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			Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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