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Preface


I’m in my element when I’m on the dance floor. Once the music is on and it’s in my body, I just go for it – I don’t care what anyone thinks. It’s like that scene in the musical Singin’ in the Rain, where Gene Kelly’s character is strolling along the street during a downpour. He’s got his problems, but he’s feeling happy and in love; he starts humming, breaks into song and soon he’s getting completely carried away, spinning his umbrella, tap-dancing on the kerb and stamping in puddles. He’s not waiting for the storm to blow over, he’s not bothered about getting wet. The music is in him, he’s got to dance – and when he’s dancing, nothing else matters. Well, that’s me, too.


Dancing has got me through the roughest of times. I’ve had a chronic illness since the age of eleven that has led to excruciating pain, vomiting, emergency trips to hospital and a long list of other setbacks and disappointments in life. And then, in 2023, I was diagnosed with breast cancer. Knowing I’ve got my dancing has kept me going. It’s been my saviour.


Dancing is my happy place and even just thinking about it lifts me up. When I’m laid up in bed, feeling bored and depressed, I only have to imagine a new dance move, or teaching, or being on Strictly, and suddenly there’s a smile on my face.


But of course there are times when the tears come. When life seems unfair and I feel miserable and sorry for myself, and a whole load of other negative stuff that I don’t want to be feeling. I didn’t ask for this, I think. Isn’t it bad enough that illness kept getting in the way of my dancing dreams when I was growing up? Did I have to go and get cancer now, too, stopping me doing the job I love with my best friends in the world? Did I have to find a lump in my chest the day before I went away on honeymoon? And then cope with the news when I was back that they’d found other tumours as well, that it could be difficult to have children in the future? It’s more than a few raindrops – sometimes it feels like it’s raining bricks on me.


How do you keep on going and trying when things are that tough? It’s natural to feel down when you’re faced with difficulty or uncertainty, whether it’s sickness, loss, a career setback or just feeling intimidated by the future – but how do you get back up?


Well, I haven’t got all the answers, I’m not going to lie. But I’ve had to pick myself up from the floor more than most, so I can tell you what works for me. I can tell you about the obstacles I’ve had to face on my journey so far, and how I’ve managed to overcome them and still achieve my dreams. How I’ve found the strength and determination to keep going and build up my resilience.


Although I’ll be describing the down times along with the ups, I’m hoping this book will be inspirational for anybody who is facing challenges, large or small. And if that’s you, I hope it will help you find the courage to rise up and meet them.


‘Don’t get bitter, get better.’ That’s my mantra. And it applies to everything, really.









Introduction


I only ever wanted to be known for being Amy the dancer. But life doesn’t always turn out how you expect it to, does it? Out of the blue, you find yourself facing obstacles you never thought you’d come up against. You have to rethink, adjust and adapt to a completely new situation. Maybe that’s why people say you learn more from the downs than the ups in life.


By the time I was thirty-two, I already had a lot of practice in dealing with the unexpected. But in April 2023 I was about to learn that lesson all over again.


It’s a time that is still so vivid in my mind – the days before everything changed. I remember fizzing with happiness as I waved a thick folder of documents and printouts at Ben. ‘Passports, tickets, hotel reservations . . . we’re all set!’


He eyed me with amusement. I was sitting in a sea of discarded clothes on our bedroom floor, next to a suitcase spilling over with bikinis and sundresses. ‘Are you sure about that?’ he said.


Ben knows I love everything about going on holiday. The excitement of the days leading up to it. Going to sleep the night before and thinking, ‘Tomorrow we’ll be there!’ Even the packing doesn’t bother me – I’m just looking forward to stepping off that plane and feeling the sun on my face.


And this was our honeymoon I was packing for. It was going to be a luxury, once-in-a-lifetime holiday in the Maldives, with gorgeous food, gorgeous weather and – best of all – pure me and Ben time. That last bit was what I was looking forward to the most, because although it was nearly a year since we’d walked down the aisle together, our schedules were so busy that we hadn’t had a chance to go away, just the two of us. Now, finally, the time had come. I was so excited.


But first we had to get through a busy weekend in Blackpool, where some of the formation teams from our dance academy were competing at the British Open Formation Championships. Ben and I had been teaching Latin and ballroom dancing classes for years before we realised our dream of starting the Art in Motion Dance Academy in 2016. Going to Blackpool with our students is one of the highlights of our year. And it was Ben’s birthday while we were there, so we organised a karaoke night with the kids on the Friday, which was brilliant – especially when I got up and sang ‘The Greatest Love of All’ and everyone covered their ears with their hands . . .


We had an early start on the Saturday morning. The first rounds of the competition kicked off at nine o’clock and we had all the kids’ hair and make-up to do beforehand. I got up and jumped in the shower, giggling at the memory of my terrible singing the night before. As the hot water pounded against my skin and woke me up, I did a check of my breasts, but only a quick one because we had a really busy day ahead. Skimming my hand over my right breast, I felt a slight swelling. Was it a lump? I didn’t have time to examine it properly and hurried to get dressed, but it stayed in the back of my mind.


After two long and busy days in the ballroom, it was time to go home. At last we could unwind and get excited about going on honeymoon. ‘Not long now,’ Ben said, as we sped down the motorway. ‘Sun, sea and cocktails . . .’ He grinned at me.


I sank into my seat with a smile. ‘Hmm, can’t wait.’


That night, hoping the swelling had gone, I checked my breasts properly and had a really good feel. In my right breast, I could make out a solid, oval shape that moved when I pressed it. There is a lump, I thought, and my heart sank.


The next day we were taking the night flight to Dubai before flying on to the Maldives. We spent the morning packing our last bits and pieces, and sorting out the house. Ben’s mum was coming round and, before she arrived, I had another good feel of my breast. The lump was still there.


I didn’t say anything to Ben, because I knew he would insist on going straight to the doctor, and then we’d miss our flight. And we really needed this break together. I tried to focus on the positive: I’d been secretly Googling whenever Ben wasn’t looking and I’d read that around 80 per cent of breast lumps are noncancerous – they usually turn out to be a cyst or a rubbery lump called a fibroadenoma.


It’s probably benign, I told myself, although deep down I knew it wasn’t. My mum had been diagnosed with breast cancer when she was fifty. It was in our family.


That evening Ben and I flew off to our breathtaking resort in the Maldives, with its huge skies, turquoise seas and powdery white beaches. It was everything we’d dreamed of. It was paradise. We felt so lucky to be there.


But for me there was a shadow hanging over everything. I tried to enjoy myself, but my happiness felt like a mask. Every time I put suntan lotion on, I could feel the lump in my breast. And maybe I was imagining it, but it felt like it was getting bigger.


I still didn’t say anything to Ben, but I had a really bad feeling in my gut about what it could be. All these negative thoughts were going through my mind as I lay on my sun lounger, listening to the sea gently lapping against the shore.


How long have I got? Will I be here next year?


As humans, we always fear the worst. We can never go for the positive, especially when it’s a health worry. It didn’t help that the position of my lump kept coming up on Google as the worst place to have it. I was reading too much and it was sending me into a panic.


‘Stop worrying and make the most of this holiday,’ I told myself. ‘It might be the last holiday you ever have.’


I felt very alone. I really needed someone to talk to, but I couldn’t bring myself to ruin Ben’s holiday; I didn’t want him worrying as well. Anyway, until we knew what the lump was, what good would it do? I just had to keep my fingers crossed and hope for the best.


But about halfway through our trip, I messaged a friend I’d worked with the year before: ‘Hey, how you doing? How’s treatment going?’


She quickly got back to me with news of her recovery. Then I asked a few questions about how she’d found her lump and what it had looked like, hoping she wouldn’t realise why I was suddenly so interested. I don’t think I fooled her, though, because she told me afterwards that she’d wondered if something was up.
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As our holiday came to an end, I started trying to figure out how I’d get to the doctor’s when we got home. My schedule was absolutely crazy: we were getting back on the Wednesday in time to do a dance show on the Friday; then it was my brother Lloyd’s wedding on the Saturday, which we’d been looking forward to for ages. It was also the weekend of the King’s coronation and on the Monday I had the honour of presenting a live segment for the BBC. And, as it was a bank holiday weekend, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get hold of my GP until the Tuesday – but on the Tuesday I would be back in Blackpool judging the World Dance Championships. That meant I wouldn’t be able to see a doctor for at least a week after we got home, and the waiting was already unbearable.


My brother’s wedding was gorgeous, but the lump was constantly on my mind, just screaming at me, and over the course of the day I developed a nasty cough. We saw family on the Sunday and on the Monday night I went to the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff to do a TV interview with one of the King’s royal harpists, as part of the coronation celebrations. When she told me that she had just come out the other side of breast cancer, it felt like a sign.


On the Tuesday morning, I crept into our bedroom en suite and rang my GP’s surgery. My GP rang straight back and said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ So on the Wednesday, I drove from Blackpool to Wales, where I was scheduled to be filming in the afternoon anyway.


‘I can feel a lump here,’ I told the GP, when I went for my appointment, ‘and I can feel a slight lump here as well.’


She was pretty chilled about it. ‘Don’t worry, we get loads of cysts in people your age.’


‘Yes, but my mum had breast cancer,’ I said.


‘But she was in her fifties and you’re thirty-two, so I can’t see a link there. If she had been younger, I’d be worried, but I’m sure this will turn out to be nothing . . .’


She felt around for the lump and when she found it, her expression changed. She took a tape measure and noted its exact size. Then she picked up her phone and made a call. ‘I need to make an emergency referral,’ she said.


That call marked the beginning of one of the toughest periods of my life. But as I left the GP’s surgery, I reminded myself that I’d faced tough times before. Since the age of eleven I’d had Crohn’s disease, a chronic and debilitating illness that had held me back and made it even harder than it already was to make it to the top of a tough profession. I’d spent more than half my life going from one health crisis to the next, suffering indescribable pain, sickness and exhaustion, and I’d learned to live with doubt and uncertainty along the way. And because I’d experienced all of this, I knew that, with the love and support of my family and friends, I could cope with almost anything life threw at me.


So now it was time to draw on all the lessons I’d learned over the years, and on the determination and self-belief that my parents had instilled in me.


I know how to get through this, I told myself. I can do it.


Only, I felt so scared.









Chapter 1


Follow your dreams





 


When I was growing up, I was always being told that I wouldn’t make it as a professional dancer: ‘Don’t be so silly. You’ll never make the break into dancing.’ I was just another kid, like so many others, growing up with big, out of reach dreams. I guess they were thinking: what made me so special that I could make my dreams happen?


But when someone says, ‘You can’t’, I’ll do everything to try to show them that I can. And it’s especially true when it comes to dancing, because I made it my mission from a very young age that this was what I wanted to do.


I was a ball of energy when I was a child. You couldn’t keep me still. My parents, Richard and Gillian Dowden, were constantly looking for ways to wear me out. My nan knew how to keep me busy, though; I didn’t want to watch telly, so she’d dress me up and get me doing shows and performances in the living room with my brother, Lloyd, and twin sister, Rebecca.


‘Amy’s going to be on the stage,’ she told my mum when I was six.


Mum smiled. ‘Just as long as it keeps her occupied . . .’
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I discovered my love of dancing on my eighth birthday, while we were on holiday in Cornwall and staying in my granddad’s static caravan. After a day spent running races and digging in the sand, my parents took me, my brother and sister up to the caravan park clubhouse to see if there was anything going on. Just to stop me bouncing off the walls, I think.


Luckily for them, the entertainment that night included a kids’ disco-dancing competition, with a whole load of pop music and flashing lights to keep me distracted.


‘It’s time to show off your moves in the disco dance-off!’ yelled the DJ.


I jumped up and rushed onto the dance floor, dragging my sister with me. ‘Come on, we’re doing this!’


I think Rebecca would have been happy to sit down with her popcorn and watch the contest, but she went along with it and enjoyed it in her usual easy-going way. Meanwhile, I absolutely loved it: the dancing, the spotlight, the attention, the music, the audience – everything. I bounced around throwing shapes and having the time of my life, and at the end I won a medallion that I proudly showed off to anyone and everyone for the rest of the holiday.


That was all it took to light the fuse. ‘Can I go to dancing lessons? Please? Please?’ I begged my parents.


Back home in Caerphilly in Wales, Rebecca and I already went to a twins club, Rainbows, swimming and other groups (see what I mean about trying to wear me out?). ‘But maybe we can squeeze in one more activity,’ Mum said.


They found a local dance class and signed me up, thinking it would be a great way of keeping me busy for £2.50 on a Saturday morning. Little did they know what they were letting themselves in for! I persuaded Rebecca to come with me and two weeks later we walked into Shappelles dance school in Caerphilly town hall, where the class was full of little girls wearing sparkly Cuban heels. That was where my love affair with dance really began – I fell in love with the shoes. I was desperate for my own pair of Cuban heels.


Our teachers were the former Welsh dance champions Philip and Carol Perry, the most attractive and glamorous couple I’d ever met in my life.


‘Do you know what style of dancing we do here?’ Philip asked me.


I was ready with my answer. ‘Yes, you do Latin, you do American, you do ballroom—’


‘Well, that’s more or less right,’ he said, laughing.


I loved that first class at Shappelles so much that I danced all the way home. I danced around our house all weekend, I danced to school on Monday, and during break I had all my friends dancing in the playground with me.


Two weeks later, Philip Perry called my mum to one side. ‘We think Amy’s got something you can’t teach,’ he told her.


Mum raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, she doesn’t stop dancing, if that’s what you mean!’
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The Saturday class became the highlight of my week: I’d get so excited that I’d wake up at the crack of dawn and start doing a cha-cha outside my parents’ bedroom door. ‘Come on, it’s time to go!’


‘Get back into bed, Amy,’ they’d mumble sleepily. ‘The class doesn’t start for another five hours!’


They couldn’t even take me to the supermarket without me dancing down the aisles. People would be dodging their trolleys around this crazy kid doing quickstep and high kicks while they were trying to choose their soup. It was probably best to avoid the supermarket when we did our weekly shop, if I’m honest, because it only took a good song to come on the PA system and I’d be off, making the most of all that space.


Now that I’d found my passion and made this strong connection between movement and music, I constantly wanted to express it. Soon I was learning the basic steps of all the ballroom dances: Latin American, with its samba, rumba, paso doble, cha-cha and jive, and Standard, with the waltz, tango, Viennese waltz, quickstep and foxtrot. And I also did a disco routine that I used to call ‘the fuzz’.


At Christmas, Mum and Dad gave me and Rebecca identical red satin Latin dresses made by a neighbour. They had decorative roses on them and the fullest skirts you could imagine – you only had to do a little turn and they lifted and swirled. As I was a super girly girl who loved glitter and pink feather boas, I couldn’t have been more thrilled. And my granddad gave us our first pair of Cuban heels – mine were gold and Rebecca’s were silver – and I’ve never loved a pair of shoes as much. I’ve still got them to this day, tucked away safely at home.
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‘Would Amy like to join our team at the British Open Formation Championships?’ Philip Perry asked my mum, a couple of months after I’d started learning to dance. ‘We go to Blackpool every year to compete there, the weekend after Easter. She’ll be in reserve because she’s only just joined, but she might like to come along anyway.’


‘I’ll ask her,’ my mum said, but she didn’t need to. It was a yes if it was anything to do with dancing, even if it was only in reserve. And, by then, even I knew that Blackpool was the centre of the ballroom and Latin dancing world, where all the important competitions took place and all the best British and international dancers competed.


Formation is a type of competitive ballroom dancing where four or eight couples perform a synchronised routine. It’s all about making patterns and staying aligned as a team, and it can be really fun if you’re dancing with your friends every week and going off to competitions together. As everyone in the Shappelles formation team was friendly and welcoming to me, I was thrilled to be included in the trip to Blackpool.


We drove up there on the Friday and after Mum and I had checked into our hotel room, she took me to see some of the sights. I’ll never forget seeing the famous Blackpool Tower ballroom for the first time: its huge, gleaming dance floor and elegant chandeliers rose up before my eight-year-old eyes like a shimmering dream. It was so impressive that the only thing I could compare it to was Walt Disney World in Florida, where my parents had taken us earlier that year after my beloved nan passed away and left my mum some money.


‘Mam, this is better than Disney World!’ I said.


Mum chuckled. ‘Is it now?’


It was the start of a magical weekend for me. I was dazzled by this wonderland of competitive dancing. As I watched couple after couple whirl across the dance floor, I tried to memorise every new move I saw, every flick of the ankle and wrist, the holds and lifts and pirouettes. And all the while there was one main thought in my mind: When I grow up, I want to be a professional dancer.


When it was time to leave, I didn’t want to go. Mum had to bribe me away with the promise of sweets.


The world under-12s and under-16s world championships were also taking place that weekend and there were young couples representing countries far and wide – some that I’d never even heard of. Their dancing was so accomplished that it took my breath away and I was amazed to see so many boys among them – Ukrainians, Russians, Americans, you name it – all brilliant dancers. Before Strictly Come Dancing exploded onto our screens and gave young boys the confidence to pursue their dreams, there weren’t many boys who danced in the UK. It was about 99 per cent girls to 1 per cent boys – and the formation teams in my age group were made up of girls.


‘I want one of them boys,’ I said to my dance teacher.


He just laughed. I wouldn’t be deterred, though. I kept on at him for weeks afterwards. ‘Have you got me one of them boys yet?’


There was an English dancer I kept thinking about. He was a few years older than me and I couldn’t get over his energy and charisma when he danced – or the spectacular knee slide he’d done halfway through his jive. ‘What’s his name?’ I asked my teacher.


‘Him? Kevin Clifton.’


I want to be like him, I thought.


‘If you want to get anywhere near his level, you’ll have to practise very hard,’ my teacher said.


Fortunately, my parents had taught us from an early age that you don’t get anything without working for it, and I went for it – with my steps and hold, my rhythm and timing, down to every last detail. I practised. And practised. Every spare minute I had.


Rebecca was my first partner, which was handy for both of us. My sister was a super-talented dancer and loved ballroom with a passion; she also danced in the formation team and did really well. We used to practise at home for hours together, pretending we were at Blackpool competing in the British National Dance Championships, known as the ‘Nationals’, which are held in November. I probably bossed her around a bit too much, but she didn’t mind, although it became clear in time that, for her, dancing was about being with friends and having fun. Whereas, for me, it was my life.


Rebecca and I were born at Caerphilly Miners’ Hospital, on 10 August 1990; I arrived first and she came along fifteen minutes later. Right from the start, she was the most chilled person ever – and I was the stress-head. That didn’t change as we grew up, either: I was the ultra-competitive sister, the people-pleaser, the one racing to finish my homework first, and probably a bit of a nightmare for her to have around at times. From an early age, I took it upon myself to think for the two of us. I was in charge of our dinner money and if there were letters to give in at school, I’d say, ‘I’ll take those.’ I was the one who came out of primary school one day, stood at the top of the steps and shouted out in front of everyone, ‘Rebecca has been in big trouble today! The teacher wrote her name on the board because she was caught talking.’


‘Oh, I’d forgotten about that,’ Rebecca said, without a care in the world.


I thought I was responsible for her, so I regularly gave her the evil eye in dance class if I thought she was doing something she shouldn’t be. I don’t know how she put up with it, but I couldn’t have had a nicer sister: she always stayed calm; she never retaliated or reacted, except with a smile. My brother, Lloyd, is also really placid and they both still tease me about being the uptight one, especially Rebecca. ‘Amy, are you sure you don’t want to leave now?’ she’ll say, the night before we’re going to the airport, because I get so worried about being late that I’m always super early, to everything.
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A year after I’d gone to Blackpool as a reserve, I danced there with Rebecca as official members of the formation team – and we won.


‘Amy’s got what it takes,’ my dance teachers told my parents. ‘But let’s nurture her, let’s not push her too soon.’


It was good advice, and we didn’t really have a choice, either. Dancing is an expensive sport: it’s about lessons, outfits, travel, competitions and studio time, and my parents didn’t have the time or money to be driving up and down the country to competitions and lessons every weekend. They devoted their lives to Lloyd, Rebecca and me – they gave us so much support and love – but Dad was already doing freelance carpentry jobs in the evenings and at weekends, on top of his day job as a carpenter at a property development company. He worked so hard to provide for our family. And we all had hobbies, not just me.


Mum encouraged each of us to follow our own individual paths, especially me and Rebecca. She used to say to our teachers Philip and Carol, ‘Don’t hold one back if you’re worried there’s not space for both of them in the team. They have to learn. This is life.’


Inevitably, however, we were compared to one another, and as we were always together and shared the same friendship groups, there wasn’t much chance to develop our separate identities fully. I think we both started to feel it when we left primary school and moved up to secondary school together, along with the friends we’d had from nursery onwards. It was a great school and Rebecca quickly settled in, and Lloyd was already there and doing well academically, but I wasn’t happy, even though I had my friends around me and the teaching was good. It was hugely disappointing for me that dancing wasn’t on the school curriculum. There were no school dance facilities, either – what was I even doing in this waste of space?


By this time, Dad had built a back extension and a side extension onto our semi-detached house, so that Rebecca and I could have our own bedrooms, and he laid laminate flooring in the side room, which used to be the playroom, so that we could practise our dancing. There was a piano in there, too, which my brother played brilliantly; Rebecca played the cornet and I played the clarinet for a while. Our poor neighbours had all that going on and on top of it I’d be dancing and stamping around.


But I couldn’t practise all the time and within a few days of breaking up from school for the Christmas holiday, I was fidgety and bored. With Shappelles closed for the break, too, what would I do with my days? Rebecca and Lloyd were quite happy to be plonked on the sofa in front of a festive film, but I couldn’t even sit down to watch a cartoon all the way through.


My parents treated us to a trip to Winter Wonderland in Cardiff, hoping it would wear me out. It was 23 December, or ‘Christmas Eve eve’, as I always called it; off we went to Cardiff Castle, buzzing with excitement. But when we got there, my energy seeped away, like air out of a balloon; I turned ghostly white and started feeling unwell. Imagine: you’re taking an eleven-year-old kid ice skating, it’s Christmas, and suddenly they’ve got no energy. You definitely know something’s up. My parents thought I must be coming down with a bug. Then I was sick, so we left.


Back at home, I went straight up to bed, feeling awful. But lying down only seemed to make me feel worse. Then, as I curled up under the covers trying to fight off nausea, I was hit by an excruciating pain in my tummy. I screamed out in agony and my parents came running upstairs. They found me on the bedroom floor, clutching my middle and shrieking.


‘What is it, love? What’s wrong?’ they asked frantically.


I was in that much pain that I couldn’t even tell them what was happening. I started being sick again and had a violent attack of diarrhoea.


Terrified that it was appendicitis, my parents rushed me to A&E, where the doctors quickly ran some tests. The results came back negative, which puzzled everyone, and the consultant decided to keep me in overnight, just to be on the safe side.


The next day was Christmas Eve and I felt better, although not brilliant, and I begged the doctors to let me go home. They ummed and ahed. They were happy with my vital signs, but worried that the excruciating pain might return. While we were discussing what to do, the hospital kitchen staff started bringing dinner round: chicken stew and mashed potato. ‘OK, you can go home today, but only if you can eat some dinner first,’ the doctors decided.


I looked at my plate in dismay. Hospital food isn’t all that great at the best of times, and it’s especially unappetising when you’ve got an upset tummy. ‘I can’t face it,’ I whispered to my parents. ‘Dad, will you eat it for me when they’re not looking?’


My mum shook her head. ‘He can’t do that!’


Dad made a face, but he was keen to get me home and it wasn’t like the doctors were planning to do surgery on me, or even any tests. It was Christmas, a holding period; nothing was happening in the hospital. He took a deep breath and gobbled up my chicken stew. Bless him!


When I held up my clean plate to the nurses, they let me go, which was a relief. But I started feeling ill again during the discharge process and by the time we got to the hospital entrance I was on the point of collapse. ‘Let’s take her back,’ my mum said anxiously.


‘No, please, Mam!’ I begged. ‘I need to go home. Can you bring the car to the entrance, Dad?’


‘No, that won’t work,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to carry you.’ As he lifted me up, I was sick all down his back.


Somehow they got me home, where my granddad took one look at me and declared, ‘She’s too ill to be here! She should be in hospital.’


‘Please, Gramps,’ I said, ‘I just want to be with all of you for Christmas.’


For the next few days, I spent a very restless time on the sofa – not in agony, but not really myself. So it wasn’t the Christmas I had hoped for, but it was so much better than being in the hospital that I tried not to mind.
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We were shaken by what had happened, but were hoping it was a one-off – maybe some kind of blockage in my digestive system that had righted itself. Then I had another attack just a couple of weeks later, and my mum started to suspect that it was Crohn’s disease, a chronic condition caused by inflammation in the bowel. We had relatives on both sides of the family who had already been diagnosed with Crohn’s.


The doctors dismissed Mum’s suggestion that it could be Crohn’s, probably because it wasn’t such a well-known illness then as it is now. As my health declined in the months to come, they kept telling my parents, ‘We don’t know what this is.’ Perhaps it was hormonal, they said, or a ‘grumbling appendix’. Mum started getting frustrated. It was horrific for her and Dad to see their little girl rolling around in agony and being sick, and they naturally wanted answers – or at least a willingness to investigate. But although some of the medical staff were really sympathetic, we seemed to see someone different every time and it never felt like it was the right person. After each appointment, we’d come home none the wiser.


In the absence of any help, Mum wrote a food diary to see if there was any connection between my attacks and certain foods I was eating. That armed us with a tiny bit more knowledge, but without a diagnosis it felt like we were groping around in the dark.


‘Nobody knows your daughter like you do,’ advised my mum’s auntie, who was a medical lecturer. ‘You’re the one who knows when something isn’t right, and if you’re not happy, you’ve got to keep on pushing.’


Mum often stayed overnight in the hospital with me, which was hard because she had two children at home as well. As a child, you don’t realise the toll it takes on your parents to sit on a chair all night by your bed, but it must have been exhausting. She had to take loads of time off work, too, which added to the strain. And still the doctors didn’t seem to be listening.


‘This isn’t my little girl,’ she used to tell them, as I lay lifeless on the hospital bed, too poorly to get up and go to the toilet. ‘This isn’t the Amy who bounces around the living room and drives us up the wall because we can’t even watch a soap with her there. She’s like a bottle of pop normally.’


I was in hospital that many times over the next couple of years that I lost count. Dad spent endless long hours at the hospital as well, keeping me company while Mum was running around and trying to get answers.


‘I’d do anything to take this pain away from you,’ he’d say, as he stroked my forehead and held my hand. ‘I wish it was me, not you.’


[image: Illustration]


For someone as active and sporty as me, it was a nightmare being forced to rest every time I got ill. I dealt with it by staying busy in my mind, constantly working out dance moves and imagining how life would be if I could dance as much as I wanted to. You’ve always got to hold on to hope and I tried to stay positive; fortunately, I’m the kind of person who sees the glass as being half full, rather than half empty, and I try to see the good in everything – in people and scenarios.


But in my low moments, my dancing dreams sometimes seemed to be nothing more than that – just dreams. I felt it especially when family and friends came to visit, because they weren’t asking me about my dancing any more. Instead it was, ‘How’s your health? How’s your tummy?’ I wished they would just ask me, ‘How’s your dancing?’ I wanted to be known as ‘Amy the dancer’, not ‘Amy with the mysterious illness that we suspect is Crohn’s’.


‘You’ll have to stop dancing now, I suppose,’ people said, their eyes full of sympathy.


‘No, I won’t. I’m fine most of the time,’ I used to say defensively.


If anything, being poorly made me want to dance more, not less, because it was all I thought about when I was recovering. I’m a goal-driven person and I like to have something to look forward to, so I found it helped when I imagined what I’d be learning in my next dance class.


‘But maybe you need to take it easy for a while,’ people kept on telling me.


I knew they were speaking from a place of kindness, but they didn’t seem to understand that missing out on a dance class for me was worse than waking up on my birthday with no presents. And the suggestion that my dancing could be taken away altogether put my teeth on edge. I was absolutely determined to keep going and improving.


So I’d smile and pretend they hadn’t rubbed me up the wrong way. ‘Actually, I can’t wait to start dancing again,’ I’d tell them, and they’d shrug, as if to say, ‘On your own head be it.’


I’ll admit they had a point about taking it easy, though, because I pushed myself too hard and started dancing too soon. It was impossible to resist going into the dance studio once I was up and about. I desperately wanted to be like the other children and get back to doing what I loved. I never liked the feeling of giving up.


Why me? Why am I always ill? I’d think in frustration. And why doesn’t anybody know what’s wrong with me?


I didn’t dwell on it, though, because what’s the point of sitting around and complaining? Life was teaching me to pick myself up when I fell down, to dust myself off and keep going. As soon as I was well again, I practised harder than ever.









Chapter 2


Faıl to prepare, prepare to faıl





 


Dancing was everything to me. It made me feel free and happy, and I had a constant drive to improve, so it was devastating that my progress was stalled every time I got sick. But the way I saw it, I’d never had anything given to me on a plate – I’d had to work hard for everything and make my own chances. Sometimes things came good and sometimes they didn’t. And the only way to succeed was to keep trying.


So when someone told me that there were performing arts schools in London where you could study dance and drama as part of the curriculum, I decided to find out more. Why can’t I go to one of those schools? I thought, picturing how amazing it would be to immerse myself in the world of dance, to have lessons every day and guidance from top teachers.


I did some research towards the end of Year Seven and found out that some of the schools offered scholarships and bursaries to promising students. Would I have any chance of getting one? Why not try anyway?


So, without my mum and dad knowing – just because I wasn’t sure how they would react – I started sending off applications for scholarships at performing arts schools.


Suddenly, my parents were getting all these brochures and prospectuses through the post, and it didn’t take a genius to guess what was going on. ‘You’re not moving to London, Amy,’ they said.


‘But I just want to dance!’ I told them. ‘At these schools you can do seventy per cent dance and thirty per cent academic subjects.’


‘You’re far too young to start living in London without your mum and dad,’ Mum replied. ‘And what would you do if you got sick while you were down there and we couldn’t get to you?’


She was right that I needed to stay at home, safe in my family cocoon, but I hated being held back by something I couldn’t control. I guess I learned a lesson, though: however big your dreams are, you need to be realistic about how you’re going to achieve them. As there was no way Mum and Dad were going to let me go and live in London – and they couldn’t drive me around the country for expensive private lessons or competitions, either – I had to find another way to keep my dancing dreams alive.


Then my luck changed, as luck always does. ‘Amy, guess what?’ a friend said to me one day, towards the end of the year. ‘Have you heard of a school called St Cenydd? They’re building a new leisure centre facility and it’s got a dance studio inside it.’
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