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my love letter
to you . . .


Hello – and thank you to you for picking up this book!


First things first: welcome to my life, my journey, my life lessons and my mistakes. I’ve gone through many obstacles, as we all have (life is hard!); some you may know about, others I’ll share with you over these pages. Somehow, with time, I’ve overcome them; if not completely, I’ve learned how to handle my response to them. And yes, I know there are still many more ahead of me, but I’m sure that some of the skills I’ve picked up in the past twenty-five years will help me navigate the ups and downs we all face going forward. Fingers crossed.


Now, let me put my belief about life’s hurdles front and centre at the outset: just getting up and getting on with it can be very, very tough for all of us at various points, but if we can stay strong, humble and determined to push through the hard times, I think we’ll be OK. It’s the hard times that make us grow and help us achieve amazing things. You can probably think of a few examples immediately, can’t you? You will get knockbacks – we all do – but it’s about how you stand up and brush yourself off afterwards. It’s about how you rebalance and find your feet in a positive way that really sums up who you are and how far you can go. The fact you’ve been drawn to pick up this book tells me already that you are destined for greatness; a world full of much more than others may think you are capable of and assign to you. You are here for a reason: believe in that and in yourself. I believe in you.


‘Life’s a climb, but the views are great.’ That’s my motto, and I’ll be reminding you of it as we make our way through the following eight chapters. Never give up, no matter how hard the climb gets – because it’s worth it. Trust me. Once you see that view, take it in, enjoy it and celebrate your successes, big or small. Always be your own cheerleader; it’s not selfish or vain to be proud of yourself.


Surround yourself with good, positive people who uplift you and want what’s best for you. It’s OK to cut negative people out of your life – sometimes having that energy around you is draining. So put yourself first (some might even say selfishly), as your own happiness is your first priority. Trust me, once you cut out that negativity, you’ll feel a whole new energy shift and be able to focus more on the good around you.


I hope you enjoy reading this book and take something from it. And I look forward to going on this journey together, learning many new life lessons, from page to page, day to day. Let’s do this!


Lots of love,


Tasha xx









introduction


It’s a strong word: superpower. When I think of the word superpower it makes me think of super heroes wearing capes, leaping off buildings to save the world. I don’t swing from skyscrapers or eject ice from my fingertips, so who am I to write a book about finding your superpower? Why do I think I can help you harness that which makes you different and turn it into something pretty spectacular? Well, although my version of finding ways to be strong and bold is less Marvel and more mindful, it’s still a world of superpowers, I assure you. Let’s start with my story.


My first big life-plot twist is that I was born completely deaf, in a small town called Thirsk in North Yorkshire, a pretty place that’s more or less in the middle of nowhere and where everyone knows everyone, which can be a good or a bad thing, depending on what you’re up to. Well, that’s how it felt for me growing up there, anyway. My parents realised I was deaf when I was about twelve months old, which is quite late for it to be discovered, but there were no hearing tests for newborns back then, they were introduced years later. The penny finally dropped when they noticed I wasn’t responding to certain sounds other babies would react to, and when they spoke to me, I wouldn’t look at them. So this is how and where my journey to finding my superpower began. From the outside looking in, my future may have looked bleak – difficult, at best. But my path took a different turn . . .


My deafness was a complete shock for my whole family; there was no history of it on either side. But over the years, as much as it helped me to dig deep and find my superpowers, it did the same for all of them. They had to adjust to a new life they’d never have predicted, which was especially hard for my older brother, Alex, who suddenly had this baby sister who got most of the attention. No one prepared us for what our lives would look like, and, as I share later, it really took its toll on my parents’ marriage. But as I wrote in my letter above, it’s these unexpected challenges that can make you grow the most, and all four of us learned a lot, navigating this new world of disability together.


London calling


The second phase of my story begins when I left Yorkshire and moved to London, on my own, aged eighteen. I wanted to be a dancer and although I loved the small town I grew up in, I knew it was unlikely to give me the career I dreamed of. I was desperate to dance, despite my deafness, and despite the fact I was constantly told it wasn’t a proper career. My passion and determination were too strong not to try.


London had it all, and I was excited to get there. I couldn’t wait to start a new chapter and become the version of me I always wanted to be. I’d always been independent and brave – they are two things that I think being deaf gave me from a very early age – so a move to the big city to pursue my dream of being a dancer seemed like something I had to do, however scary or difficult. I knew I had to go where the opportunities were; they wouldn’t come and find me. And with that move I grew so much as a person. I had to learn how to stand on my own two feet, meet new friends and live by myself.


It was in London that a modelling agent approached me one day, and a whole other world opened up. I’d never thought about modelling, but I had always loved fashion and decided to grab every show or shoot offered to me, even if it meant taking risks sometimes. Then someone saw my work, and that’s when ITV Studios contacted me (on my Instagram DMs), again, very unexpectedly, saying, ‘We’re casting for a love show – do you want to chat to us about going on it?’ It was pretty obvious it was Love Island, and I thought, being single, OK, I can talk to them about it.


Countless Zoom and phone calls followed – the whole audition process took about three months. Then, when one of the producers called to say I’d been cast, I freaked out. The guy on the other end of the phone was like, ‘Tasha, are you still there? Can you hear me?’ I said, ‘Yes. Of course.’ It was a potentially life-changing moment for me. Having previously had very, very bad luck in the love department, I had nothing to lose. I’d be the first deaf person on Love Island, and that was too big for me to turn down. It would mean I would get to represent the deaf community on a show where image was everything and that meant so much to me.


As we all know, within the TV industry there is still not enough representation of people who have disabilities, or even who are different. But I would get to spend the summer in a villa with gorgeous men and break down a few barriers, showing a big audience that a deaf person can be confident and chatty. It was a win–win I thought – and the bet paid off. Love Island has been a great launching pad for where I am now, with a podcast which focuses on the stories of inspirational people who have overcome mental and physical challenges . . . and this book! It has helped me reach out to so many people I’d never otherwise have got to hear about or learn from.


The past is history, tomorrow is a guess, today is a present


And that’s how I got here today. When I look back, I think having courage has been what’s driven me from the beginning, although it wasn’t something that came in a day. I’ve had to work on it and got better at it since I moved to London and hit my twenties. I wasn’t always as confident as a person, especially in high school, where I was quite introverted. I don’t know if I was ashamed of my deafness back then, but I found it difficult to accept and talk about it. If people asked me about my condition or my cochlear implant (more on what this is in a bit), I’d shut them down. I’d more often than not tell them I wasn’t ready to talk about it; I was still trying to work out who I was and how I wanted to share my disability, which is hard in my generation when social media demands you share and post and discuss everything. I knew I was different, and I felt an internal pressure to be an advocate for others like me, but part of me just wanted to hide.




A parent’s view


My dad gives you the lowdown


I was too young to remember or understand what was going on with me at the start of my superpower journey. Luckily, my dad, Tarek, and mum, Nicky, remember it all, and will share their side of my story throughout the book – not only to fill in the bits I can’t remember but to help other parents understand and care for their child who has disabilities or difficulties, and perhaps to help them feel less alone or frustrated. Tarek says:


Tasha’s disability was hidden from us at first. Babies do not talk, but they do respond to facial expressions, lip movement, arm waving and even vibration through floors, so for all we knew Tasha was hearing. Red flags started to appear when she was around eleven to twelve months old and she would not turn around when spoken to from behind. There started a journey of tests and appointments, and she was diagnosed with a severe sensory hearing loss in one ear and profound sensory loss in the other at around fourteen months. A sensory hearing loss means the small hairs in the cochlear part of the inner ear were damaged or non-existent at birth. To explain: sound is heard through the ear via soundwaves and the hairs are stimulated by those waves. As the hairs move, they create an electrical impulse, which is sent to the brain which computes the sound.


Of course, initially, I was like a rabbit in headlights – stunned and dazzled by the unknown challenges that lay ahead. Naturally, there were all the usual things you would do for a child, such as a bedtime story, feeding them, playing with them, etc., but with Tasha, more time and extra activities were needed. The toys we purchased were more aligned with learning and developing speech, rather than just play. We adapted to ensuring we were facing her anytime we were communicating and not covering our mouths. We would use dolls with her and have conversations using our own faces to express what the doll could be saying. Tasha loved her Bratz dolls; she would play with them for hours. She would mimic a conversation between two dolls, one in each hand, talking for them, yet the words were totally unintelligible. It is interesting that she was thinking what they would be saying to each other, yet the words were not there.


I am a DJ and the house was always filled with music, which brought Tasha joy as she could feel the bass through my standing speakers, which stood on a wooden floor. She seemed to be set free by music, and when that was combined with a pop video on the TV, she would come alive.


During her childhood, we suffered some knockbacks, such as support at school being revoked or reduced, but we put our faith in social services, the audiologists and the doctors. We joined groups for the deaf community and could see how other deaf people got on with things: they had jobs, they managed to go shopping, they lived happy lives. We saw the possibility of technology helping Tasha and researched cochlear implants. As part of her assessment for an implant, we were introduced to a young girl called Josie, who had received one around eight months previously. I was taken aback by the clarity of her speech and that she could say the word ‘gymnastics’. This may not sound like a great achievement for a ten-year-old – however, this word is full of ‘soft letters’ that hard-of-hearing/deaf children cannot usually replicate. Letters such as F, P, S are soft when spoken and do not hold a strong lip pattern either, so they are difficult letters to decipher for the lip reader. I remember that day vividly as a light-bulb moment for me.


Tasha’s implant operation was a success. Cochlear implants are not a silver bullet for normal hearing, but they create a wonderful solution for people with a sensory hearing loss when used with other techniques, such as lipreading. But when Tasha was sixteen, right in the middle of her A-levels, the internal part of the implant stopped working, which meant a further operation. For this period, she could not hear, and having dropped sign language nine years previously to develop and train her brain for the implant, she was left very isolated and alone for three months. It was painful to watch. I felt knocked back, so I can only imagine how Tasha felt. It was as if we had gone full circle back to the beginning. I felt so much pain and sadness for her in this period that even typing this brings me to tears. But I dug deep and wrapped my arms, my soul and my love around her to help her through it as best I could.





Sharing is caring


As I’ve said, one of my biggest superpowers is having had solid, good people – like my parents and my brother – around me from day one of my journey. They have allowed me to get comfortable with who I am and encouraged me to talk about what makes me special. I can clearly recall a life-defining moment when a little bell rang inside me, telling me I was different and that I should step up and share my story; that I had what it took inside me to make a difference. It happened when I was training to be a dancer at the Creative Academy, a university that offered a professional dance programme, after I’d left school. As part of my studies, I had to perform a dance I’d been working on for weeks in front of hundreds of teachers and students. I was halfway through when my cochlear implant fell out. Suddenly, my world fell silent. There was no beat to follow, no rhythm to guide me. Just me in my own head. My first instinct was to run away, but I knew I’d be annoyed with myself afterwards for giving up. ‘Just keep going,’ I said to myself, just keep going. And something clicked. I was still on beat; I was capable of keeping score in my head. I could do it. ‘Keep going for it,’ I told myself, as my body made the moves and took the steps I’d been practising so hard to perfect. As I finished the routine, my eyes fell on the choreographer, Josh, who is now my best friend, and I saw tears streaming down his proud face. You did it. You can do anything, he mouthed to me. And in that moment, I knew it was true. If I was brave, nothing could hold me back. And, as people applauded me, and Josh wiped away the happy tears, I felt like I’d opened my wings and could fly.


From that day, I realised I needed to stop letting my deafness define me. I had to switch up my brain to appreciate it as something that made me unique, rather than something that was holding me back. I needed to stop doubting myself, and not think that because I was deaf I couldn’t do this or that. I thought, You know what – I am going to stop hiding who I am, go for everything I want in this world and be unashamedly me, pros and cons, highs and lows.


And this is what I hope to instil in you over the course of this book: the belief in yourself to show people (and, most importantly, yourself) that you can achieve anything, no matter how big or small. What’s more, by sharing your story, you could help someone else take the first step on their own difficult journey. Sharing is a way of caring for those around you, by encouraging them to find themselves and be proud of who they are. And this brings me back to why I’m writing this book: I want to help you become a butterfly and find your wings.


It’s not going to be easy – believe me, I know – so be prepared. Before the moment when I danced in front of a huge crowd, when I owned my shit and had faith in myself, there was anger, fear, self-doubt and lots of other nasty, niggling feelings and emotions. There were lots of slammed doors, lots of crying fits, lots of low moments where I didn’t know what to do next. I’ve learned the hard way that you can only get past an obstacle by taking it on and getting the better of it. And each time you climb over a wall in front of you, you’ll get stronger and smarter. It’s true that obstacles never go away completely – they’ll pop up when you least expect it and get in your way or slow you down – but you know the secret now: you have it within you to overcome the obstacles and, more than that, each obstacle is an opportunity for growth.


Leave your ego behind


Your superpower isn’t just about you, and your disability or quirk isn’t only a chance for you to grow – it’s an opportunity for your loved ones, too. So remove your ego from the equation. My parents and my brother were there for me, picking me up every day, encouraging me to smash through hurdles and keep going. They’ve put the work in since I was one year old, and I wouldn’t be me without them.


Always be grateful to those who help you embrace your strengths and push your doubts to the side. My dad said, when he was a guest on my podcast, that both he and my mum had blamed themselves for my deafness. They used to climb into bed each night and struggle with a deep, unhealthy sense of guilt that they had done something to cause it. It makes me so sad that I only found this out last year, and that they had both been suffering with these feelings in silence for so long. I was so glad when he finally confessed, and I could assure them both that I knew, and had always known, that it was just something that happened. And that it has shaped me for the better as a person. ‘You’ve taught me to be strong and resilient,’ I told them. ‘You’ve taught me to be humble, to be grateful. You have nothing to feel guilty about.’


Can you feel the love?


When I told my family I had been selected to go on Love Island, they didn’t know how to feel about it at first. I guess most parents might feel worried, but I assured them I wouldn’t be having sex on camera, stripping off naked or doing anything else that might embarrass them or myself. I’m not that kind of girl anyway, and they knew that, but I guess they were being protective, and my dad has always worried about my career – dancer, model and now Love Islander. But my parents have always been two of my biggest supporters and they knew how much it meant to me to use it as a platform to raise awareness for the deaf community and to show that having a disability shouldn’t hold anyone back. It was then that they told me to jump in with both feet. They also both knew that I was a grafter and would give everything I had to reach my goals. After all, I got my work ethic from them. They both came from nothing, from quite poor backgrounds, and worked hard to build the lives they wanted, becoming role models for me in the process. Just by watching them, with nothing said, I knew conscientiousness was key. It’s funny, haven’t you found that the harder you work, the luckier you get?


Finding my superpower


My dad was the first person who told me I should think of my deafness as a superpower – that sometimes, for all of us, what seems like darkness can actually fuel great strength. I knew instantly what he meant. I got my cochlear implant put in when I was five, but I could take it out whenever I wanted and be deaf again – and I do have moments when I love being deaf. I can have a peaceful, relaxing shower without anything interrupting my daydreams, I can take it out at night and have peaceful sleep and I can go for a walk and not be bothered by traffic. My dad’s take on deafness allowed me to embrace my disability in a fresh way, with a new label. And we can all do that! Whatever makes you feel different, brave and strong – claim it as your superpower: your anxiety, your ADHD, your shortsightedness, your bad-skin days, or your depression . . . Whatever it is, re-label it and say it out loud. Take whatever you’ve thought of in negative terms (or others have pointed out to you as a negative trait) and make it your own. When I do this, I do feel like a Marvel character in a superhero movie. And on my down days, when I’m feeling low or just not as confident as I normally do, I remember my dad’s reframing and say: ‘Tasha you have a superpower. You’ve got this. You can do it.’ And it works.


Your superpower doesn’t have to be a disability; it can be a personality trait or quirk, or physical feature that has at times made you feel vulnerable or different or less than. Are you shy? Short or tall? Do you find certain social settings difficult? Your differences have the power to make you strong, empathetic, brave, witty and understanding. Never give up on yourself.


Your secret weapon


The biggest lesson my parents taught me was to be kind to everyone. Because everyone is battling something, whether you know about it or not – visible or invisible scars from disabilities, differences or trauma . . . a superpower they have yet to come to grips with, perhaps. I try to remember that every day. And it’s also a good tip to be kind to people who aren’t nice to you. That’s right: kill them with kindness. It disarms, weakens and confuses them. And you get to sleep soundly at night. Kindness is your secret weapon, whatever stage you are at in life.


I think I first learned how important kindness was when it was very clearly missing from significant parts of my life: when I was getting bullied at school. I remember thinking of the old saying, if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all, and wondered why people seemed to struggle with that. Keep it to yourself, I’d think when one of my peers posted something nasty about me online. And unfortunately I was forced to revisit this feeling when I got out of Love Island and was hit with lots more spite and nastiness, this time from strangers. People who’d never met me – people who’d just seen me on screen – were ripping me apart. And with glee! But I’d put myself in the spotlight, in a position to get judged cruelly, so what was I going to do?


As others tore me down, my parents’ advice on being kind really kicked in. The nasty comments said everything about the person making them – nothing about me. In fact, the minute I got out of the show, my mum and dad sat me down and gave me a brief rundown of some of the things that had been said or written about me. They wanted to prepare me for what had been said and, in that moment, we all agreed it was best that I tried to avoid looking at the hateful posts. If I’d started to look, I’d have ended up down a deep, dark and depressing hole that wouldn’t have been good for me. I had some idea of the negativity people continued to throw at me, but managed to mostly avoid the shade. I was made aware that people were negatively focusing on my deaf accent, so I did take that as an opportunity to jump on TikTok and Instagram and post videos explaining that I was deaf, and how that could affect a person’s voice, to try and educate and spread awareness. That would shut people down – it’s more empowering than if I’d made personal comments about their looks or called them names. I’d coach people to be kinder by being kinder. And I even got a few apologies popping up in my DMs.


We never know what is happening behind closed doors. We don’t know why people look, talk or behave the way they do – and that goes for the bullied and the bullies. People don’t always present their real selves, especially with social media, a magnet for toxicity and jealousy. The keyboard warriors could be hurting inside and not know how to articulate that pain. So I like to do a Michelle Obama, and when they go low, I go high. This forgiveness hasn’t come easily or quickly for me. I’ve had to really work on it, as I’ve worked on myself. But I’ve learned the hard way that when someone is mean to you, it’s because they want to reduce you to their level; they want a reaction – and I won’t give them one. You have to stay calm, allow them to be who they are, and be better. And if they carry on? Delete and block, delete and block, delete and block. You do not have to put up with their cruel words or actions whether in real life or online – you have the power to get rid of them (see pages 66–68).


Anyway, you can vibrate at a much higher level when you choose kindness. And this starts with self-kindness always. Choose yourself. The trolls want you to be insecure and sad, but you need to take your power back – add self-kindness to your superpower pack! So if you’re going through a rough time with bullies at school, at work or on social media, remember to stay focused on what you can control, and know they are operating from a place of insecurity. And hang in there! I remember school being such a hard time, especially between the ages of thirteen and sixteen. I can recall being miserable a lot of the time. At that age, everyone is trying to figure out who they are, while looking around them and fearing that everyone else knows what’s going on and has life all figured out. But they don’t. And that’s another secret I want to share up front: that even if we pretend to, none of us has all the answers. Especially in our teens, we know so little – when there’s exams, friendship dramas, clashes with parents around rules and boundaries . . .


When I was at school, a fellow pupil basically set up a public hate page about me, with truly awful things on there like telling me to go kill myself, all written from the safety of her keyboard, of course. I had to be very strong-minded just to get up, get dressed and go to school every day. How did I do it? My parents told me it wouldn’t be for ever, and I listened to them. I looked ahead. I knew I was destined for bigger, better and kinder things. I focused on what I could control: revising for my exams, continuing with dance classes every afternoon after school (which provided me with a happy, safe place) and I cherished my supportive friends (helping them through tough days, too).


Bullying, whenever it happens, is a horrible thing to endure. Don’t keep it to yourself, speak up and speak out, and seek help. You are not the one who needs to be squashed and silenced – your bully is! My parents and I went to my school’s headteacher, who was great and sorted it out. I’m also not ashamed to say I went to therapy – a space where I could talk about my feelings without worrying anyone. But truly, the best piece of advice I can give you if you’re having a tough time at school right now is to remember it’ll soon be over and you’ll never have to see any of those people ever again. I haven’t seen any of my classmates – or my bully – since I left. So have faith – things will get better – and be patient. I promise you’ll get through it.


The book of you


Over the next eight chapters, I want you to feel understood and motivated to manifest your strongest, most powerful self, however that looks for you. There is still not enough representation in books, films and on television for all of us to feel included and supported, but I hope this book will help us get one step closer. I don’t want anyone to feel how I felt growing up, when there was no one I could relate to in the public eye, the deaf community being hidden from view in the media. I’m writing this book to encourage you to know, whatever your disability, that the extra work you’ve had to do just to get in the mix of everyday life is going to make you fierce.


It’s hard enough figuring out who you are without the extra weight of a disability on top of everything. But I’m here to tell you it doesn’t define you – it’s just a part of you. And it’s a part that can make you stronger, kinder and original.


Across the coming chapters, I’ll share my advice and tips on boosting confidence, and I’ll be bringing in people I admire to give you little pep talks, too. And, as I said, my parents will have a few words to share as well because so much of our own ability to embrace our power comes from the people around us who nurture it, occasionally at their own expense. (Top-secret fact: it can be hard to live with a superhero – so cherish those who stick around!)


You can do anything you set your mind to. Each amazing person I meet reminds me of that. When I hear a superpower story I think, If they can do it, so can I! When I interview people for my podcast, I get a good reality check, too. Some of these people have been through so much – worse stuff than I have – but they still show up in the world with smiles on their faces and a few wise words to impart. They’ve got up, got out and done what they needed to do. Legends. And after each chat, I’ve learned a new skill that I’ve wanted to implement in my own life. I hope this book will give you that kind of boost. Then you can go on and motivate others, taking some of those tips with you. Every story shared has a domino effect, knocking another person into action, then another, pushing them forward. Growing up, I found it hard to talk about my disability, but then, when I saw the positive feedback I’d get from a post, or when I gave a talk at a school, I realised that instead of being embarrassed if I shared, I’d help people. And I learned that most people have their own self-doubts, which you can help disperse for them. I’m human, so I still have bad days, but I know now that everyone is fighting a battle – often one you don’t know about.


Move on up


You can climb that wall. You can climb that mountain. And at the top, you can stop and enjoy the view – before you move on and find the next one to scale. Life is a series of climbs. They never stop. But they are worth it. Remember this:




• Every summit reached will be another opportunity for you to feel proud of yourself and give love to those who gave you a leg up along the way, and to share your advice on how you got there.


• Don’t bottle anything up – you’ll explode. Make notes in this book as you work your way through it: ideas and solutions for you to keep on the ascent towards the life you want to lead. Stay focused on your goals, and don’t compare yourself to others. That’s a losing game that will slow you down and distract you from reaching the pinnacle of your mountain.


• Other people will do great things – use that as a motivator, not a deflater or detractor. You are ascending a different hill. You are on your own journey, and not in competition with anyone but the best version of yourself.


• It’s down to you, ultimately. You have to reach new heights alone. No one else can do it for you. Your family, friends and mentors may be able to offer you occasional support and a helping hand when you need it, and even when you don’t need it, you know they will always be there. But this is for you and when you stare up to the top of that mountain, take a deep breath and look inwards. It is what you are made of that will take you to the summit.





I hope that you will love this book as much as I do. It’s for you if you’re feeling alone or misunderstood, if you’re confused about what you can do next, if you’re struggling with being different, if you’re riddled with self-doubt. And it’s for you if you’re a teenager, a twentysomething or a parent who is trying to get their life on track. This book is for everyone who hasn’t had it easy or just needs a little bit of encouragement to be the version of you that you have always wanted to be. It is for those people, regardless of their age or background or health status, who need a cheerleader to guide them to a place where they feel happier, safer and more powerful. For the next eight chapters, I’m honoured that your cheerleader will be me.


Not all superheroes wear capes. Some travel in wheelchairs, wear cochlear implants or attend regular appointments with a doctor, therapist or dermatologist – or simply can’t leave the house. Your superpower is nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed about. It makes you unique. You are so amazing. You are incredible. And, like all superheroes, you have something to give, to help yourself and those you care about.


When you can embrace your most authentic self, you will flourish and enable those around you to flourish, too. Remember, life’s a climb, but the views are great. So let’s start climbing.
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