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This book is for my friends and family who have been with me and tirelessly supported me since day one. Everything I do I dedicate to you.
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Foreword by Fearne Cotton


THANK GOODNESS YOU picked up this book. Thank goodness you know about, or are about to get to know, Henry Fraser. 


I first heard about Henry’s story from a friend at my publishing house. She told me I would love his outlook on life and also his art work. Being a lover of learning and paint, I was instantly intrigued. I read Henry’s first book, The Little Big Things, in two days. Mouth wide open, I raced through the story of how Henry learned to live life in a totally new, challenging way with such grace and unbelievable strength. It made me look at my own life in interesting ways. I was first struck by how floored I can be by silly minor challenges, but also inspired to think I must have a deeper strength in me somewhere too. I had to meet him. 


The next step was to follow Henry on Instagram, study his style of painting, and then slide in to his DMs to suss whether he fancied coming on the Happy Place podcast. He said yes. Phew!  Arriving at Henry’s house I sensed such a Zen-like calm emitting from him, and I hung off his every word. This was a true pioneer, living a happy life in the face of extreme physical adversity. Here was someone willing to open their heart and soul to offer up story-telling and thoughts around a very tough personal time. Here was an activist making as much noise as he could about creating equality for disabled people. I massively appreciate Henry’s wisdom on the podcast as I learned a hell of a lot from it – and I know my listeners did too. 


I get nervous during my podcasts as I care so much that the guest enjoys the experience and that I get the best from them and their story. I don’t want to say anything that could cause upset or be triggering, so I thought carefully about how I might talk to Henry about his accident and life thereafter. The thing is, I didn’t need to. One of Henry’s most brilliant qualities is that you can ask him anything. He wants his answers to give relief and understanding to people who aren’t in the same position. He wants to tell his story. 


This book is filled with answers. So many brilliant answers to questions you may, yourself, want to ask Henry. Questions you might feel worried to ask, and some you genuinely need to know the answer to as you think it could help you too. This is a book about life and how to adapt to the ever-changing winds we experience on a daily basis. Although Henry has experienced extreme and very instant change in his life, all of Henry’s thoughts and answers can be applied to the challenges we face in everyday life.


The Power In You is a practical book because Henry’s own story allows us to see what we are capable of, and how we might achieve more personal mental flexibility and agility. Henry has so many big plans – some you’ll read about in this book – and you will undoubtedly feel excited uncovering what possibilities might lie on the horizon for you too. Henry is all about expansion, challenges and giving things a go, and we all need a little inspiration when it comes to that. Henry is an inspiring soul, so you’ll definitely feel energised and motivated by what he has to say.  


I can see Henry now shaking his head as I call him an inspiration as he doesn’t see himself that way at all. The best people usually don’t! You will, though; whether Henry likes it or not, you won’t be able to escape being greatly inspired by his words.  He proves that big life challenges don’t lead to giving up your dreams. He shows that by telling stories we can unite and create positive change. He demonstrates how being creative can bring such depth to your life. This is an opportunity for us all to explore our own strengths and how we can navigate the unexpected. Get your questions about life ready, as Henry has the answers.




Introduction


I KNOW YOU have a question in your head, one that if we met in person, you might be too shy or too uncomfortable to ask. Maybe you think it would be rude to say the words out loud, too personal or too searching for me.


But if you were to ask me a question, what would it be? In the ten years since my accident I’ve been asked a lot of questions, but at the heart of every one lies the same sentiment : what’s it like to be paralysed? What’s it like to live this life, one that I didn’t expect, one that many may think is catastrophically restricted?


For those of you who don’t know my story, at the age of seventeen I experienced a freak accident that left me paralysed, unable to walk or move or feel anything from the shoulders down. On a summer holiday with my friends in Portugal, I dived into the sea and hit my head on a submerged sandbank. In danger of drowning, I moved my head to the side to get some air and in that split second severely crushed my spinal cord. After many months of operations, life-threatening infections, physio, rehabilitation and much grit and determination, I returned home to face a totally different life to the one I had lived before. Life since has been filled with adversity and challenge, but with a good deal of adventure and happiness along the way.


Adventure? Happiness? But I can’t walk, I can’t move anything below my shoulders. How can that be? I am often asked. Well, ten years after my accident, I can honestly say that the limitations of my physical movement directly correlate to the expansion of my world. In these years I have discovered so much about myself. My world is bigger now than it ever was, my relationships are stronger, and I have so much to look forward to.


The greatest challenges I have faced may not be the ones you’d expect. But one thing that has become clear to me is that we all face challenges, every day. Challenges that increase our anxiety, that disconnect us from the people we love, that make our world smaller. But those challenges can also open up our world in unexpected ways.


From the hardest moments I have discovered the most precious of all facts : the power to deal with adversity is in you.


Sometimes you may need a little help to tap into that internal strength, but I truly believe that it’s there in all of us. I have to be honest here. I’m not a big one for giving out advice. I’m also uncomfortable with the label ‘inspiration’, but I know that my experience has given me genuine insights into what matters in life. Insights that have helped me confront my greatest fears, to truly live in the present and look at the future with great hope and expectation.


When I give talks about what happened to me and how I have adapted to my new life, I always leave time for questions from the audience. For many, it’s the first time they have ever been in a room with someone who has no movement from the shoulders downwards. Rather than just hear my scripted talk, I want them to be able to ask me anything that springs to mind. Nothing is off limits – within reason, of course. I am a great believer in asking questions and listening to answers so that we can better understand each other. Given the opportunity to enlighten or share what it’s like being in my situation, beyond what I cover in my talk, I am always up for answering any questions.


As you will see from the questions and answers that follow, they get right to the heart of what it’s like being me. Having done these question-and-answer sessions for some years now, I’ve learned that what lies behind the questions is a sense of wonder at how I find the will to go on when circumstances are difficult. I have come to realise that this is not just a question for me, the young man in the wheelchair – it’s a question for all of us. We all face challenges or adversity – changes in circumstances, accidents, illness or shifts that unsettle us – and we all have to deal with them. My challenges are just more obvious to the outside world because they’re more visible. Your challenges may be different, but they will feel no less overwhelming to you. My experience has made me think deeply about the power in all of us to effect change, to feel hopeful and to live our best lives.


This book has emerged from those question-and-answer sessions. It’s my attempt to share what I’ve learned – what I am still learning. Because as a result of my life-changing accident, I now see that sharing our challenges, and the way we use the power within us, helps us all.




1

What do you do all day?


WHEN I WAS first asked ‘What do you do all day?’ the questioner – a ten-year-old pupil at a school I was visiting – couldn’t help but put some heavy emphasis on the second do. ‘What do you do all day?’ he asked, voicing his – and many others’ – genuine belief that because I am disabled, I can’t actually do much at all. Because I can no longer walk or move my arms, because I need twenty-four-hour care, while I may still be living each day, I can’t be said to be doing. Fair. At the talk my mum had been sitting beside me. She’d wheeled me in, scrolled through my iPad as I referenced my speaking notes, and when my mouth had gone dry, she’d put a straw in my mouth so I could drink.


That little boy was asking the question a lot of people would like to ask but are either too polite or too frightened to put into words. They would like to know what it’s like to be me, mainly because they can’t imagine being totally dependent on others. Maybe it conjures up indescribable horror and indignity, maybe they picture endless hours of inactivity and boredom, day after dark-blue day filled with introspection. This is understandable ; these may well have been my unspoken questions for a tetraplegic before I became one. It can be a strange experience to feel that you are effectively living someone else’s worst nightmare, but the truth is that we are all capable of adapting to circumstances that may once have felt impossible. If you had asked me ten years ago how I would feel being paraplegic, I would have told you that it would be the worst thing I could imagine. And yet here I am, living a life that I love.


Certainly, there are moments when I wish I could go to the toilet without being helped. And there are moments when I’d like to be able to eat without someone feeding me. Of course there are days when I’d like to hop on the tube and go into town, alone. But over the years these have become fleeting desires, things I don’t pay much attention to. I need to go the loo – I need help. I need to eat – I have to be fed. If I need to go into town, I get a cab – just like you may. I have found that people’s questions for the disabled are so focused on the functional – how do you eat, how do you shave, how do you get around. But I have come to see that life is about so much more than the functional. It’s much richer and larger in scope ; there is so much to appreciate, so much to become involved in, so much to be thankful for. Whether I can tie my own shoelaces or not makes no difference to the quality or purpose of my life. It may have taken my accident and a great big shift in mindset to get here, but here I am. What may surprise you is that I don’t mind being asked about it.


So I suppose I should answer the question, just as I did for that ten-year-old. How does a day in my life as a tetraplegic pan out? Well, as you will see, much of it is taken up with functionality – at a level that an able-bodied person might never consider – but there’s also a hefty dose of normality : work, friends, social media, adventure. To paraphrase Barack Obama : the sun will rise in the morning whether you are able-bodied or disabled. It’s the same sun, it’s the same day.


SO, HOW DO my days look? Well, pretty different to yours in some ways, but surprisingly similar in others. It begins with one of my carers coming into my bedroom around 7.15 a.m. to open the blinds. As the light streams in, while I adjust to waking up, she crosses my legs and feet. Because I’ve been lying flat all night without moving, my body could kick out when touched – a sort of involuntary spasm. Adjusting the bed to a sitting position and moving my legs as soon as I wake up helps prevent that. After my accident it took a while to adjust to the shock of waking up each morning to find myself completely dependent on others – to sit me up, to wash me, to dress me, to feed and water me – but now this is as natural as night following day.


My bedroom has been adapted to take account of my needs. I sleep on a profiling bed that can be adjusted according to whether I need to sit or lie down, and to a height that is comfortable for my carers. My parents had the carpet replaced with lino so my wheelchair can glide across a smooth surface, and the en-suite bathroom (this had been my older brother Tom’s bedroom – he got all the luxuries growing up) was converted into a wet room. I am also fortunate that we could afford to install air conditioning ; controlling my temperature is something I need to be on top of throughout the day. It never would have occurred to me to be grateful for my body’s ability to regulate its own temperature before I lost that ability, but it is now just a part of my life to take steps to manage it.


I also have some pieces of essential kit in my room : a standing chair, so I can stretch my limbs, plus my trusty hoist to lift me in and out of bed.


Maybe to you this all sounds horribly clinical ; you’re picturing my bedroom as some sort of hospital room – but it isn’t. I have a TV, pictures, posters, books, cuddly toys from my childhood on a favourite old armchair . . . There are plenty of things around me that make the room feel homely and lovely to be in. It’s a real sanctuary for me. The equipment and adaptations provide enormous comfort that make my daily life so much easier. In the summer, everyone wants to be up in my room to take advantage of the air conditioning, as mine is the only room in the house that has it. This comes in handy when I need to extract favours from my family.


The first task of the day is to take my medication. It may come as a surprise to you, but I don’t need anything other than ascorbic acid, to give me added vitamin C, and oxybutynin, to keep my bladder relaxed during the day. The bladder is a muscle, and like every other muscle in my body, it’s liable to spasm – but contractions there would cause me considerably more trouble than the odd twitch in any of my other muscles. My carer places the pills on my tongue and while I swallow them down, she empties the urine bag from the side of my bed. She then switches on the TV so I can check the local weather, which is something of an obsession. The conditions will dictate what I wear ; dressing so I don’t get too hot or too cold can make a real difference to my day.


Leaning me forward, she places the sling behind me, tucking it under my bum. She sits me back in it, straightens my legs and gets it into position so that, once in it, my weight is distributed as evenly as possible. She then clips me to the hoist – imagine a portable crane – to lower me into my shower chair. With this, the first of many adjustments of the day begins. Whenever and wherever I am sitting, I need to be as central as possible in the chair. If I’m even a fraction to one side or the other, I will have to lean in order to keep myself straight. While there’s no exact science to it, over the years I have figured out how to fine-tune this procedure. So, I look left then right from the position I’ve landed in and tell my carer which way to shift me. It usually takes a few shimmies to one side, then the other, before I am in position. At this point she can wheel me into the bathroom and place my chair over the toilet. She’ll leave me alone until I’m finished. Then, with my dignity intact, she wheels me into the shower and washes me, leaving my hair and face until last. I learned early on that, because I feel the cold so much, if we washed my hair and face first it meant I couldn’t warm up afterwards, even under a hot shower.


Having someone so intimately involved with my body took some getting used to. From the moment of my accident, my body became the property of other people. I was constantly touched and manipulated by an army of doctors, nurses, physios and other members of the hospital team, as well as my immediate family. Even though I couldn’t feel any of it below my shoulders, adapting to this has been one of the more challenging aspects of my situation.


By the time I finish my shower I’ll have been awake about an hour and a quarter. Drying takes another twenty minutes or so. Every nook and cranny of my body needs to be dry, otherwise I may get sores, so my carer does this carefully and thoroughly. Then my hands and feet have to be moisturised as they get ridiculously dry due to the lack of blood flowing to my extremities. I have the silkiest hands of anyone this side of the M25, and I’m told my feet are envi­ably soft, which is definitely a long way from my mud-caked, cracked rugby feet of old.


Once the night urine bag has been taken off, my carer attaches a leg bag which is strapped to my calf. This lasts throughout the day, emptied at regular intervals. She then transfers me from the shower chair back into bed (think hoist and sling), puts the bed in a seated position, and arranges my body so I’m sitting forward with my legs stretched out in front of me. I’m now ready to choose what I am going to wear for the day.


I have a good line in hoodies – there is no denying that the hoods in my hoodies see plenty of action throughout the day, shifting up or down, depending on my level of warmth. Some have been with me for many years now, and I wouldn’t part with them for anything. My carer lays my clothes out, leans the bed back so it’s completely flat, then we get going. By this time, she has turned off the TV. I like to start the day chilled, so we put on Radio One. Depending on whether we’re both in the mood, we might chat. Just as my carers respect my moods and needs, I try to respect theirs.


The most essential piece of clothing for me is my corset – which is not something I would have said ten years ago. I’ve worn one since my accident ; initially to stop scoliosis (curvature of the spine) forming, then for balance and breathing. Because I have no working abdominals, the corset basically carries out the function of my abs, taking some of the strain off my diaphragm. Breathing would be incredibly tiring without the corset. Once it’s been adjusted and secured accurately – being a tetraplegic takes a lot of patience, as these things rely on trial and error on a daily basis – on go my trousers and shoes. Then I am hoisted up, the sling placed under my legs so I can be lowered into my wheelchair, where I’ll spend the next twelve or so hours. Once all the straightening and adjusting palaver is out of the way, on goes my T-shirt and hoodie. Finally I’m ready to go downstairs, where two cushions are placed on my lap and my hands are adjusted according to my obsessive need to have them positioned exactly the way I want them. This can test the mettle of my carers.


When I was discharged from hospital in February 2010, I had to spend the first couple of months at home sleeping in the kitchen because there was no way to get me upstairs to my bedroom. Having my own personal space has always been a priority, so this was a testing time for me. I found it hard, not being able to remove myself from the family and retreat to the sanctuary of my bedroom. It was hard for them too. There were times I could sense that my mum wanted to start cooking, or someone was desperate to make themselves a cup of tea, but they stayed out of the kitchen so I could have some temporary privacy. Thankfully, my parents had a lift installed for me, and it has been a true live-saver. When you are as dependent as I am on other people, being able to have privacy, a room that is yours alone (until you have to call your carer), is crucial for everyone’s sanity.
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