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TD NEVER HELD A PAINTBRUSH...
I KNEW NO TECHNIQUES

Viv Grant, 60, lives in
south London with her
husband Tris, 60, and
their adult children.
In the summer of
2023, I felt sure of who
I was. | had spent my
30s as head teacher of an inner-city
primary school and, although | loved the
children, staff and community, the role
took so much from me. Back in 2007
| founded Integrity Coaching to support
other head teachers and senior school
leaders. | believed | was a wise woman,
exactly where | was meantto be in life.
That July, after experiencing what
| assumed was postmenopausal
bleeding, | was diagnosed with a rare
and aggressive cancer, uterine serous
carcinoma, just days after my mum
suffered her third stroke. While trying
to process my own
diagnosis, | was
consumed with worry
for her. My cancer
disproportionately
affects women of
colour, and | needed a

by radiotherapy.

While  was at The
Royal Marsden for a pre-op assessment,
an art-therapy leaflet pinned to the wall
caught my eye. It sounded intriguing,
but | was told that they'd been without
an art therapist for 18 months.

I mentioned my disappointment
to my daughter Lauren and her best
friend Eisha, an art student who feels
like a surrogate daughter to me. 1'll
help you,” Eisha said. | smiled, never
imagining it would change my life.

As | was wheeled into theatre for my
hysterectomy in October 2023, | was
terrified, convinced that the cancer
had spread and fearing that | might
not see my family again.

I survived. | was prescribed strong
painkillers, but took just one.

Something else emerged to help
me heal. A week after | came home,
Lauren and Eisha transformed our
living room with fairy lights, plants

‘It’'s never too
late to discover
anew way {o
hysterectomy followed  CXPIESs yoursell”

and soothing music. Eisha placed blank
canvases and paints in front of me.

| protested that | didn't know how

to paint, but she gently encouraged
me not to think, just to begin. | painted
a winter tree, roots winding deep into
the soil. I didn't know why.

Over the following weeks, as
we waited for results to confirm
whether the cancer had spread,
painting brought unexpected
tranquillity. For the first time,

I wasn't'doing’, | was listening.

It took courage to show my family
my paintings, but they were astonished
and sowas |. I'd never held a paintbrush
before. | knew no techniques.

Something feltinnate, and meaning
began to emerge through the images:
trees holding fire in their roots, light
spiralling upward, life insisting on itself.

When my mum died
in December 2024,

I turned instinctively
to pastels, filling three
sketchbooks with trees
from which feminine
forms emerged.

I'm back at work,
leadership coaching,
and still enjoying
making art. Painting helps me to feel
capable as life continues to take me
into unknown territories. There are
times when we feel certain of who
we are, and times when illness,
grief or loss pull us into darkness.

My paintings reflect that descent
and the emergence into light.

I now share my artwork in the hope
that it offers comfort and inspiration
to others. | want women to know
that it's never too late to discover
a new way of expressing yourself,
to reclaim something just for you.

Even in our darkest moments,
transformation is possible when
we find the hidden treasures in
our adversity.

+ Viv's memoir, Learning to Walk
in the Dark (£16.99, PB), is available
now at amazon.co.uk >>

Viv busy
with her
art; and

with her
family,
who are
impressed
by her
talent
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T RECLAIMED MY SENSE OF SELF’

Joanna Birch Jones,
54, is the founder of
Goddess Aesthetics.
She lives in Kent with
her son Josh, 20,
L afashion designer.
I've had to reinvent
myself more than once, as life rarely goes
to plan. At 18, | was determined to work in
banking, having aced A levels in business,
economics and marketing. Butthen | hit
a catch-22: without experience, no one
would employ me. Instead, a friend
suggested modelling. | was reluctant,
butwhen | earned more in a week than
| could in a month in finance, | didn't look
back. In the 1990s, modelling was bright
lights, fabulous parties and first-class travel.
When | became pregnantin 2005,
 left London and moved back to Kent.
Assingle mum, | continued modelling on
and off after Josh was born. | believed my
value lay in staying a size 8, so in 2013 | had
full-body liposuction that nearly killed me.
Three years later, | married an old
sweetheart, thinking | had found my
happy ever after. But the relationship
deteriorated. By the autumn of 2018,
Josh was a 13-year-old budding
fashion designer and we'd headed to
London for a big show, buzzing with
excitement. When we returned, the
house was dark, silentand empty.

My heart pounded as | realised that
my ex had taken everything. It was the
bleakest moment of my life.

A close friend, Kelly, generously
lent me money with no
pressure to repay her.

“You can only

new beginnings

to dictate your future? Are you stronger
than this?’ I'd believed a knight in shining
armour had rescued me, and | lost myself.
It was a mistake, but | forgave myself and
decided to rewrite my happy ending.

Within six months, in early 2019, our
clean-break divorce was finalised. | chose
that path because | just needed to put him
and all the chaos behind me. The relief
was phenomenal. | was free. | was in my
40s, perimenopausal, unemployed and
past my modelling prime, but | had
clarity. Who would employ me? | would.

My brush with death during liposuction
taught me there had to be a safer way to
feel good in your skin. An idea formed.
Selling the Cartier jewellery and Rolex
watches I'd boughtin my modelling
heyday funded an aesthetics course.

I worried | wouldn't grasp the anatomy
and physiology required to qualify, but
| passed with flying colours.

Within a year of being left with nothing
and using the remaining money from
the sale of my jewellery, | opened my first
clinic, Goddess Aesthetics in Sevenoaks.
As a non-medical aesthetics practitioner,
I became known as the ‘fat shatterer’
thanks to my Lipofirm Pro machine,

a safe, non-invasive
alternative to radical

Without her kindness, i JUN T surgery. In December

| don't know how | would g(‘t bd(l\ up 2023 | opened another
have survived those first (e clinicin Belgravia, and
weeks. In the following ll }()u ¢ on I'l open anotherin
months, there were times th(\ ﬂ()()l.’ Marylebone this year.

I fed Josh but went hungry
myself. | remembered my
grandmother’s saying, ‘It's a good life
if you don't weaken, meaning don't
succumb to despair; persevere through
adversity. Josh needed me.

Every day, I'd look in the mirror and
give myself a talking-to. I'd ask, "Who
are you? Will you allow someone else

Joanna
in her

[ transformed my
financial situation, paid
Kelly back and reclaimed my sense of
self. I'm grateful for the hardest moments
because without them | wouldn't be here.
You can only get back up off the floor
if you're on the floor in the first place.

<+ goddess-aesthetics.co.uk >>
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TD WASTED
YEARS TRYING
T0 SQUEEZE
INTO THO
CULTURES’

Ravi Jassal, 60,
lives in the West
Midlands. She has
three children,
Jaspreet, 39, Junior,
37, and Simran, 35.
My parents migrated
from India to the UK in the 1950s. | was
born and raised in Shropshire, and my
life straddled two cultures. At home,
| spoke Punjabi, watched Bollywood
films, prepared traditional food, and
was taught to respect my elders, not to
question and to do as | was told. | loved
my parents and they loved me, but it
was not a demonstrative love - they did
what they could with the tools they had.
Although my parents
vetoed play dates, parties
and after-school clubs,
school felt like a holiday.
| never experienced
racism, had wonderful
friends and embraced
the opportunity to learn.
Taking A levels was seen
as a privilege. University,
| was reminded, was not for me. When
[ was 16, my mum began preparing me
for an arranged marriage. | didn't dare
rebel. At 20, | married a man I'd only
met once. On the day, we barely spoke.
| could only hope love would come later.
When our children arrived, | was
determined that their lives would be
different. | raised them to think freely,
make their own choices and build lives
on their own terms. I've made sure they
have the warmth, love and guidance that
my parents were unable to give me.
When the children were young, we
visited Punjab for the first time. | assumed
I'd feel at home, but | was told repeatedly
that | was not Indian because | was British
born. I felt devastated and hurt. I'd spent
30 years doing everything expected of
me, yet | didn't belong. An identity crisis
simmered until my 40th birthday. At

46 womanandhome.com

Tor most of
my life I felt
lost. Now
[ feel found

midnight, as my birthday began, I told my
family I'd given the first 20 years of my life
to my parents and the second 20 to my
children, but the next 20 were mine. It was
the first rebellious thing | ever said out
loud, and itfelt terrifying yet exhilarating.

| started my 40s getting
the education | had been
denied, completing
an MA in Intercultural
Communication. | finally
understood I'd wasted
years trying to squeeze into
two cultures, believing one
had to be right, the other
wrong. In truth, neither
was superior. They were simply different.

At 52, lfinally admitted my arranged
marriage never grew into love, and we
divorced. | am happier now than | ever
imagined | could be. For most of my
life | felt lost. Now | feel found.

In 2020, a few months before my mum
passed away, | heard her whispering

stories to her granddaughter - of India
gaining independence in 1947, and how
she, as a child, was part of the horror and
trauma of history's largest human convoy,
from Pakistan to India. | was stunned, as
I'd never heard these extraordinary stories.

Inspired, | launched Ordinary
Extraordinary to help others, regardless
of race or culture, share stories of
belonging, resilience, migration, culture,
identity and legacy. Our stories need to be
told and heard because no one should
feel as trapped and silenced as | did.

At 60, | now feel a deep sense of
belonging. Not because I'm Indian or
British, neither or both, but because
| belong to the universe, as we all do. | no
longer need permission or validation
because | have learned that| am enough.
| hope that Ordinary Extraordinary
helps others realise they are too.

- ordinaryextraordinary.co.uk; YouTube
@Ord-Ex; Instagram @ordex.stories

Ravi as
a child

| with her
brother
and their
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