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To my Grandad Paul, lucky number 6, always
and for ever. This one’s for you.


And to Nelson Pratt, always in our hearts,
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INTRODUCTION


Outside your comfort zone is a dangerous place to be. It’s scary, but it can also be fun. It’s somewhere I’ve spent most of my life. In fact, I made a career out of it. As a professional snowboarder, my sporting career involved throwing myself very fast down an icy slope on a thin piece of plywood and then turning myself upside-down a couple of times halfway down a mountain. It wasn’t a bad choice for a career. I got to travel the world, hang with some of the loveliest people on the planet and compete in the Olympics twice. Most people wouldn’t even call snowboarding work. I have to admit, most of the time it was a blast.


Yet there were other times when I thought, this isn’t fun. There were moments when I wanted to stop the ride and get off. Throwing myself off a jump when it was -40 degrees and I wasn’t sure if I’d quite got the trick right was when my love of the sport turned to hate. I hated it and I was afraid. When things go wrong, they really go wrong. Snowboarding isn’t forgiving. I’ve lost friends to the sport I fell in love with all those years ago, but I would strive not to think about that and start that negative thought process when I was competing. The dangers of the sport are exactly why snowboarders don’t talk about fear. We’re certainly not meant to feel it. Like most athletes, we’re meant to be trained robots trying to process this thing, compartmentalize it and not allow it to interfere with our performance. But we do feel it. The deep, stomach-turning, sick-in-the-back-of-the-mouth fear that hammers on your chest and shouts, if I get this wrong, I will injure myself. Athletes aren’t some special breed of humanity made in a secret factory. We’re regular people and along with the other 99.9 per cent of human beings on the planet, every single one of us knows fear and has to deal with it every day of our lives.


What even is fear? How does it work and how can we make it our friend? For me, it is a form of dialogue. It’s about respecting an unknown territory. Dealing with fear on and off the slopes was my job. Some lessons I was taught, some I worked out for myself, others I’m still working on. The modest ambition of this book is to share these life experiences with you, so that you can deal with difficult situations in your own life. Fear has driven, inspired and helped me; I believe it can do the same for you.


Sometimes, fear can be debilitating and impair your ability to function. Knowing how to distinguish between adrenaline-inducing anxiety and overwhelming fear can be the difference between success and failure. Even life and death. Anxiety is one of the most difficult emotions to decipher, especially when you are trying to make a change in your life. By definition, being outside your comfort zone will make you feel some discomfort or anxiety. But this kind of discomfort is also a prerequisite for growth.


People often say that if you are working to achieve a positive goal, you should push through the anxiety that arises as you move outside your comfort zone. The idea is that if you push yourself through, you will get past it and achieve your goal. Sorted! The problem is, that only works if you actually achieve the final goal. What if you don’t? Sometimes you push outside your comfort zone and land on your face (literally, in my case). This can reinforce your fears, or even create new ones. These are the experiences I want to share with you – the times when I have been closest to fear, my worst anxieties realized – because that is when I’ve learned the most about myself and what I want from life. I want to help you realize what is most important to you and I want to help you grab it with both hands. You will get to know your fears, celebrate your strengths, learn from your failures and visualize your successes. More than anything, I hope this book offers you an attitude.
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ONE FEAR TO RULE THEM ALL


2018 OLYMPICS, PYEONGCHANG


You only get two jumps at the Olympics Big Air event and I’ve missed the final practice. Feeling cold and a little bit flustered, I’m running a dialogue with myself that goes something like, Okay, Aimee, this is not ideal, but it doesn’t matter. Just get on with it. You’ve done it before, you can do it again. It is what it is. Don’t let this feeling consume you, don’t let it define you, don’t let it be you. Shit. Aimee, get your head in the game. This is the Olympics! I convinced myself that I’d be fine because sometimes, as I like to tell myself, I’m better when I’m not prepared.


I’m at the top of jump one of two, trying to work out which way I am going to heel-toe, flat-based ‘bam’ before I drop in. The flat-based ‘bam’ bit is the point at which I’m set to explode off the jump to initiate the manoeuvre. I drop in, still cold and flustered, but I manage to get it. I do the 180, the double backflip, and land both feet on the ground. Then I fall down. Flat on my arse. I just think, shit. If I had landed this without falling down, the doors of opportunity would have opened. Now, I could feel them close. Fuck. What now? I feel a mental pain that could eat me alive.


*


Fear is known to cause physiological changes and ultimately behavioural changes, such as freezing, fighting or panicking at perceived traumatic events. Or, as my mate says, freeze, fight or fuck. It’s an innate response to coping with danger. It works by accelerating the breathing and heart rate, while constricting the peripheral blood vessels. This leads to blushing, increases muscle tension and causes the muscles attached to each hair follicle to contract, prompting goosebumps, which make a cold person warmer or a frightened animal look more impressive. It causes sweating, as well as increasing levels of glucose and white blood cells. This raises alertness, leading to sleep disturbance and butterflies in the stomach. With all of these physiological changes at play, our consciousness realizes an emotion: fear.


Don’t get me wrong. Fear was always there in my career, from very early on. I had just masked it really well. If I had properly thought about the importance and pressure around the Olympics, and let that define me, I would have been a wreck. For the most part, I managed to trick myself into believing it was just another day in my life. It was just a competition, with all the people I normally competed against – with a few more spectators. I always had at the back of my mind the idea that most of life’s defining events were not in fact what defined you. You could always have another go. Try again. That’s how I dealt with it. That’s what I did. Plus, I was only 26 – relatively young to be doing what I was doing – and I felt I had the rest of my life ahead of me if things didn’t work out. I loved the opportunities snowboarding had given me, but I always felt I wasn’t going to ride competitively for ever.


Out of some 26 other possible feelings (trust me, I counted them), fear is unique in its ability to have an immediate physical effect on us. It makes us feel something else. We can’t not feel it. More than that, it makes us do things and, at an innate gut level, fear does things to us. It’s involuntary. Fear is a vital response to physical and emotional danger and has been pivotal throughout our evolution. This primitive mechanism helped humans survive by either running away from or fighting a perceived danger. It’s there from birth as the startle response in babies and it stays with us. If human beings didn’t feel fear, they wouldn’t have been able to protect themselves from legitimate threats, which often had life-or-death consequences in the ancestral world. Sabre-tooth tigers, woolly mammoths, marauding Neanderthals. A fight-or-flight impulse was super-handy 20,000 years ago as a life-preservation tool.


In the modern world, the stakes are generally lower. Although public speaking, elevators and spiders generally don’t present life-or-death consequences, some individuals still develop extreme fight, flight or freeze responses to specific objects or scenarios. Many people experience bouts of fear, such as when they’re giving a high-stakes presentation, or feelings of nerves, for example, when they are going on a first date. Heart-stopping moments in horror films trigger the same automatic fight-or-flight response, lighting up our synapses like a pinball machine, flooding our brain with hormonal responses that trigger physiological reactions. But when a fear is persistent, specific to a certain threat and impairs one’s life or growth, that is when it has become a specific phobia.


People live in fear of what has happened, what might happen or indeed could happen again. For most of us, fear is actually the anxiety around something that hasn’t happened. The fear of an unknown future event. The fear of the future. What if my boyfriend or girlfriend leaves me? What if I get an illness or lose my job? What if a family member dies? Then there’s the fear of an unexpected event, for example, my big fear of having a snowboard accident. I always thought that if I broke my neck, the fear was less about my own welfare and more about how it would impact my mum and dad. Scientists have studied fear for years, but recently a new theory has emerged of how fear works and how all the fearful feelings we have really boil down to one thing: fear of the unknown.


Fear of what might happen tomorrow. Or the next day. It’s the fear of opening a door and walking into a room full of strangers. It’s the fear of what’s about to happen when you have to do the thing you are afraid of. In ten minutes. In five. Right now. Rationally I always used to say that these are fears I should choose not to live with. I try to live as presently as possible. When bad things happen, I try to deal with them and move on. Fear of the future is imaginary. It hasn’t happened, so what’s to be afraid of, right? But in practice it’s not that easy. Writing in the Journal of Anxiety Disorders in 2016, Professor R N Carleton reviewed current research on fear and anxiety and came up with the theory that all human fears, from snakes to failure, boil down to one thing. According to the prof, all our fears are really just forms of anxiety about the future. The one fear to rule them all.


This could not be more true of my first experience of the Olympics in Sochi, Russia in 2014. I didn’t know what it would be like or what I would be like there. Would I be good enough? What if I arrived and was out of my depth? What if I hurt myself before the competition and had to pull out? There were so many unknowns that I found myself playing the whole thing down in my head – yeah, I guess it would be cool if I could go to Sochi, I wouldn’t mind that – because I didn’t feel in control of the outcome. I was scared that committing to this goal meant risking failure.


I had a totally different experience of fear the second time around. On the road to the PyeongChang Olympics in South Korea, I knew what I wanted, and nothing could stop me from getting there. By 2018, my mentality was: this is what I want, this is what I’ll do, this is how I will get there. I knew that the way to get there was to be 100 per cent committed to every opportunity that came my way. I was no longer afraid of reaching for my goal. Learning how to deal with these fears and assembling a bag of tricks and life hacks meant that I brought a heap of knowledge about what it was I was afraid of.


What I didn’t know was that it was going to get a lot more gnarly on the road to the second Olympics. That it would test and challenge me in ways I could never have predicted and, despite all the mental resilience I had developed, the journey would be so much more painful. What’s really interesting is that I felt less fear going into it, but I would soon experience a kind of fear that I had never felt before. A fear that would ultimately overwhelm me.
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GETTING TO KNOW FEAR


When I was three or four, my dad bought me a 14-foot trampoline. It was the crème de la crème of super-tramps, a big square one. Straight away, my mum was like, ‘Oh, no, no, no, the kids can’t have that’, so it got sent back. Six months later, there was a 50cc quad bike in the garden. It was fun, but it wasn’t fast enough for me, so it got upgraded to a motocross bike. At age six, motocross was my first experience of feeling a pure adrenaline rush: the sound of the engine, the smell of petrol, the deep breath on the start line. The fear.


Down the line, left and right, bike to bike, eight-year-old boys would be sticking their elbows in front of me because they didn’t want to get beaten by a girl. Later, I’d see some of the boys walking around with broken arms, broken collarbones. Danny Webb is now a world-famous championship rider, but back in the day I broke his collarbone. We took off at the same time, elbow to elbow, and he wiped out. (If you’re reading this now, sorry, Danny!) It is crazy how little inhibition I had as a child. I would go skiing with my brother Josh at our local dry ski slope and I remember us going from the top to the bottom as fast as we could, just to see how far we could get up the stop ramp, across the grass matting and over the concrete to touch the wooden ski hut. As a kid, I dabbled in everything: gymnastics, motocross, lacrosse. I was good at all of them, but I didn’t excel at any of them, until later when my dad said, ‘You’re good at so many sports, but if you invest your energy into one you really like, you never know, you could turn it into something bigger.’


I discovered snowboarding when I was living in America. My family moved there when I was 12 years old and it was the first time I had experienced an emotional setback. When we first moved I hated it there so much I used to get on the school bus crying. At that age, friends mean more than anything. (Steph, my best friend from England, came out to visit twice, which shows the level of friendship we had and how much I missed England.) Then I met my friends Tareq Alhegelan, Oli Staunton and Carly Burns; we went snowboarding together and suddenly that became my lifeline. Snowboarding broke the mould for me in comparison to the other sports. There were no rules. There was room for creativity. There was no stopwatch. No one was watching you or telling you what to do. You’re on the mountain, having an adventure with your friends and that is the absolute core of what snowboarding is about.


I was 15 when I heard about High Cascade Snowboard Camp on Mount Hood, Oregon. I took a flyer from school, stuffed it under my mum’s nose, and kept going on and on about it until eventually my parents agreed to pay for it as a birthday present. The camp took place over six days, but I actually only spent five days there because I missed my flight. I was so nervous about flying that I went to McDonald’s to distract myself and sat at the gate with my headphones in, trying to look cool. The problem was, I thought you were meant to get on the plane at the time it said on the ticket. No one told me that’s the time the plane takes off, so I was eating my McDonald’s breakfast while the plane left me behind.


When I finally got to camp, I was so excited. It was the end of July, my birthday. My previous experience of snowboarding was just a few days here and there during the winter in Pennsylvania and Virginia. When you arrive at the camp, you fill in a form to estimate your level, what experience you’ve got and what tricks you can do, that sort of thing. I was classed as beginner to intermediate. I met up with Gretchen Bleiler, who was the guest pro on the camp. I remember every time I saw her on the mountain, the excitement of seeing a real-life pro, I just used to stare at her. I was so in awe and I have very vivid memories of every time she dropped into our group to ride.


I remember there was another pro alongside Gretchen and, as sponsored athletes, they got tons of gear and stuff, so the riders gave it away. It’s the coolest thing you can imagine to get a free snowboard. There was a little competition at the end of the camp. Basically, whoever ran around the whole campsite fastest would win the snowboard. I remember thinking I have to win this. There were boys and girls of all different ages. They shouted, ‘Go!’ and I have never run so fast in my life. It must have been about 1,500 metres and I gave it absolutely everything. I came in first and was elated. I had Gretchen sign the board and it was just the best thing ever.


The following year I really wanted to go back to camp but it wasn’t part of the plan. Mum had planned our first skiing holiday in America. My parents had saved up; it was a really big thing and their way of supporting me. We went to Breckenridge, Colorado for a week and I broke my collarbone on day one. That was my first snowboarding injury and it really changed my attitude to fear.


In hindsight, I probably got hurt for a very good reason! I was trying to hit this really gnarly rail. Even now I question why I even wanted to do it. But I didn’t have any experience, I didn’t recognize the danger in it. Ignorance may be bliss, but if you don’t know what the dangers are you will end up hurting yourself. Before that, I’d felt pretty much untouchable. This was the most important lesson of them all. I realized in that instant, that specific moment, that I wasn’t invincible.


As children we are all pretty fearless. It’s the grown-ups who often show us what fear is: the look on their face when we run away in a supermarket, their reaction when we fall over, and perhaps how they respond to a spider in the bathroom too. Have you ever wondered why everyone is so scared of spiders but totally unperturbed by mushrooms? There are zero deadly spiders here in the UK, but a zillion deadly ’shrooms. So why aren’t we all freaking out every time we see a shiitake in the supermarket? Why is fear of mushrooms pretty low on the list of recognized phobias? (It’s called mycophobia if you fancy adopting it by the way.) The theory is that we learn most of our fears. The response is instinctive, but the triggers are often learned. So many fears are not in fact innate but acquired. I blame the parents!


Because I was a fearless child, I know my parents had to manage their own fears and anxieties rather than passing them on to me. My dad describes the stomach-churning fear he had when I came off a jump at a motocross race. I was going too fast and overshot the landing of the jump. To this day he describes how the image he had of pushing me around in a wheelchair lasted long after I had picked myself and my mangled bike up off the deck. Suffice to say, we stopped competitive motocross at this point.


*


Often our biggest fear is the thing we really want. It’s the secret, innermost goal that we are too afraid to express in case we never reach it. I remember when someone from BBC Sport asked me if I was going to the Olympics and I thought, I damn well hope so, but I was too afraid of saying that in case I didn’t make it and people would think I was a loser!


Similarly, during 2014 and the build-up to the Sochi Olympics, the thing I wanted most was to qualify after what had been one of the roughest winters of my life, with cancelled events and injuries chasing my tail. So, with just two weeks to go before the Games, the pressure was really on to deliver the best performance of my life, in a field of 40 girls, at the event I had turned my back on the year before. I did it, finished fifth, and I went to the Games.


A few weeks later, post-Olympics, I booked to take my motorbike test, and everyone was saying, ‘Are you worried? Are you anxious?’ But no, I wasn’t bothered by nerves about the test at all, because I knew I could re-take it again and again and again (which, fortunately, I didn’t need to). Competing in the Olympics is the chance of a lifetime. Doing your motorbike test? You can do it any time you want.
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