

Like any project this far from the normal for us, the stakes are high. I’ll be with Heidelberg for at least the first half of the season, up until summer break, with the second half optional if I do my job well enough.

Everything pertaining to the simulator technology in that building, all Conquest’s doing, has to pay off. If this doesn’t benefit Heidelberg – if they don’t see significant improvement from their standings last year, and move up from third in the Championship – then they won’t find any value in spending millions on us any longer. They’ll sever ties with Conquest, the tie in question being me.

I open the tab holding the immersive floorplan for the Heidelberg Hybridge Ring Complex, just landed in my inbox from the principal of Heidelberg’s F1 team. It’s a humongous facility, nestled within its own track, two expansive storeys high, even equipped with drivers’ living quarters. All of this is wonderful, but I immediately click and zoom in to the gym, stacked with what will be a state-of-the-art simulator room. As always, it’s not the building but the powerful technology inside I’m interested in, waiting to take Heidelberg Hybridge to Championship victory.

I adjust the photo of my sister on my desk, beside my tiny portrait of Shri Ram and Sita. I think of nearly breaking down over the phone to my mother. Go and enjoy your life.

‘Those birds went extinct years ago!’ Raya’s voice soars over the open tops of the cubicles.

‘I refuse to believe that. Macaws are resilient,’ insists Joel.

They could have chosen Joel or Raya or Marcus, anyone who worked on this sim, but it’s me going to Brazil.

You earned this, I think to myself as I click into the technology menu. Now come through.

Maybe I’m not going to Brazil to let loose, but I’ve never been one to half-ass a project. This could be my big break, and I’m not letting it go, no matter how wrong all of it feels.





Chapter Five


Darien

On account of getting thrown onto a new flight two weeks before my mother to reach Rio in time for training, there’s no one to keep me awake on the plane. I sleep through most of my trip in the cushy cabin, but my eyes flutter open to breakfast. This is perfect because, as I eat, I get to watch us begin the stunning descent into Rio de Janeiro.

We soar over the expansive city, so close, yet so high up. I make out the beaches of Copacabana, dotted with umbrellas, the psychedelic mosaic sidewalks of Ipanema and Leblon, where all the hotels stretch up to the sky and the rich tourists do their shopping and bar-hopping. Just past it, I can see Rocinha, the biggest favela in Rio, a mishmash of brightly coloured buildings perched precariously all over a massive hill – my mother’s home. And the backdrop to it all, our national park, Tijuca, with its seemingly never-ending greenery, climbing upwards till it reaches a peak, where Christ the Redeemer stands, arms wide.

It’s the best welcome I could ask for.

We touch down at Rio de Janeiro International Airport in Galeão. I don’t actually enter the airport; stairs are folded out from the plane, and I’m shepherded down them by several security guards.

‘It’s good, man,’ I try to tell one on my way out, but he just shakes his head, stern-faced. Funny, the security is never this tight in the Euro countries. I don’t think all the people putting it in travellers’ heads that Rio is one of the most dangerous cities in the world are doing Brazil any favours. Either way, I know how to get around here much better than anyone on my detail, so escaping their clutches won’t be hard.

We get out of the airport unscathed using a deserted back gate. My car will be in the garage of my Santa Teresa house, not far from the neighbourhood where I grew up. I offered to let Mãe use my house when she’s here, but she stays in our old one, telling me I’m grown and need my own space. Truthfully, I know that’s partly bullshit. Other than me and the Chevy, the house is all that’s really left of my dad. Mãe keeps her distance from the memories all year, but the break is her chance to feel close to Pai again, even if it’s only for a moment.

Before I know it, the driver has pulled our black Porsche right up to my front gates and scanned in, the journey quick due to the clever route he took to get here. The fact that there are no fans around is really refreshing. Of course, I love them, but sometimes it’s worth lying to the media about your date of arrival to get a day’s peace. I’ll let myself drown in a sea of hats, posters and driver cards tomorrow, when training at the new facility will begin, and my team will place a new weight on my shoulders. For now, I’m afforded some semblance of calm in this place.

Santa Teresa is on a hilltop. All the roads here are very curvy and very narrow. We are beautifully untouched; our town never quite left the nineteenth century. We have the only tram in the city that still operates, canary yellow paint peeling just slightly, but charm still fully intact. My childhood here plays out in my mind like a dream. Santa Teresa is so stunning it’s surreal, like someone has drawn this caricature of a small town nestled in a crazy city and thrown me into it. I could have chosen a place anywhere in Rio, but nothing will ever top Santa Teresa for me. Even San Francisco can’t match it. This will always be home.

I feel that the moment I enter my house. It’s not much flashier than anywhere else in town. One floor, white plaster walls, arched windows, a roof of curved terracotta tiles. It bakes during the day and simmers at night. I kick off my Sambas once I’m inside, and slip on the well-worn pair of flip-flops lying on the tiled floor. It’s just the way I left it from summer break; even the houseplants look the same. Granted, they’re fake because I’m away half the time, but it matters to me. This house is my order among the chaos, my safe haven, my breathing space.

I collapse into my armchair with such force that I’m surprised the shawl draped across the back of it doesn’t fall right off. I close my eyes, and I listen. I relish how distant the chatter, the beeping of the horns, and the rattling tram are. Here, it’s just the faint rustle of the leaves, the chirping of birds rarer than a blue moon.

And, apparently, the loud default ringing of my phone.

I groan and roll over to grab my phone from the coffee table. Tranquillity never lasts long. The call is, of course, from my trainer. I love Celina Valdez to death, but in this moment, I want to throw her phone in one of Rio’s many lakes and make sure it never sees the light of day again.

‘Tudo bem!’ Celina chirps the second I hit the green accept button. ‘I’ve been practising. Tell me that was good.’

‘It was good.’

‘Perfect. Then hit me with a reply.’

‘Well, foi beleza, until you disturbed my peace …’ I drawl sarcastically.

‘I don’t know what that means, but thank you. I love to hear that I’m excelling at my job,’ Celina shoots right back. ‘Just calling to make sure you’re aware that tomorrow’s centre orientation begins at eight a.m. sharp. It’s a brand-new facility. Let’s be on time, yes?’

‘Sure.’

‘So no partying.’

I should have seen that one coming. As much as I loved the calm of my corner of Santa Teresa, there was something about the party scene, most likely the sense of anonymity that went with a roomful of inebriated clubbers, strobe lights, and smog. I could have a good time without scrutiny or recognition (which, unfortunately, wouldn’t be happening again anytime soon).

‘Where’s this complex, again?’ I cleverly gloss over Celina’s unpopular directive.

She makes a disapproving sound. ‘Not far from some area called Urca. It’s a wonderful location.’

Celina is right about that. The views from the track will be crazy. Spaces near Ipanema get to be ridiculously crammed with tourists, but Urca is typically much less congested and can be much more low-key. Heidelberg seems to have made a wise decision.

‘Great. I’ll be there at eight.’

‘You will.’ My trainer’s proclamation sounds almost like a threat. Like I said, I can’t help loving her. ‘Because if not, you’ll have worse people to deal with than just me.’





Author’s Note

Grief is a feeling that we, as humans, are unfortunately made to struggle with. We become attached to our friends and family. We love, and then we lose, and it is one of the most incredibly painful experiences a person can endure. This novel is, truly, to anyone going through a period of grief. It is different for each and every person, but there is hope.

If you or someone you know is in a situation where grief deepens, prolongs or pervades day-to-day life, this may be a sign to seek help. If you live in the US, you can call 988 for the Suicide and Crisis Hotline, and if you are in the UK, you can call NHS 111. The Samaritans programme is also a judgement-free option for emotional support at 116 123.

Finally, we don’t often know what someone is going through behind the face we see, even if we see it every day. We may well never know. But if you believe something is wrong, it is always worth seeking help, even if it is for a friend or family member. It is never wrong to do so, and it could save a life.
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