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About the Author

‘I’ve known Jodi for almost seven years now. When I first met her she was an aspiring poet and like me she was just trying to get out there and play as many shows as possible. She came to watch me play at Bestival in 2011 and next thing I know, a few months later, she is paralysed. Anyone could have given up on hopes and dreams in that position, or even felt sorry for themselves. Yet every time I saw Jodi, she had regained some movement in one part of her body and slowly she was getting better.

It’s a fantastic book, from a fantastic wordsmith. I’m so proud of how much Jodi has achieved since I’ve known her. Proper chuffed. Ed x’

Ed Sheeran
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5. I didn’t know who I was anymore

6. Everybody at some point in their lives will stand on the kerb and think ‘It would be so easy’

7. Everything started to make sense

8. Life goes on …
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25 October 2013

Dear Jodi (aged 22),

You look amazing! Stop worrying about how big your arms are because they aren’t. Stop being a div. I’m here to tell you a few things. Firstly, I’m you. It’s 2013 and Twiggy and Musa are about to come over for tortillas in your brightly coloured little house. Josh is currently covered in hair dye, because he decided to jump in the shower whilst you were washing it off. You are now a red head (again!). Who is Josh? Josh is your puppy. He isn’t the only new furry member of the household but I shall leave the rest as a surprise for you.

I’m not going to ruin too much for you but I do need to tell you something. Some of the most extraordinary things are going to happen to you in the next two and a half years. Remember when you first went on the Sky Rocket ride at Drayton Manor Park and they left you upside-down just a little too long? Remember that feeling? Well, life is going to cause that feeling. For a while you will feel out of control and won’t be able to do anything about it. But from this end I can promise you that it turns out magically. Not quite as you’d expected maybe, but it will all work out.

Big love,

Jodi (aged 25)

xx

None of us expects that something very bad might happen out of the blue. Something that will tip your entire life upside-down, inside-out, and won’t even leave you a map to navigate this topsy-turvy world you thought you had figured out. But in an instant, everything can change – just like that.

And for me, in an instant, everything did. I contracted a brain infection called meningoencephalitis. I know, I’d never heard of it either.

I was 23 and had been performing at a music festival on the Isle of Wight. I’d gone with Sarah, one of my best friends. We had an amazing time and returned with pockets full of glitter, empty hip flasks and a bunch of memories sound tracked by our favourite bands. I started feeling a bit poorly a week after I came home – nothing you could put your finger on, just not quite right. I put it down to tiredness and having overdone it during the summer.

When I woke up on 27 September 2011, about two weeks after I got home to Birmingham, I had what felt like the worst-ever case of flu. I rang my mum to ask when she was coming home and she told me to phone the GP. But my GP is never available. Someone came up with the amazing idea that every doctors’ surgery in our area should be merged into one super-duper doctors’ surgery, but now you have to book an appointment two weeks before you even feel ill. Instead I made an appointment at a walk-in centre and my brother Jake drove me there. I remember sitting on the floor in the waiting room, looking at all the other people in the queue and asking the receptionist if it was my turn yet. I’m not usually like that; usually I would sit quietly until they closed before I uttered a word, but that day I couldn’t handle people talking and felt completely disorientated. Perhaps I had a high temperature. Suddenly I had to leave. I cancelled the appointment and my brother took me home again.

Normally Jake teases me for being pale because he is blessed with olive skin whereas I am practically transparent on a good day and look like death warmed up when I’m poorly. But he didn’t tease this time. He asked if I was all right and then just drove. Mum was home when I got back. Thankfully, she could see I wasn’t just a bit under the weather, that this wasn’t simply a bad cold, and she took me to the walk-in clinic opposite the hospital. She later told me that I had gone a horrible grey colour, my eyes were sunken and my lips were turning blue.

The GP at the walk-in clinic got me to lie on the bed while he examined me from head to toe. I felt terrible by this point but I was still with it enough to see that he and Mum were worried. I explained that I had flu-like symptoms, only much worse than I’d ever experienced with flu before. Then the GP found a mark on my foot, a little circular red insect bite with bruising around it. He asked where I had been recently, and if I had been bitten by any insects. Mum told him that I’d been at a festival on the Isle of Wight, and I remembered I’d been bitten loads of times there. The GP then said he thought I had contracted meningoencephalitis from a tick bite. He wanted to phone for an ambulance to take me to the hospital over the road, but there wasn’t time. By this point everything was going pretty blurry and walking was becoming a challenge. Mum and the GP bundled me into a wheelchair and rushed me straight to the hospital Accident and Emergency department. Within 20 minutes I was unconscious.

I have no memory of anything that happened over the next two days. I’m told I was immediately given two different types of medicine via a drip going into my arm. The doctors gave me a lumbar puncture – otherwise known as a spinal tap – in which a needle is stuck into your spine. They needed to test the spinal fluid to check for signs of infection and they also had to drain some off because there was so much pressure on my spinal column. Then I had a scan to see what was going on in my brain. Mum says that I kept saying ‘thank you’ to everyone, but I don’t remember.

Mum gets very wobbly whenever she talks about that time, which isn’t often if she can help it. She says it was a complete nightmare as encephalitis is life-threatening. For a couple of days no-one knew which way it was going to go.

What happened to me was unusual, but it can happen to anyone. Around one person in 200,000 gets encephalitis if they are bitten by a tick. Just one little pesky tick bite, and you can die from it. But I didn’t die. Instead, that one moment changed my life in ways I could never possibly have imagined.
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23 March 1993

To Nanny

c/o God

The Sky

Heaven

H34 V3N

Dear Nanny,

I hope you are having fun in Heaven. Mummy told me it is good up there. I hope you can watch me go to the Teddy Bears’ Picnic this week. You are the best Nanny in the whole world. I miss you and love you all around the world and back again.

Lots of love,

Jodi

X

I grew up in Tyseley, Birmingham, a place my mum always referred to as Hall Green because it sounds nicer. In Tyseley, lads inherit their fathers’ reputations and girls make theirs depending on how long it takes them to do it behind the monkey bars in the park none of us were supposed to go into but did. Tyseley used to be full of factories, with loads of jobs for local people, but it has been on the slide for a long time. There haven’t been enough jobs here for many years. Now the women stay at home and the men work in local garages, construction or narcotics. You have to be a bit careful if you’re out round here at night, especially if you’re a lad.

There may not be much money in Tyseley but there are a lot of very kind people who help out when they can. At the top of the road you will still find Deeta’s corner shop, which has been there for as long as anyone can remember but looks more and more dated every year. Deeta has a generous heart and if you don’t have enough money, sometimes he lets you have things on tick. Across the road from Deeta’s is Meeka’s off-licence. Meeka is a true eccentric who sets the price of his goods depending on how he’s feeling that day. Most of the time he’s pretty reasonable.

At the bottom of our road there’s a chocolate factory. Well, it used to be a chocolate factory. Sounds great, doesn’t it? I remember the smell from when I was younger, a smell of melting chocolate that I knew I should like but didn’t. It made me feel a bit sick. These days the old factory is mainly used as a warehouse for providing tat to shops with names like ‘Bargain Binz’. I distinctly remember it being a clothes shop and a cake shop but no-one else does so I may have made this up.

Anyway, on a wide, mostly sleepy street amongst a bunch of terraced ex-council houses you will find the house we moved to when I was five, where my family still lives. I’ve catapulted back there a few times since I’ve been a so-called grown-up, and I’ll probably do it again some day. My mum has always had huge decorating dreams but we’ve never had the money. She lusts after the transformations on 60 Minute Makeover and DIY SOS. I often wish I could fit the whole of B&Q and all those quirky independent shops into my pockets and do up the house for her.

As soon as you walk in you step onto a square metre of red tiles with coats hanging up to the right, which we call our entrance hall. The smell hits you straight away – chain smoking masked by vanilla-scented candles and Nescafé coffee. In front of you are stairs up to the bedrooms and to the left are the living room and kitchen. If you look up at the ceiling you’ll see one of my mum’s most prized possessions, a light fixture that once belonged to my grandparents. It’s made from lots of pieces of stained glass and glows red, yellow, blue and green when the bulb is on. It has no value to anyone outside the family but just knowing it’s there has always filled me with a sense of security. As children my brother and I liked to stand beneath the light in the hall, turning the switch on and off to make the stained glass flicker like a Christmas tree.

Our living room, kitchen and bathroom all connect. I’ve been in houses where the living room is as big as the entire ground floor of my mum’s house and I just wouldn’t know how to make that kind of space feel homely. I guess it’s different strokes for different folks but I feel happiest in organised chaos. Everything at Mum’s is piled on top of something – clothes, dogs, children. Getting anywhere is like navigating an obstacle course and if you sit down for even a second you will find a large loveable lump of a dog is trying to climb onto your lap. The house would definitely not feature in Ideal Home magazine but it felt like home to me.

Mum is a hoarder and I’ve inherited the instinct. I’ve still got boxes and boxes full of memories: letters and notes and old school books; scraps of paper with boys’ names and mine interlinked and loads of love hearts drawn in neon colours. Aged eleven I promised myself that I’d keep everything that ever meant something, and I have. I’m going to end up being on that TV show Hoarders where people have to chuck out all the clutter they don’t need any more. But I think memories and mementos are important. I still have a note passed by a guy in my college class. It had a cartoon drawing of me and underneath it said ‘My name is Jodi and I have pretty eyes’. Anyone else would wonder why I had kept that, but it mattered to me and things that matter are kept.

There are three bedrooms at Mum’s. Actually, more like two and a half. One is really a box room and that was mine. If ever I felt stressed about anything I would move my furniture around, as if I would one day discover the secret solution to making more space. But of course there was no solution to be found; it was a box room and there was no more space. My brother Jake’s room was longer and narrow. We swapped when we were younger, then swapped back. I guess I roped him into my space-finding schemes.

My mum’s bedroom is chaotic, much like the rest of the house. I don’t think she has ever thrown away an item of clothing, and she’ll definitely be OK for clothes if rationing ever comes back. Hers is the biggest of the three bedrooms. I’ve never understood why some children have bigger rooms than their parents. I always thought it was a given that the biggest room comes with the greatest responsibility. Besides, there are two parents to fit into one room.

Well, sometimes there are two parents. With me, mostly there weren’t. For a long time, my mum brought my brother and me up on her own.

My mum is five foot six inches tall – but swears she is taller – with a mass of brown hair on her head and freckles covering her face. She is my best friend in the world. The last and only argument we had was when I was eleven and Joanne down the road taught me how to wiggle my bum. Mum didn’t like this at all. I soon realised she was right, as always, and my bum remained unwiggled until many years later when I got into 90s R&B and couldn’t stop myself.

Mum doesn’t have a laugh but an infectious cackle and she rarely stops talking, even if it’s only to her dogs. At 53 she still hasn’t quite mastered the art of having an ‘inside voice’. I’ve become more aware of this as I’ve got older. It doesn’t matter where we are – she has one volume and channel, which is loud and very Brummie. She talks as if she is using the device we kids used to talk to each other from different rooms – two paper cups linked by a long piece of string. My Mum has a heart Florence Nightingale would have approved of. She is just really, really good. She has time for everyone and always helps out when help is needed, popping round to check on neighbours if they’re not well, and often giving the old lady round the corner a lift to see her friend. She makes time for people, and that’s how we were brought up too.

My biological father, Tony, has always been a bit useless – as he himself admits. He still hasn’t worked out how to be a father and I’ve never called him ‘dad’ as a result. Tony chose not to be a part of my life, so many times. My parents were together on and off until I was three, then my brother Jake was born and Tony all but disappeared. He would occasionally come for a visit, usually with a new girlfriend whom Mum would have to put up with for our sake. We’d play families for a while then before long he’d be off and we would be left waiting for the next visit. If we wanted to get in touch with him we would have to telephone the pub where he drank. He’d usually be there. We’d ask him to visit and he’d say sure, he’d be right over. Jake and I would stand under the stained-glass light in our entrance hall, coats on, ready to go out, until too much time had passed and it slowly dawned on us that he wasn’t going to turn up. The let-down always hurt.

Tony constantly messed up. When he came back he was like a tornado, turning everything upside down and then disappearing as quickly as he had arrived, leaving my mum with the debris. She put us back together, again and again.

Tony looks like a washed-up rock and roll star, and has the attitude to match. He blames the rest of the world for the way his life has turned out. I guess it’s easier to do that sometimes. He is an alcoholic and always dabbling in some sort of drug. He will say it is to escape, but I think it’s to mask the guilt and shame of knowing he could have done things differently but chose not to. My brother and I have met him a few times as adults, almost always in a pub. His ideas about parenting were learned from the edge of the bar. Once he spiked my brother’s lemonade with an acid tab to ‘liven him up a bit’. It wasn’t until later, when my brother was being comforted by my mum, who thought he was seriously ill, that we found out that it was actually just a horrendous trip and my brother’s first time on drugs, aged nineteen. Mum says Tony wasn’t always like that; it was the drink and drugs that made him such a let-down. But I always wonder what he had in him that the drink brought out; what was broken in him and never fixed.

Every time I see Tony I want to find he has turned it all around and made some changes. Maybe because I want to feel as if I’m worth it, that my brother and I are worth fighting for. But it never happens, and I have to accept that it probably never will. Occasionally we pass each other in the street and look the other way, pretending we haven’t noticed each other. I would love to have had a caring dad but I’ve come to terms with the fact that I didn’t. Sometimes you just have to let people go their own way and accept that their problems aren’t your responsibility or your fault. I’ve learned the hard way that if someone really doesn’t want to change then there is nothing you can do. You just have to look after yourself and be there if you’re needed.

Tony wasn’t there for us, so we looked elsewhere for father figures. TV was a good source of inspiration and I thought Bill Cosby, the American wrestler ‘Macho Man’ Randy Savage, and Trevor McDonald would all be pretty good. The trouble was, they weren’t flesh and blood. There were decent men in the neighbourhood and when I was small I used to keep a hopeful eye out for good candidates. I’m told that I asked the milkman to be my dad one morning because he seemed like a nice man. Apparently this is not how it works, I was informed, but luckily the milkman was nice enough to make a joke of it. Later, Mum suggested that we’d go and get a dad from Woolworths in the Buy One Get One Free section – and pay a visit to the pick-n-mix while we were there.

Mum loved music and my childhood was played out to a Motown and Soul soundtrack. Her parents – my nanny and granddad – loved reggae and Motown, and Mum tells stories about them slow dancing in their living room on a Sunday lunchtime to the Billy Cotton Band Show on the radio. I can associate every heartbreak in my life with a song, my first being my dad, of course. I vividly remember Mum and me in our tiny kitchen, clutching wooden spoons as microphones, singing ‘I will always love you’ by Whitney Houston at the top of our voices after another let-down, both of us a little bit broken for our own reasons. My brother Jake, then still a baby, was our audience.

I really remember from my childhood the sense that words were powerful things. That something as simple as a pop song lyric could brighten up your day, make a bad time feel bearable. That no matter what you were feeling, someone, somewhere on the planet had felt the same way too, and if you looked carefully you would probably find a genius musician who had brilliantly summed up your feelings for you.

Mum taught me to read when I was just three. The way she did it was she told us we were going to play leapfrog. She wrote down the names of our family and some friends – Mum, Jodi, Jake and so on – on little pieces of paper, then put them down on our living room floor. She would call out the names – ‘Jake’, ‘Jodi’ – and I would jump onto the word that matched what she said. Mum has never been a career woman and wasn’t well-educated herself, but she has a way with words and values them. She taught me the joy of language, that words were important, and for that I can’t thank her enough.

If my dad was bittersweet memories, my grandparents taught me what love looks like. They could fit a lifetime of it into a glance, a laugh or an embrace. My nanny was so beautiful. When she was seventeen, with an eighteen-inch waist, Nanny was on a beach in Weston with her friends when she was approached by Vogue to model. The people from Vogue took some photos then came all the way to her house in Birmingham to ask her to do more. Her dad was having none of it, telling her it was prostitutes’ work, so she turned them down.

Months later my grandmother met my grandfather after they started to mix in the same circles. They fell passionately in love, which scared them both as they were still young, so they made a plan to separate for six months. If it was meant to last, they agreed they would meet six months later, on the corner of the street where they first met, and then they would spend their lives together. Thankfully for me, six months later they were still hopelessly in love, so they got married. My granddad smiled with his eyes, the sort of smile you can’t fake because it comes from somewhere magic. Even when they were older, my granddad still lit up whenever Nanny came into a room. They were truly happy.

My grandparents were so important to me. They say it takes a village to raise a child; well, a village would help but my nanny was best. When Mum was in the hospital having my brother, my nan stayed at home with me. I got to sleep in my mum’s big bed with my nan. At the time I was only three so this made me feel like a proper grown-up. I woke up in the night, distraught, thinking my nanny’s head had fallen off as I pulled back the covers and was greeted by her feet. I didn’t know you could even sleep that way around in bed. Nanny laughed and laughed and we both went to sleep again, the wrong way round. She showed me that anything was possible.

I can’t really remember my nanny being poorly. My only memory of her being a little fragile was after an operation, when I wasn’t allowed to wriggle about on her lap while she read me a story. She sent me a letter, my first-ever letter, when she was too ill to come and see us. I still have it and cherish it to this day. It’s like a golden ticket to a time I’ve lost but hope to find again one day. Written in my nanny’s flowing handwriting, which makes me think of fairytales and old films, it says:

Dearest Jodi,

I hear you have been such a good girl for Mummy and have done all that she has asked! You are such a special little girl
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So, here we are. The final pages. It doesn’t feel like the end, does it? Or maybe it does. Maybe you need a wee and are desperate for me to stop rambling. It’s OK, take the book with you – I’ll be finished before you sit down. If you had told me two years ago where I would be now I would never have believed you. Would I still want to be here? Knowing full well all the bad things I’d have to put up with alongside the bits of sparkle? Yes, in a heartbeat. OK, maybe not a heartbeat. Two or three heartbeats and a bit of a think. But I would be here, because now is actually pretty wonderful. Yes, it includes more nap times and a pill box but I feel as if I’m at the beginning of something a little bit magical. One Million Lovely Letters has opened my eyes to a whole new world, and who knows where it will take me next? All I know is that I’m ready, glitter in hand and pens in pockets – and anyway, who said anything about stopping at a million?

I’ve always believed that good things come to those who do good, and to me, the fact that I’m even writing this book is proof of that. When I set up onemillionlovelyletters.com I wasn’t sure whether anybody would see it, let alone want me to write to them. But as I write this, the website has been seen by 100,000 people in 150 countries, and I’ve written over 1,000 letters to some truly remarkable folk. I feel extremely lucky to be able to write to people not only around the country but around the whole wide world. Nothing brings me more happiness than knowing a letter has got somewhere safe and sound and hearing that someone is doing better as a result.

Not long after I began the project, the people who run TEDx talks in Birmingham got in touch. TED talks are the most amazing, inspirational talks by speakers who have important things to say. Bill Gates, Michelle Obama, Annie Lennox and Stephen Hawking gave some of the original TED talks … and now the TEDx people wanted me.

It was the most incredible, not to mention the most terrifying, day of my life. I was amongst speakers who had climbed mountains and made great scientific inventions and mathematical discoveries. For most of the day I felt as if I was in a wind tunnel, with words such as ‘algorithm’ being thrown about (I had no idea what ‘algorithm’ meant), making me question whether I belonged there. Before I got on stage I was probably the most scared I have ever been because this talk mattered. It mattered more than anything I had done before, because what One Million Lovely Letters is – is me. It wasn’t a theory or a discovery – what I was getting up to talk about was just me and what I do. And yet, the moment I got on the stage to talk, all my worries disappeared, and as I spoke, a confidence I have never experienced before came over me. The source of this confidence is simply how much I believe in my project. Not only has it made other people’s days a bit brighter, it has changed my entire life. One letter at a time, I was evidence that kindness can actually make a massive difference to someone’s world.

I finished my TEDx talk by reading aloud the letter starting here to my audience. The reaction to my talk was beyond anything I could have imagined. As I walked off stage I was surrounded by people in tears and was being given hugs by people I didn’t even know. I knew what I had written was what I would like to hear in my darkest moment, but here was a room full of people who needed that letter too.

I received a couple of amazing emails afterwards from people who had attended my TEDx talk and it makes me feel both proud and humble to have connected so deeply with strangers. I believe that throughout our lives we will meet many people who change us, help us or even heal us. There are those who will come into our lives when we least expect it and those who have been there all along. However briefly they remain close to us, we will always be able to credit a little bit of ourselves to them. We should thank them by helping others in turn.

I was sent this final letter anonymously from the USA. It arrived on a day when I wasn’t feeling very well at all and if my letters bring the amount of happiness to someone that I felt when this came through my letterbox, then I’m doing my job right.

Jodi,

You are the person who kindles the flame for those whose light has gone out. In other worlds and other times they would say you were an angel.

‘At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by the spark from another person. Each of us has cause to think with deep gratitude of those who have lighted the flame within us’ – Albert Schweitzer (philosopher, 1875–1965).

Love from,

A friend x
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Aninvitation from the publisher

Join us at www.hodder.co.uk, or follow us

on Twitter @hodderbooks to be a part of

our community of people who love the very
best in books and reading.

‘Whether you want to discover more about a book
or an author, watch trailers and interviews, have the
chance to win early limited editions, or simply browse
our expert readers’ selection of the very best books,
we think you'll find what you're looking for.

And if you don't, that's the place to tell us what's missing.

‘We love what we do, and we'd love you to be a part of it.
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