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Introduction

When I was very little, I’d lie in bed at night and try to imagine what the edge of the universe looked like. My stomach knotted with anxiety as my eight-year-old brain tried to comprehend infinity, palms sweating as I willed myself to picture a final frontier, an ending to the universe.

It wasn’t just the size of the universe and its infinity that troubled me; it was also how many of us there were on Earth. I wasn’t bothered about overpopulation back then; rather, as a fairly normal, borderline narcissistic child, I wanted to know Why do I matter? Why was I born? I asked the best and the biggest questions because I had time to think and space in my head – no subject was off limits.

As I got older, I lost that time for pondering life’s big questions. The ephemera of daily life – the career, the mortgage, the marriage, the family – is all materially cosy, but doesn’t really lend itself to lying in bed for hours thinking about black holes and whether a star thousands of light years away has just died.

In my adult life, the closest thing I have experienced to a return to that childish freedom to think about anything I wanted happened in March 2020, when the world experienced a global pandemic and we were forced, as a planet, to reset.

It took me a couple of weeks to stop panicking that I would never work again before I decided to make the most of the downtime and enjoy the freedom it gave me.

Time was abundant, and so were my thoughts. For the first time, I had the chance to think about how the child who had obsessed over the concept of infinity had ended up as the adult version of me, a woman who dropped her physics GCSE at the first chance and now talked about sport on telly for a living.

There was no easy answer, no clear journey that had taken that young girl to the adult me, and it made me realise that it is the individual events in all our lives that can change their trajectories. All of us have decisions to make every day that can change the direction in which our lives are travelling; some are obviously ginormous, like whether to commit to a twenty-five-year mortgage. Others are more subtle, more Sliding Doors, but they are all turning points that can alter the course of our lives and take us to places we may not have expected.

I was curious about the level of consciousness we have when we are at a crossroads and there is a turning point being offered.

What, for example, was the reason I walked into a bar I had never been in before, against my gut instincts, at the request of a persuasive girlfriend at 2am? Within five minutes of arriving, I met the man who would become my husband (and still is). Turns out my gut was wrong; it did seem like my destiny was calling that night. But I had to be ready to love and to be loved, and I think the person I had been a year before might have missed that moment. What had life taught me that led me to be in that position that night?

When I sat down to write this book, I was really not keen on the idea of writing a biography that charted my life in a regular, linear fashion. Largely because I sincerely thought that nobody would be that interested in how well I did in my maths GCSE (C) or what my first dog was called (Sadie). But by gathering my turning points together, I found a way of telling the story of the events that have shaped me and brought me to where I am today – a story of family, love, loss, determination, career highs and lows, and the wonderful world of sport, which has always been at the centre of my life, even though its purpose for me wasn’t always to be the best at something and win medals.

I am fully aware that, on the surface, ‘sport’ can be a turnoff for some. I remember a well-known TV presenter coming up to me at a drinks party in the late nineties, when my career was just starting, to tell me that she hated football. Like I was the sports gate keeper.

Football has had some terrible moments in recent history, and it can bring out the worst in people and society, but it can also be an incredibly powerful force in bringing challenging conversations to the front of the news agenda, as well as delivering moments of enormous national joy and coming together. But rest assured, this book is no more about football than the award-winning TV show Ted Lasso is.

And when I say sport, I don’t mean the nuts and bolts of playing it. For me, it was always about community and self-expression. It just happened to be the ‘thing’ my family did; it could just as easily have been music or art or farming. The opportunities that came to me as a child were as a direct result of my dad’s sporting success and hard work (he always said he wasn’t the most talented player, just one of the hardest working). And the life lessons sport taught me were integral to who I later became.

A lot of this sounds quite deep, and that is not a quality that is associated with me very often, if ever. I promise that you will not get to the end of this book and find me telling you why we are all here. I have no idea. There are turning points in this book that are extraordinarily meaningful, but there is also a lot of nonsense and frivolity; like the time I tried to persuade my parents to let me move to Florida at nine years old so I could become a tennis player, or the time I accidentally became a Rose of Tralee, or how I almost became a Gladiator when I was eighteen.

So, if you have only seen me doing ‘straight’ sport, you might not necessarily recognise me at times over the next few hundred pages. To a certain extent, we all have a work face and a real-life face, and this book is about the real me.

My work face now is a lot older than the one that started in local radio in 1992, and the year this book is published will mark thirty years in the industry for me. Nobody is more surprised than me that I am still doing what I love; my first TV boss told me straight up that I’d be finished at twenty-eight years old on his channel. Thankfully, the half century, which I am fast approaching, is no longer a glass ceiling for women in the media to smash – but there is always work to be done.

Considering my age, you might think the title of this book is a bit optimistic. The Economic and Social Research Council suggest middle age is anything between thirty-eight and fifty-six years old. I know this because I started a podcast called Midpoint a couple of years ago, where I interview famous people who are in this demographic. Nobody likes being called middle-aged – it’s historically synonymous with beige, elasticated waistbands and barge holidays in Norfolk (nothing wrong with Norfolk, by the way). I’ve had four relatives who lived to be one hundred years old, so if the (metaphorical) whistle has blown and I am trudging into the dressing room, consider this book as a half-time talk, covering what went wrong, what worked well and how I might change things in the second half.
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One Monday in May

25 May 1992

I was asked to be a contestant on the very first series of the TV show Gladiators. I’m not showing off. Such an invitation might imply some sort of physical prowess, or suggest that I had seriously defined muscles. I had neither. Nutritionally, I was bankrupt, living on a low-cost diet of high-sugar cereals for breakfast and lunch, drinking Tia Maria-infused milk from a mug at night, along with a few scoops of coffee-flavoured Häagen-Dazs ice cream to wash it all down. I don’t recall drinking water nor eating fresh vegetables for the best part of a year. It was a ‘gap year’ from formal education, but it was turning into a ‘filling-out year’ when it came to my physique. I was nowhere near the shape of a human being who was about to trouble Jet on the Swingshot – not that anyone knew who Jet was yet. (If you are under the age of thirty, you still won’t know who Jet is; in fact, you will probably be confused by quite a few of the cultural references in the early part of this book. Stay with me, though; you’ve invested in the book now.)

I’ll concede I had once been an international rhythmic gymnast, which sounds more impressive than it is. I’d retired the previous summer because of sciatica. Sciatica turned out to be fairly useful fifteen years later, as by comparison it made childbirth seem quite doable, but as an eighteen-year-old, it was hideous. I struggled to walk in the morning and popped pills to get me through the day. The only way to deal with it was to stop doing the thing I loved: bending over backwards.

The Gladiators TV ‘thing’ had come out of the blue. I’d arrived home on a dark February afternoon from one of the four disappointing jobs I was working during my gap year, to find an answerphone message asking me to meet Nigel Lythgoe. Nigel, it transpired, was Head of Light Entertainment for London Weekend Television, and he wanted me to go to his offices at Gabriel’s Wharf on the Southbank of the River Thames to discuss a new TV show he was producing. I liked answerphones; the red flashing light invariably indicated a message from my Nana Sheila wanting to know what I would like for Christmas (usually in June), but I always clung on to the possibility that the red light was a flashing beacon of good fortune and that I was about to hear life-changing news. It’s sad that we don’t have answerphones flashing when we arrive home now – I miss them. It was a symbol of patience, of a time when we had to wait for things, when we didn’t expect everything to happen right now. On that dank day, the red light delivered: I got my life-changing call, and I duly booked myself in for a meeting with Nigel.

‘The British Gymnastics Association have suggested you would be a good person to audition for my new Saturday night ITV show, Gladiators,’ Nigel said charmingly, swivelling on his soft grey leather chair. I liked Nigel, with his open-neck silky blue shirt and his expensive blond wavy bouffant: there was a 1970s vibe about him – in a non-lascivious way. (Years later, we’d learn that TV in the 1970s was mainly fronted by people who were lascivious.) If Nigel Lythgoe is ringing a bell, you may have watched Pop Idol in the noughties, where Nigel was the other man on the panel along with Simon Cowell. After that, he conquered the USA with a dance show hosted by Cat Deeley. It’s safe to say that Nigel knew his TV onions. On the other hand, I knew nothing about TV.

My reply should have been: ‘Gladiators? Well, I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree, Nigel. I am one of the bendy rhythmic gymnasts – more ballerina than body builder. I would not make a good Gladiator. Goodbye – and best of luck with the show and your fabulous hair.’ Instead, I heard myself say: ‘That sounds interesting, Nigel. Tell me more about the process of how you are selecting the Gladiators.’ I puffed out my chest and flexed my tiny biceps, with all the audacity and energy of a desperate youth.

I wasn’t desperate to be famous for fame’s sake; I was looking for something exciting to do, to give my gap year purpose, and leave me with a good conversation piece for Freshers’ Week. Some cash would be nice, too. I was nearing the end of the world’s worst year out, flogging my dead-end jobs to pay my share of someone else’s mortgage and achieving but a tiny fraction of the international travel I had mapped out twelve months earlier.

I was a long way from the girl who’d juggled four A levels with thirty-five hours a week of rhythmic gymnastics training, existing on mono diets of courgettes, oranges or cauliflower. I’d pick a food and then stick to it for weeks, eating very little else. I had willpower in those days, well that was my take on it, a medically trained person might say I was walking dangerously close to the edge of an eating disorder.

Recognising these physical limitations, I forced myself to the local council gym for a crash course in muscle building. Council gyms in the 1990s were a fitness pay-as-you-go offering: no tuition, no coaches, and no long-term commitment; you could give yourself a hernia for £1.75 a time. Cleaning the machinery was apparently optional, and most gyms smelled of stale male sweat, like the old blue gym mat you once dragged out into the hall for PE when you did it in your pants. Filming for this new ITV show Gladiators was due to begin at the National Indoor Arena in Birmingham in just a few weeks; the mother of all physical makeovers had begun. Progress was slow – there’s a limit to how far being an autodidact can take one in the world of power lifting.

At the Gladiators audition, even though I lacked the strength needed to pull myself up a rope hanging from a large oak tree, the producers liked me enough – or they were desperate enough – to keep me involved. I might not have had the physical prowess to be given my own Lycra onesie costume and a name like ‘Ice Queen’ or ‘Boudicca’, but I was asked to appear on the show as a contestant. With hindsight, if I was anything to go by, it would seem the producers were aiming for the Gladiators to win all their battles against the public.

At this point, I was living with a twenty-eight-year-old Olympian who was going through a divorce. Although neither his age nor the divorce situation fill me with pride, the Olympian bit is quite impressive. When I arrived home from training at the gym that Monday evening, Gary, the Olympian, was in our tiny postage stamp of a garden, stoking up the £5.99 barbecue we’d bought at a petrol station. So small was this garden that Gary once used kitchen scissors to cut the grass. It was a bog-standard London two-up, two-down terrace house, split into flats. Gary had purchased the two-down part a few years before I came into his life and decorated it in chintzy material. Quite rightly, it was his pride and joy, closely followed by his black Golf convertible and his lemon-coloured cashmere Kenzo blazer.

The neighbours from the two-up were joining us for some burgers, because they didn’t have a postage-stamp garden of their own to sit out in on this balmy bank holiday evening. It was Gary’s idea that we should entertain, like a proper couple, but ours was a relationship that was destined to fail. (Not because I didn’t like entertaining, although I have met a woman since who said that ‘not hosting enough dinner parties’ was number three on her husband’s list of ten reasons why he was divorcing her. He actually wrote out a list! He also cited her inability to ski at number seven. You can read into that whatever you like: I read that he was an arse and she’s well rid.)

The windows and patio doors of our flat were flung wide open, and it seemed that everyone on our street had had the same idea as us that evening, so the air was filled with the chatter of dozens more neighbours and their kids playing outside and the smells of their burning coals wafting in. The endorphins of my workout were flowing through my veins, Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince’s ‘Summertime’ was blasting out of the stereo, I was four months away from going to Durham University to read Law – tonight, my life didn’t seem so bad after all.

I was about to turn on the shower when the telephone rang. We had two landlines, as was the norm in pre-mobile phone days, even in a miniscule flat like this. The kitchen was en suite to the bathroom; you could sit on the toilet and stir a pan of soup at the same time if your ladle was long enough. And yet we had two landlines – chatting was very important in the last century.

‘Hello,’ I answered the phone sweetly. Not the ‘Hello?’ we utter now when the landline rings, the suspicious ‘Who the hell is ringing me on my landline at this time of day?!’ – no matter what time of day it is. No, this was the friendly, hopeful ‘hello’ of the early nineties.

‘Gabby.’ It was my mum’s voice. ‘Daniel is dead.’

Daniel, my fifteen-year-old brother, was fit and healthy and gorgeous, six feet tall and full to the brim of life and love. We’d gone for a run together on Wimbledon Common a few weeks before; after the first kilometre, to highlight my lack of cardio fitness, he had run the remaining four kilometres mostly backwards. He didn’t suffer from coughs or colds; he never had a day off school. He was a footballer of huge repute. He’d signed for Leeds United, who had just won the League, and he’d been scouted by Wales. He was due to start his professional footballing life in the middle of June. Those who knew about such things said he was destined for a great career.

My head was utterly scrambled. I couldn’t hear what Mum was saying. She was sobbing too loudly – or maybe that was me.

My mind fumbled for an explanation. I pictured him in a car with some boys, one of them losing control. I could visualise the exact road in Leeds – next to Roundhay Park – where the terrible accident would have taken place. They were going too fast round a bend, it was a bank holiday Monday, the driver had only just passed his test. That’s what young boys do, they make reckless decisions. But Daniel had never been in trouble: he was a sportsman, never hung with the wrong people, had never taken a drag on a cigarette, nor entertained those who did. Whose car was it? Why did he have to make this horrendous choice now, when his life was so incredible, with so many opportunities laid out before him? I wondered if he had died at the scene. Had he been cut from the wreckage?

The sound of my mum’s voice interrupted my thoughts: ‘He collapsed in the garden, playing football with Jordan and Daddy,’ she told me.

There was no terrible accident.

He dropped down dead in his own garden.

I imagined an old man who had lived his wonderful life to the full, in his shed, smoking a pipe and sipping his tea, listening to the radio, having a rest before he did some pruning – and then the next thing the neighbours are banging on his door because they hadn’t seen him for a couple of days. That’s how people die in their garden.

‘You don’t die in the garden at fifteen years old when you are fit and well! What do you mean? How?’

And then she did her best to explain what she thought had happened. Mum and Dad were going out for dinner – they were always prolific socialisers, they loved going out for dinner. It’s only in the last few years she has stopped sounding disappointed when she calls me at 7pm on a Saturday night and I am in the house, hunkering down in my pyjamas with the kids, getting ready to watch a movie.

Mum had made the boys lasagne and was clearing up while Dad, Daniel and my little brother Jordan, who was six years old, had a kickabout in the garden. Post-dinner sport and outdoor games were a consistent feature of our childhood. My sister and I were no longer living at home, but the tradition continued with our brothers. When we lived in Vancouver, Canada, our house had been opposite a running track, and after dinner we’d have full-blown races, complete with staggered starts and disqualifications if you left your lane.

Dad had kicked the ball a little too hard, Mum told me, and Daniel went over to the longer grass to fetch it. He bent as if to pick it up, then stumbled and fell over, face-down. Dad wandered over, expecting to be pranked, to see his beloved boy turn and laugh at him for being overly concerned.

They had a perfect relationship; I only truly understand how perfect now because I have a boy of the same age. You can love the bones of your fifteen-year-old boy, but don’t expect to ever really understand their moods or why they go to bed as one person but rise for breakfast the next day as another. Not Daniel, though; he rode through his teenage years with charm, joy and humour.

It is easy to deify the dead, but I am only telling you what everyone who knew him would say. That bank holiday Monday, he and Dad had played eighteen holes of golf together in the morning, then watched more golf on TV in the afternoon. They adored each other’s company.

But Daniel didn’t turn when Dad approached him. So Dad rolled him over, and saw his eyes were vacant, his pulse gone, his body limp. Dad screamed for help.

Jordan, six-year-old Jordan, ran to the house, calling for Mum, who ran outside. Dad desperately told her to call an ambulance. She dialled 999, then she called our neighbour, too; he’d worked on oil rigs all his life and had advanced first aid. She wasn’t panicking, because healthy fifteen-year-old boys don’t die in their gardens playing football. It was heatstroke, she’d decided. Temperatures had been in the mid-twenties that day. He was dehydrated.

The neighbour, Maurice, appeared immediately, and he tried hard, he tried so hard to get Daniel’s heart going again, to make him breathe. Then, after what seemed like ages to everyone, but probably wasn’t more than fifteen minutes, the paramedics arrived.

Dad went in the ambulance with Daniel. Mum drove behind with Jordan. Dad was praying, willing Daniel to breathe. ‘God, bring my son back to life. Open your eyes, son, say something to me. We need to play football again. We need to watch golf and go to matches. We have so much to do. You have so much to do.’

The ambulance went around a bend at speed, and one of Daniel’s arms flew out and landed in our father’s lap. Dad took his hand and caressed it, held it tightly to his face. The hand was lifeless. He said later that was the moment he knew.

The professionals rushed Daniel into theatre and Dad hoped for a miracle outside. The family waiting for news was swelling in numbers; Mum had rung her sister and our grandma to come down to the hospital, bringing other family members with them. Daniel had heatstroke, she told them from her car phone as she followed the ambulance through the streets of Leeds.

I was 200 miles away in Southfields, London, finishing my gym session, totally oblivious to the mayhem and tragedy that was unfolding for my family.

There was a familiar face waiting for them when they arrived at St James’s Hospital: Dr Adams was on duty. He had been the doctor for Leeds United when my dad was playing there in the 1970s. He was the doctor who had delivered me into the world at my parents’ first home on 24 April 1973.

Dr Adams came out of theatre after thirty minutes of trying to bring Daniel back to life.

‘I am so sorry,’ he said.

Once those words are uttered, does anyone hear or remember what comes next?

My parents went in to see Daniel, to kiss him and tell him over and over that they loved him. There was a tiny drop of blood on his face; his torso had been cut in an attempt to get his heart going, and the blood had flicked off the scalpel. Aside from that, his beautiful face was still perfect, unblemished.

They drove home without their son. They went straight to his bedroom. He had made his bed perfectly that morning, which was unusual. For some reason, he had left his wallet, with a National Insurance card and a playing card in it, on his bed. They didn’t even know he used a wallet. It was an unfamiliar scene, and the room stayed that way for a couple of years. His clothes remained in the wardrobe, ready to be smelled and caressed, and his bed became a place of refuge for anyone who needed to curl into a ball and cry in the middle of the day.

‘It was a huge heart attack, we think.’

That was the best explanation they had on that very first night. Back then, there was no internet full of information and case studies where they could conduct an amateur search for possible causes or similar cases.

In the months after, because of the high-profile nature of his death, we received thousands of letters from families who had been affected – often with more than one child dying – from what we later found out was hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, sometimes called sudden death syndrome.

My sister Louise, eleven months younger than me, was in Tokyo modelling. Her return was the first of many questions and puzzles to unravel. What should we do? Get her home on false pretences so she didn’t have to make a wretched thirteen-hour flight alone with this awful news, or tell her the truth while she was still in Japan?

We told her the truth, which was the right decision. When she landed at Heathrow Airport, every newspaper had Daniel’s face on its front page. Dad was the manager of the Welsh football team, so it was a story of national ‘interest’. I have often thought about what that flight must have been like for her. Imagine travelling thirteen hours, at 35,000 feet, with only the news of your brother’s death to keep your mind occupied.

Gary didn’t know what to say – nobody does, and you’ll never get it right. Thankfully, he had a decent record collection, and he quickly found the Elton John vinyl album with the song ‘Daniel’. That evening, we played it over and over and over. It soothed me, and, convinced that Elton was singing to our family, I eventually found sleep. Imagining our Daniel leaving on a plane, flying so high that I couldn’t see him. Elton had apparently been told that Daniel had been named after this song, and later sent flowers to our family, along with a beautiful note. Some idiot stole the note from his grave, assuming Elton had penned It himself, and not a florist called Julie in a Leeds branch of Interflora.

The first morning – and many more after that – were repetitively, dismally awful. I would open my eyes and, for one brief millisecond, life was normal and full of hope and possibility, and then the thud of my new reality would hit me, like a boulder landing on my broken heart. I would lie there for minutes, sometimes hours, unable to move, because I knew when I did get out of bed, it would be real; I would see my bloodshot eyes and sallow, lifeless face in the mirror.

Brushing my teeth and getting into the shower – simple, mundane tasks – required Herculean effort. All of my movements were heavy and leaden, as if my bodyweight had doubled overnight. Death weighs you down.

That first day, I dialled the number of my family home.

‘Hello.’

‘Mum, it’s me. Are you OK?’

She isn’t OK. It’s 8am, the morning after her world was shattered.

‘No, I didn’t sleep at all. I waited until 7am, and then I rang Val Lumsden and told her Daniel had died.’

Jimmy Lumsden, Val’s husband, had played football with my dad, and their teenage son had died over a year before. Mum had seen Val in restaurants over that time with friends, and assumed that Val must know something, that she would have a secret, a trick about coping with grief, that she could share with Mum.

Val dashed round as soon as Mum called, but she had no ‘trick’ to bring. As she walked in the door, she said, ‘Christine your life has changed now, and it won’t be the same again.’

Val was right. Nothing was ever the same again.

There is before Daniel died and after. I am sorry we had to start all of this on such a sad day, but 25 May 1992 really did change everything.

You might now be thinking that this is not the book you were expecting from that smiley blonde woman who presents the sport on the telly. But when I started to think about the important moments in my life that have brought me to where I am today, I instinctively wrote about the day Daniel died, and I realised quickly how monumentally important that moment was to my life; how embedded it is, as if it has seeped into my DNA.

We can never really know who we’d be without the very big stuff that shapes us. At nineteen, I wasn’t a fully formed person, and it’s clear what happened to my family, and the way I responded to Daniel’s death, was transformative.

While I’d always been an independent and determined child, Daniel’s death made me fearless. I wasn’t worried about failing or looking a fool, because, well – what could hurt me as much as his death had?

I became a young woman on a mission, in a hurry to achieve something, to have something, that would make the pain of his death worthwhile.
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