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Geva Mentor is widely regarded as the best netball player in the world. Selected for England at just 15 years of age, Geva has built a career around athleticism, the ability to read the play and a desire to do what’s needed to be the very best.

Moving to Australia to play with the Adelaide Thunderbirds, she achieved success, including a Premiership and Grand Final Most Valuable Player award. In 2010, Geva moved to Melbourne to join the Vixens. She had continued success, winning the 2014 Premiership, three club Best & Fairest and two Runner up awards in the six years she played for them.

In 2017 Geva moved to the Sunshine Coast, leading the Sunshine Coast Lightning to the inaugural Suncorp Super Netball Premiership. Geva was honoured to be selected Captain in an incredibly strong playing group and she led by example all year with numerous best on court performances. She also took home both the Club and League MVP accolades, as well as being selected Suncorp Super Netball GK of the year.

Geva achieved the pinnacle in her sport with the English Roses, as they reached the 2018 Commonwealth Games Gold medal match for the first time in history. They claimed the gold medal in a 1 goal thriller against the Australian Diamonds on the Gold Coast in XXI Commonwealth Games.

Geva now plays for Collingwood Magpies in Melbourne, and is in the 2019 England Roses World Cup squad.
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PROLOGUE 

‘While I’m loath to make comparisons between great athletes, to give you some idea of her influence and standing in women’s sporting circles, Geva is to netball as Roger Federer is to tennis.’ 

Jenny Sinclair, managing editor, Netball Scoop

‘A BOOK? Really, Mum? Me, write a book?’

‘Think about it, Geev, you’ve had one hell of a year, 2018 has been a rollercoaster of a ride. The stuff that has happened this year alone would be enough to write about – three awards, two trophies, one divorce …’

The word hung in the air as she looked at me. ‘What I mean is, why not tell people everything. Everything that thirty years of being involved in sport has culminated in – this incredible professional year on court coinciding with a heartbreaking personal one off court. Be honest and show folks what hard work and dedication and sacrifice looks like. Sing it from the rooftops, so women and men, girls and boys can see what can be achieved with a positive attitude and self-belief. It’s just a suggestion. But you should do it.’

Mum was right. Like mums normally are. The year 2018 had been one of incredible highs and some heartbreaking lows. And the more I thought about it, the more her idea didn’t seem so crazy. I had recently become an ambassador for the JAN Trust, empowering Black, African, Minority and Ethnic women (BAME) in communities to achieve their full potential. A book was on a bigger scale but it would have the same message: that my experience might benefit others. That the path I have trodden might well resonate with someone and then someone else and the legacy of hard work and commitment and focus would continue.

I do receive lots of wonderful messages from young girls and women telling me I inspire them and I am their idol and, as lovely as it is to hear, I can’t get my head round that concept at all. An idol? Me? Are they sure?! I have never really had an idol so I can’t really fathom that. 

‘You’re such an inspiration, I want to be just like you, I love watching you play,’ they say. And ‘My daughter really looks up to you, she wants to be just like you.’ I don’t know how to reply or what to say. It’s easy when they ask me for playing tips or advice; my response to those sorts of questions come very easily – but not when I am called an inspiration. How would you respond? I feel like a phoney sometimes as I don’t always eat healthily, I don’t always feel like training and I can be quite stubborn. But perhaps that is what makes me relatable and normal. An inspiration? I’m just me. Geva Mentor. But I suppose in a sense it is quite reassuring that what I am doing is making a bit of a difference, having a positive impact on people. I’m just going about my normal business, I’m just playing netball. Netball has been my business for nearly twenty years, so you could say I have shown commitment to it for sure. I have dedicated myself to it, yes; but I didn’t set out to. Not in the beginning. I often say netball found me, I didn’t find it – there was a heap of other things I was doing before netball came into my life. 

Before I moved to Australia to improve my game. 

Before I got signed up for the England senior squad. 

Before I got picked for the England under-twenty-one squad. 

Before I got scouted for the England under-seventeen team. 

Before playing for a county, a club, a school … 

Back in the beginning netball was probably the furthest thing from my mind.

‘What would you be doing if you weren’t a netballer?’ I get asked that A LOT. Probably every interview I have ever done, people ask me that. 

What did I want to be when I was growing up? I struggle to answer that, even to this day. I think I just used to make things up when I would get asked those questions in interviews for TV or magazines. Or I’d say whatever popped into my mind at that moment.

I never really had any professional objectives, I never had a set career path. When I was younger I think my ‘plan’, such as it was, was just to be healthy and happy and enjoy whatever I decided to do. I don’t know if that makes me a bit different as it means I’m not driven in terms of wanting a certain career path – or maybe it is a positive as it means I have been able to just go with the flow. Don’t get me wrong, that doesn’t mean I haven’t given things 100 per cent, but I’m a firm believer that if you enjoy what you are doing you’ll put more into it. Rather than having a rigid plan, I have seen opportunities as they arise and taken them if I felt like it. I never set out to play netball, it was never on my radar; it was a case of just giving it a go. A bit like going to Australia. A bit like being a university student now, later in life, as I know now that I like working with kids, inspiring the next generation. And I have worked out where I feel most settled, where I best fit in. In a team, working as a team. So you see, I really, really struggle with the questions, What do you want to be when you grow up? and What would you be doing if you weren’t a netballer? I guess what I’m trying to say is, it’s OK to not know. Sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith. 

Aah, that word. Leap. The title of my book.

The word conjures up so many images, doesn’t it? You’ve probably not thought too much about it, but to me that word means a great deal. I have taken leaps of faith throughout my life and my career. Sometimes I have found that to be my only mode of transport. Of course, I leap a lot in the literal sense too – I leap to take intercepts, block shots, to defend my post, to win games as that is what I do, that is my job. But I have found my life to have been a series of opportunities and challenges and I have leapt into the unknown on many occasions. I have worked bloody hard, but I have never lost the belief that everything will work out in the end. You have to have that belief, take that leap sometimes. Trust me, keep reading. You’ll see what I mean … 
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1 SPRINGING INTO ACTION

‘It was written in the stars, Geva Kate (G.K.), and little did I know she would be playing GK for England.’ 

Yvonne Mentor, mum

I PEEKED over the top of the green curtain; the solid green base of it was meant to act as a privacy shield but I was tall enough, if I stood on my tiptoes, to see above and through the netting part of the curtain. I curled my fingers round the netting and pressed my face up against the strings. The springs of the trampoline beds were making a rhythmical noise and the trampolinists bounced gracefully. I watched in awe. They looked like they were flying, bounding and leaping all over the place and having so much fun. I had been doing gymnastics for a few weeks now and every week I heard the noise of the trampolines and wished I was the other side of the big green curtain. Everyone looked so happy over there, everyone was smiling, chatting and having a laugh. This is what I should be doing. I wanted to be over that side of the curtain too. The funny thing was my mum was on that side – she was one of the trampolining instructors, coaching the athletes as they took turns on the trampolines. My mind was made up. Gymnastics was fun, don’t get me wrong; it had given me a good understanding of core stability and discipline, but I had given it a go and now I wanted to try something else. 

I was only ten years old but already the thought of trampolining was what I had my heart set on. Forget gymnastics … rocking up to train in shorts and a T-shirt? Yes please! I was a bit of a tomboy so this was extra-appealing. Bouncing high in the air and feeling a sense of weightlessness and freedom is hard to describe. I could often bounce high enough to peer over the balcony and see what was going on in the café, where I would check how long the line was for the Slush Puppie machine. That was a post-training treat I had negotiated with Mum! 

I still get a little buzz now when I see a trampoline. The urge to jump on one is strong; however, I know people would freak out because of the risk of injury! I do have to be careful nowadays, although I reckon I could get on and do a few bounces – just maybe not the double somersaults. Although to be fair, I’m definitely not as fearless now as the ten-year-old me was. The ten-year-old me joined the trampolining classes the following week and although Mum wasn’t my coach, we were now the same side of the curtain, both having fun. 

Mum was pretty good at getting me to try different sports, and trampolining was no different. She didn’t mind about gymnastics; she knew I had given it a go. She was a county tennis and squash player and so would take me down to the tennis courts for a hit-about. Sport was all around her when she was growing up and so it was natural for her to surround me with sports and activities. Her father was an athlete, her grandfather was a sailor and she was into tennis. So I loved anything sporty. And she was nearly in the Olympics too – well, sort of. Before I was born she was into windsurfing big time and, in the early eighties, it was awarded Olympic status. A couple of the other GB potentials went to Australia for their warm-weather winter training but Mum couldn’t afford that, so she went to St Lucia instead after being offered a deal. And it was a good thing she did too as she met my dad there! It’s so funny when she tells the story. She was twenty-three years old at the time and apparently didn’t have time for boys until she saw my dad, Gregory, early on her first morning, coming out of the ocean. She had flown in the night before and couldn’t sleep so went for an early morning run on the beach. He was working for the local hotel and would supply them with fresh fish he had caught with his spear gun. He emerged from the ocean, spear in one hand and catch in the other, dripping wet, a very tall, very muscly black man, and Mum was struck by love at first sight. He apparently was too as he spotted her – an athletic white woman training on the beach with a big smile – and, as the sun came up, they started talking. Mum says they talked so long that the fish he had caught spoiled in the sun and he was unable to sell them to the hotel. Dad says it was the best catch ever, too, but Mum was worth it. Mum says that was crap as she was his best catch ever! Mum never did much windsurfing training after that; she phoned my grandma and told her she was staying in the Caribbean for a few weeks longer and the rest, as they say, is history. My brother and I definitely take after our dad in terms of figure – he is very tall and athletic and has very long legs. Mum says she is bloody pleased we have both inherited his physique and not her short, dumpy legs – although she does point out that as she has a low centre of gravity she doesn’t topple over very often. So there you have it.

Looking at them, you probably couldn’t get two more different people: Dad, who is over six foot tall, a dark-skinned man-mountain, and Mum, an only child from a white English middle-class family. But it was love.

They got married in St Lucia and spent the first few years of married life, before I was born, enjoying a wonderful, free-spirit type of existence in the Caribbean. Mum says she remembers lying on the beach, pregnant with me, listening to an old-fashioned radio after a busy day of windsurfing. She knew she had to come back over to England to have me as back in the eighties there were problems with children being born out of the country to an English parent – potentially they might not be recognised as GB nationals. She was convinced I was going to be a girl, apparently; there were no names chosen for if I was a boy but she heard on the radio, on that warm Caribbean afternoon, an Indian opera singer who was visiting the island and performing. On that small, crackling radio, Mum thought they announced her name as Geva. She fell in love with the name. It was only years later that she discovered the opera singer was of Sri Lankan descent and her name was spelled and pronounced ‘Jeeva’, which means ‘life’. Mum’s spelling, Geva, is meant to be spoken with a hard ‘G’ and in this form it’s a Hebrew name that means ‘hill’, so not quite the same romantic sense! But Mum stuck with her original spelling and pronunciation when she registered my birth in the UK. She had to repeat herself many times and spell out my name, to the amusement of the registrar. Thankfully, my middle name is fairly simple: Kate, after my dad’s mum, who was known as Miss Kate on St Lucia. I use the name Kate when I am ordering takeaways or making restaurant bookings as I have found it less confusing for people taking the booking. Otherwise people mishear my name as ‘Diva’, ‘Gina’ etc. Mum is convinced that on the day I was born, back on 17 September 1984, it was foretold in the stars that I, Geva Kate, would eventually play goalkeeper, GK. There was no other position for me! I love her thinking and I love thinking that the stars maybe somehow did align and I have this spooky connection. Who knows? She and I are firm believers that everything happens for a reason. Sometimes you can’t see the bigger picture but things happen and they happen for a good reason. And you always have to make the best of situations; you have to keep positive and believe that things will have a way of working out for the best in the end. I hadn’t always thought like that but after going through some of the more frustrating and hurtful moments of my life, I definitely do. I’ve come out stronger as a person. 

So, there you have it. I am often asked about my background and I say I was made in St Lucia and born in England. Apparently the midwife was shocked at how long I was when I was born. ‘And she’s still coming out!’ she told Mum. I was 59 cm long so it probably was a bit of a shock! Rather annoyingly, my brother Raoul, who was born eight years later, was only 57 cm long when he was born. And now he is six foot eleven inches tall and I am only six foot two – but I do tease him that it doesn’t matter how tall he gets, I know where he is ticklish and I will always be able to take him down! 

Dad left the Caribbean and came over with Mum to England to be a proper family and when they set up home in Bournemouth, on the south coast of England, you could probably count the number of black people there on one hand. Did he come across any racism or prejudice? Most likely yes, not that he ever made a big deal out of it; his resilience was admirable. My mum’s family took a while to accept the marriage. My granny was fine but my grandad took a little while to accept that his precious little girl had brought home a black man. He did come round and it wasn’t a major problem; I think the attitudes of his generation were just different back then. Growing up, I never had an issue with race, with being the colour that I am. I never saw myself as something different. I don’t recall ever being a victim of racism when I was growing up. I was completely fine at school even though at primary school I was one of only five kids who were black, mixed race or Asian. I never really saw my skin colour or my hair being different as a negative thing. I certainly didn’t feel different. On reflection I think sport certainly gave me that respect from my peers: the fact was that I was one of the fastest runners at primary school; I could beat all the boys and people always wanted me on their team! 

With Mum and Dad both being so sporty and athletic, it probably wouldn’t have been too much of a shock that their children enjoyed being active too. I get most of my competitiveness from Mum but probably most of my athleticism from Dad. When they both came over to the UK to have me, he continued his sporting aspirations and played cricket, moving up to county level before getting into boxing and bodybuilding. It was always an interesting time when he was bodybuilding as he wasn’t always in the best of moods before a competition. Bodybuilders have to fast to make their muscles pop out, it’s crazy! And Dad would do an egg diet beforehand and get moody and snappy and you’d always know when he was like that and just be like, ‘Oh, Dad’s preparing for a competition. Normal!’ Although you’d know not to wind him up around that time – we’d know not to ask silly questions to annoy him! 

Mum and Dad didn’t want to be far from the ocean and we all lived in a house in Chessel Avenue in Bournemouth, which is literally a five-minute walk from the beach. Dad loves the water and I remember being very little and going down to the sea on his shoulders and staying there while he waded out. Some things haven’t changed and when I am back in the UK we will still head down to the beach and go in the sea, whatever the weather and whatever the temperature. We will go in on Christmas Day, New Year’s Day, whenever. It is the best feeling ever and I love it. You get a sense of your existence as soon as the cold water shocks your body but then you become accustomed to the sensation and you’re treated to views of the beautiful coastline, the Isle of Wight to your left and the Purbecks to the right. 

I was an only child for eight years before Raoul, my brother, came along. Probably, for those first eight years, I was Dad’s precious little girl. I say that because I remember one day, I must have been four or five years old, wandering out to where he was working in the garage. I spooked a stray cat that was sitting on the top shelf at the entrance of the garage and it jumped down in fright and scratched me. I still remember how cross and how distraught my dad was that this cat had ‘scared his beautiful girl’! 

We weren’t ever allowed cats or any other pet growing up; Mum liked dogs but Dad had grown up with the ideology that dogs were working animals and therefore never allowed in the house. So we never had one. Mum didn’t like caged animals either, so we weren’t allowed anything like gerbils or hamsters; the only pets we were allowed were fish. We got a couple of goldfish once and, although they were supposed to belong to my brother and me, I took ownership of them and thought of them as mine as I was the one who looked after them, fed them and cleaned the tank. Then one day I came home and noticed the tank was empty. ‘Where’s Bart? Where’s Homer?’ I asked, rather surprised and panicky. It turned out that my little brother had thought they were getting too hot and so decided to put them in the freezer. He was very careful, he said, he used the net and took them out very carefully. ‘What do you mean they got hot?!’ I fumed. Yeah, they were in the freezer. That was the end of Bart and Homer. As angry and upset I was at the time, I can look back now and see the good intentions of my then five-year-old brother! 

I like the fact that there is a big age gap between me and Raoul; being the older sibling, I can remember a lot of what he got up to when he was younger – all the mischief – and I will have no qualms about sharing it all with, say, the guests at his wedding one day when I give a best woman speech! We are that close; he was a part of my entourage when I got married. He is my rock and from the moment he was born I felt such a protective bond with him. And that might have had something to do with the fact that I was there when he was born and I remember it well. Mum was happy for me to be there. I had been to her antenatal classes with her and we have such an open and honest relationship and always have done; nothing is a shock or taboo for me. She never hid anything from me or refused to talk about anything and I guess that is partly why I am so chilled now. I could have asked her anything and she would have answered me truthfully – whether it was about sex or where babies come from, alcohol, anything I heard at school or in passing. I could always go to her and she would answer truthfully. This relationship with my mum also allowed my parents to openly discuss with me how things weren’t going well between them when I was five years old, although that trial separation didn’t last long and only a few years later I was told I was getting a little brother!

On the day Raoul was born, I had no idea how exactly he was coming out, if that makes sense. Obviously I knew he was coming out of Mum but I had no concept of exactly how and I never made the connection between Mum’s body and what my body might do one day. At the age of eight, I just watched what was happening, with no great understanding other than that Mum was in pain and discomfort. We were in the hospital and Mum was lying on the bed and I was on the left side of her, Dad on the right side, up by her head. I remember they couldn’t find Raoul’s heartbeat and they stuck this massive pin-type thing up her, basically to pinprick his head to see if he had a heartbeat. Luckily, he did. Then the next thing I remember is him suddenly being there and lying on the table. Dad cut the umbilical cord and I was the first person to hold him. As I went to pick him up he peed on me and I know I thought that was disgusting! And then he did it again. ‘Eurghh!’ I said, as Dad celebrated the fact that ‘it’ worked! It’s funny what little snippets you remember, isn’t it? I know it was the middle of the day as well – I wasn’t at school as it was the Easter holidays – and I know Dad’s best friends were outside too. They were there to support him and I heard them giving him a bit of grief and joking with him. Little did I know at the time that one of the guys, Lawrence Dimham, would be asked to be Raoul’s godfather and would end up living in Melbourne, Australia, not far from where I am based now! He and his family are all so incredibly supportive of me. It’s brilliant to have them so close. 

There wasn’t any jealousy or worry that I would have to share Mum and Dad’s attention with my new brother. I just felt pure excitement. In a way, I felt like a second mother to Raoul. My personality had pretty much formed, even at that young age, and I loved helping and nurturing him. I still love sharing and I love supporting people and I have always got most of my enjoyment and pleasure from looking after those around me. Even though I didn’t realise it when I was young, I already liked to be with other people and have company rather than do things as an individual. I am quite comfortable in my own space and with my own company but I thrive on being part of a team. 

My relationship with Raoul has gone from being like a second mother to him, to big sister, to friend, and now he is my rock. We support each other but he really is my champion. He totally gets me. He knows when I’m down, he knows what to say or what to do. He is at the heart of some of the decisions I’ve made in my netball career. I would pay more attention to the clubs who would offer to support and look after Raoul than those who would just offer me a good deal. Family was, and is, so important to me. My brother, my parents, my grandparents. 

Mum had strong female role models when she was growing up. Her mum’s mum, Evelyn, was a publican in Stepney, east London and her father’s mother, Winifred, was landed gentry, but they were both suffragettes in the 1920s. So although my two great-grandmothers were at opposite ends of the social spectrum and their paths would never have crossed, both of them understood the importance of empowering women. Mum definitely had that instilled in her and it was natural for her to pass it on to me, too. 

I was extremely close to my grandad, my mum’s dad, growing up and when my grandma passed away when I was five years old, I became even more besotted with him. Dan Dan, I called him. I don’t know why but the name stuck and the whole family ended up calling him that. 

Dan Dan’s real name was David Reeves and he was an athlete himself, a 440-yard runner, as it was in those days (400 metres now). He was also a keen sailor and loved being on the water (a trait I have inherited), and I remember going down to the boatyard with him and him tinkering away on his boats. My love of sailing and boats developed from Dan Dan, although we didn’t really go out on the water, we’d just get the boats ready for winter and he’d talk to me and tell me stories and then he’d take me home and make me bacon sarnies. It’s funny what sticks around in your memory … I also remember that he would always give me a Werther’s Original, which seemed like the best thing ever as I wasn’t allowed those at any other time! He would spoil me rotten and I’d sit on his knee while he sang songs about an old lady riding to Banbury Cross. 

As I got older we kept up our solid connection. When I walked home from school I would often call in to his house on my way. I am so pleased Dan Dan managed to see me play netball for England. He passed away over ten years ago but he saw me wear my England dress and he’d always ask me how I was getting on. He said he knew I would do well. If I tried my best, if I worked hard, it would all pay off. When he got very frail and ill towards the end I made sure I went to see him every day in his care home. It was so tough, seeing someone you love so much slip away and not be the person you want them still to be. He had given so much to me and taught me so much. I do miss him still. 

Mum won’t forgive England Netball for the fact that they neglected to present me with my first England cap, as she had arranged for Dan Dan to come to Wembley and watch me receive it. He was using a wheelchair then, very old and frail, and they had assured her I would be presented with it after this game. I should point out that this wasn’t my first England game – for some reason I didn’t receive my first England cap for a couple of years and it was something Mum had to keep chasing and chasing. I might let her tell you this story. I warn you, she pulls no punches!

‘One thing that pisses me off is that Geva never received her first England cap. England Netball never gave it to her after she played her debut game. Yes, she gained it while away in New Zealand, but when I watched other players come and get theirs and the tremendous fuss that was made over them and Geva has only just received hers, eighteen years later! I spoke to them on so many occasions to ask them when they would present it to her and when they told me it was going to be awarded after a game at Wembley, I arranged for my dad, who was in a wheelchair, to come too. Getting to Wembley isn’t easy, it’s a long way from Bournemouth as well as travelling with a frail, elderly man, but I knew it would all be worth it. Dan Dan was so proud of Geva and it was going to be such a special moment. But they forgot. Nothing. No fanfare, no presentation – the game finished and that was it. My dad died a little time after that and so he never got to see his granddaughter presented with it. I will never forgive England Netball for that.’

Growing up surrounded by different sports was brilliant and I loved having access to them all. I wanted to try everything. I guess I was what you’d call naturally sporty. It wasn’t that I wasn’t academic as well, but doing sports, playing games, being active, that is what I loved. Mum signed me up to ballet lessons, then there was gymnastics, and then I found trampolining and that was that. Although before I started trampolining properly, I was asked to make up the numbers for the swimming team at my primary school, King’s Park. The school was entered into a swimming gala and the teachers knew I was pretty sporty, so they asked if I wouldn’t mind joining the team. We ended up doing so well and winning so many of the races that Mum was approached to see if I wanted to join the local competitive swimming club. They were impressed with what they saw when I swam, but she turned them down and I know that for a while she thought about how she never did discover if I could have been any good or not, and wondered if she’d made the right decision. 

She told me a few years later the reason she had declined was because she couldn’t bear the thought of getting up at 5 a.m., driving me to a pool, sitting by the side in the humidity and then driving home again. I remember telling her after she picked me up from a netball training session, that I had seen a group of cold, wet swimmers waiting around for their parents to pick them up and that they looked miserable and I would never want to do swimming. So I think that eased her guilty conscience a bit! It’s true though, I am pleased I never went down that route. Being mixed race, having the hair that I have, I don’t think it would have withstood that regular exposure to chlorine – my hair gets so dry! Swimming was just something I did a couple of times at primary school and I don’t know whether I was amazingly good or just good for my age group. We won a few races but I couldn’t tell you if that was me being especially talented or just that I didn’t come up against lots of strong swimmers. Early mornings aren’t a problem for me now but back when I was nine or ten years old, eurgh! I think Mum would have struggled to get me out of bed on those cold, dark winter mornings. 

I come across a lot of swimmers now and I know what a gruelling training programme they have. Perhaps Mum knew it wasn’t going to be right for me and she made the right decision. But that isn’t to say I don’t respect swimmers – or any athletes for that matter – who put their heart and soul into a sport. I get asked a lot in interviews who my ‘idols’ are and it’s a bloody tricky question as, quite honestly, I admire so many people from all walks of life. Of course, the likes of Roger Federer, Serena Williams and Steph Curry are pretty high up, as are the athletes who I’ve watched still achieving their goals in their late thirties and forties and older, like Jo Pavey, Tom Brady and Kelly Holmes. 

Before you think that my mum might be one of those ‘pushy mums’, making me do all these sports and trying all these things, she was – but only because I wanted to! I never showed any interest in anything else. It wasn’t like I wanted to go to the library all the time, otherwise she would have taken me. She did encourage me to try things other than sport on several occasions but they didn’t work out. Music was one of them; she got me into the violin. I think I started playing the recorder at primary school (and yes, I think I can still play the start of ‘When The Saints Go Marching In’), and then when I moved up to secondary school I saw all the kids turning up carrying these cool cello bags or violin cases and flute cases. I was like, ‘I want to carry one of those!’ Around that time there was a musician called Vanessa-Mae, who made playing the violin look so effortless and so cool as she played to really funky backing tracks. And I was like, ‘That is me! I can do that!’ So, I tried. I was desperate to get to the stage where you wiggle the strings really fast and your head and shoulders move in effortless rhythm. Do you know what I mean? I’m not exactly sounding like a top-class musician, am I?! Needless to say, I never made it to that stage. I was horrendous. Not just bad, really bad. I loved it, that was the thing, I really loved it and I don’t think I was tone deaf, I just think perhaps I wasn’t a natural. I probably needed to work harder on it or perhaps have picked it up earlier, before Vanessa-Mae made it look cool. Mum banned me from practising in the house, it was that bad. ‘Worse than a group of cats all meowing,’ she said, and made me play at the bottom of the garden. It probably got a bit too cold for me to carry on and I probably realised I was making a horrific noise rather than music and so I put the violin down. And never looked back. That’s as far as my musical career goes! Trampolining, however, now that is another story …
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2 A SWAN IN FLIGHT 

‘Those who don’t jump will never fly.’

Leena Ahmad Alsmashat

SIGNING up to trampolining at ten years old was the start of my competitive career in that sport. I was a quick learner, I can’t remember how many times a week I would train in the beginning but I think I was probably going to the sports hall three times a week. I would work with my first coach, Jane Chapman. She had coached two junior World Champions so she knew her stuff. 

Raoul was only two or three years old at the time I started and while Mum and I were practising, he’d be toddling around getting into mischief. He was a right terror. The sports centre had a wide staircase and there was a nice water fountain feature right in the middle. It wasn’t a wishing fountain per se but people had got into the habit of throwing their pennies into it and one time my troublesome toddler brother went around scooping up all the coins. That wasn’t the worst of it; another time he was caught standing at the side of the fountain, trying to pee into it! And then there was the time he pushed the fire alarm button and we all had to evacuate the building. It’s a wonder we didn’t get banned from the sports centre completely and that would have been the end of my trampolining career! I have so many memories from my trampolining days
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