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Prologue

ONE SHOT

This is the day that I have dreamt about for years. This has been what all that dying on the side of a track has been about. This is the end of the raging pain. This is my one opportunity. My one shot. Walking into this arena is an assault on the senses – the purple and green and red, the crescendo of noise and the haze at the end of the straight where the Olympic flame is burning bright. This is it. This is my chance. I cannot help thinking that if it goes wrong I will never get this opportunity again. I might make another Olympics, but it won’t be at home and I won’t be touted as the face of the Games again. This combination of circumstances will never arise again. It is my first time and my last chance. Finally I realize just how big and scary the Olympic Games are. I follow the other girls to the start and we get into our blocks. It’s like that Eminem song goes: one opportunity to seize everything you want. Will I capture the moment or let it slip?

It has taken me sixteen years to get here. Now I have seven events and two days to make it worthwhile. There have been countless times when I have wondered if it would happen. I have been down, broken and almost out, but I have dragged myself back from the brink. Part of me wonders how this has happened. I am just an ordinary girl from a run-of-the-mill street in Sheffield and yet I have been plucked out of that normality and plunged into this melting pot of hopes and dreams and fierce competition. It is what I have wanted when I have been training every day, but it is frightening.

I feel adrenaline, excitement and fear. I have lost my crowns in the last year and there are bigger, stronger girls ready to push me around. Tatyana Chernova is the world champion. Nataliya Dobrynska is the Olympic champion. I have no titles, just one shot. We crouch and the roar drops to total silence. It is that special moment of bated breath and possibility. And then suddenly, in those seconds before the gun, I feel a strange calmness wash over me and I am ready. It is now or never.
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A LOAD OF OLD TRIPE

I am crying. I am a Sheffield schoolgirl writing in her diary about the bullies awaiting me tomorrow. They stand menacingly by the gates and lurk unseen in my head, mocking my size and status. They make a small girl shrink, and I feel insecure and frightened. I pour the feelings out into words on the page, as if exposing them in some way will help, but nobody sees my diary. It is kept in my room as a hidden tale of hurt.

Fast forward two decades and I am crying again. I am standing in a cavernous arena in London. Suddenly, the pain and suffering and frustration give way to a flood of overwhelming emotion. In the middle of this enormous arena I feel smaller than ever, but I puff out my chest, look to the flag and stand tall. It has been a long and winding road from the streets of Sheffield to the tunnel that feeds into the Olympic Stadium like an artery.

I am Jessica Ennis. I have been called many things, from tadpole to poster girl, but I have had to fight to make that progression. I smile and am polite and so people think it comes easily, but it doesn’t. I am not one of those athletes who slap their thighs and snarl before a competition, but there is a competitive animal inside, waiting to get out and fight for survival and recognition. Cover shoots and billboards are nice, but they are nothing without the work and I have left blood, sweat and tears on tracks all over the world. It is an age where young people are fed ideas of quick-fix fame and instant celebrity, but the tears mean more if the journey is hard. So I don’t cry crocodile tears; I cry the real stuff.

I was a scrawny baby. That is no surprise. I have spent a lot of my life dealing with remarks about my size, both flippant and more calculated, so it was fitting that I weighed just 6 lb 8 oz when I was born in Nether Edge Hospital in Sheffield. The hospital used to be a workhouse for the Sheffield poor and much of it has now been turned into flats, with only a mental health unit surviving, but it was still flourishing when I arrived on 28 January 1986.

My mum and dad had not known each other very long before they had me. They took me back to Nether Edge, a mixed area where good bits nestled against mean streets, and I shared our house with chickens, cats, dogs and the parrot that my dad had felt sorry for when he saw it in a shop window one day.

My dad, Vinnie, was born in 1951 and is fourteen years older than my mum, Alison. He moved here from Jamaica in 1963, when he was twelve, following his parents who had emigrated looking for employment two years earlier. They were hard times for him. He was dealing with the emotional upheaval of leaving the Caribbean for England, and soon after found himself living with his grandparents when his mum and dad went to the USA. It is hard to imagine that happening now, but they were different times and my grandparents had to follow the work. It meant Dad and his brother, Uncle Danny, stayed here and had to deal with a new life without their parents to turn to for help.

My dad still misses Jamaica, but this is his home now and has been for most of his life. Occasionally, he will drift back in time and talk about how deeply miserable he was when he arrived, with the beaches and blue skies replaced by an unremitting greyness. ‘Everything was dull and cold,’ he says. The 1960s was also an era when racism was more prevalent. He does not talk about that side of his life much, but I know he must have gone through some bad times, and he has mentioned how he once went to buy a house, only for the owner to decide he did not fancy the idea of selling to a black man.

I think it may have been a shock for my grandparents, too, when he started going out with Mum after meeting her in a Sheffield pub in 1984. Mum was a rebel, a wild child, all naughtiness and dyed pink hair. When she was fourteen, she collected what money she had and went to stay overnight at a friend’s house. Unbeknown to my grandparents, they had a grand plan and made their way to the coast where they took a ferry to France and stayed there until the cash ran out. It is that streak which makes her say to me sometimes: ‘I’m sure you are adopted.’ We are similar in lots of ways, but she was a troublemaker.

She was born in 1965 in Derbyshire and brought up in the countryside there with her brother Richard. Although she and Dad both hailed from farming backgrounds, the differences will initially have been far more obvious to my grandparents. Here was my mum, already a handful and difficult to contain, and now there was Dad, too, not only an older man but also a black one. Living out in the country, where the pace of change is slower, it must have been an eye-opener for them, although as soon as they got to know Dad, they warmed to him, and now they love him as much as they do Mum.

Mum’s adventurous nature meant she wanted to get away from the country as quickly as possible. It also might have had something to do with my parents never getting married. As time went on, they just didn’t see the need.

We moved houses a few times because money was tight and we downsized. Then Mum got pregnant again in 1988 and I remember us sitting on a bare living-room floor, her with a big bump, rolling a ball back and forth as Dad helped the removal men drag the furniture into our new home on Highfield Place, the place where I would spend most of my childhood.

My dad made his living from painting and decorating. He was self-employed and later fitted work around taking care of me and my sister. I have a vivid memory of me and Dad painting the walls of the bathroom for when Mum came home from hospital. Then I was taken to my grandparents while Dad went to be with Mum. The call finally came through that I had a sister and they were naming her Carmel. I was thrilled. When they brought this new baby back I was like any toddler, treating her as a personal plaything and always wanting to hold her, but as time went on and I realized I was not the centre of undivided attention, as I had been for the past three years, the relationship changed, gradually deteriorating into a teenage war zone.

My dad is a warm, lovely man and Carmel and I were definitely daddy’s girls, but he was strict too. If we ever did anything wrong then we would make sure we did it when he was out. Both of us were smacked by our parents but, to be fair, we probably deserved it, and we had it a lot easier than some of our friends, one of whom was periodically beaten with a wooden spoon. I think parental discipline is very important, as long as you understand the reasoning behind it, and as long as it goes hand in hand with parental love.

The main source of problems in our house was sibling squabbling. Carmel would steal my clothes and that was enough to light the touchpaper. Once I knew that she had taken a top of mine. I confronted her, she denied it and then I went through her wardrobe and found it scrunched up at the bottom. It sounds insignificant, but nothing is insignificant when you are that young and I went mad.

I gave as good as I got, though, and was far from blameless. My biggest night of shame came when we were still sharing a room. I set the alarm clock and got up in the middle of the night.

‘What are you doing?’ Carmel asked sleepily.

‘Oh, me and Mum are going on holiday,’ I replied nonchalantly.

‘Can I come?’

‘No, it’s just me and Mum,’ I said as I put clothes into a suitcase. Of course, we were not going anywhere and I just wanted to upset her. I feel terrible about that now, but it hints at the nature of our relationship then. We did have plenty of good times, but it often ended in further tears and a sour atmosphere. It was like that when we were jumping across the divide from her bed to mine, and we were both a mix of smiles and fun, right up until the point when she went straight into the wall, her nose exploded and she was left covered in blood. Eventually, as I got older, it was decided I needed more space and so I got the attic room and moved out.

It was hard for Mum because she was working in residential rehab and could be on a shift pattern that meant we got home from school as she was leaving for work. It meant we spent a lot of time with Dad, who was self-employed and able to be flexible. I think his background, being separated from his own parents by thousands of miles, was a contributory factor in that. He did not want us to be another splintered family. We are very close, even if the only photograph I ever had on my bedside table when I was a child was not of my parents or my sister, but of Will Smith, the actor. I later had the opportunity to appear with him on The Graham Norton Show just before the Olympics, but had to decline due to training – I am and always will be gutted.

Even though he had been living in England for so long, Dad’s Jamaican roots often influenced our daily life. That was certainly the case in the kitchen. He cooked a lot and much of it had a Caribbean flavour. So he would cook ackee and saltfish, the national dish, or an array of exotic fare like curried goat and pig’s trotters. Mum would cook more conventional dishes, but would always make sure that we were eating healthily and not living on convenience food.

A particular favourite of Dad’s was kippers. I would get this nauseous sensation when I smelt these waves of kipper essence wafting up the stairs and through every part of the house. There was no escape. He would clean the grill pan, but the flavour infused everything and so I would find myself eating fishy toast. To this day, I still don’t like fish as a result of being scarred for life by Dad’s kippers.

By contrast, Mum says the secret of my success is a load of old tripe. Literally. Dad used to have it with onions every weekend, and I was weaned on liquidized tripe and milk. A quarter of a century later I appeared on A League of Their Own, a panel show with a sporting theme, and they had caught wind of my old diet. A pint of tripe was placed on the desk and the guests were dared to drink it. I shuddered and shied away from it, whereupon Andrew Flintoff, the former cricketer, picked it up, downed it, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and declared: ‘I’ve had worse.’ He managed to spill some of it on me as he quaffed away and I revisited my childhood disgust.

Mum always says that I was a demanding child who was never satisfied and could create an argument anywhere. ‘Once she’d done one drawing it would be, “Right, what’s next?”’ she recalled in an interview. ‘I took her to nursery and, even before I’d left, she done all the activities and it would be, “I’m ready to come home now.” She always needed entertaining. She was hard work until the age of three. She always wanted to do what she wanted and so, as a baby, she cried a lot. The very young years I found hardest. I thought it was because I was a bad mother.’

My mum also says that she thinks she may have passed on the competitive gene. Dad was quite sporty and, like most Jamaican kids, did some sprinting, but Mum admits she is competitive on a petty scale. If my leg is hurting, her hip hurts more. Her cake will have to be better than my cake. They joke that I am adopted, but I am an individual mix of my parents’ different personalities and cultures.

Even though we did not have a lot of money, and spent our childhoods dressed in clothes from charity shops and hand-me-downs, my parents never allowed us to feel that we were missing out. At Christmas our friends would often get lots of expensive presents, but we would have lots of little things instead. The thought counted more and I felt some parents were just trying to compensate for not being there. For us, Christmas was always a special time, whatever we had, which is why Dad got into such severe trouble one day when he left the wardrobe doors open and we saw all the presents lying there. Mum was furious as secrets were exposed, but for the most part we were a practical family wrapped up and bonded by circumstance. If we rarely went on holidays because of the finances, we did not mind, and when we did make it to Abersoch, in a cramped caravan, with our grandparents in tow, that was a bonus.

Mum had a friend called Michelle when we were little. She had two children, Libby and Eddie. Libby was Carmel’s age and Eddie was two years older than me. We did a lot together as Mum was a firm believer in wearing out your children, so there would be lots of trips to the country in Michelle’s undersized Fiat Panda, kids on knees, no seat belts, picnic in the back. I hated the walking, but I was six and hopelessly in love with Eddie.

He had long blond hair and was as cute as they come. ‘We’ll get married one day,’ I’d think as we held hands. I have a vivid memory of writing lots of Valentine’s Day cards to him, but then hiding them away and never sending them, undone by shyness.

My closest girlfriend was Charlotte. We met at infants and remained best friends through school, university, sport and adulthood. I would follow her around and do whatever she wanted to do. ‘Don’t be a sheep,’ my mum would tell me, but I ignored her and joined the brass band, playing the trombone, not through any great love of music, but because Charlotte played the cornet. I also had a close friend, Lorna. Both of us had a fixation with the film The Bodyguard, and especially Whitney Houston. I was about twelve years old when I decided I would cut my hair like hers, so I began to hack away. The results were devastating, an uneven mess that was more like a crew cut. It was the worst hairstyle I’d had since I had a Mohican as a baby and Mum had to spend ages trying to make it right and consoling me.

In 1993 my parents sent me to Sharrow Junior School. In terms of academic results it was not the best, but Mum was keen for me to go somewhere that had a rich mix of races and cultures. I think she felt that was more important in those formative years. I now think that was a shrewd decision, because children can be unforgiving about differences, picking them out and using them as sticks to beat you with. I knew that because I was still the smallest in the class and I became more self-conscious about it as the years went by. Swimming was a particular ordeal, and in my mind now, I can still see this young, timid wisp standing by the side of a pool in her red swimming costume quaking with anxiety.

I was small and scraggy and that was when the bullying started. There were two girls who were really nasty to me. They did not hit me, but bullying can take on many forms and the abuse and name-calling hurt. The saying about sticks and stones breaking bones but words never hurting falls on deaf ears when you are a schoolkid in the throes of a verbal beating. At that age, girls can be almost paralysed by their self-consciousness, so each nasty little word cut deep wounds. I went home, cried and wrote in my diary. Perhaps it would be nice to say that one day I fought back and beat the bullies, but I didn’t. It festered away and became a big thing in my life, leaving me wracked with fear about what they would say or do next.

It got to the point that I dreaded seeing them at school. And then we moved onto secondary school and I found out that they were going there too. The dread got deeper. Later, I did tell my mum. ‘They are only jealous of you,’ she replied. But jealous of what? I could not understand it. I tried to deal with it myself, but that was impossible. I would rely on my diary and hope for the best, but that was not much of a defence against these scary girls who were dominating my thoughts. And then, around that time, my mum saw an advert for a summer sports camp at the Don Valley Stadium in Sheffield. It was my first taste of sport and it would be the first tentative step towards fighting back and getting my own quiet revenge on the bullies.
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THE RELUCTANT ATHLETE

I was in a hurry. What can I do now? What can I draw next? When can we go home? I hurtled through everything at breakneck speed, fuelled by impatience and boredom. It was a lot for Mum to deal with. Her work was stressful and involved a lot of emotional investment. It is the same now that she is a manager for the Turning Point charity, working with those affected by drug and alcohol addiction. She has always been a caring person, but she was at her wits’ end in the summer of 1996, so the Aviva Startrack camp was a godsend.

I went down with my sister Carmel, and our friends Libby and Eddie. I was anxious because there seemed to be hundreds of kids there, and I sat on the cold stone steps feeling nervous and insecure. The abiding memory of that first day now is the smell of the track. It is hard to describe, but it is special – not a sweaty staleness, but something unique to athletics. I dragged it in and never forgot it. Before long I was smitten. There was a range of coaches there, and we were split into different groups and spent two weeks trying all the different events. For someone prone to a short attention span, it was varied and fun. When the sun came out and baked the infield, there were water fights and a lot of laughs. This is when I made friends with Lorna and we were both
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