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Introduction

There is the part everyone can see after a spinal injury, and the part they cannot. People notice the equipment, the chair, the hospital visits, the adjustments to your home. They ask about pain, operations, doctors, appointments. They might even say you are doing amazingly well. What they usually do not see is the inside of your head at three in the morning when the reality hits you again, or the way your stomach drops when you remember, properly remember, that this is your life now and not a strange phase you will simply wake up from. You can look like you are coping and still feel like you are standing on unfamiliar ground, trying to reorganise your entire sense of self while the world expects you to get on with things.  In the early stages, there is so much happening that your mind sometimes cannot keep up. You answer questions, sign forms, see specialists, listen to information, try to absorb new rules about what you can and cannot do, and somewhere underneath all of that is a quiet voice saying, what does this mean for me. Not just my body, but me. The way I see myself. The way I move through a room. The way I am looked at, or not looked at. The way I am spoken to. The way I see my future. At first, it can be easier not to think about it too deeply. You might stay focused on the next appointment, the next small win, the next practical step. Then, often when things calm down a little on the outside, the mental shock arrives properly, and it can feel as if you are only just beginning to understand what has happened, while everyone else assumes you are already on the mend.

This book is for that inner part of the experience. The part where you are trying to work out how to live with a body that no longer feels predictable, and a mind that swings between determination, fear, grief, anger, and complete emptiness. It is for the days when you cannot stop thinking about how life used to be, and the days when you are too tired to think at all. It is for the quiet humiliations that no one talks about, the small practical things that make you feel exposed, the rehearsed sentences you use when people ask how you are and you do not want to tell the truth. It is for the frustration of needing help and hating that you need it, and then feeling guilty for hating it. It is for the way other people sometimes disappear because they feel awkward, and the way some people stay but do not really understand, even if they love you.

You will not find promises or neat timelines here. I am not going to tell you that everything happens for a reason or that you should be grateful for a lesson you did not ask for. You do not need anyone to polish this into a story of inspiration while you are still living the hard parts. What you will find is honesty about the emotional landscape people often walk through after spinal injury, and steady, realistic ways of coping with it. Not tricks to erase your feelings, but ways to stay with yourself when your thoughts start racing, when fear grips you, when sadness feels endless, when you have a setback and your mind insists it means you are back at the beginning. We will talk about grief for the life you had, about the strange pressure to look strong, about the impact on relationships, about identity, about intimacy, about purpose, and about the small, practical things that make a difference when you are exhausted.  You do not have to read this book tidily from start to finish. You can dip in and out, read a page on a bad night, underline the lines that help, ignore the ones that do not fit you, and come back to it months later if you need to. There is no right way to use it. The only aim is that you feel less alone with what you are carrying, and a little more equipped to face the days that feel too much. You are not weak for struggling. You are someone whose life has changed in a serious way, trying to find solid ground again. That is the level we will meet on in these pages.


Chapter 1: The first mental shock

People imagine shock as that first dramatic moment. The accident. The hospital. The news. Lights, noise, people talking over you, decisions being made at speed. That is shock, and it is huge, but it is not usually the one that stays with you in the way people think. The deeper mental shock often arrives later, when the rush slows down. When you are no longer being moved from one place to another. When you are not surrounded by staff all day. When there is enough quiet for your mind to begin taking in the fact that this is not a bad dream or a temporary phase. Something in you looks around and thinks, this is still happening, and it is happening to me. That realisation does not land once and move on. It keeps returning in small, sharp ways that nobody else sees.  It can be something tiny that brings it up. You are at home and you go to reach for something, only to realise you cannot do it like you used to. You try to move in a way your body no longer allows and there is that short, sick feeling in your stomach as the truth hits again. You watch someone stand up, walk across a room, carry a drink, get in or out of a car, and your chest tightens because you used to do those things without thinking. These moments can feel like being jolted awake over and over. You already know what has happened, but each time reality brushes against an old habit, it is like being told again. A lot of people think they are weak for reacting so strongly to small things. In reality those small things are constant reminders that your whole life has shifted, and your mind is reacting to that, not just to the object you cannot reach or the movement you cannot make.  There is also the shock of how your own thoughts behave. You might have hours where you feel almost calm, just getting on with what needs to be done, and then suddenly your brain jumps ahead. It starts playing out different futures. What will happen to my job. Will my partner stay. How will I manage money. What happens if I get ill. Will I always feel like this. It can feel like your mind is writing a long list of worst case scenarios and reading them aloud when you are already tired. It does this because it is trying to protect you. If it can anticipate every possible threat, it believes it can keep you safe. The problem is that after a spinal injury there is no way to think yourself back into certainty. Your mind hits that wall over and over, and each time it does you feel the drop in your stomach again. You might snap at yourself, tell yourself to get a grip, feel embarrassed by your own fear. All that does is add shame on top of shock. The fear itself is not a sign that you are failing. It is a sign that something serious has happened and your system knows it.
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