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Prologue
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I wish you could have seen my daughter as a young girl, full of hope, full of laughter and life. She was always beautiful. I know every mother says that, but Jordan had something special, a twinkle in her eye, a cheeky smile, a giggle that was hard to suppress.

Imagine for one brief moment that you knew her. That she was the girl next door, an angel lighting up every room she went into. She was the little girl with blonde waves who refused to wear jeans, who even wore her Disney Belle dress in bed at night, and who was so thrilled to become a bridesmaid at the age of three that she wore the dress for weeks afterwards! Each night I would lie next to my baby girl, telling her story after story until she snuggled down next to me, her breathing becoming heavier, her eyelashes fluttering as she sank into her dreams of castles and fairies.

Imagine watching her grow up; her kind nature, her love of singing and dance. When the film Titanic came out, she role-played with her friends for months, creating little dance routines and singing her heart out. Then, at the age of eleven, she became a big sister and was so thrilled. She was so proud of Eden, and would smother her in cuddles.

With each passing year Jordan was blossoming into a lovely young woman.

Then imagine how you would have felt hearing the news. The news that every parent dreads: that your child has been involved in a car accident. It is a moment made of pure ice; a moment of shock that reverberates for years to come. It is horror and it is fear in their purest forms.

On 7 May 2005, I was that mother. I received a call from one of my fifteen-year-old daughter’s friends. She was in hysterics, babbling something about a car crash, saying that Jordan was trapped, and to ‘come quick’. I didn’t have time to react. I think I may have dropped the phone, but things got a bit hazy with shock. I grabbed my house keys and a thin jacket, but all the time I was thinking She’s dead – I’ve lost her. The world stopped turning. My breathing felt slow and sluggish, though I was probably panting like a dog with fear. I screamed at my partner Darren to take us there. I had to bring Eden with us – she was only three – I couldn’t leave her.

My limbs felt like they were moving through thick treacle, yet somehow I made it to the place where the accident had happened, in a country lane in King’s Lynn. All the while I was thinking, But she said she was going to Tesco. She’s nowhere near Tesco. It was as if my mind had got stuck on that puzzle and I could think of nothing else. Time became elastic, expanding and contracting as I kept going forward through the echoes of my worst nightmare.

I couldn’t say how long it took me to reach the scene, or how long I stayed there. I grabbed Eden and ran towards the carnage. I remember raw grief burning my heart, stinging tears in my eyes. I remember the sight of all those flashing lights. The ambulance. The paramedics in their green uniforms. The police officers redirecting traffic away from that road where my girl lay.

I can’t remember what I said to the officers; my voice was constricted, my throat tight, and there seemed to be no words that were adequate. I didn’t listen to their responses. I kept moving, so slowly, so quickly, running at full pelt, Eden clinging to me, towards the car that had its wheels in the air. The world had turned over, literally.

That boy, the one who had only just passed his test, was standing on the roadside. He may even have been smoking a cigarette. I barely glanced at him. I knelt down by the windscreen, my knees crunching on the glass that lay in shards across the ditch, among the leaves and twigs and debris from the crash. I called Jordan’s name, expecting no response. I thought she was dead. I thought she had died.

I was already cold to the bone, though it was a mild, showery May day, at the thought that I’d lost my blonde angel, the light of my life along with her little sister Eden. I can’t remember if I prayed. I’m not a believer; never have been one for religion and all that. Yet of course in times like these it is usual, expected even, to pray for the right outcome, to ask a deity, long ignored, to intercede. I don’t think I did. I don’t think I could do anything. I was frozen inside, absolutely sure I’d lost her for good.

Suddenly, I wanted to be dead too.

Then I heard it.

A thin, reedy voice was singing a popular chart song. It was coming from inside the car. It was Jordan, my Jordan, and she was singing. Singing was always her ‘thing’. One of her favourite presents one Christmas as a child – I think she was nine years old – was a microphone. She belted out hit after hit, driving the neighbours mad and keeping her family entertained. There was one song by Céline Dion, ‘My Heart Will Go On’, that she was mad about.

When she was approaching the age of ten it was all about the Spice Girls. ‘Baby’ was her favourite. I remember she always begged me to put her long blonde hair in two bunches like Emma Bunton’s every morning to wear to school. At primary school, when she and her friends pretended to be the Spice Girls, practising the song and dance routines, she was always Baby Spice. My sister and I even took her to Earls Court to see the band, her golden hair plaited all over, which took ages to do. I can still picture the joy on her face as the singers appeared on stage.

I guess I always knew that if Jordan was singing, it meant she was OK. She was irrepressible, a force of nature even as a child, though she was sweet and shy underneath.

So hearing her voice was a magical moment amid the horror of that day, not just because it meant she was alive. It meant she was still ‘herself’ in there, with whatever injuries she had sustained.

‘Mum, Mum, is that you?’ Jordan stopped singing. I peered into the space where the windscreen was, and there she was, lying on her front. She was living and breathing and talking to me.

My heart swooped. My mind freaked out. I think I was shouting. I turned to Tim, who’d been driving the car, and had a real go at him, calling him ‘irresponsible’ and ‘reckless’. It was Jordan herself who stopped me!

‘For God’s sake, Mother, calm down!’ Jordan’s voice was stronger.

I turned back, my attention instantly focused on her. I tried to hold her hand but couldn’t quite reach. Jordan was lying on the roof of the car, which had landed on the floor of the rain-splattered ditch. There was blood everywhere. Her hair was soaked red with it, but she looked like she was OK. Her beautiful face was unaltered.

I felt so helpless, I couldn’t even stroke her hand to reassure her.

‘Oh my God, Jordan, you gave me such a fright. I thought . . .’ I was gabbling. My head was spinning; I started to shake. I was trying to hold it together for Jordan’s sake, but to be honest, I was failing badly.

‘Calm down, Mum.’ Jordan’s voice was croaky. ‘I’m paralysed.’

‘You’re what? Don’t be silly, you’re not paralysed, Jordan. You’re going to be fine.’

I dismissed her, thinking it was the shock of the accident talking. How could she be disabled when she could sing and speak?

‘Mum, I just know. I’m paralysed. I can’t feel anything.’

At that moment, a paramedic pushed me gently aside.

‘We need to work here,’ was all he said. I nodded in response, consoled but anxious.

‘She says she’s paralysed.’ I looked up into his face, a face I cannot remember, smeared by the nightmarish quality of the day.

‘It’s probably shock – don’t worry too much at this stage.’

He told me to wait at the end of the lane. My heart was now racing as if I was having a heart attack.

‘Just settle down, be calm,’ I said to myself. ‘She’s alive, she’s still with us.’

Though I was scared for Jordan, though I knew she was being cut out of the vehicle while I paced up and down the lane, I still thought everything would be OK. How naive I was! How desperately, stupidly, utterly naive. Nothing would ever be the same again. Our lives were about to change in the most profound way possible. None of us would come out of this unscathed. Jordan would go through hell. It would take years for any kind of ‘normality’ to be restored. Yet she was alive, and what was more important than that?

Today I look at my beautiful daughter, the one who tottered down the street in heels wanting desperately to look like she was in the film Legally Blonde, and I feel that this young woman who has been through so much is no longer the girl I gave birth to.

She is not the baby I watched take her first faltering steps; the toddler who ran over to me in the park; the child who skipped in and out of her paddling pool in the garden. That young girl, who turned into a kind, warm, caring teenager and who loved dancing with her friends, was struck down in a heartbeat. She was struck down in her prime. Her life was altered irrevocably, and her strength of character was tested to its very limits.

Jordan was taken to the very edge of what is possible to cope with as a human being. Yet it seemed to me that her spirit never faltered, even when mine was vanquished.

I remember weeks later, after the operation to repair her broken neck, I walked down the length of the hospital corridor towards her room, knowing that Jordan may not have survived the dangerous procedure. I knew that even if she had survived, she could be altered again: she could lose her voice, when she had lost so much already, or her terrible injuries could be made even worse by the intervention of well-meaning surgeons. As I walked through the hospital that day, I had no hope left – I’d used all mine up. I was preparing for the worst.

Then I saw her face, her determination, and I realised that while her body was broken, her spirit was not . . .





1

Barefaced

Me, Uncovered
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‘The unachievable is achievable.’

Hey, guys, I hope you’re all well. I always start off my vlogs like this, and so it feels right to do the same in my book!

Wow, I can’t believe I’m writing an actual book, and that you guys want to read it! It’s such a privilege to share my story.

If you follow my blog on Bloglovin, or are a subscriber to my YouTube channel, you’ll know that when I was just fifteen I was in a bad car accident and broke my neck at the C6 level. That means I’ve been paralysed from the chest down ever since. I can’t feel anything below my décolletage – there’s no sensation at all. It goes without saying that I can’t walk. I’ve had to retrain my body to be able to sit upright, building up the strength during those torturous hours in hospital, and I can only do that because I had a major operation on my neck to rebuild it (more about that later!).

My arms have some mobility, so I can use them to help me put on my make-up, but my hands have no movement at all. My fingers are permanently crunched together. I do have some movement in my wrists, as you’ll know if you’ve seen any of my beauty tutorials online. This movement was the key to my being able to relearn to apply products, though it took a long, long time and loads of perseverance (and many failures!) to get to the point I’m at today where I can create whatever make-up look I want, and even teach you guys to do it too!

I can move my head and my neck, though I get pretty achy in the tops of my shoulders and at the point where my neck and spine meet. I often have to shift position, or put a warm comforter round my neck to keep me cosy and relax the muscles. I use a wheelchair all the time, except when I’m in bed, of course, and I’m able to push myself, though I still get tired quite easily.

My new home has been built especially for me, and I can glide through the wide corridors and get about really easily, which is great. My favourite room in the house is my beauty room. All of you who have watched my recent vlogs will have seen it, with my silver-motifed wallpaper and white walls. It’s my haven; truly my sanctuary. I have a huge make-up desk and a mirror with lights round it. I have drawers literally rammed with products – seriously, they are chock-full of all the amazing things I get sent to try out and review for you guys out there. I couldn’t begin to count them, but I guess I’ve got 500 lipsticks, maybe 50 foundations, drawers filled with hundreds of eyeshadow palettes, countless mascaras, pomades, creams, lip stains and gloss.

There are all my artfully arranged white pots stuffed full of gorgeous brushes, lined up on my table. It’s every girl’s (and perhaps some boys’ . . .?) dream beauty room – well, it’s definitely mine, at least! And I now have my dream job – trialling make-up, speaking about motivation and positive thinking and going to glamorous events, even being whisked away to New York by a global beauty brand!

But most importantly, I get to speak to you guys, sharing my tips for a better and brighter ‘you’ and cheering you on from the digital sidelines. I’ve always been a ‘girly’ girl, into my Barbies and dressing up in fashionable clothes, so having all this fills me with utter delight. It’s a true expression of my identity.

This is who I am, and seeing it every day reminds me how far I’ve come to achieve all this. It hasn’t been easy. There have been major challenges and upsets along the way. I live with a big disability, and so everyday life can still be difficult, and my book will show you what I have been thinking on my journey back from the accident to becoming who I am meant to be.

I’ve always been very fussy about my hair. I know exactly how I like it styled – big and bouncy! I love a good blow-dry – and that has been one of the difficulties, finding a carer who is good at doing hair, because Mum, who used to do it, is pretty rubbish! I don’t think she’d mind me saying that. That sounds like a minor difficulty when you think about everything else I need help with, but beauty is not just about looking good – to me, it’s about feeling good. Make-up, clothes and hair became the focus of my search for my own identity growing up, and again after the accident, and so it’s natural that I like them to be right, to reflect who I am and what I stand for. Some people are surprised that I still make as much effort with my looks as I used to. But why wouldn’t I? Wheelchair users like myself are invisible enough, except when people stare. There’s no way I was ever going to disappear behind my disability. It’s not who I am. I was never going to cower away.

In fact, I’ve been determined to stand out from the crowd despite my paralysis. I want to show you guys that no matter what your situation, your disability or your attitude, you can change and make the best of yourself and your life, just as I have done.

The harsh reality for me is that my life continues to be something that has to be planned around being paralysed. No amount of positive thinking changes my physical limitations!

I need twenty-four-hour, round-the-clock help from my carers. At 8.30 a.m. the first carer comes in to help me get up. I can’t dress myself, make my breakfast, fetch a drink or even get myself into my own wheelchair. Everything has to be done by others, including washing me, which I find pretty undignified – but I’m not a negative person so I choose not to dwell on that too much. It takes a full hour and a half to get me ready to face the day, and that’s before I’ve put my make-up on!

During the day my carer helps with normal tasks, such as making lunch, getting me drinks and checking I’m OK, but these days they also set up my tripod and lights, making sure the camera angle is right, switching on the camera and leaving me to film my videos.

Later, the carer leaves at around 5 p.m., then at 9.30 p.m. the night carer comes in and helps me undress, wash and get into bed. She has to stay through the night, as I have to be turned at least every three hours to stop sore patches from forming on my body. It means I don’t get much uninterrupted sleep – another good reason for using loads of concealer to hide the dark circles under my eyes!

Privacy is a luxury, and I don’t get much of it, but as I said, I’m not a complainer. I prefer to get on with things, as you’ll hopefully see in these pages!

Obviously things weren’t always this way. My life changed dramatically on the day of my accident, but I’d faced and overcome challenges before then. Being someone who believes in herself hasn’t always been easy, even before my injury. I’ve been through bullying and the loneliness it brings; depression and, of course, the terrible crash that changed my life forever, but I always felt I was destined to do something out of the ordinary.

Even as a young girl I wanted to be ‘somebody’, and all through my troubles I always knew I would be successful one day, as long as I kept going, kept believing in myself and kept feeling I had something to offer.

Immediately before the crash, I had come through months of being bullied by girls at school who I had known for years. I know that thousands of people can relate to how that feels! Despite the pain it gave me, I always tried to hold my head high. I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing how deeply they were hurting me, and how confused I was by their sudden change in feelings towards me. I was upset, but I held onto something more precious: my dignity. Every day was awful, going into school, feeling like I was a social pariah. I would feel sick as I entered the school gates, but I turned it around.

I kept going in. I kept facing up to it, showing them I wasn’t beaten. Over time, I made lots of new friends in Year Ten. At that point I was fifteen, had an amazing social life and had discovered in myself an absolute passion for beauty and fashion. Things felt great again.

I had my whole life ahead of me, and yet that was the point at which everything fell apart, a million times worse than before.

That hopeful, happy teenage girl was in for a shock beyond imagining. All those dreams and hopes, ambitions and joys were ripped from me because of the crash, and what was worse, as I lay there face down on the ceiling of the car that had rolled over, I knew it. I knew that everything would be different; that simple joys like paddling in the sea, the waves lapping against my feet, the shock of cold, wet sand squelching between my toes, would be forever denied me. I knew I’d never again kick my way through crisp autumn leaves, dodge puddles or truly feel the embrace of someone special. Call it instinct, or a sixth sense, but I knew I was paralysed. Yet I had no idea to what extent it would affect me and my family.

Fast-forward twelve years, and I’ve turned my life around 360 degrees, and in more ways than you can imagine.

Through a combination of sheer willpower, meditation and positive thinking, I decided I would be successful, I would make a difference, I would live my live to the fullest it could possibly be.

I’ve always done my best to turn negative experiences into positive ones. I don’t know if I was born that way, or if at some point I consciously made a choice within myself to try and live the best life I could. As a child I was really shy and would hide behind Mum’s legs if people tried to talk to me, but as I grew older, and as my interest was sparked for fashion and beauty, I began to feel good in my own skin, so perhaps that is when I thought, ‘You know what, I’m only here once, so I’m going to make sure I do what feels good to me.’ It’s a simple philosophy, but one that has got me where I am today: a global beauty vlogger with a following of hundreds of thousands across the world. Every time I see the numbers my eyes pop – 186,000 YouTube subscribers, 127,000 Instagram followers, 12,000 Twitter followers and 165,000 Facebook followers!

In so many ways my beauty blogging saved my life.

Nowadays brands approach me – can you believe that?! People listen to my opinion; they rate what I have to say. I can hardly believe it myself, when you think that twelve years ago I couldn’t even clutch a mascara wand, my injuries were so severe.

I’m writing this book to inspire you, to let you know that you can achieve anything, against even the greatest of odds. We all have pain in life that can hold us back, but we have the choice too to let it break us or make us.

If I can push myself to relearn how to apply make-up without hands that move and with limited movement in my arms; if I can go from a girl with sadness and resentment, and, let’s face it, a big bundle of self-pity, to a woman with passion, drive and self-belief, then so can you.

Today I feel like the luckiest girl alive. I love my fiancé Mike so much. I have two crazy dogs: one chihuahua, Lola, and one Pomeranian cross, Pumpkin. I have a wonderful, supportive family and close friends too. I feel so fortunate to have these people around me.

Yet it could have been so different. I could’ve given up and lived half a life, away from the spotlight, spending the rest of my days eaten up with anger or sadness for what happened to me. I wouldn’t have blamed myself if I did! What happened to me was a nightmare. I did go through hell. There were dark times, when I wasn’t sure I even wanted to live any more. But I got through it, as you can too. I refused to lie down and give up. That’s so not me! I’m a fighter. I’m a survivor, but most of all I like to think of myself now as a ‘thrive-r’!

I’m living a life I could barely have imagined, even as a non-disabled teenager. In My Beautiful Struggle I will take you through my journey, both personal and beauty-ful, laying bare my experiences and feelings. It is like being barefaced, before my make-up is applied, exposing myself as I really am with no disguise, no trickery, no cover-ups at all. Without shame. This is me, as I am. I’m the same ‘Jordan’ as the glamorous woman behind the camera. What you see is no different, but in this I take you deeper, through my hard times, sharing what got me through, what helped me to achieve what I have today.

I’ll also share the knowledge I’ve gained about applying make-up to make you look great, and the tips I’ve learnt about keeping positive to make you feel great. I’ll show you that the unachievable can become the achievable; the impossible, the possible. I found my strength in beauty and positivity, and now it’s up to you to find out what empowers you to change the way you live and feel. Join me on my journey of inner and outer beauty.
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Primer

Starting Over
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‘We cannot choose our circumstances, or what happens to us, but we can choose how to face them.’

‘Hey, Tim, hey, Jamie! Wow, is that your car?’ A silver Citroën Saxo had pulled over and stopped at the kerbside as my friend Sarah and I walked down the road. We were heading for the Tesco store to stock up on snacks and drinks for a sleepover that night. Sarah was my friend from round the corner. We went to different schools but hung out together a lot at weekends. She was a year younger than me, and a little taller with brown shoulder-length hair. We both loved the same things: clothes, shopping and being sociable. That day we’d met up in my street and were chatting away as we made our way to the superstore.

I didn’t know it, but that would be the last time I ever walked.

Two minutes after we started our mooch together, a car drew up.

‘Hey, girls, how’s it going?’ said Tim, the seventeen-year-old driver. He was leaning over the other boy in the car, Jamie, fourteen, his younger brother, to speak to us, the passenger window wound down. We both knew Jamie from the area; he was in Sarah’s year at school, so she knew him better than I did, and we’d heard on the grapevine that his brother had just passed his driving test.

‘We’re good, thanks,’ replied Sarah, peering into the vehicle. She looked a little awestruck by Tim and his car. ‘It’s so cool you can drive now.’

‘Yeah, it’s amazing,’ answered Tim, running his hand through his dark, wet-look, spiked-up hair, laughing over his brother who was also grinning at us. ‘Why don’t you girls hop in? Let’s go for a spin!’

Tim nudged Jamie, who had the same hairstyle, only ginger, and the boys both snorted at some private joke, hitting the knuckles of a single closed fist together in a gesture of unleashed masculinity. Jamie opened his door and jumped out, standing on the kerb beside us. The car only had two doors and so we would have to climb inside.

I turned to Sarah and we shared a look. It seemed that we were both thinking it might not be a good idea – we had no idea if Tim was going to drive safely. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t want to appear stupid or scared in front of the boys.

Sarah looked back at me. She appeared hesitant as well. Neither of us had expected this to happen.

At that point Jamie leant against the bonnet with feigned indolence. Both boys were wearing T-shirts, jeans and trendy trainers. They were into rap music, and it was blaring through the speakers.

‘Come on, it’ll be a laugh; we’ve got some good sounds. We can cruise around, see who’s about. It’ll be fun,’ Tim called from the driver’s seat.

Sarah and I both laughed, probably to hide any doubt we had about the wisdom of getting into a car with an inexperienced driver.

I looked at her and shrugged. ‘Oh, why not? Might be a laugh,’ I said.

‘OK,’ she agreed.

It had been a strange day, bright sunshine one minute, pelting down with rain the next. It looked like another shower was starting, and at least this way we weren’t going to get soaked.

I don’t know why I did it. I look back and cannot think what possessed me. Mum had always told me never to get in a car with men I didn’t know, or boys that maybe I did! It was considered quite a ‘skanky’ thing to do, which meant it wasn’t very classy. It was a bit cheap, and I’d always considered myself one of the girls who didn’t go about getting into boys’ cars, even though that makes me sound a bit snobby. But it was true! I didn’t even know Tim that well, but at the same time I didn’t have any reason to think we wouldn’t be safe. He had passed his test. That meant he should be a competent driver, surely?

I nodded my response. I wasn’t convinced, though, and even at the door of the car, as both Sarah and I made to get in, I hesitated. Then we both went to get in at the same time; we laughed as we bumped into each other, so I signalled for Sarah to get in first, not wanting to look foolish. Sarah climbed in and sat behind the driver’s seat. I followed, sitting behind Jamie, who climbed back into the passenger seat.

That moment of indecision became the base on which the rest of my life is now fixed. If I had got in first, then who knows; I may have walked free from the crash, just as Sarah and the others did. That single split second almost cost me my life.

We put our seat belts on. I glanced over at Sarah, sitting beside me. She mirrored my own unease but we managed to smile.

‘Let’s go!’ Tim indicated then pulled away from the kerb on Gaywood Road where he’d stopped to speak to us. We were soon moving past familiar streets. Inside, the vehicle was plastered with some kind of fake Louis Vuitton or Gucci upholstery.

50 Cent’s ‘Candy Shop’ was playing on the stereo.

Tim wasn’t driving too fast and so I started to relax, thinking that perhaps this could be a laugh after all. We weren’t in a hurry to go anywhere except the supermarket, but we’d already driven past it as neither of us had mentioned that’s where we were heading. I began to think it might be cool to hang out with an older boy.

But then things changed.

Tim spotted some lads driving a car behind us. It sounded like he knew them. He reached over and turned up the music, the track pumping out as he accelerated, saying, ‘Let’s lose them.’

The car seemed to get faster and faster. The music sounded louder and louder. I looked to my left and saw a man walking his dog. The simple freedom and normality of it struck me. I realised I wanted to get out of this car. I wanted to be walking, even getting wet in the rain – anything rather than be in this speeding ‘tin can’ right now. We stopped at a set of traffic lights. Instead of taking the left turn, which would’ve taken us in a loop back to mine, Tim went straight on ahead.

I think that was the moment I felt the most powerless.

There was little traffic on the roads, and the familiar streets of King’s Lynn rushed past us now as Tim urged the car on, thumping the steering wheel for emphasis while Jamie moved his head to the beat of the music.

By now the car was going way too fast, and it was scaring me.

Slow down, Tim, please just let me out, I screamed inside my head. Why the hell did I get into the car? I feel so bloody stupid! Despite my internal pleading, I still didn’t have the courage to beg him to pull over, but perhaps he wouldn’t have listened to me if I had.

Panic rose within me. Trees raced past us out of the window. I froze, my mind whirling with fear, holding onto the seat with both hands gripped tightly to the edge of the faux designer cladding. My heart was pounding.

Please, just stop, just stop and let me out. He has to get fed up of driving, doesn’t he? I whispered to myself. I couldn’t have made him hear me even if I’d tried, as the beat of the rap music blared from the car stereo. Sarah and I shot terrified looks at each other. By now, we knew this wasn’t going to end well. I could see that from the expression on Sarah’s face, reflecting mine. We grabbed for each other’s hands. There was no time to pray, but then who or what would I have prayed to? It felt like we were beyond help, beyond divine intervention of any sort. I wasn’t brought up to be religious, preferring to trust in my own sense of my destiny rather than a great force somewhere out there deciding my fate. Yet it had got me here, inside this car, speeding towards an unknown future, my fate already sealed, though I didn’t yet know it.

The car’s wheels bumped as they hit Castle Rising Road, which was more like a country lane. We’d only been driving a few minutes. Everything happened so quickly. It wasn’t raining but there were gaping great puddles in the road from earlier. The car swerved as it hit one of them, speeding through the rainwater.

It was all over in a fraction of a second.

The moment when my life, as it was, was utterly destroyed; altered forever.

The car aquaplaned. Tim took his hands from the steering wheel, holding them aloft in a kind of quasi-religious pose. Jamie grabbed for the wheel as the car spun out of control, veering violently to the right. The trees reared up in front of us. The lane was dark, bushes and vegetation covering both sides of the road completely.

My next thought was, we’re going to die.

The last thing I remember is the screaming as the world turned over along with the car, which landed in a ditch at the roadside, the radio still blaring.

Then there was silence. I think perhaps I had passed out. The crash, even now, is a blur of noises, people and lucid moments interwoven with panic, fear and the strange sensation of having no sensations at all.

Blinking, my eyes focused but I wrinkled my face, confused. Where was the steering wheel? Where were the passengers? Why was I facing what looked like a ditch, and several tree stumps? It was then I realised that I was lying on my front on the inside of the roof of the car, facing through the back window, which was the wrong way up. I’d been flipped over.

I could hear voices from the roadside; I was sure there was no one else inside the vehicle with me. It was then that I felt the pain in my neck, an agony I can barely describe.

‘Call an ambulance,’ I said with as much strength as I could manage. Sarah’s knees appeared, crouching next to me. ‘Call Mum,’ I added. My throat tightened and I felt rather than saw that the seat belt was twisted around my neck, strangling me as I hung from it. Panic set in. My weight was pulling down on the seat belt, which was now tightening with every breath I took.

‘Help me, I’m choking, I can’t breathe!’ I managed to shout and one of the boys, Tim, I think, peered into the back. His face was white with shock. It seemed obvious, even to me in the state I was in, that no one knew what the hell to do.

‘Undo the seat belt, I can’t breathe,’ I said again, wondering why everyone was so slow to act. My heart was thudding as adrenalin coursed through me. The car seemed to swim yellow in front of my eyes, and I knew I was seconds from passing out.

I don’t know how he did it but moments later, or so it seemed, he returned. I was drowning, in and out of consciousness, then I felt the sudden jolt of relief as the seat belt, my hangman’s noose, was undone.

Perhaps that was the point at which my neck was broken. Perhaps that was the moment that continues to define every second of my existence. Who can ever know?

My head snapped forward and I slumped onto the car roof. Lying there, my face and hair covered with glass from the shattered windscreen, I was surrounded by a pool of blood that I realised by now was probably mine. But I was grateful to be able to gasp in lungfuls of air. Still alive. Still breathing.

Thoughts drifted in and out. Why did the back window have no glass? Had someone rung the ambulance? Out of nowhere a memory popped into my head of a traumatic experience in my otherwise happy childhood. I was sitting in my Nanno’s parked car, putting my seat belt on. Mum had come out of the vet’s. Our cat Willow had been put down and, being distressed, Mum didn’t look where she was going. A car appeared out of nowhere and knocked her over, sending her body flying into the air. I felt like that small girl again. Peering out of the car window, seeing my mum slump to the ground, watching as people ran over, then the police arriving. I screamed ‘Mum!’ from the car, convinced she was dead, but she wasn’t. She actually stood up and walked away. To this day she says it was the padded bag slung round her body that saved her, stopped her from hitting the concrete road. I don’t know why it came into my head now.

Perhaps it was the irony. Perhaps it was the trauma. But this time it was me who had been thrown through the air, and I knew deep down that I wouldn’t be getting up and walking away, ever again.

An eternity passed, or perhaps it was a few minutes. The world started to go dark around me, my eyes rolled back in their sockets and a strange peace overcame me. Even the pain in my neck seemed to vanish, and I remember thinking I could get used to that lack of feeling.

Something like peace or serenity washed over me. Then there was light, a strong light that shone through the darkness in my mind, and the temptation to follow that light, to keep feeling that calm, was overwhelming.

But my conscious mind had other ideas. With an injection of pure adrenalin I realised I had to stay awake. I had a strong sense that if I drifted towards that light, with its promise of peace, then perhaps that was the way towards dying; perhaps that would be the end.

I objected to dying at that moment, even though I think I knew deep down even then that something was profoundly different about me. My will to survive was so strong that I knew I had to do something to keep myself awake. I had too much to live for: my kid sister Eden, my mum and the rest of my family; my passion for beauty and fashion, singing and acting.

I was so young. I had plans, ambitions, goals and dreams. For God’s sake, I had things I wanted to do with my life, and they didn’t include dying in a cold, murky ditch at the roadside! Death just wasn’t an option, so when I saw that light I knew I had to battle harder than I ever had before in order to stay alive.

In a thin, small voice I sang the song ‘You’ve Got The Love’ in a whisper, repeating the same few lines over and over. Sometimes it seems the going is just too rough / And things go wrong no matter what I do / Now and then it seems that life is just too much / But you’ve got the love I need to see me through . . . The words felt like a mantra, a way of keeping myself motivated to stay awake. They made sense to me at the time anyway.

As I sang my breath came in jerky, panicking spasms. I knew that this was a fight for my life, and one I now desperately wanted to win. If I’d known then the level of my disability, would I have clung to life so passionately? I have asked myself this question in my darker moments, expecting to hesitate or defer the question for more positive times, but the answer has always been, unequivocally, yes.

Yes, I was left paralysed from the chest down, though I was yet to understand that. Yes, I was facing a life so very different to the one I should have been leading. But yes – despite all that, I always, always have hope that things can be better, that life does get better, no matter what happens. So I guess it was sheer optimism that pulled me through those minutes waiting for the ambulance, and that pulled me through everything that was to come.

The accident was the critical moment of my life. Everything that has happened since is defined as before the crash or after the crash. It’s been like having two completely different lives.

*

In applying make-up, primer is the base of everything. It lies beneath foundation as the first layer, so that the foundation sits on my skin easily.

I equate that process to my struggles. I am a natural optimist. I prefer to be positive about my difficulties rather than be buried beneath them. Primer is the chance to do that every single time I apply make-up. As I’ve said, it is the base beneath every stroke of eyeliner, every smudge of eyeshadow, every sweep of the mascara wand.

I had always dreamt of ‘making it’ in the acting or singing world. Before the accident, I was a regular teenage girl, into singing, amateur dramatics, fashion and make-up. I auditioned for the school talent show and musical each year and always got a good part, though never the lead role! That never bothered me; I just loved being on stage and playing a part or singing a good song. I even played an orphan in Fagin’s gang in the musical Oliver!. Hardly glamorous. Outside school I attended dance lessons, though I’d be the first to admit dancing was never my strong point! I was never going to be a dancer, but I loved it, and I’ve always thought that’s a good enough reason to do something.

A special moment for me was being chosen to sing at Her Majesty’s Theatre. While rehearsing for the production of Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, our teacher asked us to sing. She walked round the room, listening to each of us. I was amazed when she picked me! I was so happy to be chosen out of all the talented girls in the dance troupe. I remember so clearly the feeling of standing on the stage in London, not being able to see the audience at all because of the blinding lights, and singing that first note. I thought I’d die of fear! I couldn’t hear a word I was singing, but I concentrated on belting it out in the hope I wasn’t doing too badly. The experience, though terrifying, taught me to face my fears, to make sure I always did the very thing that scared me, and it definitely put ‘stars in my eyes’. That evening gave me a huge confidence boost, and I came home dreaming of moving to the capital to make it big!

Lying in the ditch, not knowing if I would survive, not knowing how badly I was injured or the limitations those injuries would place on my life, was the point where my dreams were crushed – or were they?

Unbeknown to me then, I had the seed of perseverance, the inner confidence born of those earlier, carefree days, that taught me that if I believed I could be a success, then I would be a success. We all have a base – the situation we are in through no fault of our own, our individual circumstances that define who we are. But it’s what we do with them that matters. It’s the emotional resilience we bring to our lives that is what ultimately defines our successes and achievements, regardless of where we are or who we are. You don’t need money to be a success: you need guts, and serious amounts of determination – or that’s what I was about to discover.

I had no idea how much I was going to have to relearn over the next months and years.
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