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			Preface

			I may be competing in the Paralympic Games, but I always train and race like an able-bodied swimmer. That’s always been my attitude.

			I lost my lower left leg in a lawnmower accident when I was two and a half years old, but I can honestly say it is the best thing that ever happened to me and my family. Mum and Dad and my sister Rebecca also agree it has brought us closer together and opened up all sorts of opportunities.

			My parents always encouraged me to have a go at everything in life and to make the most of every opportunity. Mum and Dad may have had to bring up a child with a disability, but they’ve never seen it that way. They never wrapped me in cotton wool; they always made me challenge myself and push the boundaries.

			It’s that attitude that has taken me to the top of the Paralympic Games swimming podium six times — the first three as a 15-year-old rookie in Beijing in 2008. I’m very grateful for the way my parents brought me up. If they’d treated me as a little disabled kid who couldn’t do anything, that’s exactly what I’d be doing now — nothing.

			It took 17 years for us as a family to really talk about my accident and its impact on our lives. We never sat down formally to rake over the memories. It just happened out of the blue on the morning of a party I threw in October 2012 to thank the people closest to me for their support during my London Paralympics campaign and throughout the most difficult year of my life.

			I had won six medals — three gold and three silver — in London, but my success still hadn’t really sunk in. I was hoping the party would make me feel like I’d achieved something. I was looking forward to a big celebration.

			Becs was home from Wellington for the party. She came into my room after we woke up on the Saturday morning and were talking about the party and getting excited about wearing our special dresses when Mum came in to join us. Rosie, our bichon puppy, bounded into the bedroom, too, and Dad came in with his cup of coffee and shut the door. We started chatting about the night ahead, but talk soon turned to the reason we were having the party — the accident that ultimately led to my Paralympics swimming career.

			We’d never really discussed it in great depth as a family before, which probably wasn’t surprising. I’m nine years younger than Rebecca and I wasn’t really at an ‘understanding’ age before then. 

			My parents took me back through the events of London and how I’d done so well there. Then we talked about the accident, how it had brought us closer and how we were so enmeshed in the disabled sport culture. We discussed how I was as much a part of the family as anyone, how I was never excluded for ‘disability’ reasons. It was nice to experience that loving feeling, as family, and it was really good to hear Dad talk about the accident freely because he’d never done that with all of us before.

			It’s always been tough for Dad; he was driving the lawnmower on the day I got injured. I can’t remember the accident, but I’m sure Dad has had those awful images in his mind since. Dad didn’t go into much detail on the morning of the party, but I asked Mum what actually happened. As she told me I got a vivid picture in my mind. I had an image of this little girl in a white lace dress with a little pink flower bow. I think I conjured up that picture because it was the dress I was wearing in my favourite baby photo.

			Mum told me I ran up behind the lawnmower as Dad was mowing along the long driveway leading up to our first house in Kennedy’s Bush Road in the Christchurch suburb of Halswell. Dad had ear muffs on and couldn’t hear me. He reversed and obviously felt something . . .

			As Mum was telling me, I had another really vivid picture. I could match my brain to the little girl’s at the time. It was a really weird experience, almost like I could feel what happened. As the story unfolded, I pictured that little two year old waking up in hospital and drinking a glass of water.

			I’m going to let Dad describe in detail what happened. But, on the morning of the party, I remember him saying, ‘There are things you will never see or know of what happened that day. It’s pretty gruesome stuff. I go through that picture in my head every day.’

			I said to Dad: ‘But, look what it has done for our family. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, Dad.’ I really believe that. It has made me believe everything happens for a reason. It’s almost like fate. I don’t want to dwell on negative things; I’m a person who lives life to the full. I don’t want to have regrets in my life and I don’t want Dad to have any either.

			Following that family discussion, I still have that picture in my head — not every day but whenever I think about the accident. But Dad has done it toughest. He doesn’t sleep at night and I don’t know if that’s because he never had counselling after the accident.

			Once, on one of my many hospital visits, I had a sneaky peek at my medical file — a nurse came in and said, ‘You can’t do that, you need written consent from the doctor,’ but I told her I was going to read it anyway so she turned a blind eye. The notes detailed everything from day one of the accident and all my surgeries through to the present time. I flicked through Day One, Day Two — the early times after the accident. The notes said: ‘Garry still hasn’t taken up counselling.’ In a way I wish he did. But I also know he’s so old-school that at the time it could have made him feel worse. He sleeps when he gets home from work because he’s a builder and physically active all day. But I’ve always known Dad to get up at 2 am and go downstairs to watch movies. I reckon those periods of lost time would be the worst for him.

			I don’t want him to feel guilty. Every day of his life, Dad must have that feeling of knowing he nearly could have killed his daughter. That’s every parent’s worst nightmare. I know it would be mine if I had kids.

			Life goes on. He’s created a young, successful girl and he has another daughter who’s also doing very well (Rebecca has her Master’s degree in nursing).

			Dad’s protective in his way, and he’s not a very emotional guy. So it was really heart-warming to see him cry at Beijing. That was the first sense I had that Dad knew things had come a long way. That was almost reassurance for him that my accident wasn’t a bad thing.

			All my success in the pool at the Paralympics and the world championships, all my medals and world records, are due to the way my parents brought me up. That’s the way I want to bring my kids up one day. I don’t want them to think their mum’s any different because I’m missing a leg and other kids’ mums aren’t. That’s the attitude Mum and Dad have instilled in me. Everything I’ve achieved in life has sprung from that.

			One of the greatest things about being a successful sportsperson is the joy it can bring to other people. You can share your success around. I felt a little low in the first two weeks after returning from London. After a visit to Christchurch Hospital to see my plastic surgeon about a problem with my heel, I had this sudden feeling that ‘I want to make some kids happy today’.

			For the first couple of months after the London Games I carried a gold medal with me everywhere. I’ve heard of Olympians who let people look at their medal but won’t allow anyone to touch it or wear it. That’s not my style. If someone wants to touch one of my gold medals or drape it around their neck, they can. We get a lot of support from the community and it’s not every day that someone gets close to a gold medal. It’s a special moment and can brighten up their day.

			So I decided I’d take my medal into the oncology and children’s wards at the hospital to show it to the kids there. I wanted to go to oncology because my granddad had cancer and I wanted to go back to the children’s ward since I’d been a patient there myself, many times through the years. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have cancer, but I do know what it’s like to be a young kid in hospital.

			At the oncology department I couldn’t go into some rooms because the kids were so sick, but I met the most beautiful children you can imagine. I was nearly in tears, especially at the bedside of one gravely ill little boy. He was asleep, with his whole family grouped around him. They took my photo with my medal lying beside him. They said he would love to see the picture when he woke up, but he’d be so angry with himself for not being awake while I was there. They told me their boy was a true fighter.

			It was horrible seeing kids who were suffering, but at the same time it was a beautiful place to be. As I went around the children’s ward, I could visualise my parents at my bedside every day. It’s the parents who are fighting for your life, as well.

			I met a nurse who remembered me from my own hospital stays. She shed a few tears as she said: ‘I used to nurse you. It’s so awesome to see you doing so well — you were the most energetic kid we had in here.’

			I still have a photo on my phone of me with a 14-year-old boy from St Andrew’s College, who was a total sports nut. I was able to show him that ‘things will get better’. I was able to tell those kids that I once lived in hospital, too, but I’d gone on to achieve my sporting dreams. I’m 20 years old and making my living from the sport I love and looking forward to a long, successful career.

			That’s why I say now that my accident was the best thing that has happened to me. That has become my mindset and the message I have to share. It’s my philosophy of life.
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			‘It haunts me to this day’

			I was too young to remember my accident, but my dad Garry, my mum Jo, my sister Rebecca and my nana Yvonne Goodman have vivid memories of a day that changed our lives forever. Here are their stories.

			Garry: I’ve never spoken publicly about Sophie’s accident before; I’ve always kept it to myself. I don’t think I’ve really recovered from it, actually. It just leaves a black dot in my life. You never get over something like that. Never. It haunts me to this day; it absolutely haunts me.

			Jo and I bought a 12-acre farm in Kennedy’s Bush Road in Halswell, a suburb on Christchurch’s south-west fringe, in 1991. I’m a builder but I grew up on a farm at Charing Cross in Canterbury so I wasn’t exactly green when it came to farming. I ran stock on the farm at Halswell and we also grew miniature roses because it had to be an economic unit to get building consent from the Christchurch City Council.

			We sold our place in Avonhead and built a house out at Halswell in 1992. While we were building we camped on the land in two caravans — Rebecca had one and we had the other. There was also an old workshop on the property.

			I built the place myself but had to go back to work to bring in some more money because we had the biggest mortgage. They were hard times back then, but we got through them.

			We were halfway through building the house when Jo discovered she was pregnant with Soph. We were still living in the caravans during the big Canterbury snowfall of 1992 when we were without power for seven days. That was pretty uncomfortable. We’d only just got the new house wrapped up and the spouting had just been installed when we woke up on the first morning of the snowstorm to see the spouting down.

			We moved into the house before Sophie was born. It was a big property to maintain. We had approximately an acre of lawn we had to mow around the house and a 400-metre drive. I had to strip-mow each side of the drive and the entrance to the property had a little raised section of lawn down the side.

			It was always a pain to mow because you had to drive up on the ride-on mower and you had to reverse back. You couldn’t turn around because it was only 1.5 metres wide.

			Jo had arranged for Sophie to get her hair cut on the day of the accident — Saturday, 23 September 1995. While we were waiting for the hairdresser to come out to us, I decided to mow the lawns.

			Soph was pretty outgoing and she used to like to be with me on the farm. Strangely enough, she was quite clingy that day. She wanted to be with me the whole time. She even wanted to come with me while I did the mowing. We drove down on the mower and I told Sophie to stay beside the workshop because it was too dangerous on the mower when I was cutting the grass. The precautions I took at the time were the right thing to do, but the accident still happened.

			I was mowing the raised section of lawn and was in low gear because the surface was a wee bit bumpy. Blow me dead, I went to go in reverse and the mower wouldn’t move. I thought what the ‘s—’ has happened?’ I looked down and there was Sophie under the mower.

			It happened almost 18 years ago, but it devastates me to think about it even now. I picked Sophie up and ran next door to the nearest neighbours. But they couldn’t help so I ran to Alistair Bull’s place. We got into his car and shot straight through Halswell up Lincoln Road towards the hospital.

			I was holding Sophie’s leg — one leg was almost severed and was bleeding. She was in shock; she’d completely shut down. We managed to rug her up and hold the leg till we got to the Accident and Emergency department at Christchurch Hospital.

			We saw an ambulance on the way — they were attending an accident — but we flew straight past. We were definitely speeding, but we weren’t worrying about speeding tickets. We got to A&E and they took her straight in. Her left leg was just hanging by a tendon; the heel of her right leg was taken out and the calf muscle was ripped right open. I don’t recall her missing a toe on her right foot, but the other leg was definitely pretty rough. That’s when I broke down.

			There are some things from that day that I’ll never share with anyone. It was murder. I told the doctors not to show Jo anything when she arrived. It was bloody horrific seeing it. That picture stays in my mind the whole time.

			Sophie went straight into surgery there and then before Jo could see her. They had to stabilise her and get some blood into her. I went with her as far as they’d let me go.

			Jo: I had no idea what had happened. I was inside the house, thinking, ‘Gosh they’re taking a long time mowing the lawns. What are they doing down there?’

			So I got in the car, because it was such a long driveway, to see what was happening. I saw the mower, but there was no sign of Garry or Sophie. Martin van der Kley came out from next door and told me what had happened. I just thought: ‘Oh my god!’

			Alistair Bull’s wife Lyn came back to our house with me and we raced into the hospital. Rebecca, our older daughter, wasn’t at home — she was fundraising with her Girl Guides group — so I must have rung my mum and dad and said we were at the hospital with Sophie. They went out to our place to be there when Rebecca got home.

			Sally Langley, a plastic surgeon, just happened to be on duty at Christchurch Hospital that day, which was fortunate for us as she’s one of the best in her field. Sally came out of theatre and told us they couldn’t do anything with Sophie’s left leg so they would have to amputate.

			Garry: I knew that already. While we were driving to hospital, I had her leg all wrapped up in a towel to try to stop the bleeding, but it was just hanging there.

			Sally said they would be able to save her right leg, but the heel plate had been damaged and she wouldn’t have much of a heel. And that’s exactly what has happened. Her little toe had also been lost in the accident.

			She was in theatre for six hours. They were dealing with two legs and they had to try to put back all the tendons they could.

			Jo: The hospital staff told us there was really nothing we could do while Sophie was having surgery so we went home until they brought her out of theatre and put her into the recovery ward.

			It’s all still a bit of a blur. We went back to the house and Mum and Dad were there with Rebecca. I still can’t remember if they told Rebecca what had happened to Sophie or we did.

			Rebecca: I was 11 at the time and it was very traumatic. I wasn’t at home that day, which was kind of a good thing. I just remember coming home — I was selling sausages at a rugby match, fundraising for Girl Guides. I remember being dropped off and just walking into the kitchen.

			Nana and Granddad were there with Mum and Dad. I saw the looks on their faces and I instantly knew something was wrong.

			I started asking ‘What’s wrong? What’s happened? Where’s Sophie?’ It was very upsetting. I remember going to the hospital and seeing her afterwards, in recovery. It was hard.

			Nana: It was a day you never forget. John, my late husband, and I were going to go to a fortieth birthday party and I was in the kitchen making éclairs. Those éclairs never got finished. The phone went and Jo was screaming down the line. All I could hear was: ‘She’s going to lose her leg, Mum . . .’

			I couldn’t get the gist of it. I asked Jo where she was and she said they were at the hospital with Sophie. She was screaming and crying, of course. We just dropped everything and went. When we got there, Jo was in with Sophie and Garry was sitting there, absolutely devastated. He just kept saying: ‘I’m so sorry Yvonne, I’m so sorry . . .’ I said: ‘Well, Garry, we’ve just got to be thankful we’ve still got her; that she’s still with us.’

			Jo: Sophie was in hospital for 18 days. One of us was there with her all the time until she was sent home on 10 October. We took turns at staying overnight. If Garry or I couldn’t make it, my dad would be there. The first night we stayed in a parents’ room in the ward, but we had to vacate it the following day after a girl who had been kicked in the head by a horse was brought into the ward.

			They brought a La-Z-Boy chair in, which we were able to tilt back. It made sleeping a bit more comfortable.

			Hospitals aren’t a nice place to be in for any length of time, but Sophie says she loves them. She adapted just fine. Her pain tolerance was pretty good. For the first couple of days, she was groggy because she’d had a lot of morphine. Once she came out of that, though, she was just like a little kid. Plenty of people came to visit her and bring her toys. She thought it was wonderful.

			We sat with her all day as she watched Bananas in Pyjamas or Barney & Friends. We had to bring in a TV and a video player. Mum taped the programmes off TV and brought the videos into hospital so Sophie could watch them.

			She was heavily bandaged because of the operations with a back-slab plaster cast on her right leg to hold her heel. She couldn’t move it because she’d had a lot of microsurgery done on the tendons in her heel.

			When she left hospital she had to have a proper cast on her. She was allowed to choose the colour of her cast and she said ‘lellow’. Yellow was her favourite colour back then.

			The accident didn’t hold her back. I was working for Buddle Findlay law firm then. They were really good and gave me a couple of months off to be with Sophie because someone had to be home with her all the time. We went back and forwards to the hospital for check-ups and to the artificial limb centre. Her skin was in bad shape so she was always going back in getting skin grafts, especially on her heel and the back of her leg. She had numerous operations — some worked and some didn’t. The hospital visits never fazed Sophie; she really just took it in her stride. She actually liked going to hospital.

			When I returned to work in early 1996, she went back to Stepping Stones daycare in Halswell. She didn’t have a prosthesis then, just a bandage on her stump and a plaster on her right leg. But it never held her back.

			The daycare had a cave-shaped jungle gym and the staff saw Sophie climbing up it right to the top. It totally freaked them out, but I thought ‘If she’s going to do it, she’s going to do it.’

			At Halswell School, they installed a climbing wall in the school hall just before Sophie left for high school. She climbed up to the top; it never stopped her. She was so determined. She would try anything and we would encourage her. If she said, ‘I can’t do that,’ I would just say: ‘Yes, you can. Just try.’ And she would. We didn’t treat her any differently to Rebecca.

			Nana: Sophie went through a lot and we all did, watching her. She had a lot of skin grafting done on her right leg, which was badly damaged. When she had a graft, she was given morphine and it was terrible seeing when they had to take the dressings off. I know there are a lot of children worse off than Sophie but when it’s your own, yours is always the worst.

			When she got a bit better and was able to get into her wheelchair, we used to take her around the hospital for a little ride. We were in the lift one day and Sophie was in her wheelchair with her stump and her other leg bandaged. A little boy came into the lift with his arm in a sling and she looked at him and she went: ‘Aww, poor thing.’ I felt like saying, ‘I don’t think he’s quite as bad as you, Sophie.’

			When we got home from the hospital on the day of Sophie’s accident, Jo brought the washing in and started folding it up. She was folding a pair of Sophie’s little socks and started to cry. I said to her, ‘What’s the matter?’ and she said, ‘She’s never going to wear these again.’ But I said to her, ‘Of course she will.’ And she did.

			Rebecca came to stay with us so Jo and Garry could have the freedom to stay at the hospital to be with Sophie. Becky was so concerned for Sophie. She said at the time, ‘I wish it could have been me, Nana, not Sophie.’ I told her that we still had Sophie and we had to get through it together, as a family.

			The doctors told us an older child would have been more traumatised by the accident, whereas Sophie was so young and can’t remember anything about it.

			Rebecca: I’m a worrier and I remember after the accident getting anxious about Sophie’s future. I was concerned about what life would be like for her and how she would get on at school. I knew what school kids were like; they were always mean and I thought she would get teased. But it has worked out fine. She doesn’t stand for any crap.

			I think I was quite protective of her anyway, being almost nine years older. But I probably became more so after the accident. We were never at the same school at the same time so I could never be the big older sister telling someone ‘Don’t you be mean to my sister’.

			Garry: She was a pretty gutsy little lady. At her first school sports at the age of five, she won the running race.

			I was working on a house on a Saturday morning and was up on the roof with the owner helping me. We looked around and there was Soph. She’d climbed the ladder and was about to get on the roof. ‘Bloody hell,’ I said.

			I went with her on school camps as a parent helper and she was able to do almost every activity. On the first camp at Living Springs, near Governor’s Bay, there was quite a lot of walking on the orienteering course so I carried her a fair way. That was a wee bit hard on her.

			We also went to Hanmer Springs and Arthur’s Pass and she pretty much took a full and active part. At Arthur’s Pass the kids had to complete a small river crossing. It was quite a distance to walk and Sophie couldn’t handle climbing through the rocks very easily. But she did everything else.

			Jo: When you look back now, it could have been worse. Sophie could have run out onto the road. Maybe things happen for a reason.

			But it’s been tough on Garry. Every so often I’ll be sitting here at home and I’ll know Garry is thinking about the accident. You can see him, he sort of jumps. I know what it is.

			Garry: The hospital people offered me counselling, but I refused it. I said I’d stand alone and see how I went. Even with counselling, the way I looked at it, you’ve still got to get over it one way or another. So I tried myself. It was difficult. I had my moments.

			I get a memory flashback about three or four times a week. It can happen while I’m driving along and you just click into it, give a wee bit of a judder and try to put it away again and just carry on.

			I keep the graphic detail to myself; I will never share that. It’s definitely something I don’t enjoy talking about.

			Nana: It’s still with us to this day, with Garry especially, because of what happened. Sophie at one stage tended to blame herself and Garry blamed himself, but I said to Sophie, ‘You were only two and a half!’

			You get a little angry with your feelings around it, but you get over it. And what would Sophie be doing now? I know she’s very thankful that she’s got where she is and done what she’s done.

			She often used to say to me, ‘Nan, if I hadn’t had my accident, what do you think I’d be doing?’ I said, ‘Well, actually, Sophie, I think you’d be a couch potato, watching DVDs,’ because that’s what she used to do when she came to see me, just for relaxation. She still likes the chick flicks and says, ‘Nan, I’ll come over for tea — she loves her roast dinners — and we’ll have a movie night.’

			Sophie made it easy for us all to accept, really. She’s a great girl.

			Jo: I look at Sophie now and wonder what she’d be doing if she hadn’t had that accident. Would she be swimming? She’d be in the able-bodied world, but would she be swimming for New Zealand? We don’t know.

			Garry: That’s a question that can’t be answered. She’s lost 20 to 25 per cent of her power through missing her left leg and damage to her right heel and calf.

			Jo: I think she would be a top swimmer. She’s up there with the able-bodied swimmers and she’s missing a leg.

			Garry: She’s been quite open about saying it’s the best thing that’s happened to her. Her swimming career has taken us places we wouldn’t normally have gone. Her first major overseas trip was to Durban to the world championships in 2006. I wasn’t going to go because we were building our new house at the time. Jo said a couple of months out that it was ‘Sophie’s first trip and we’re going’. So we pulled some money out of our house fund to get us there.

			Then I did something stupid, rushing to get as much done as I could on the house in the week before we went away. We were putting in the last big window. I was rushing like anything and I put my hand through the saw and took the top of my knuckle off. I had to go to hospital to get an operation. I cut one tendon, which takes you out for three months, so I was bound up in an apparatus with rubber bands and had my arm in a sling the whole time I was in South Africa. Jo didn’t speak to me for about two or three days!

			It was brilliant being in Beijing and London to watch Sophie win her Paralympic medals. Her swimming success has taken a lot of the pain away. But it will never take away the memory. You just live with it. It’s a big hurdle to live with, but I have.
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			Happy days at Halswell

			My arrival must have been a big surprise to the family as Mum says I ‘wasn’t planned’. Dad and Mum were halfway through building their new house on the farm at Halswell when Mum found out she was pregnant with me. They were both working as they had a big mortgage and Mum says she went to the doctor to arrange to take precautions so she couldn’t get pregnant — and the following month she was! She says now, ‘It was a bit of a shock . . . but we wouldn’t change it for the world.’

			Mum had dreadful heartburn while she was pregnant. She remembers a funny moment when she looked out the window and saw some of our sheep had jumped the fence and were heading for the wide, open spaces. Dad was at work so a heavily pregnant Mum had to run — or waddle — to keep the sheep from getting out on to the road.

			Halswell was a pretty good place to grow up. It’s a big area now with a lot of new subdivisions, but when I was little it was basically a suburb on the outskirts of Christchurch. We’re on the main highway to Akaroa, about 10 kilometres from what’s left of Christchurch’s CBD since the Canterbury earthquakes. Halswell is a sporty place and the local rugby league and soccer clubs have been the best in Canterbury over the years. There’s also a strong swimming club based at a seasonal pool by Halswell Domain.

			We had 12 acres of our own for Rebecca and me to roam around in. I was often tagging along after Dad while he worked around the farm. 

			I obviously can’t remember life before my accident or the accident itself. Everyone says I was still ‘the same bubbly Sophie’ afterwards. Mum and Dad reckon I’ve always been outgoing.

			Lots of people came to see me in hospital while I was in my pyjamas, watching Barney & Friends on TV. They brought me a lot of gifts. I was always pretty spoilt when it came to presents. My favourite was a three-wheel motorised trike made by my uncle, Mum’s brother Barry Goodman, who’s an engineer.

			I couldn’t ride a bike because I was in a cast for a long time after the accident and I couldn’t be fitted with a prosthetic leg initially because it took time for the scarring to heal. But I could zip around on the motorised trike. It had a trailer on the back and I’ve got a photograph at home of me riding my trike with Rebecca and my cousin in the trailer. It’s a good picture, the whole family are in it and they all look happy.

			I guess because I was so young when I had the accident, it didn’t affect me to the same degree it might have if it had happened when I was older. I just grew up with it. I usually never think, ‘What if?’ Why waste time and mental energy? But I have occasionally thought, ‘If it happened now, life would be so different; it wouldn’t be the same.’

			I was lucky to have such a close, supportive family. We haven’t had a lot to do with Dad’s family. His mother, Zelma, passed away when Rebecca was four so I never got to meet her, but everyone says she was lovely. Dad grew up on a farm and one of his boyhood neighbours told him later in life that his mum was an excellent swimmer, who taught the kids in the Charing Cross district how to swim.

			Mum’s family have always played a big part in our lives. I remember going to visit my great-grandma Linda Hammett at her rest home. I particularly remember the sweet treats. She used to have a supply of Pascal jubes and I’d always pick out the red and purple ones — to this day, they’re still the first ones I eat. She also had hard, orange lollies in a little orange tin.

			I’ve always had a special bond with my grandparents, Yvonne and John Goodman. Mum and Dad were both working so I was always around at Nana and Granddad’s. I was even responsible for Granddad getting a new nickname. We were having a family dinner, either just before or just after the accident, and everyone at the table had to tell me their names. When it came to Granddad’s turn, he said, ‘I’m Granddad.’ I said, ‘No, you’re Gragra.’

			The Gragra name caught on with all the younger cousins — and Rebecca, too. Everyone knew him as Gragra from that day forward; no one ever called him Granddad or John.

			Nana and Granddad used to live in Kelly’s Road in Mairehau, quite a hike across town from Halswell. I always knew when we were getting near their place because we had to pass a massive red and white transmitter on the main road. As soon as I saw it, I’d say, ‘That’s Gragra’s pole,’ and I knew we were almost there.

			They had a cool two-storey house with a big back garden and a swing for the grandkids to play on. I used to hear their milkman’s truck and would wait outside the gate because the milk-man always had Barney stickers and I was a big Barney fan.

			Nana’s lovely — and I was stoked to be able to have her come to London to watch me at the Paralympic Games. She could also be very strict, though; you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her. She used to smoke when I was little but was trying to quit. I remember seeing patches on her shoulders and she told me she ‘wasn’t allowed to smoke, so you can’t smoke when you’re older’.

			Gragra was a real softie. He often took us down to the corner dairy of the Mobil petrol station to get us bags of lollies — a $1 mixture, which was huge back then — or an ice cream. He was always the one who sneaked us treats. Gragra would never tell us off and then Nana would scold him for not telling us off!

			If I wasn’t with Nana and Granddad, I’d be at Stepping Stones early childhood centre in Halswell. I always remember going there because we had to drive past a house with a big frog letterbox.

			I met James Bryant, who everybody knew as JB, at Stepping Stones. He became my best friend and we were going to get married. I’d come back from Stepping Stones and Nana would ask me: ‘How’s JB?’ I’d go ‘Shush’ because I was really embarrassed. Clara Fairbrass became another good friend from the Stepping Stones days. She, JB and I also went through Halswell School together in the same class.

			Mum says I was always the first on the jungle gym and I’d sit right at the top with my yellow cast on my right leg.

			I’ve got a photo taken at my birthday party when I was four or five years old. All the Stepping Stones kids came and they were all in the photo, including Lucy Hills, who’s my best female friend to this day. We didn’t become friends until we met at high school and I would never have recognised Lucy from that photo if she hadn’t pointed it out to me and said, ‘We went to Stepping Stones together.’ It’s crazy how small Christchurch is.

			It was pretty exciting going to Halswell School — and I didn’t have to go far, as it was just across the road from our house. I was a little ratbag there. I’ve always used my leg to my advantage in some ways, to either get out of things or muck around. I had a habit of taking my leg off at school so I could crawl around the classroom. I just left it sitting on the floor. It was attached by a strap across the knee so it was easy to take off.

			Mrs Adams, my first teacher, was very good about it; she didn’t seem to bat an eyelid. No one found it weird, although it may have been quite funny for the other kids, I guess. But everyone seemed to regard it as normal. I loved Halswell School, everyone was really good; and because I had a bubbly personality, I made a lot of friends.

			All through primary school I had numerous operations to my left leg because the bone needed cutting back, and to my right where I needed skin grafts and operations to my heel.

			Most of the hospital visits didn’t faze me at all, but when I was in Year 3 in Miss Dixon’s class, I had to have a really crucial operation. I needed to have an Ilizarov frame, a device designed to lengthen or reshape limb bones. It was a big, circular brace with pins that went through your leg to the bone. The rings and rod that make up the frame had to be tightened two or three times a day. It was a pretty hard procedure to go through and I didn’t cope with that operation as well as I did with the more routine surgeries.

			JB used to carry my bag around for me, which was nice of him. I had to sit on a bean bag in the classroom, because it was too painful to sit upright at a regular desk. I had to go to the sick bay to tighten my screws. I didn’t want to do it in the classroom because it was quite painful. I was taught how to do the tightening and so were the school office staff.

			I got a lot of special treatment. I used to just hang out in the sick bay a lot just to get out of school work. Sometimes I didn’t need to be there. Some days I could take a friend for company and support. Each day my friends would always say, ‘Take me tomorrow, Soph.’ We could have a lie-down in the sick bay and we always got lollipops so no wonder my friends were queuing up to come with me.

			When I first got the Ilizarov frame I got around school on crutches but the second time I used a wheelchair because I decided it was going to be to easier.

			My disability never stopped me from doing what other kids did and I really loved sport at school. I also started swimming lessons at Kings Swim School. Mum says we got a $120 grant from the Halberg Trust to fund private lessons for me at a pool at the St John of God centre in Halswell.

			Dad and Mum did a lot of boating and fishing in the Marlborough Sounds and because of that they wanted Rebecca and me to be strong swimmers.

			Mum thought I’d need one-on-one tuition at Kings Swim School because she was concerned I might hold the rest of the group up. But I took to it like the proverbial duck to water and was soon able to join in with the main group.

			I’ve always been very competitive at everything I do. Katie-Anna Rasmussen was my best friend at Halswell School, but I really wanted to beat her in the school swimming sports. She was a Halswell Swimming Club member and I lost to her every year until I finally hit the jackpot. When I beat her, I remember thinking: ‘Oh yeah!’

			I also played netball and was really good at athletics. I was one of the faster runners at school, and Dad remembers me winning my race at the school sports in my first year when I was only five. I was always out there on athletics day, giving everything a go. I got really good at high jumping. But if there was anything I didn’t want to do, I’d just say I had a sore leg!

			Out of school I was just as adventurous. I didn’t particularly like Picton, where we had our bach, but I loved being out in the boat fishing. We had a family holiday once at the theme parks on Australia’s Gold Coast and each summer we would go to Pohara Beach in Golden Bay, a tradition we still maintain today.

			I really looked up to my big sister, although when I was growing up Becky and I weren’t as close as we are now. That’s probably understandable because there’s almost nine years’ age difference between us. 

			When I was little, Becky was already grown up with her own friends and having a little sister hanging around probably cramped their style. I’ll let Becky give her side of the story at the end of this chapter!

			Becky and her friends had a sleepover and I must have been really annoying because they stuck me in a sleeping bag and locked it. I couldn’t get out and I started to feel claustrophobic.

			She locked me in my room once and took the door handle off. I ripped the handle off on the inside and couldn’t get out. They had to tell me how to put it back in. It was pretty scary.

			I was never self-conscious in my early years at primary school. Everyone grew up knowing I was missing a leg. I was very lucky that I didn’t experience any teasing and I’m sure the teachers were instrumental in that. They took a liking to me and brought the kids up to believe I was just the same as them. I think because I gave everything a shot, they understood, ‘Oh, she’s only just going to take her leg off.’

			I probably started getting a little self-conscious about Year 8 when all my friends were getting boyfriends and I wasn’t. I started to think, ‘Maybe it’s because of my leg.’

			But I didn’t really hit a self-conscious stage until high school. When I first started at Lincoln High School, I always wore long, white socks and would never show my scarring. That was until my first swimming sports, which were held at the end of February.

			I’ll never forget the Year 9 champs. The atmosphere at the pool was electric. Everyone was in their house colours and there was a lot of shouting and barracking as people supported their house swimmers.

			It was my first month at high school and most of my Halswell friends had gone to private schools in Christchurch or Hillmorton High School up the road in Hoon Hay. Virtually no one at Lincoln knew I was missing a leg. Everyone just thought I had a knee brace. The long socks I wore were part of the school uniform so there was nothing unusual in that.

			When I took my leg off for my first race, everyone went silent. It’s not often a group of Year 9 students are gobsmacked, but there was a real hush at the pool that day. But when I kicked arse and won the race, people went: ‘Oh my god, who is this girl?’ Next day I made a lot of friends.

			I had made a statement. I was fortunate in that way. I knew I was good at swimming and it empowered me. I was able to show I was good at something, as well as being disabled.

			From then on at school, I was always regarded as ‘Sophie the Swimmer’. I wasn’t treated as ‘The Girl Who’s Missing a Leg’.

			A sister’s story

			Rebecca Pascoe reflects on sister Sophie

			I was eight going on nine when Sophie was born and it was quite an adjustment. But I was old enough that I really enjoyed having a little sister. I’ve always been quite responsible so I quite liked having that opportunity to look after her. I remember it being really exciting.

			Sophie has always been bubbly, outgoing and very precocious. She has no trouble telling anyone what she wants.

			I remember her always being very loud and outspoken. I don’t know whether that’s to do with her accident. Mum, Dad and I encouraged her to fight for what she wanted because she was quite young when she had the accident.

			Even when she was very little, she was one of the leaders of the pack. If she and her friends were getting into trouble at daycare, it was normally because of Sophie.

			Sophie used to follow me around everywhere. It would drive me insane. She’d always be in my room, wanting to be with me and to do everything I was doing.

			Being a teenager, I didn’t want my little sister cramping my style. When my friends came around for sleepovers, Sophie would put on little concerts for us. She would stand up in front of all my friends and do a dance and sing a song. She always wanted to get involved.

			Sophie did get a lot of attention. That was hard, I struggled with that at times, but I think it was probably natural. We were both very good at different things. I’ve been successful at study and music whereas sport was always her thing. We’ve ended up complementing each other because we weren’t competing in the same areas.

			I just got in there and gave her lots of attention as well. We encouraged her to get on with life, to not hold back and have no excuses. We told her to do what she wanted to do and we would make it happen for her. It was always a big thing not to make her ‘this disabled person’. Rather than make it about the disability, we chose to make it about her and encourage her.

			Sophie was responsible, by proxy, for me taking up a career in nursing because she spent a lot of time in healthcare. I was attracted to it by what happened to Sophie and our experiences with the health system. I always knew I wanted to work in healthcare and I decided to be a nurse when I was about 15.

			I did a nursing degree at Christchurch Polytechnic and have been working in the healthcare sector ever since, specialising in surgical nursing. For the last couple of years, I’ve been working in intensive care at Wellington Hospital and I’ve recently completed a Master’s degree.

			Sophie and I are much closer now that she’s grown up. When she was 15 or 16, after her success at the Beijing Paralympics, I used to get phone calls from her in the middle of the night. She’d say: ‘Oh my god, I’m worried that people have seen me doing this and it’s all going to come out in the media.’

			She worries quite a bit. I was always the person she’d call in the middle of the night, whenever she had any problems. I didn’t mind, unless I had work at 7 am and she was ringing me at 3 am. That never went down very well!

			These last few years we’ve really gotten a lot closer. We do fight, as sisters do, but we generally get on very well.

			I wouldn’t have missed her first Paralympics at Beijing for the world, and I’m sorry now that I didn’t get to London. I’m already looking forward to Rio.

			At Beijing I remember sitting by the Water Cube pool, just willing her to go. When she got her first medal, it was just amazing. I couldn’t have been more proud of her. It still brings tears to my eyes just thinking of the emotions.

			She was so young at the time — only 15 — but she’d been fighting so hard for it, and she was such a determined wee girl. We never doubted she’d win a gold medal one day, but I didn’t expect it to be in Beijing at her first Paralympics.

			Sophie has been very successful, but I don’t know whether it’s changed her. She’s more conscious of her image and how people perceive her. At the core, though, she hasn’t changed. She’s still the determined, precocious little girl I remember.

			My friends say the same whenever I catch up with them. Even though she’s now a public figure, they still see her as the same little Sophie who used to dance in front of us and try to hang out with us at our sleepovers.

			She’s handled everything really well, although she has always been quite well grounded. I don’t know if she would be the same person she is today if her accident hadn’t happened. She certainly wouldn’t have achieved what she has done. Maybe she’s also driven by a desire to prove people wrong, to show that disability doesn’t hold you back and you can still achieve what you want. I know that’s always something I’ve encouraged her to believe.

			There are still some people out there who look on disabled people and disabled athletes as second-class citizens. Sophie is showing them that is not true. She’s helping to change that perception and making sure she and other athletes with disabilities are viewed as equals.

			Nana’s notes

			Yvonne Goodman on granddaughter Sophie

			Sophie did take a little while to accept her artificial leg. Her mum and dad went away for a few days because they needed a break so John, my late husband, and I looked after Sophie. Sophie had just been fitted with her first prosthesis. She wouldn’t accept it. She used to play on the floor and we’d leave the leg beside her for her to look at. She used to shy away from it. Then, suddenly, one day, she looked at it and started to get a bit inquisitive. She decided she was going to put it on and we had her walking on it by the time her mum and dad got back. She walked out to the car to meet them; they were so delighted.

			One time Sophie came to visit us and put her prosthesis on in the other room. She came waltzing in to us, saying, ‘Look, look.’ She’d put her leg on back to front with the foot turned the wrong way around. She thought it was a good joke and we were in fits of laughter.

			One of the funniest times was when we were all on holiday in Golden Bay. Sophie was only about three or four. We’d gone on a bus trip to Farewell Spit at the top of the South Island. There were lovely big sand dunes for kids to ride down. Sophie was always into everything, and what all the other kids did, she had to do, too. And she did do it well.

			When Sophie saw the sand dunes, she had to have a go at sliding down the hill. She thoroughly enjoyed it. The kids all had sand in their shoes and were tipping it out before they got on the bus. Jo didn’t think to do that with Sophie until we were back on board. She took off Sophie’s prosthesis and it was full of sand. She marched up to the front of the bus and tipped Sophie’s leg upside down. All the sand billowed into the bucket by the driver’s seat. You should have seen the looks on everybody’s faces.

			A couple of kids sitting opposite Sophie stared at her because she had her prosthesis off. But she wasn’t to be beaten. All of a sudden she waggled her stump at them. You should have seen their faces.

			Sophie was full of joy and nothing got in her way. She was treated like any other child; she was never spoilt. You weren’t allowed to. Jo was quite strict with her on certain things. Her mum and dad were determined she was going to be like any other child. Sophie has this real determination that disabled sportspeople should be treated the same as able-bodied. It’s probably been bred into her because she was taught to believe she’s no different to anybody else.
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