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To my mum


Like a snowdrop in mid-winter, you pushed through cold environments to flourish and grow and I am immensely proud of you. I know you haven’t heard those words enough in your lifetime but I hope this book acknowledges your steadfastness to raising your bar.


To my only daughter


Because we fail, we learn and grow. Love conquers all.


To my boys


Ryan and Kane: Be good men because you have been wonderful boys 90 per cent of the time.


Troy: You have given me wings to fly and see life with a new perspective.









Introduction


I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have an inner determination to succeed. As a child, in the playground, I would set up races and a scoring system so that the fastest girl in the school (me) would have to compete with the fastest boy. I loved the playfulness of it, the camaraderie in my team of girls but, if I’m totally honest, I also loved the thrill of the competition. I wanted to prove myself. I wanted to be challenged. And, since childhood, in that area of my life – athletics – I knew I could win. I worked hard in my other school subjects too until, in my early teens, while writing an essay in my English class, I got a clear vision of what I wanted to do with my life: to compete in the Olympics. From that moment on, getting a medal became my only goal, and soon I was utterly focused on making it come true. Every other aspect of my life was honed down or pushed to one side to make my dream a reality. Much like the portrait mode on an iPhone, the Olympics were the main part of the image, and everything else blurred away around the edges.


Now, in my fifties, success looks different. I look different. I’m a mother of four children, a wife, I’ve continued to commit to a career as a sports pundit, I’m a former president of Commonwealth Games England and an author. As women get older, there is sometimes a sense that they should retire from public life and stand to one side, or that it might be more appropriate for them to be less visible in some way. You may have felt that way at work or in social situations: pushed aside, or told you were past your prime. Well, I’m here to say: no way – you are not! You are just at a point of pivot, of change, of adapting to new circumstances and commitments. Indeed, women need to do this at every age and stage of their life: when they marry, become a mother, become the boss, or take on the role of mothering their mother. If anything, a woman’s ability to adapt makes us more valuable, not less. Often, we just need society and those around us to adapt to change as well as we do.


I’m fighting the stereotype by continuing to step out – and to step up – in both my personal and work life. From the outside, it might have looked as if I had reached my highest power when I was competing around the world and winning gold at the Olympics, and in some ways I did feel incredibly powerful back then. But, in reality, it’s only in the past decade that I’ve truly stepped into my power – and I’ve done it by being adaptable.


What people know about my career is only one small part of my life; it is not the full picture. I’ve been told that from the outside it looks as if I have a charmed life, and in some ways I do: I have my family, my friends, my good health – and I am appreciative of those things – but many of the external things for which I am considered lucky haven’t come about through luck at all. I have them because I’ve worked hard to create what I have for myself and my family by being resilient, conscientious and adaptable when I’ve run into hurdles and setbacks. Alongside my successful sporting and presenting careers, I’ve had to overcome obstacles linked to my roots, from my childhood and from the decisions I’ve made.


My own evolution has shown that you really can achieve great things even when the odds are stacked against you. As a child, I had a huge amount of independence – too much, some might think – and very little money, because my mum was raising me on her own, working day and night to support us both. As a shy teenager, I felt quite lost at times, trying to work out my place alongside peers and trying to fit in while harbouring a dream to become an athletics champion. As a woman of colour, I have often been the minority in the room in terms of ethnicity and gender, but instead of cowering away, I strode out into any room and did what I had to do, masking my fears and doubts as best as I could.


From conversations I’ve had with many women over the years, I know that every time I use my inner strength to put myself forward, I’m showing others that they can do this, too. And now, finally, as a woman who truly knows herself, I feel able to share my lessons and beliefs with others. In this book, I’m going to walk you through the thought processes and good habits I have found and adapted to be able to not just feel welcome in any room but to own it, to stand on stage and present to an audience with confidence. In the following chapters, I hope to prove to all of you that whatever life throws at you, and wherever you have come from, if you set your intention on something, you can absolutely achieve it. Yes, you will face barriers, we all do, but rather than seeing a difficulty as the end of the track, see it as a hurdle to leap over, a challenge to grow from, a chance to grow.


Stories from my journey as an athlete are woven throughout the book, because they demonstrate how mental agility can be rehearsed, practised and, most importantly, taught. Through repetition and regular reflection, the athlete improves their performance. Likewise, people can improve – in terms of both their home lives and work. It requires daily mental engagement and looking at the granular details of what needs to be done to move forward in a positive way. During those ‘make or break’ moments in athletics, which have the potential to feel incredibly stressful, you must control the fight-or-flight reaction of your nervous system by staying in a ventral vagal (calm, collected) state. How do you do this? Just like a heptathlon, by using mindset tools, which I’ll be teaching you here. I will be sharing with you the seven skills I have lived by to become my best self, all the tools, processes and ideas I have uncovered across the decades that can help us to face whatever life throws at us with self-belief, strength and the ability to stand our ground. You can handle the ups and downs of life, I promise. Life will not always be perfect, life will not always be easy, but you can adapt to the lows and cherish the highs when you accept that you need to put some work in – and you learn to accept yourself.


My journey through world-class sport, from playground to gold medal for the heptathlon, has taught me a great deal about my personal character but also about what we all need to embrace to get the best out of ourselves. Hurdler. Jumper. Thrower. Sprinter. Woman. Mother. Athlete. Friend. Colleague. Daughter. The mastery of multiple disciplines is a gold thread that has dictated my success both on and off the track field. Since retiring from athletics, the importance of adaptability, and the lessons that derive from it, drive the coping strategies that I implement not only as a working mum of four children, but also in all the other roles I play. The tools I developed in my career are still those I reach for. They underpin my ability to juggle multiple competing demands, to recognise how to draw from different sources of strength, and they allow me to become different versions of myself depending on who needs me, or – most importantly sometimes – what I need.


Being adaptable is important, because without it you can remain stuck – physically or mentally – in a situation that doesn’t serve you; you can revolve in a cycle of old thinking that doesn’t push you forward. For me, adaptability has been the key to stepping up into my power, and I believe it will help you to step into yours, too. In the following chapters, I will encourage you to:




1. Maintain your identity Be prepared to adjust. Learn from your early years and know that life is full of unforeseeable events, both good and bad. This book will show you how to handle change without falling apart.


2. Build resilience In this chapter I explain how winning takes work, whether in sports, our career or in our marriage and family, and we can also guide our children towards independence by building resilience in them. Difficult experiences from our past give us an opportunity to learn and aim to improve our approach for future progress. In a challenging situation happening right now, when we focus on the present, rather than the past or future, we can boost our pathway towards achieving our goal.


3. Plan for success Visualise your success and believe in yourself and your plan for success. This chapter encourages you to visualise your trajectory and know that when others believe in you, your belief in yourself strengthens and spurs you forward to achieve more. Plan and work out how family and career life can work together and at which point it is best for you to combine both. Be adaptable but with a defined plan in mind. Remember your core values; they will help you to stay on course for your ultimate goal.


4. Follow your instincts Our natural instincts are very strong, and we ignore them at our peril as we go through life. This chapter explains how to use your instincts to make big and small life decisions, whether in your career or as a mother. When you believe in yourself, your self-empowerment will grow as you nurture the skills of adaptability that are the core of this book. Visualisation or meditation can help you to follow and benefit from your instincts.


5. Own your space When embracing adaptability, you might find that your friendships or acquaintances change in pace with your new interests, priorities and passions. Approach your life positively and avoid comparing yourself to the people around you, because everyone (and every family) is different. Stay focused on your own path and benefit from the validation of others who truly appreciate what you have achieved.


6. Let go and seek support You need some downtime, but in our busy lives today we can become overwhelmed with the demands of career/work, family needs and maintaining a (reasonably) organised home. This chapter asks that you find different ways to ensure that your relationship with your spouse or partner can thrive with understanding and that everyone in the family recognises why their help in running the home is also essential.


7. Find inner strength and peace You can become tense and irritable when fatigued, and bad reactions to these stresses can then creep in. These are signs that you are not making time for yourself, but you can, and should, change this. This chapter isolates the possible stressors and, more importantly, suggests methods for finding composure and calm to help change your reactions during those moments that annoy you. The emphasis here is on you being able to be peaceful in your own space and to deal with the stresses of life in a considered way.





To stay sane throughout our busy lives, we will need to compartmentalise and move on. I recognised a long time ago this need to be able to flick a mental switch to regain focus and to transition from one challenge to the next. The ability to stay on task without the mind drifting to the things you should have done or didn’t do well enough is difficult. I used to mentally struggle in the transitions between certain heptathlon disciplines – particularly between the first and second events, 100-metre hurdles and the high jump. It’s the shortest of all the breaks between the events, and therefore the shortest time to mentally get over any emotions you might be carrying.


When asked by my sports psychologist at the time how I could lose the emotional baggage so that it wouldn’t impact my next event, I didn’t have a clue. We talked about mental exercises and the use of visualisation, none of which worked for me initially. I would later learn to love and utilise these tools effectively, but right then I needed something else. A brilliant sports psychologist I was working with at the time around my first Olympics called Alma Thomas suggested that I try something physical to help me put my emotions into a black box and move on, and I remember telling her that I had seven different pairs of shoes for each event in the heptathlon – could that be something we could use? She thought that was a great idea, and so changing my shoes for each event became my trigger to dump the emotion, whether good or bad, and just to look forward. With time I got better and more practised at packaging up my emotions generally, but also by physically changing shoes and sending feelings off on a conveyor belt with a view to collecting the emotions again at a time when I could constructively evaluate them, allowed me to focus on what was needed in any particular moment. I’m not suggesting that you swap shoes every time you hit a mental roadblock, or you have to concentrate on one thing when another is stressing you out, but I can tell you about all the different mental and physical ways we have at our fingertips (or feet, perhaps) to help us adapt to a new situation quickly and successfully. (I describe this method in Chapter 2.)


Ultimately, what distinguishes high-level sport from the everyday is mindset. Unlocking the power of the mind, using it to push through pain and discomfort, taming the negative chatter and the repetition of good habits – that gets you to gold, on the track and in life. The life of an athlete has a clear purpose with a strategy, target-setting, self-motivation and adaptation, by applying a ‘How can I be better today?’ attitude. And this is a mindset that we can all work towards, whether in sports or in other parts of our lives.


In fact, since retiring from athletics, I’ve found myself using the same tools that helped me to succeed in my sporting career within motherhood. In the seven events of a heptathlon, you must be able to razor-focus on the event that you’re about to compete in and then, as soon as it’s done, transition to the next. There’s no time to reflect or regret; you must keep moving forward. Raising four children, two of whom are neurodivergent, while continuing to grow my career has meant that in the same way that I needed to shift my focus from the 100-metre hurdles to the high jump, from the shot-put to the 200-metre race, I now have to adjust my mindset to adapt to work–life demands. As an athlete, I needed to stay calm and focused, even if I felt I had messed up an event, and as a mother I do, too. I don’t always manage this, sometimes I lose my patience, but now when I’m on the edge of burnout, I find the support I need to ground myself. In this book, I will hand you the tools to be able to do the same. In each chapter, you will find prompt questions that will help you journal your own thoughts, feelings and successes. Base your answers to these on the examples in your own life and how you can make the tools in this book work for you so that you can become more adaptable.


It doesn’t matter whether you’re competing in the Olympic stadium, giving a keynote presentation, deciding whether or not to have children and then deciding if you should go back to work after becoming a mother, or you’re having a job interview or negotiating bedtime with your toddler, there will be moments when your heart rate increases and you will feel out of control. The ability to zoom out and anchor yourself again so that you can meet the challenge in front of you straight on is a lifeline that can be taught and practised.


This book will also serve as a reminder to you that sometimes it’s not you who needs to adapt, but your surroundings and the people in your orbit. I understand the competing demands that are placed upon women, the impossible expectations where we are presumed to be strong and capable enough to care for everyone, while being malleable and reticent to put ourselves first or to ask for what we deserve. In reading my seven lessons for success, you will be able to unlock your most adaptable self, while demanding the respect and courtesy from others to do the same. The world is changing; we all need to adapt to it – not just women. I will encourage you to embrace every part of your multifaceted identity as it changes, brave enough to stand out and stand up for yourself as it does.


I want to teach you that you can be your own world-class coach. I want to teach you the tools I have used in my career to build adaptability and resilience. And I want to teach you how to claim your space in this world proudly. I will share the seven lessons with you so that you can see how I’ve learned to be adaptable, and how much better your life will be with that ability.


Denise









CHAPTER 1


Maintain Your Identity




An identity would seem to be arrived at by the way in which the person faces and uses his experience.


JAMES BALDWIN, WRITER AND CIVIL-RIGHTS ACTIVIST





Women are multifaceted: they are many things to many people, most of the time. This feeds into our identity, or identities: as a career woman, as well as mother; primary caregiver to ageing parents, as well as stay-at-home parent to toddlers; a social butterfly, who feels replenished spending time alone. Over the years, I’ve discovered many identities within myself, and I hold them all close to my heart. They are all integral parts of me, making me the person I am. As a mother, I go all in, and as a career woman, I do too. One doesn’t need to erase the other; they can co-exist. I also hold my female friends very close and identify myself as a ‘woman’s woman’. Our identity can and should evolve over time, shedding parts of our past that no longer serve us as we add new layers that do. Yes, women are multifaceted, constantly evolving wonders.


Our first role is the one we were born into: as part of a family with an ancestral past. To better understand how we came to be the person we are now, we need to understand what went before. The struggles of our parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and so on, might be passed down the generations (this is the basis of ‘generational trauma’) but so, too, will the triumphs and learning. When we understand the plight of those who came before us, we can learn how to adapt and improve on our own lives. I watched my mother do this – she decided that she would create a new path for herself and for me – and I have gone on to do the same for myself and my own children: always observing, reflecting, learning and adapting.


My heritage is a combination of Caribbean, South-East Asian, and African, and I was raised in England, in the Midlands, so there’s a melting pot of cultural influences that all contribute towards who I am today. Some of the influences feel positive, whereas others can feel negative. There is the weight of expectation when you come from an immigrant family, as I do. I felt that there was pressure to secure my place in the world, and yet there were barriers in my way, as a black woman. Part of my identity, then, was developed within these parameters, but I decided to prove myself through athletics, and I took a running leap right over those barriers. I wasn’t going to be held back; I was determined to keep rising. I still am.


STEP INTO THE LIFE THAT YOU CHOOSE FOR YOURSELF


Although we bring our heritage forward with us, we can also decide who we are as individuals. My identity draws on the music I love, and the spicy foods that I eat. I like style, fashion, being colourful and playful, make-up, dressing-up and feeling glamorous. I had a necklace designed for me by Annoushka Ducas featuring seven charms, each one based on how I view myself and my life and what was important to me: the treble clef for my love of music; the Olympic rings; a design representing the heptathlon; an afro comb to highlight my identity as a black woman; a seashell to represent my love of the ocean and Jamaica; and the clasping hands of women, to show how we can and should support each other. The remaining charm is a figure of a woman with two suspended baskets of pearls – one in the left hand and one in the right. The pearls on the right are a representation of my children and family, the pearls on the left represent my work in its many forms. This is how I see myself: a woman trying to balance it all. Aren’t we all? These are the scales of life, they’re never constant – sometimes we give more to one role than another, constantly tilting and adapting to what is needed, what feels heavier. As long as you know what is important, you’ll always come back to the centre. I love writing lists, because they help me physically to see what needs to be done, and I can order everything in priority. There is always one thing that is more pressing than another, despite other people trying to make their priorities yours. Adaptability is very much about adapting your way of thinking, therefore being present in the moment and reclaiming your time to be more efficient for you in the many roles that you have to fulfil.


As a mother, I’m a protector and a problem-solver: I lift, love, inspire, support, nurture and instil values. At work, I’m a team player and a forward-thinker. I bring my whole self to my job as a presenter: I add fun, but I’m also vulnerable and supportive, because I feel safe and confident to do so. Can you see how many layers there are to my identity, now? It will likely be the same for you.


EMBRACE YOUR IDENTITY


It might be important for you to understand how others view you and what their expectations of you might be; for example, we might be judged on our race, gender, ability or class, or where we’re from, our education, and much more. Knowing that people will likely make snap judgements, and what that judgement might be, enables us to challenge preconceived ideas about who we are. Because, although we bring our heritage forward with us, we also decide who we are as individuals. We step into the life that we choose for ourselves.


Of course, it’s not just about other people’s view of you, it’s also about knowing your own personality – which is part-genetic, part-environmental – and why you behave the way you do. The way you were raised will have an impact on how you view yourself and treat others. When you become intimately engaged with these details about who you are, how you function best and what you need in terms of support – you can operate at your optimum level.


One interesting question to ask yourself when thinking about identity, is this: who are you outside your career? We often jump straight into talking about our (paid) work when asked about ourselves, and it’s a perfectly fine question – after all, we tend to spend many hours of our lives doing our job. But we need to remember that we are so much beyond this – so who are you? Where do you come from? What was your upbringing like? What does your life look like now? Who are you surrounded by? How does that feel? And, importantly: who do you want to be?


It’s crucial that we understand ourselves well, so that we can show up in the world – at home, at work and in our relationships – with a really good understanding of both our past and present; our strengths and weaknesses. There’s sometimes a temptation to brush a tricky past under the rug, but it doesn’t disappear there, it grows. Instead, pull the rug back and explore those past challenges so that you can move forward feeling lighter. The sooner you’ve worked through your past and have become clear on where you’d like to be, how you’d like to operate and who you’d like to be around, the sooner you can start putting in place the actions that will complement this vision.


IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO ADAPT


If you were to create a representation of yourself, what would it look like? Who are you? Ask yourself whether that’s the ‘you’ that other people see, or the ‘you’ that you feel you are inside? Would you like to change how others see you, or how you see yourself? Because if you would, you are allowed to do so – and I encourage you to do this whenever you feel the pull. There is no age limit. This is about giving yourself permission to adapt and evolve your identity continually as you travel through life.


When I think about adapting as we get older, I think about my lovely mum: she is living proof that you’re never too past it or stuck in the past to adapt your life for its betterment. For a long time, she was reluctant to change, because the buried trauma of two huge adjustments she’d had to make when she was younger (moving from Jamaica to the UK when she was eleven years old, then becoming a single mum in her late teens) were holding her back; she was frightened of fresh risks. But in the last few years, she’s started to make small changes and reaped the rewards: she’s taken up golf and found a whole new bunch of friends through that, and she is becoming more adventurous. I can see the sense of power and freedom it gives her – and that we all get when we make positive adaptations to our lives.


Sometimes what feels like fear or anxiety can actually be recalibrated as excitement. Nervous energy can feel overwhelming before a change – or just at the thought of it – especially if we’ve been living the same life for a long time, but it is this energy that gets us through the hard work of making that change. My mum is finally saying yes to more, which has been a long time coming, I think, due to her lack of belonging and self-advocacy. Now, to see her edging towards her seventieth birthday as a bit of a go-getter not only makes me proud but it also fills me with relief. She sees now, as I have since I was very young, that making tweaks and adjustments to your life is always good. It keeps us thinking, it keeps us active. Even if you realise a certain shift was wrong and you switch back to your old position, you’ll have learned valuable life lessons and skills. Our environment does not stay the same, so why do you think you should? Adding new experiences or conversations with new people increases your knowledge pool, promoting increased brain activity. It stretches our resilience, because we naturally react to new stimuli, making us draw on our natural survival instinct, which becomes dormant if we remain unchallenged. Adaptability is like an anti-wrinkle cream for the brain.


YOU CAN LEARN FROM YOUR EARLY YEARS


I’m going to share with you a bit about my early years, to give you some context about my journey. The person you may have seen on television is only a small cog in a bigger wheel that drives me – where I’ve come from and how this has informed the person I’ve become, that inner child is still in there, deep down, providing the impetus I need to continue with my journey. Our lives as adults may look starkly different from the lives we had as children, but that doesn’t mean any of it needs to be left behind. Instead, we can bring those experiences and lessons forward and let them shape the decisions we make about what we would like our lives to be like now, adapting our foundation so that it gives us something strong to stand on.


The first weeks of my life were spent living in a hostel with my mum. When she became pregnant out of wedlock, my grandmother wasn’t happy, and my mum’s stepfather, whom she didn’t get on with at all, said she couldn’t come back to the house. This left my mum giving birth to me alone, in hospital, on 27 August 1972. That in itself must have been hard, but to add to that, there were people circling around her, trying to get her to give me up for adoption while she was still lying in the hospital bed. Papers were being thrust in her face and she didn’t understand what was happening. It wasn’t until one kind nurse said, ‘You need to find someone to say that you have a home, that you’ve got somewhere to go to, otherwise your baby will be taken into care.’ At that point, she became very alert to what was happening and got herself together.


It wasn’t until much later that I realised what this must have been like for my mum, as she didn’t speak about it much. But then one day, only a few years ago, she was watching TV and there had been an investigation into the Irish mothers whose children had been taken into workhouses, and she told me that while watching it she broke down. She remembered how close she was to being one of those women whose babies were taken from them – signed away. And she told me how hard she’d had to fight. Some of the nurses were clearly disapproving and couldn’t separate their judgements from the maternity care they were meant to be giving to her, apart from that one nurse who changed everything.


I believe there’s always one person who will enter your life and give you that reset or renewed confidence, and it was that nurse at that moment for my mum. And, in many ways, for me: an early experience in the first days after I was born of someone having a positive impact on the trajectory of my life. It almost feels godly, as if someone had been sent to save us. I’m spiritual, rather than religious, but there’s just a sense that she was a guardian angel, stepping in and saying one line that changed absolutely everything. My mum held me tight, got out of that hospital and found a hostel that we could stay in. My grandmother was sending her a little bit of money and some clothes for me, but the hostel was a very bleak place. Everyone there was struggling in some way, and soon other women were stealing from my mum. She felt scared and alarmed that other mothers would steal from her, so she knew she had to get out as soon as possible, which she did. She made a shift.


After a while, my godmother, who lived in Birmingham, took us in, and that was the first step of my mum rebuilding her life. She wanted more for herself and her new baby, and she understood that to achieve that she’d need to work for it. Those were the foundations she was raised on: an understanding that to create the life you’d like for yourself you must work hard. It was instilled from my great-grandmother in Jamaica, and reinforced by her three sisters, passed through to my grandmother who came to Britain in the 1950s, and who was a nurse for forty years. Thankfully, this passed to my mum, who immediately recognised that it would take all her strength of character to prove people wrong. She refused to be seen as a failure. She had come from a line of women who had to be self-reliant homemakers while raising their families, an all-too-familiar story in some parts of the Caribbean.


In some ways, when you look at my early years, you could say that the odds were stacked against us, as a unit, from the outset. Feeling inferior or with an embedded resentment could have bled into my identity. There was no male counterpart in the home, no father taking on those struggles or helping her. And my mum was trying to fit into a patriarchal society where women had to ask permission to get a mortgage, especially if you were unmarried. She was doing all that and managing to run a home, raise a child, provide food, pay the bills and work full-time. I challenge anyone to think again if they assume that doesn’t rub off on you in some way, or bury itself deep into your psyche as you are moving through life. Instead of focusing on the negative aspects of a situation, for my mum it was a choice not to sit in misery but to move forward. As the cliché goes: when the going gets tough – the tough get going!




The mental switch


How do you make a mental switch between negative and positive thinking when you have to adapt to a curveball or crisis?




• Negative thinking never solves anything. It’s like a runaway train that can quickly build momentum. Be self-aware: once you catch your little negative demon, get a voice and start to create a dialogue with yourself; just say ‘Stop it!’ There is no magic, it’s as simple as that. Identify and neutralise.


• Switch your focus to a thought or action that is step one to a positive move. It might mean calling someone. Simply speaking to a person of trust, who will not catastrophise the situation, can help you to order your thought processes.


• Sometimes if you feel overwhelmed by the crisis, thinking about taking deep, long breaths will help to slow down your heart rate and add more oxygen into your body, thereby stopping your head from spinning.


• If you can walk or change your environment, do so. I have found this particularly helpful; a different stimulus can serve as the perfect distraction until you feel calmer.


• I have been known to listen to an empowering piece of music.


• Another tip is to give yourself a two-minute timer to create a window to breathe through all the negative energy. Once that time is over, move on to one of the above suggestions.








Reflecting on our childhood can be difficult, and some of you will find it tougher than others, but when we understand where we come from, we can learn to adapt not only to how the world sees us, but also to how we see ourselves – perhaps giving ourselves a little extra kindness, or an extra push. The layered early life experience with my mum taught me what it means to be resilient as a small child. In fact, when I was three, my nursery teacher, Wendy, remarked that she thought I would become the first female prime minister. Margaret Thatcher achieved this in the late 1970s, but I continue to be fascinated by nature versus nurture and whether it’s a bit of both that promotes determination in an individual.


THE LESSONS I LEARNED OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM


I became very mature for my age because of the responsibilities that I had to take on. My mum worked full-time and couldn’t pick me up from school or be there when I got home, something that is largely frowned upon these days. She had tried to enlist help from a couple of parents to support me after school, but sadly that didn’t work out: one parent had me cleaning while refusing to give me any food on a few too many occasions, so my mum called time on that. Instead, she had to trust me to look after my front-door key all day, come home, let myself in, make a sandwich, and do my homework – and that’s exactly what I did.


Although I spent a lot of time on my own as a child, I was very socialised, because from the age of six I went to dance classes twice a week and Sunday school at my local Methodist church, and when I was nine I became a member of my local athletics club. I never felt lonely and I liked my own company, too. I think I had an inner confidence. My daily routine gave me a format to get through each day when I wasn’t doing activities. I didn’t play outside much with other children, but rather I spent time learning about the world by reading my collection of Encyclopaedia Britannica, or practising my dance steps.


I remember my mum telling me about a distressing situation when she got caught unexpectedly in a heavy downfall of snow one winter on her way home. The buses were suspended and she couldn’t get back from work, and I was at home awaiting her arrival. She was fretful as she walked for hours through the snow to make it home, unable to contact me because we didn’t have a telephone landline, nor did she drive, and every sound of a police siren or ambulance made her heart rate soar. She recalls being tearful as she put the key in the door, unsure of what state I might be in, but she found me in my pyjamas sitting on our sofa just waiting patiently. I must have been a little concerned at one point, but my small routines that I was taught were ingrained and familiar, and they kept me preoccupied, calm and patient.


THE SKILL OF SELF-SOOTHING


Some would say that I was too independent, too soon, but I actually feel very grateful for those difficult early days; they made me grittier and more determined. I had to work out coping strategies for myself, build self-reliance and learn how to self-soothe, something I still do to this day. The ability to self-soothe allows you to distract yourself from feelings that could bring on concerns, worry or anxiety; it’s a temporary solution that hopefully bridges a moment when you start to feel that you could become overwhelmed. Every day we will encounter situations that we will need to adapt to. Sometimes it might not be feasible to phone a friend. You might be in a board meeting, teaching at school, or with a supposed friend when an interaction didn’t go well, or perhaps you are stuck in a car with a loved one having had a blazing row! What do you do? How do you cope and self-soothe in that instant?




• Change your environment. If you’re outdoors, go somewhere familiar.


• If you’re indoors, go and grab some fresh air; 20 minutes should do the trick.


• Breathe long and deep. If you’re flustered, your heart rate will increase – try box breathing: inhale to the count of four, hold for four seconds, exhale for four seconds, hold on to the out-breath for four seconds. This will help to lower your heart rate.


• When you can take a warm bath or shower, relax in the water – go with the flow of it. Natural elements have a profound way of restoring balance. Combined with some deep inhalations, this should be enough to calm you. You can always add essential oils for a deeper calming experience.


• Distract yourself with a dose of escapism, whether it’s a good book or a comedy on a streaming channel, or listen to music that takes you back to a period in your life when you felt free and happy. Switching off your mind will offer you respite.





Although I became self-sufficient from a young age, I was always aware, possibly unconsciously, that I was important to my mum: I felt like her nucleus. My mum told me that it took ages to get me out of sharing her bed; I loved to nestle in and feel her warmth. We didn’t have much money, and I remember that there was mould in the corner of my bedroom in the house we rented, which I calmly watched creeping up the wall, getting worse and worse, not realising that we couldn’t afford to repair the issue. It was our home, and within it I felt very secure and loved. Perhaps the first building block of a secure, happy adult is to know that as a child you have one person who loves you, who is fighting your corner. My mum was that person for me. She never faltered in that.


MAKE A MOVE


After a few years in the rented, mouldy house, my mum managed to secure a mortgage and buy us a home. It was my mum’s dream house on a new estate on the other side of town in Wolverhampton. She had always aspired to get away from the deprived area we lived in, but even more so from our dysfunctional neighbour. The new house was in an environment that felt much more family friendly. She was on her way to becoming a homeowner, which would form an important part of my mum’s identity: it mattered to her to own her own house, a place where no one could tell her she didn’t belong, giving her the stability that she’d craved since leaving the comfort and love of her grandmother in Jamaica, and she worked incredibly hard to achieve this. She was twenty-five years old.


Among the labels and history we are born with, we get to choose the identities we want to own – the one that sits right in our skin – but we must work towards it. Not just physically but mentally, too. My mum wanted to be a homeowner, and that meant taking on a second job, which meant I had less time with her, because she needed to keep things afloat now that the bills were higher, and scarier. With that risk came more stress, especially as it was all her responsibility as a single mother. I could see that she was determined to give me a better life. It was her sacrifice and commitment to providing her only child with the best she possibly could. She gave 100 per cent to everything. To others, what we had may have seemed very little, but I’ve always recognised and appreciated my mum’s commitment. She was going without and giving up certain comforts in life in order to have something else. It’s that constant trade-off – those balancing scales again – to find balance between roles, and the present and the future. This was something that I pondered as I navigated my teenage years with my athletics ambitions. How much was I willing to sacrifice? What could I afford to lose, to change, risk or adapt? Mum totally embodied the motto ‘If you want something in life you have to work very hard to get it’, and she’s passed that down to me.


I don’t remember yearning to have more time with my mum, although by the time I had reached my teens she had two jobs, a day and a night shift, and was home for only a matter of hours before she was off again. I accepted that it was something she had to do, and I turned all my focus to my athletics, which meant travelling to Birmingham a couple of nights a week. I became even more self-reliant, mobilising myself from school to training, then home again. I was on my own path, never bothering to look around me to wonder or feel envious of what other teenagers my age were doing. I just kept working hard, learning to be patient, my self-belief rising day by day. There was no second career in my head if being a sportswoman didn’t work out – there was no Plan B.


As soon as I was able to get a job, I did, and I worked a monotonous nine-to-five job in a packing centre, waiting for the bell to ring so that I would get paid. Grateful to have some cash in my hand, I saved up for my driving lessons and eventually a car, to make my athletics life easier. I needed to pass my driving test first time, because I wouldn’t have been able to afford a retest. Luckily, I did. Learning to be self-reliant, as I had had to do throughout my childhood, is a plus. Remember, that doesn’t mean that you can’t ask for help should you really need it, but working out problems on your own, or setting small tasks for yourself, is invigorating. I remember feeling a huge sense of pride collecting my second-hand car because I had taken the steps to make it happen.


You might start with small hurdles, but before you know it you’ll be attacking the bigger hurdles with confidence. The self-reliance that was pushed upon me as a teen is a gift that keeps on giving, even at the age of fifty-one. When you look back at your teenage years, what character traits did you have then that are still present in your character today? Kindness, conscientiousness, good humour, honesty? Stop and have a think about the lessons from childhood that you’ve adapted into your current life and how they still help you today. When I talk about choosing what to bring forward and what to leave behind, this is the kind of thing I mean. Search for the positive elements from your past, even if they felt negative or unimportant at the time, and recognise how they have empowered you and given you certain skill sets that you might have taken for granted.
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