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V
ictoria Pratt is always
smiling. This may not seem
like a big deal – but when
you’re in agonising pain all
of the time, sometimes

smiling isn’t easy. Victoria, 21, from
Countesthorpe, a student at
De Montfort University, has been
in constant pain since 2007.

Her discomfort is sometimes so
extreme that simply holding a
toothbrush is an arduous task.

Victoria suffers from fibromyalgia –
a condition that causes muscular pain.
This condition is not life-threatening,
but there is no cure.

Fibromyalgia affects one person in
25. There are no visible symptoms, but
sufferers are in constant pain and feel
permanently tired. It can render some
sufferers immobile or incapable of
completing daily tasks.

From the age of 14, Victoria has had
to accept a life-changing diagnosis,
manage the symptoms and make it
through school. It wasn’t easy. Victoria
confided in her mother: “I don’t think I
can live with this pain for the rest of my
life.”

Seven years on, the discomfort is a
daily part of her life.

Victoria questioned why this had
happened to her, she felt upset and
confused. But she’s now living a full life
and controlling her pain.

The condition is triggered by
psychological trauma and stress.

“The doctors aren’t sure what causes
fibromyalgia, but they have linked it to
trauma,” says Victoria. “I started getting
symptoms when my granddad was
dying of cancer.”

Victoria saw doctors all over the city
and was wrongly diagnosed with “early
pain syndrome’’. She had lots of time
off school, which affected her grades.

Finally getting diagnosed was a relief,
she says.

“I reacted positively at first because I
had a proper diagnosis and it was a
relief. It meant they could start treating
me and I might get better.”

Tragedy struck the family in 2008
when Victoria’s father suffered various
life-threatening conditions, including
septicaemia, internal bleeding and a
heart attack.

Victoria has never got over the event.
“I remember sitting in the living room
on Christmas day with my brother

while my mum was at the hospital with
my dad. That was five years ago and it
hasn’t left me.

“When I think about nearly losing my
dad, the pain gets worse. I’m seeing a
psychologist to try to get over that
trauma and hopefully my pain will
ease, slightly.”

This is the essence of Victoria’s
fibromyalgia – when she worries
about other people, her own health
deteriorates. Yet she perseveres.
Victoria is in her final year of studies
working towards a degree in film and
media.

Academia has been Victoria’s biggest
challenge. “University has been the
biggest challenge for me; if I came out
with a 2:2 I’d still be happy because I’ve
overcome my illness and got a degree.”

But writing her dissertation isn’t easy.
“Sitting at a desk and typing has caused
me a lot of strain, my fingers ache so
much.”

Victoria’s stoic personality means she
completes all of her assignments on
time and has never asked for an
extension. She holds down a part-time
job at River Island, Fosse Park.

She juggles her busy schedule on
three hours’ sleep, due to the insomnia
fibromyalgia causes.

Ultimately, her determination to
overcome the condition relies on her
ability to control her emotions.

If she gets anxious or stressed, the
fibromyalgia will get worse.

“It’s mind over matter,” she says. “It’s
not about the drugs they give you – but
the way you deal with it.”

Victoria will finish her degree this
summer. Then, she’s off to America – to
work at Disney World, Florida, for 11
weeks.

About 1,500 people were interviewed
and Victoria was one of the 200 who
will “earn their ears’’.

Victoria has wanted to work for the
company since she was 10.

“I remember going up to a member
of staff and asking how to get a job. The
man told me all you needed was a
degree.

“He said if he got a job, then so could
I. That stayed with me ever since.”

The application process wasn’t easy.
Victoria had to write essays on culture
and her home city. It was like applying
to an Ivy League college.

There were several rounds of inter-

views in Manchester and London – and
then it all came down to one e-mail,
informing her she had the job. “When it
came, I cried,” she says.

Although Victoria is excited about her
Disney adventure, she is beginning to
realise that for the first time she will
have to look after herself.

She’s a home girl, happy living with
her parents in Countesthorpe. This
summer, in Florida, will be her first
extended spell away from home.

“Mum told me I need to go away and
fly the nest. I will have to cook, clean
and pay rent. I’ve never done those
things before.”

Victoria will miss out on a lot while
she is away: her brother’s 18th
birthday, Father’s Day, even her own
Graduation Day, the culmination of
three hard-working years at uni.

She owes a lot of her levelheadedness
to her boyfriend of five years, Thomas.

“He is my voice of reason and being
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away from him will be hard,” she says.
“He is my biggest supporter.”

Victoria and Thomas are not worried
about keeping up a long-distance
relationship. The couple have been
through a lot together and believe they
will cope with the three-month separa-
tion. “I have said to him that he has to
let me go because when I come back, I
will be his,” she says.

Disney has insisted Victoria will be
expected to keep up the feel-good,

Disney vibe, whenever she is working
as a merchandiser.

The company explained she is not
simply working, she will be playing a
part – and keeping upbeat is essential.

Keeping up appearances is no
problem for Victoria.

“Keeping busy and staying positive is
my coping mechanism,” she says. “I’m
always doing something because, if I
stop and dwell on things, I get
unhappy.”

Victoria is looking forward to
immersing herself in American culture
and meeting other people from around
the world.

“It will be a very enriching
experience. They expect us to go
and experience American culture
every two weeks.”

While the experience will be an
exciting adventure, Victoria has some
initial worries.

“I’m worried about having to iron my
clothes because I’ve never done that.
Looking after myself in general is
worrying me.

“My biggest worry is if a hurricane
hits – apparently Disney is built on
swampland so it doesn’t get hit, but it
might.”

Victoria describes herself as a
21-year-old trapped inside an 80-year-
old’s body. Despite her condition, she
is seizing every moment. She wishes
there was more awareness for
fibromyalgia in the UK.

“I’m always reading about other
diseases, conditions or syndromes – but
mine hasn’t got any exposure.

“In America, the condition is not a
taboo. They talk about it over there.”

Victoria can’t imagine a life without
fibromyalgia and says the condition has
stopped her being lazy.

“It has given me something to fight
for,” she says. “I don’t take anything for
granted. When I achieve things that
may seem small to everyone else, I feel
on top of the world.

“I don’t want sympathy. I haven’t
told my story so people can feel sorry
for me. I’ve told my story so people can
understand what fibromyalgia is, and
that although you can’t see my pain, it
is real. It is there. And I suffer on a daily
basis – but I have overcome it.”

The condition is invisible but the
pain, forgetfulness – “fibro fog” – and
fatigue sufferers feel is very real.

Victoria wants to tell other sufferers
that fibromyalgia does not mean you
have to stop living.

“You can achieve so much. You can
do everything a person without
fibromyalgia can do. People may not
understand and people may not see,
but it is real.

“We know it’s real. We might not
show it, but it is there and it can be
completely overwhelming. Don’t give
up on living because it will rule your
life.

“Don’t let fibromyalgia define you.
Redefine fibromyalgia and prove your
condition wrong.”

And then she smiles, like she always
smiles, as if nothing is wrong. ●M:

fibromylagia is a condition that
causes muscular pain. It is not life-
threatening or degenerative, but it can
greatly affect sufferers’ quality of life.

It is a common condition affecting
one in 25 people.

Symptoms include: muscular pain,
tiredness, sleep disorders, headaches,
irritability, forgetfulness and increased
sensitivity.

The exact causes are unknown but
anxiety, physical and mental trauma
and lack of sleep may trigger it.

Treatments are limited to anti-
depressants, muscle relaxants, pain-
killers, cognitive behavioural therapy
(CBT) and physiotherapy.

Exercise, a good diet and stress
management are also helpful.

For more information, see your GP
or visit:

www.arthritisresearchuk.org or see your GP

Living with
fibromylagia

DISNEY ADVENTURE:
When Victoria Pratt finishes her
degree this summer she is going
to work in Florida for 11 weeks.
She last visited the resort 10
years ago, see picture, above
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