FIRST PERSON

usic was at the
centre of my Lk
from  an  eady
age. As s00R A5
I learmt oo write
I began jotting
down the byrcs
of songs [ liked into a sotebook and singing
along when they came on television. And my
father gave me a Dictaphone so when an idea
for a melocy came o ey bead, T eould recond
it. I was lucky I had a good voice, because as
euich as1lon ged toplay an instoument it wasn't
possible - [ was born with onby one are. Just
about every instrument with the exception of
a tambounne feeds two, My oondidon is fot
genetic. Doctors believe something happensd
early in ooy mother’s pregnancy, that T eust
have been squashad in the womb perhaps.
Limbs are foreed aronsd the steweek madc,
and if something goes wrong at tat time, a
foetus can never cabch up.

I began wearing aprosthetc arm when I was
just one year old. It has always felt part of me,
although the siwe has danged over the years
It's made of plasdc and anaches at miy el bow:
Tcan’s do amything with it other than use it as
a support. People have tried o convinoe me
to et A “robot” arm - sy name for the high-
tech wizaniry that allows conol wich residual
petves - bt for me thats fightening, Asitis,
can do pretty much amything I meed todo. You
pet usal towhatyou've got.

I was born in Ghent in Belgimm and went
o a Catholic school. We were often told Bible
sofes abooe how Jesus made the blind see
and the lame walk, and s0 I thought that he
Was going to come and give me an arm. When
otherkids looked sceptically at me I reminded
them of the parables. T was about six years
old when [ realised that Jesus wasn't going to
come. [lay in bed thinking, I'm going o have
o deal witch this for the rest of moy lifie Itwasa
very dark deme. The fauas at the school were an
amazing aipport though. If ey sawr aeny hiet
of bullying they would imtervens fght away.
I remember one culprt was made to walk
backwards up the sairs for an entire week. It
was 50 em barrassing I actually felt bad for her

For most of miy peers being taken swimming
was somethingeorelish, butnoefor me, Thiswas
the onby time [ had wo take off my prosthetic kb, Chidren
i the changing mom who dide’t know e would scream,
“Eeees - wiat a freak” and behave as if 1 was some sort of
enonser. Taking off my arm is sill the mos intimidatng
thing I have o do. Going naked is easy in comparson,
bezanse we'ne all moee or less the same undermeath. Butone
thing I learnt from ey Brher was never t fn away. “Tou're
getting bullied ™ he'd ask. “MNot a problem, take off your arm
and keock ‘e on the head. I proemise you they will stop”
S0 the next time it bappened, that's what T did. T acaally
ook off myarm and whacked the bully, The abuse sopped
irnmediately, My mum was a litle less rockn'noll abont it,
but peither of my paments allowed me oo beoome 3 victim,
Once you get locked ineo that mentality, life becomes even
enore cifficule. Itsalways better vo be a fighter
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SINGING 4
DIFFERENT
TUNE

Belgian singer llse Gevaert was born with
one arm., but she refuses to be a victim. She
explains how she found success in an industry
that appears to only value perfection

My voice has always been my safety net; singing has
fever been about what 1 couldn’t do bue about what
I could. Ae eleven 1 joined a choir with my father and
at 15 an after-school drama club where we performed
a lot of musical theatre. There I discovered how much
I loved being on stage. But Dad had dropped out of
university midway through a biv-engineering degree
becauss he thought he would make it big in music, and
eny mouum was of that Mad Men generation when girds
either became nurses of secretanes, so they were both
insstent that [ sody firrther afver school. T understood
thedr thinking. Education was impoftant to them.

I chose peychology because it was something that
genuinely faecinated me and graduated with distinction.
But still the only career that interested me was music.

So I took a job as a care worker in a home for
the mentally disabled, while also providing
private one-to-one counsdling from home,
and pursued my passion. As a performer,
Mew York had always been the dream for me
&0 it wasn't long before 1 decided to move oo
Emokbyn. Butitwas acomplete culture shock.
In Ghent, 1 was cushioned by oy famiy - aoy
bioyfriend and 1 had lived rent-fres in a houss
vy parentsowned, which meant [ was eaming
enough to get by, Mow here [ was in America
with no job and no money. My English wasn't
great and, let's face it, who here would want
a Flemish-speaking thefapist? The usual
fallback plan for young people teying to make
it in Mew York was waiting tables - the one
thing I definitely couldn do with only one

I took any gig I could get. I worked as a
nany, and a5 a backing and demo singer. 1
sang in clubs and restaurants ar night afer
wotking all day, ao mater how tired [ was
I dept on a couch for years. Like every other
agpiring artiz in Mew York, [ hoped Lifs would
imdtate art, and jus like £2nd Serea, a big-
time record producer would sy, “Hey! That
vioice, that girl, sign her!™ But it never dad.

Differedce is what makes the humah race so
fAch, yet in films and music videos it seems oo
be all about perfection. One AkR guy [met at
Universal wanted me vo wate an entire al bum
of up-tempo songs, but [ said no, becanse life's
not like that, My vision for oy last single ams
Hiumpan came o me very quickly. Iwored on
itwith an incredible team - Juliet, for instance,
who was the cnly Affican-Amercan violinist
in her music conservatory and expefienced
truly teerible racism. And Daro, the black,
gay video director, who has also had a really
tough jourmey.

Thanks to the intermet and YouTube the
song that said everything I felt about people
- whatever their colour, religion, plersical
pedection of impetfecton - has aow been
watched, and bought, by hondreds of
thousandsof people. But the biglabels are still
not interested. Despite this we have released
an albuen of the same name, plus a new single
Behinid vhe Scenes. But for me nothing beats
live perormance, s0we're currently planming
a tour. On one level it's mission impossible;
a lot of the music is very omchestral and how do ywou
replicate all those stings on stage without aking them
alongr But without industry backing and the funds that
go with it, wi&ll have to be creative. That is no bad thing,
And I know for sure that, one way or another, we will
make it work,

Most of the time being different in Mew Yook is ao big
deal. And I will never really kmowr if my disability has
held me back. But yesterday, [ saw a man with no arms
begging in the subway station. Thad to swallow and fight
back the tears as people threw coins into his hat, What
do I doina sitnation like this! Give him coins wor How
will hie feel when he sees that Pen just lke him buoe s i
story has worked out finer B In conversarion with Pendope
Drendng, Visit womporrsbe.com Tlereconds,



