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				2012: four little numbers which, when lined up side by side, add up to the greatest year of my life – my life so far, that is.

				I was still living at home with my mum when the announcement was made that London would host the 2012 Olympic Games. I didn’t have any responsibilities like bills to pay or exams to study for so that event became like a goal for me – something to work towards and pull me through every gruelling session in the gym. From that amazing July day onwards, London 2012 was my final target to try and reach. 

				Everything I did was with London 2012 in mind. Even when I was competing in the Beijing Olympics, I really felt it was more of a stepping stone to something altogether bigger and better to come in four years’ time. When you have such a massive goal in front of you, it’s difficult to see anything beyond it, so I never really gave too much thought to what might happen once the Games were over.

				Well, this book is part of that. It’s a chance for me to look back  at a journey that so far has taken me from being a troublesome kid  whose appetite for mischief knew no bounds, to an adult with three Olympic medals, an MBE from the Queen and a glitterball trophy for ballroom dancing. 

				If you’d have told me any of that was possible back in the days when I was more into break dancing than ballroom and my gymnastics coach was driven to despair by my antics on a daily basis, I would have called you crazy.

				As it turned out, 2012 itself was crazy. It was the end of a long, hard but ultimately amazing chapter for me – one which I have loved  re-living over the following pages. This is my story so far, I hope you enjoy it as much as I have.  
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				If you’ve ever tried supporting all your bodyweight on just your arms, and holding it for around 50 seconds, then you’ll know a little bit about the pain. It starts in your wrists, moves up into your forearms and gradually spreads through all the muscles in your upper arms and into your shoulders, where it starts screaming at you to stop. That is the pain of the pommel horse in gymnastics, and it’s one I’ve become intimately familiar with throughout my career. 

				The screaming never goes away, it’s always there, in the last few seconds of every routine and the last few routines of every training session. But you learn to ignore it – to block out the pain and the noise until that blissful moment when your feet touch the floor after a successful dismount. 

				To everyone watching, it looks easy. It looks effortless. It looks like two Olympic Games and three Olympic medals came my way without dropping so much as a bead of sweat. And most of all, it looks as though I did it all on my own. None of which – especially the latter – are remotely true.

				If you took the person I am now and hit the rewind button back to when I was a kid, you would see me get a lot smaller (obviously), my hair get much bigger, and you’d watch a pretty chilled, mature adult turn into a hyperactive, nightmare child without an off switch.


				I cringe now at some of the things I put Mum through. Elaine, as she’s known to everyone except my brother Leon and me, raised us mostly on her own, after my dad, Claude, left when I was three years old. I call her my guardian angel and it’s no exaggeration to say that I wouldn’t have achieved anywhere near as much as I have without without her help and constant support. 

				From the minute we were born and while we were growing up, Mum made sure that Leon and I had the best of everything she could afford. She worked part-time as a hairdresser, fitting her hours in around looking after us, but money was always really tight and she had to go without a lot of things so that we could have a new computer game or a pair of trainers.

				My nan, Dilys, made life a bit easier for her. Mum never had to pay for a babysitter to look after us because Nan was always there; she was like  a second mum to us. She was Welsh and a little bit crazy, but lovely. When I was really young I’d spend loads of time at her house, which was about 15 minutes away from Mum’s, playing Mousetrap and messing around on my bike or the little skateboard I used to have. 

				From the minute we were born and while we were growing up, Mum made sure that Leon and I had the best of everything she could afford.

				It was Nan who first taught me how to ride a bike, not that I needed much teaching, but she was there watching in case I fell off. She helped me to learn my numbers and taught me to whistle and catch a ball, too in gymnastics she was always there, too. Even when she got older and couldn’t travel so much, she’d come to the gym instead. They would find her a little chair to sit on and she’d stay there for hours, watching me train. Whenever I came back from a competition, the first thing  I would do is go straight to see Nan to show her my medal – she loved everything about me doing gym. 
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				Neither me or Leon ever got to meet our grandad as he sadly passed away when Mum was pregnant with Leon, so it was really just the three of us during those early years. I would speak to my dad, Claude, on the phone now and again – as I still do – but we only saw him once or twice a year. I have a good relationship with my dad now, but I wouldn’t say he plays an active role in my life. Mum has never dated anyone else, either; she always said she had more than enough on her plate with looking after two young boys, and that she wouldn’t want anyone to get in the way of that. 

				Leon used to feel like it was his role to look after me, too. He’s three and a half years older than me and has always been a really protective big brother. He’d watch over me all the time when we were younger, and would always let everyone know that if they upset his little bro’ they would have him to deal with.
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				He threw himself into action once, when I was about three years old and he came with Mum and Nan to pick me up from the play centre. As they arrived they saw me waiting outside with another little boy who was grabbing me by the wrist and swinging me round so fast my legs would come off the floor. What they didn’t realise was that we were just playing; All Leon saw was this boy holding me by the wrists, so he ran over and launched himself at the other boy, drop-kicking him in the chest before Mum or Nan had a chance to stop him. 

				Our relationship is probably even better now than it was when we were younger. We live near to each other and see each other whenever we can, usually at Mum’s so she can cook us dinner. He isn’t a huge fan of being in the public eye and tends to stay away from events where he knows there will be a lot of press, so it meant a lot when he came to watch me compete at London 2012. 

				So many people have tried to interview him about me. One of the Strictly Come Dancing producers met him at the Olympic Games and thought he was really funny, so she was desperate for him to be part of the little video interviews they did with Mum during the series, but he wasn’t having any of it. He watched every single show on TV though, and would ring me after every one. When we see each other these days he likes to just do normal stuff – play PlayStation or go for a quiet drink – anything that doesn’t involve cameras, journalists or newspapers. He’ll still jump to my defence if he thinks someone’s doing wrong by me. He’ll still be doing that even when we’re a pair of wrinkly old pensioners.

				When I was a kid, it was like I was on a constant energy buzz; I was always climbing up things, jumping over stuff and running around like a crazy puppy that’s just been let off a leash. So it’s little wonder that  I managed to break two bones in the space of six months. The first time it was my wrist. I told Mum that it had happened when Leon had pushed me off the fence, but I can’t even remember if that was true or not. 

				The second time I think we’d been climbing in the garden and I ran into the house and said, ‘Mum, I’ve broken my arm.’ She said, ‘No you haven’t Louis,’ thinking I was just being dramatic after what had happened last time. I told her I had and that I’d heard it crack. So it was back to hospital for us both, where I ended up having some metal pins put into my arm.

				The doctor was quite impressed, in a way. He said I was obviously landing with my arms out to protect myself, which showed good instincts. And when he saw my legs, which were covered in bruises from the shin down, he said I was clearly a very active child. His suggestion was that Mum should get me involved in something that would help me to burn off some energy a bit more safely. 

				That would come soon, but first it was off to nursery, where I was still running around like a crazed animal. The teachers there told Mum that if they made me sit down and do a puzzle, I’d actually be sweating with the effort of just sitting and concentrating. They compared me to a little dog desperate to be let out for a run.
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				In my first year at school, too, I used to do the teachers’ heads in. One of them once told Mum that I was a loveable little boy, but that because I couldn’t concentrate on anything I was constantly on the move, like a headless chicken. In those days, Mum just put it down to being overactive, so she started to find lots of activities for me to do after school – anything that might tire me out a bit. 

			  Me and Leon would both go to the local sports centre where we could play all sorts of sports and it was Leon who was brilliant at all of them. Anything he put his mind to, he would be good at  –  football, boxing, basketball, anything – but he never pursued any of them. Once he got bored with something, that would be it, he’d stop. He would never push through that barrier and keep going. That’s where we’re quite different, because I like to try and be the best at anything I do, and I’ll keep going until I’m sure I’ve given it everything I’ve got. 

				When I was four, Mum started taking Leon to a gymnastics group near where we lived in Werrington, and she would take me along too. I would sit and watch what the boys there were doing, itching to join in, but they only coached boys from the age of six, so Mum said I would have to wait a couple of years before I could start.

                 At home, I started to copy what I’d seen my brother and the others doing at the gym and Mum realised it was something I would really enjoy. She also thought it might be something that would finally use up enough of my excess energy to make me less of a problem child. She explained what I’d been doing at home to the head coach at Werrington and asked if they could make an exception and take me on, even though I was only four. 

				That was the start of everything. Gymnastics was a sport I took to straight away and I was doing things at the age of four that the boys of my brother’s age were doing. I loved it too, which meant that I actually wanted to learn, and the more I learnt, the more interesting it became. I enjoyed playing other sports, like football, but to me it was always the same thing, running up and down the pitch for ages, chasing a ball. In the gym there was always something different to do. 

				It wasn’t long before the teachers at Werrington noticed how quickly I picked up new skills in the gym and told Mum that I had the potential to be quite good. But they said that if she really wanted me to progress, she should take me to a gym in Huntingdon, which was about 26 miles away from where we lived. They said it was ‘the best you’re going to get’ in terms of gymnastics training, so Mum decided we should at least go and see if they would take me on. 

				I had to do a mini trail at Huntingdon, so they could have a look at how my body moved, how flexible I was and see what I had already learned, and they were happy enough to sign me up. A 52-mile round trip was  a long way for Mum to drive though, so to start with she would take me to Huntingdon two nights a week and I would still go to Werrington on another two or three nights: she liked me to do some sort of after-school activity every night if possible. 

				By the age of seven, I was training at Huntingdon every weeknight as well as on Sunday afternoons. Nan had to help Mum out with the petrol cost – a 52-mile round trip almost every day of the week was costing her a fortune, on top of paying gym fees and making sure I had enough kit. On weekdays, Mum would pick me up from school with  a packed dinner in the car and a change of clothes. I’d eat on the way to Huntingdon and then Mum would have to wait for a few hours while I trained, before driving us home again. They were late nights and long days, and Mum would live like that for the next eleven years, but she knew it was doing me good, so she sacrificed all her own time to take me. There was nothing really stopping her from saying, ‘I’m going to be a full-time hairdresser and make some decent money, sod the gym,’ but she just kept on driving me back and forth to training.  
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				Even though the gym was giving me some focus, I was still struggling to concentrate in school and a lot of the time – even in the gym – I would run around like I’d swallowed ten packs of sugar or something. It was while she was there, watching me train one day, that Mum got talking to an American woman about how active I was. She explained that she was running out of ideas on how to tire me out and how badly I was sleeping at night. 

				The woman asked Mum if she had ever heard of ADHD, or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, because she thought it sounded like  I might have it. At that time, ADHD wasn’t very well known or talked about in the UK, and Mum didn’t know what it was, so as soon as she got home from the gym, she looked it up on the Internet. 

				As soon as she read the description of the symptoms (‘those affected have a greatly reduced ability to maintain attention without being distracted . . . and to control the amount of physical activity appropriate to the situation – that is, they’re restless and fidgety’), Mum was like, ‘Oh my God, that’s Louis.’ She printed it off and brought it with her when she came to pick me up from school the next day. 

				Mum showed it to my teacher and asked her to read it, to see if it sounded like me. My teacher agreed with her entirely, saying it was  a really accurate description of what I was like. But she didn’t really know what that meant for me or what the next step should be. 

				Mum decided to ring one of her friends who is a social worker; she advised Mum to tell the doctor that she wanted me to be referred to  a specialist consultant for ADHD. I remember when we first went to see the specialist. Well, I remember that she was a black lady and had a very soothing voice, so I know what she looked like but I don’t know what they used to talk about. 

				Obviously, they were talking about me, but I would never listen. I just remember playing with the toys that were in her office. She had those domino bricks that you line up and then when you knock one down, it sets the whole lot off. I would build massive lines of them, winding through the legs of all the chairs around the room. Then, at the end of their meeting, they would measure and weigh me and we’d go home. 

				After a few of these visits to the specialist, she officially diagnosed me as having ADHD and talked Mum through all the different medicines  I could take that might help me. The one she recommended was called Ritalin, which they started me on at the age of seven. I was kept on quite a high dose of it until I was 11, but even then we still had to see the specialist every three months to talk about how I was getting on at school and in the gym.  

				All I remember about taking the Ritalin is that it wasn’t a nice tablet. It made me feel a bit like a zombie. It was weird because I knew that  I still wanted to mess around but I just couldn’t be bothered to. I can’t tell you how frustrating that was. It was like two different parts of my brain wanted two completely different things, and the part that wanted me to sit down and shut up would always win. 

				The Ritalin did make a difference to my ability to concentrate, though. Not long after I went on it, one of the coaches at the gym told Mum they’d had a year’s worth of work out of me in just a few hours, because I was so much more focused. 

				Mum kept me on Ritalin throughout junior school, but decided I needed a break from it before I started secondary school. When the new term was about to begin, I told her I didn’t want to go back on it and that it made me feel sick. Being off it over the holidays had made me realise how much Ritalin was changing me, and I didn’t want to go back to being that other person; it would have felt like putting a straitjacket on. Mum was worried about how I would cope with the double whammy of starting a new school and being off Ritalin, but agreed that we could at least try it.

				After that, there was a brief spell when Mum made me go back on Ritalin for a bit – probably after a day when I’d been up to all sorts of mischief at school – and it was shit. I think I only took it for about two weeks and it made me feel awful. I’d sit in my classroom at lunchtime and just want to sleep – that’s not normal for a 13-year-old lad. It wasn’t nice at all. 

				When I came off Ritalin, I did find it a bit harder to focus but then, that’s me. That’s who I am. I didn’t feel that taking it was right for me – anything that makes you feel ‘zombified’ surely can’t be good for you.  I can understand now that I’m older why they put me on it, because I was a little shit and Mum was on her own trying to cope with the child from hell, who had more energy than he knew what to do with. It makes sense that they’d try whatever they could to calm me down, but I’m still not sure I’d put my own child on it, knowing how it had made me feel.
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				Being at the gym was always easier for me than being at school. In a classroom, the teachers set you work and you either get on with it or you sit there getting bored, and most of the time I’d do the latter. But in the gym, I was constantly being given new things to do; I never got the chance to be bored. My coach always said that he never really noticed the difference between when I was on Ritalin and when I wasn't - either way I was the same active boy who wouldn't concerntrate on one thing longer than five minutes.

				Over time though, gymnastics is a sport that teaches you structure and discipline, which is why the ADHD specialist told Mum it was such a good activity for me. Gymnastics was originally based on military exercises by the ancient Greeks and I think that discipline is still a massive part of gymnastics. It taught me to be on time, to be respectful and to work hard – all general life skills. I suppose you could almost say that gymnastics has been like another parent to me; it’s certainly helped to make me who I am today.

				Being at the gym was always easier for me than being at school.

				You walk into training, stand in a line and shake your coach by the hand before every session. And in competition, when you finish your routine, you stand there and wait for the judges to make their decision. And you won’t often see gymnasts showing their emotions when they land a routine. Even if you’ve really messed it up, you wait until you leave the apparatus area before letting it all out. There are exceptions, like when I couldn’t hold back the tears after qualifying at London 2012, but most of the time gymnasts are so disciplined that they could fall off their apparatus twice, do a ‘face plant’ into the crash mat, get back on and still finish off their routine, raise an arm and force a big smile for the judges.  

				It’s all part of the performance, I suppose, and performing is something I have been doing ever since I was tiny. Mum loves telling people how outgoing I was as a kid, even th ough she used to spend half the time hiding behind her hands when I was dancing, singing or just doing whatever I could to entertain people.

			 It didn’t matter where I was, I would put on a show. I was at the doctors with Mum and Leon when I was about two and a half and they normally played bland, boring music in the waiting room, the kind of music you can just ignore. But a Michael Jackson song came on while we were there, and when I was a kid he was my idol. I loved watching him dance. So I started dancing in the doctor’s surgery – moonwalking and thrusting my hips around the waiting room, in front of all the old people sitting waiting to go in. When the song finished they started clapping me, so  I shouted, ‘Do you want me to do it again?’ 

				I just wasn’t bothered by people looking at me – it was something I enjoyed. Mum’s friend took me to the circus once with her two sons, and the clown came over to us during the show to ask if one of the other two boys wanted to join him in the ring. They were both too shy, so just shook their heads and hid behind their mum, but I was up for it. I put my hand in the air and said ‘I’ll do it.’ I had started doing gymnastics by then, so when the clown told me to follow and copy whatever he did – handstands, cartwheels, all that stuff – I was better at them than he was and lapped up the applause like a pro.

				There were loads of times I’d get up on a stage when I was little and Mum would cringe, wondering what embarrassing words were about to come out of my mouth, although she was quite happy when I won us  a family holiday by dancing on stage at a holiday camp. But it still never crossed her mind that I might end up winning something rather more permanent than that and becoming better known because of it, no matter how many times I entertained a crowd. 

				In one way or another, Mum has spent the past twenty-three years watching me perform. But she’s been a lot more than just a spectator, because without everything she has done and still does for me,  I wouldn’t have been able to do any of it. I’ve put her through a lot of stress throughout my life, from when I was young and up to mischief all the time, to when I was older and she had to sit and watch me compete in nerve-racking finals.  
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				Even before I had won anything in gymnastics, I always knew that I wanted to do something with my life that would make me stand out from the crowd.

			
				There’s no doubt in my mind at all, that if it hadn’t been for Mum and the way she’s supported me, I wouldn’t have even been in those finals, let alone won any medals. It’s only as I’ve got older that I’ve fully realised the sacrifices she made to allow me to do all that, although she’d still say she was only doing what any mother would. In the run up to the London Olympics, though, it really hit me and I used that thought as motivation. I wanted to do it for her, to show her that it was worth all the stress and sacrifice because I had been successful. 

				Even as I got older, moved into my own place and could drive myself to training, Mum still did whatever she could to make sure all I had to worry about was where my kit was and whether I had enough petrol in my car to get to Huntingdon. It’s like if you go to work in the morning and you haven’t paid the bills or the house is messy – it clouds your mind. When you’re training, you can’t have those distractions, you have to be completely focused on what you’re doing. 

				Whenever I’ve been away from home, whether at a competition or  a photo shoot, or for something else, I know that when I come back and open my front door, Mum will have made sure there’s food in my fridge, the heating has been on and there are clean clothes in my wardrobe. Like I said, she’s my guardian angel and I know I still have a lot to do to repay her for everything she does for me – and to make up for the years of chewed fingernails I’ve given her.

				The little boy who once drove his mum crazy, bouncing off walls, breaking bones and never sleeping, has been replaced by a man who I hope is calm, caring and thoughtful, but one who still knows how to have a good time. My coach says I’m an introverted extrovert these days, which means I like my own space and my quiet time, but when it comes to performing I can perform. And I enjoy each of those things just as much as the other. I’ll happily sit on my sofa at home playing Call of Duty for hours one day, and then spend the next day performing in front of a crowd of thousands.  

				I know how lucky I am to be able to make a living out of doing what I love. After all, gymnastics isn’t a sport that anyone gets into to become rich or famous – good luck to them if they do. It’s a sport you do because you have a passion for it. But even before I had won anything in gymnastics, I always knew that I wanted to do something with my life that would make me stand out from the crowd. I wanted people to remember me as someone who achieved something worth talking about. I didn’t want to reach old age and just fade away without anyone knowing or caring; I wanted to be remembered. And not just for being the problem child from hell . . . 
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				School was weird. If you were a little bit different or stood out from the crowd in any way, they didn’t like it at all. Doing something that no one else was doing, or just refusing to follow the crowd, meant that in their eyes you were naughty. 

				But I like to be different. I hate the idea of blending in with everyone else, of being like a sheep that’s herded through life, only thinking and saying what people say you should. So all the way through school, I knew I wasn’t going to end up stuck behind a desk when I got older. It might be okay for some people, but it would drive me nuts.

				Some teachers didn’t like that. Mr Chambers was one of those. He took a class called ‘Life Skills’ that was about choosing jobs for work experience – two weeks when you’re sent out to work in the ‘real world’. I must have been about 15 at the time when Mr Chambers asked me, ‘What do you want to be when you’re older?’

				Straight away I said, ‘I want to be a sportsman.’ I was already doing gymnastics and that was where I saw my future. 

				 ‘You can’t be a sportsman,’ he said, frowning. So I said, ‘Okay, I want to be a stuntman. If I can’t be a sportsman I think I’d like to be a stuntman and work in television.’

				 ‘You can’t be a stuntman. Come on, let’s be realistic, what do you want to do? How about accountancy?’

				I just laughed. I hated maths, numbers – all that stuff – so accountancy definitely wasn’t for me. And neither were any of the other desk jobs he tried to push me towards. There was no way I was going to end up doing something I hated and plodding through life. I knew that for certain.

				I also knew that my lack of concentration wasn’t doing me any favours with the teachers. It wasn’t through choice. I didn’t wake up in the morning and think, I’m going to be a real pain in the arse today. My ADHD meant I could only focus for about 15 minutes before my mind started to wander and I couldn’t take in anything the teacher was saying.
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				Sitting in a classroom was just so frustrating. I worked as hard as  I could and I understood it was important to get good grades, but there were times when nothing would sink in. History was the only subject that interested me really: the Battle of Hastings and stuff like that. But anything else was just a drag. 
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