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my dad, Adam, is cycling through
the countryside on a summer’s
day in 2001, laughing as he
pretended to pedal furiously,
while letting me and my younger
brother Edward, now 19, beat him in a race. He was at
his best - silly and carefree. We had no clue of the
@ shadow he'd become, or pain we'd endure as a result.
Always a daddy's girl, | adored my father. He and
Mum had divorced when | was six, and he'd moved
from our home in Surbiton, Surrey, to Horsham, West
Sussex, where he became engaged to my stepmum.
But it didn't dent our relationship. He still picked me up
from school @ lot, and we'd spend weekends together.
He really made an effort to maintain our strong bond.

Dad, who worked as a police officer, wasn't like any
other fathers | knew. He had a silliness | loved as a child
when we played Frisbee together, flew kites or watched
kids at the skateboard park. He was a great teacher and
would show me how to play the keyboard, but after a
little while we'd stop the serious stuff and start messing
around, jamming and making up tunes. He could pick
up any instrument and teach himself to play. I'd spend
hours talking to him, or listening to him play his quitar.

I didn't even mind doing homework with Dad,
because it meant one-to-one time with him, and | have
wonderful memories of us cooking spaghetti Bolognese
together, nibbling as we went. Often, hed tell me how he
couldn't wait to walk me down the aisle. He constantly
told me | was beautiful, that | made him proud and he
loved me so much.

But Dad had always been mentally fragile. Being
diagnosed with Hodgkin lymphoma cancer when he
was 23 had stripped away a lot of his confidence, and
he was plagued by thoughts of ‘why me?"

He could be anxious, restless, and paranoid - once,
when | was around 13, a boy gave me a pink mushroom
sweet and Dad overheard him jokingly call it a magic
mushroom. He stayed up all night crying, experiencing
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amajor panic attack because he was worried Id take drugs.
That's when | realised that Dad wasn't well.

By the time | turned 15 in 2006, his mental health
deteriorated so much that he was made redundant from his job
and went to stay with his parents, leaving my stepmum and her
two kids at home in Horsham. It was always noisy and hectic,
and Dad said he needed some peace. He stopped visiting us so
much, too, and | didn't understand why. Now | know he was
developing psychosis. He thought there were hidden cameras in
his bedroom, insisted planes were spying on him and believed
doctors were trying to kill him with medication they'd prescribed

That same year, my brother Edward, then 11, bought him a
Father's Day card that said ‘No1 Dad". But he interpreted that as
*no one Dad" and kept saying: 'Is that what you think of me?” It was
terrifying. Neither of us could understand what was going on

I guess Dad just couldn't take it any more. Because on October 16, 2006,
he went out to Grandad's workshop, took one of the guns Grandad kept to
protect his farm from vermin, then shot himself. He was only 42 years old.
My memory of being told is pin-sharp. When we got in from school, Mum
sat us down and said: ‘I'm really sorry, but Daddy is dead. He shot himself:

dward burst into tears, but | went into shock. My brain just couldn't

process something so devastating. Mundane thoughts about what

I'd done that day at school tumbled around my head as | sat in silence

for half an hour. Then my nan came in and offered me a tissue and
the tears came. | thought they'd never stop. Over the next few days, | felt
everything from immense sadness to anger and betrayal. | knew that
people died from accidents, illness or even murder. But the fact that Dad
died through choice hurt me so deeply. | thought about my favourite
childhood game of jumping into his arms from the stairs, leaping from
higher steps each time because | knew he would always catch me. Now he:
could never be my safety net. He always said he would be there for me, but
instead he'd chosen to leave.

No one knew what to say at Dad's funeral. | wrote him a letter and stood

to read it during the service, but got as far as ‘Dearest

Daddy’ before | broke down. o
Mum bravely took over and while | sobbed, she w
read my words. I'd written how sad | was that he was
gone, how | hoped Id see him when it was my turn to go Men aged 40-44
to heaven, that he'd be a fantastic guardian angel and ae at he greatest
I'd never forget him. risk of suicide.”
When | went back to school a week after the
funeral, | thought friends would put their arms around Nenare
me and help me through. But no one did. Suicide was three-and-a-hall
such a taboo, no one knew how to react, and | felt bereft times more fikely
and so alone. Even friends I'd comforted through their to kil themselves
own bereavernents just weren't there for me. than women*
| remember one girl saying: ‘Oh look - Emily’s crying
again. It was as though my grief was less deserving of 90 per cent of
sympathy because Dad had taken his own life. sicide victims
The anger bubbling inside me came out in rows Y a poyciatic
with Mum - | was so full of rage and hurt, | didn't know disorder*"
how to deal with it. She used to say. It's not all about
you! We were both struggling. Mum was angry at Dad Q
and seeing her children grieving, although my brother
coped better than me, maybe because he was younger.
Alight went out of Nan's life when Dad died, and it hit
my grandad hard, as he had discovered Dad's body. He's
an ex police officer and trained in how to deal with terrible
things, but nothing can prepare anyone for that.
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My own breakthrough in dealing with Dad's death
came at 17 when | went on a residential weekend with
childhood bereavement charity Winston's Wish. Hearing
stories from other people whod lost someone to suicide
made me realise | wasn't the only one going through
such pain. It was comforting to know it was OK to feel
that way.

Over the weekend, we made memory boxes of
the people who had passed away. | was so frightened
I wouldn't remember Dad that | filled a book of every
single memory | had of him. To address our anger,
we threw clay at a wall then scraped it off and made
something positive from it. | made a star and a quitar
from it to represent my dad. Such simple activities,
which were tailored to help us understand our feelings,
made me feel so much stronger.

On the final day, we wrote messages to our loved
ones, attached them to helium balloons and released
them into the sky. My card simply saic: ‘Dad, | love and
miss you so much. Why did you have to go?"

Now | understand that my dad thought he had no
other option, because he would never have chosen to
hurt me like this.
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hat weekend | turned a corner, but my grief didn't

magically go away. There were days when |

couldn't get out of bed because | was missing

him so much, it physically hurt. Every Father’s
Day, I light a candle next to a photograph of Dad.

To help other kids going through what | went
through, | decided to become an ambassador for
Winston's Wish, speaking in schools and fund-raising.
Seeing kids who've lost their mummy or daddy makes
me want to hug them and tell them it will be OK.

I like to think Dad would be proud of me. I got a 211
degree in Fine Art, and now | run my own dog-walking
business. I've figured out how to keep on living and be
happy, but | wish | could speak to Dad just one more
time. Just to tell him how much I miss and love him." &
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