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DEDICATION

I wrote this book to honour the memory of my beautiful wife’s past and I dedicate it to my beloved son’s future.

Jackson, although you were only two years old when your mum was taken from you, I will never let you forget what an incredible woman she was. One day I hope this book will help you to understand what a profound impact you had on me throughout the darkest days of my life.


Sometimes we are only aware of how happy we are when the moment has passed. But now and again, if we are very lucky, we are aware of happiness when it is actually happening.

Tony Parsons, Man and Boy


INTRODUCTION
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On 10 November 2012 my life changed forever. Just after 8.00p.m. I left my friends’ house a happily married thirty-three-year-old father. By 9.17p.m. I was sitting in an ambulance on their street, a widower in shock. I only remember the time because I noticed that the hands on the clock were in the same position as when our son was born two years and three weeks before.

My son and I managed to narrowly dodge the car that killed the woman I’d loved for the last eight years. The woman I’d married just the year before. It killed a wife; a daughter; a sister; a friend treasured by so many. But perhaps worst of all, it killed a toddler’s beautiful and devoted mummy. 

How do you even begin to pick up the pieces after such a tragic loss? This question plagued me. I found myself wanting to share my experiences and find answers from people just like me, widowed young and caring for grieving children. My search for those people seemed fruitless. It just made me feel even more isolated. 

‘I’m thinking about starting a blog about losing Dessie,’ I told a friend. ‘It worries me that I’m finding so little out there to help men left alone raising kids.’

‘Just do it!’ he responded, immediately understanding my intentions. 

So on 7 January 2013, two months after the death of my wife, Desreen Brooks, I published my first blog post. Within a week the Guardian asked me to write a feature, for its Family supplement, about my experience in helping my two-year-old son understand what had happened to his mum. I was also interviewed on BBC Breakfast and ITV’s This Morning on the same subject. Within four months the blog generated widespread media coverage, amassed a devoted UK and international audience, received in excess of half a million views and won a blogging award for making people sit up and pay attention to an issue that could, ultimately, touch any parent. 

My original intention was to try to encourage other men to open up, to challenge perceptions of male grief and to attempt to force a reappraisal of the stiff upper lip being a badge of honour when it comes to loss. The blog, however, attracted people from different walks of life united in their own immediate loss, or by their care and concern for grieving loved ones.

All sorts of people started to get in touch: women and not just men; old not just young; people who had lost their husbands or wives within a week of my son and me losing Desreen; parents who had lost children; partners who had not yet started grieving because their terminally ill husbands or wives were still finding the strength to hang on; teachers who had found some suggestions for how to deal with children who had lost or were facing loss; and people wanting to understand how to help their own loved ones suffering the pain of bereavement. 

My aim is to give a real insight into raw and live grief. I’ve documented everything as it happened. I decided I needed to start writing soon after my wife died because of an analogy that one day popped into my head: if women could remember every ache and pain of labour, perhaps none would have more than one child. Human beings’ capacity to forget pain is enormous, and in many ways that is a good and necessary thing. Morbid as it may sound, though, it filled me with dread to imagine that I would ever forget the agony of my loss. I was even more worried that I might not be able to explain it to my son when he was old enough to start asking serious questions. 

This book is about the journey that my son and I have been on. I’ve seen the world of grief through the eyes of both adults and children. We’ve gained invaluable insights into heartbreak, parenting and living with loss, and we’ve picked up priceless lessons along the way. I’ve learned more from a small child, my son Jackson, than any grown-up has ever been able to teach me. 

I truly hope that in opening up about our experiences, we can help other people who are either suffering the pain of loss or attempting to help their friends and family through it.


WINTER


THAT NIGHT
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Desreen was taken from us without any warning. 

We had just spent the most perfect day with our son, Jackson, and two of our closest friends, Zac and Laura. I’ve never been one to rose-tint the past because some of my favourite times with Desreen had their imperfections, but this day really did hold everything she loved. In fact, she’d even commented on how happy she was in the company of her husband, child and friends.

She’d spent time doing what she called ‘being creative’ at an arts café, joyfully painting mugs and pencil pots for her new office, which she’d thrown herself into refurbishing. We’d all laughed at how determined Jackson was to throw paint at her ‘art’ rather than concentrate on his own little project. He wanted to steal her attention away from her piece of pottery, because he adored her and hated to share her. Later, she had let the rest of us cook while she, as always, sat looking on, chatting and drinking Prosecco, because kitchens bored her. She’d taught Jackson to dance to Bill Hayley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and she’d told Zac, whom she knew from university and whose home we were visiting, that although she didn’t call him that much anymore, she wanted him to know how much she loved him. 

Other friends joined us for dinner and after eating, we said our goodbyes and made our way up the stairs out of the basement flat and onto the pavement of West End Lane in West Hampstead. At just two years old, Jackson was a feisty little boy who never got into his pushchair without causing a fuss. Once Desreen and I finally managed to strap down our convulsing toddler, we both looked at each other and laughed. Beaten again, but not without putting up a decent fight. 

‘I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘He’s been so good today, so much fun. I’m so proud of him.’ And those were the last words she ever spoke. 

I took the pushchair and began to walk down the street towards the train station as my wife followed just a couple of steps behind. I remember reaching for my phone in the inside pocket of my jacket to check for messages then thinking, Leave it, wait until you get on the train. Thank God for small mercies because just as that thought passed through my mind I saw a car come speeding round the corner, the fastest I’d ever seen a car able to manoeuvre through the typically sluggish streets of London. I remember thinking it must be a police chase. Drugs, I mused. I also recall feeling quite detached from it all, as though in a few seconds my wife and I would be talking about how we had never seen anything like it and that we would be cursing the driver’s lack of regard for the safety of other human beings. 

But then suddenly the car was on the curb. Its lights were right upon us and I had a flash-forward to the car hitting my son, spinning his pushchair into the air and leaving him dead on the road. There’s a scene in the film Speed, starring Keanu Reeves and Sandra Bullock, where her character is driving a bus that will detonate a bomb if it drops below fifty miles per hour. Horrified, she hits a pram, which she can’t avoid. Fortunately in the movie it was just full of cans. I suddenly saw that scene in my head, but in real life it wouldn’t be groceries that hit the street – it would be our son. I imagined our screams as we raced to reach him. I imagined our lives being over with his even if we still lived. In my mind, in these crazy few seconds that allowed my brain to process so many thoughts, Desreen and I were never really at risk. 

So I reacted on sheer impulse; I found a gap. Fortunately a narrow gate was open and I launched my son’s pushchair into the space. In doing so the momentum also forced me out of the car’s path, but apparently only just. 

As I spun around to check on Desreen I saw she’d been hit and I screamed for help. I let out this noise at a volume I didn’t know I had in me. I was like an animal.

‘Help me! Help us!’ I screamed down the street. 

There seemed to be people everywhere but I could only see them staring, immobile.

‘Why are you not doing anything?’ I roared. ‘Why the fuck is no one helping us?’ 

Doubtless dozens of emergency calls were made immediately. But I was suddenly in a bubble where all I could hear was my own voice and all I could see were blurred faces, street lights and my wife lying on the floor – her eyes open but lifeless-looking. 

Otherwise she looked perfect. She’d been hit by a car but she looked exactly the same, no scratches, no visible breakages, she was just lying there still on the pavement. It was her eyes and mouth that scared me, though. They were both open but they weren’t looking at me or talking to me. They weren’t scared or in pain or peaceful. They were just open. 

Within seconds an ambulance turned the corner. It hadn’t been called to the scene; it just happened to be passing and pulled straight over. I threw myself at it begging for help. In my fear-induced short-sightedness I didn’t know that another girl had been struck and also desperately needed help or that the driver of the car had crashed into a wall and needed attention, too. All I knew was that my wife, my son’s mother, was lying motionless on the pavement in the cold – in the dark. 

‘Someone please help us!’ I screamed again. 

Then, suddenly, a young woman was by her side.

‘Don’t move her,’ I shouted, convinced by watching so many medical dramas that moving her might leave her paralysed. But this woman was a doctor in the right place at the right time. Before I knew it there were more besides. 

By this time the street was full. My son was still in his pushchair, facing away from the carnage. I couldn’t let him see me because he would know something was really wrong. I knew he would be scared at the sight of a face so familiar but also so immediately changed, so contorted in distress. I asked the people around me to check if he was okay.

‘He’s fine, he’s fine,’ female voices with no faces reassured me. 

I ran to our friends, who by now were out on the street, and asked them to take Jackson inside. The look on Zac’s face crushed me. He looked as if he knew she was going to die, when I was too shocked and confused to know anything. 

Laura provided the voice of reassurance. ‘It’s okay, it’s okay, she’s going to be fine,’ she told us both. 

The paramedics and passing doctors were performing CPR on Desreen, which is never a sign that someone is fine. 

I squeezed my head in my hands, pulled at my hair, rubbed my eyes fiercely and screamed and screamed, stamping my feet like a toddler who hasn’t yet got the vocabulary to express himself. 

The ambulance that just happened to be passing didn’t have all of the equipment that the paramedics needed and I could hear the medics chatting quietly about what was missing.

‘Tell me what you need and I’ll get it,’ I wailed, frustrated as hell that it all seemed so casual, like just another day in the office. They needed some kind of pump to empty her stomach so I ran to one of the other ambulances and screamed for help.

‘There are other people who need help here too, sir,’ one paramedic said to me.

‘Yes, but the other people aren’t my wife and they don’t have a toddler sitting inside that house while his mum is dying in the street. Just give me a fucking pump,’ I shouted at him. I ran back with it and handed it to the people trying to save Desreen, who set it to work straight away.

I don’t know the timings. I’ve no idea how long they worked on her but I do remember the most unexpected thoughts passing through my head, my brain totally fucked up from what my eyes were witnessing.

She’ll be fucking livid they cut that sweater off her, I thought, as the paramedics tried anything to stop her from dying. 

She’ll be so cross when she finds out that she was practically naked in the street with so many people around.

This is why you always have to leave the house in nice underwear, just in case.

Well, I can’t imagine I’ll make that meeting on Monday.

Thoughts I would eventually feel ashamed of thinking but that I had no control over at the time. 

‘She’s going to be fine,’ Laura said again. ‘They’re putting her on a stretcher to take her to the hospital.’

I felt relief pour over me as I saw the stretcher on the street. But then they came: the words that I didn’t think people actually ever said; words that should just be lines you hear on TV.

‘There’s nothing more we can do for your wife. We did everything we would have done at the hospital.’

A howl erupted out of me. I can’t even spell the noise I made and it would look ridiculous on the page if I tried, but it was described as beyond distressing by witnesses. As she was pronounced dead I cried the kind of tears that I’d never cried before, completely unaware of the people looking on. 

Somewhere far away I heard Laura, whose dad had been killed in a car crash years before, calmly ask, ‘How can this be happening again?’ I’ve never seen a person more composed in such tragic circumstances. Somehow she really had to be there the night my life was torn to pieces. Both Zac and I needed her to help pick us up because we were literally on the floor screaming, praying that we hadn’t just heard that Desreen was dead. 

Then, suddenly, Laura’s sense of composure somehow took hold of me and I straightened up. I started making jokes. I told Zac that there was no excuse for an adult man to have such a disgusting runny nose and passed him a tissue from inside the ambulance that sat useless in the street. Now it was just a place to keep warm rather than a miniature hospital with the potential to save my wife. 

I apologised to the police for the fleece blanket someone had draped over me, knowing that my wife would have wanted me in Welsh lambswool. I started making plans. I asked Zac to draw up a list of things that needed to get sorted at the office on Monday because, as well as being close friends, we worked together. I went over to Desreen’s body and I told her things were going to be okay and that I’d look after our son. I was in intense shock and I told myself to be strong. 

The police took my initial statement and then we sat drinking tea in Zac and Laura’s flat for what seemed like hours. I needed to be taken home, but I didn’t want to go anywhere until I knew that the local Hampshire police had told Desreen’s parents about her death. I wouldn’t forgive myself if they found out over the phone or if they jumped straight into a car and put themselves at risk by racing to London late at night. The process was delayed because the officer who took the original call was a family friend – a young woman who had known Desreen for years – and she just couldn’t face being the one to break the news of her death to her mum, a woman she knew as Auntie Bev. In any case, we couldn’t go anywhere until London’s Met police located a child car seat so that we could get Jackson home safely. 

That night I discovered that when you suffer a trauma and go into shock your body can completely change in an instant. I had to interrupt the brief statement several times to go to the toilet. This lasted for weeks, as did my overwhelming body heat. While others wrapped up warm in November and December, I prayed for colder winter days so I could go out in a T-shirt and cool off. 

Once the child seat arrived I had to wake my son from a strange bed to put him into what should have been the car of his dreams, a car that says Nee nor! Except he didn’t look excited, he looked confused and exhausted. He was usually a chatty little fellow but he simply sat with his head tilted towards mine, holding my hand while I told him that I loved him and that we would be okay. I was high on shock at the time, so what the hell did I know about how we would be?

Imagining that night from a two-year-old boy’s point of view, the simple fact is this: when we left our house that day he was with both his parents; when he returned home that night, there was just Daddy. At some point during the evening Mummy had left without saying goodbye.

I know it was past midnight by the time we pulled away from West Hampstead because the label on the transparent plastic bag that contained her belongings reads 23:59. I remember hearing a young couple, returning home arm-in-arm from a night out, tell two officers that they would need to pass the police line to gain access to their house. ‘No one’s been hurt by the looks of it,’ the man reassured his wife or girlfriend. 

As we crawled slowly through the streets of London, for some reason I felt the need to chat to the two policemen who drove us home. I couldn’t handle the silence that filled the car. I forget the name of the guy in the passenger seat but the officer driving was called Barrington. He’d taken care of me when it was time to say goodbye to Desreen and had hugged me really tightly as I walked away from her body. He reminded me a bit of one of her uncles and judging by the emotion in his face, I couldn’t help but wonder if Desreen reminded him of a niece. When I told him my address in East Dulwich he said he knew the area well and so I struck up a conversation by asking him how. It turned out it was his old stomping ground in the Seventies, which made me smile and shake my head a little at the same time. I realised that being married to a black woman had made me no better at identifying the age of a black man – I always pitched them at least ten years younger than they ever turned out to be. 

Once home, the police officers helped me into our flat and waited in the hall as I tried to settle Jackson into his bed. I thanked them for everything they had done as I waved them off. 

Jackson was restless but I couldn’t face lying in bed with him unable to sleep and with my mind racing, so I took him into the living room and comforted him on the sofa. I had asked Zac and Laura to come back and keep us company. 

As if it’s not confusing enough for a toddler to be driven home one parent down, after midnight, our living room grew fuller the later it became. Desreen’s best friends – the self-titled Spice Girls – came over soon after the police dropped us home, which was sometime after 1.00a.m. Marianne was Baby Spice because of the striking resemblance to Emma Bunton, Caroline was Sporty Spice because she was the most active in the group, Anna was Posh Spice simply because she had brown hair and Desreen was Scary Spice for no other reason than the fact they both had dark skin. I never actually met the group’s own Ginger Spice but I’m told she left Hampshire’s answer to the band around the same time Geri Halliwell decided to go solo. And now they were another member down. 

I’m not sure why we all got together that night. It was already so late by the time Desreen’s parents found out that she’d been killed but I think her mum, Bev, must have called Caroline’s mum, Ethna, to tell her what had happened. Ethna called Caroline and then Caroline was the first person to call me, as Jackson and I were sitting in the back of the police car. I picked up the phone with one hand and spoke quietly while holding Jackson’s little hand in the other. He was staring out of the window. Despite the time, I told Caroline that she and the others were welcome to come over if they wanted to be together. It wasn’t as though any of us would sleep anyway, and we all lived so close to each other that it felt like the right thing to do. 

As they rang the intercom to open the gate that led to our block of flats, I decided to walk downstairs to meet them rather than buzzing them in. It would give me a moment to talk to them without disturbing or confusing Jackson any further. Zac and Laura were taking care of him in the living room. I led everyone up the two flights of stairs to our second-floor flat, and saw a neighbour smoking on her balcony.

‘Hi babe,’ she said perkily. She’d been out, it was late and it must have seemed as though we were all crawling home from a daylong session that had left us looking like shit. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

I couldn’t say the words. My jaw moved and I shook my head but nothing came out; I couldn’t speak. She must have thought I was either out of my head drunk or just damn rude as I closed the door without answering her question. 

I guided everyone into Jackson’s empty bedroom to finish explaining what had happened. Until that night I’d never seen any of the girls really upset. Marianne usually finishes her sentences with a joke and a cackle and Desreen, Marianne’s best friend and number-one fan, was usually in the room laughing along. I was used to hearing Caroline creating some sort of mischief with Des, while she and Anna would compare notes about their vast array of often unlikely anxieties, from pigeons getting stuck in their hair to suicide bombers attacking them in the cinema. 

That night Marianne sobbed and asked how this could be happening and the others sat almost in silence. Anna’s husband Paul was there too. None of us knew what to say. I offered people drinks: water, tea and Hennessy was all I had. I opted for the cognac because I thought that was what people did at a time like this. My son ate yoghurt and played with his trains, but he did both crossly.

I’ve no idea how long everyone stayed. Having spent most of our late twenties together at parties or on group holidays to Spain and Ibiza, we had got used to being up until the early hours of the morning. More recently, however, most of us had kids who needed looking after in the mornings. Marianne had given birth to her second daughter, Lucia, only a week before; Desreen met her just once. Marianne’s first daughter, Annalise, and Caroline’s son, Arlo – two of Jackson’s best friends – were left at home with their dads, Olly and Lee. 

As they all left I handed Marianne a little hand-knitted woollen dress, which Desreen had bought for Lucia earlier that day. It was the last gift she ever bought. Just a few hours later Caroline and Lee would find out that they were expecting again, this time twins, who Desreen would neither meet nor even know about. 

Eventually I took Jackson to bed, hoping that we’d both wake up relieved that we had just eaten a bit too much cheese the day before. Exhausted, I slept for about an hour before going back downstairs. 

I’d asked Zac and Laura to stay and they heard me sobbing on the sofa, so we all got up to face the situation, to tell our family and friends the devastating news and to embark on the first day of our new lives. The lives for which we could never have planned. The lives we would have given anything to avoid. 


CHANCE ENCOUNTERS
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‘You’ll never get in tonight,’ I explained, ‘but we’ll be in that bar over there if you want to join us.’ They were the first words I spoke to my future wife when we met by chance in the queue for a London nightclub on 17 December 2004. 

I had been pretty hacked off just before I laid eyes on her. Having queued for over an hour, Martin, one of the friends I was with that night, decided he’d had enough. He would sweet-talk the guy on the door and get us straight in. Only, the guy in question, who had struck a deal with Martin, promptly disappeared and we were facing the frustration of rejoining a queue that was now half a mile long. ‘No way!’ I exclaimed, seething that he had messed up our night.

Looking back, something tells me that I wasn’t meant to walk though the doors of Fabric that night. I’d had an amazing day already. I’d been at a client Christmas party and I’d won myself and my team thirty bottles of wine and champagne via the tiebreaker in a pub quiz. I’d been on a roll with the answers so I got nominated to represent my group in a single head-to-head pop music question. All I had to do was be the first person to name the song from the lyrics alone. 

‘In France …’ the quizmaster began.

‘“Sign o’ the Times”. Prince!’ I shouted immediately.

‘Fix!’ everyone shouted back, dismayed that I could name that tune in just two words. 

I began to recite the whole song word for word and said I’d be happy to continue performing it if there was any further doubt. My team and I revelled in our glory. The combination of winning, Prince – who I love – and spending the day eating and drinking on someone else’s tab made a twenty-five-year-old guy without much money in his pocket think that things couldn’t get any better. Then I thought of the line-up of DJs due to play at Fabric later that night and started to wonder if maybe the fun had only just begun. And now, here we were being turned away. 

With hindsight it was as though the distractions were gradually being removed, preparing me for meeting Desreen. One by one, the friends I had gone out with started to peel off and make their way home. I got crosser and crosser as they left. 

As Martin and I walked away, crestfallen and in search of another place to spend the last Friday night before Christmas, I spotted a colleague, Jenny, standing in the queue with some friends. I explained what had happened and said we were going elsewhere. The queue was so long and they were so far back that it didn’t look like they would have any luck, either. I suggested that they should join us in a neighbouring bar. 

Only I wasn’t really speaking to my workmate. I was speaking to her friend. I was speaking to my new world. I was speaking to the beautiful young woman who would become the mother of our adorable child five years and ten months (to the day) later. I was speaking to my future best friend who would become my wife six and a half years later. I was speaking to a girl then so full of life, whose death would prompt the owners of the club we never got into that night to send my son and me flowers eight years later, when they read in the newspapers about her death.

‘Do you think they’ll come?’ I asked Martin, glancing back at the queue as we moved off. But it didn’t really matter. We were young, free and very single back then. I’d say I was going through a dry spell but the truth is neither my friends nor I were particularly interested in meeting anyone. We were all around twenty-five and only cared about having fun. Relationships could wait. 

At least, that’s what I thought. They say love has a habit of finding you when you’re not looking for it, and I was busy hiding from it at house parties, nightclubs, festivals and on holidays with my friends. The thought of being tied down, of not being able to do exactly what I wanted when I wanted, petrified me. 

But then suddenly, I saw these beautiful big brown eyes; and they saw me, too. And they really saw me. They saw me like I hadn’t been seen in a long time. They never stopped seeing me, either. They followed me round the bar we spent the first part of that night in and then they followed me round her friend Alice’s flat, where we ended up. 

‘I think I fancy that boy,’ Desreen told Alice that night. 

Martin was apparently less aware of the liaison that was unfolding in front of everyone’s eyes. ‘You’ve got a date with her?’ he exclaimed two weeks later. ‘Weird. I thought she fancied me.’

In Martin’s defence, perhaps his mistake was down to the fact that Desreen and I spent that entire first evening quarrelling about everything: what music to play, what to drink, where to go, when to leave, whether to leave – you name it, we argued about it. I think we were both a bit confused about what suddenly began to happen. Two loud, obnoxious twenty-five-year-old party animals left their homes for a night of unadulterated festive fun and flirtation with no strings attached, but ended up quietly tied up. 

The flat was full of people although it was as if there was no one else but us there. Martin was in the kitchen making a new best friend because his old one had ditched him for a girl, and Desreen was curled up on the sofa flirting with me. I can barely remember what we spoke about because it was all such drunken nonsense but she was just so funny and so beautiful. But so beautiful that I didn’t think the flirtation would come to anything at all. I can switch on confidence when I need to, but really it’s all just an act. I’m shy and I’ve always needed a girl to make the first move. 

Martin and I left at the same time as Desreen. She was heading home to east London and we headed west. We walked each other to our taxis in the small hours of the morning and Desreen and I found ourselves simultaneously reaching for each other’s hand. We didn’t kiss because she didn’t make her move and because my friend was still in tow; we just walked down the street like a couple of innocent children, hand in hand. And my free hand chivalrously reached for her bags. A retail-therapy addict to the end, only Desreen could have had her shopping with her on a night out. 

We went our separate ways without remembering to exchange numbers, but fate wasn’t going to wait for us to do its work. The very next day, on the last Saturday before Christmas, she spotted me on Oxford Street while she was out buying presents with her mum. I didn’t see her, but this second chance encounter apparently gave her the opportunity to ‘check out the goods’ from the night before in the cold light of day. 

Thankfully she still approved enough to make the next move. Back at work on Monday, my colleague Jenny, who had been with Desreen in the queue at Fabric that night, shot across the office with news. She’d had a message from Des asking for my details. Shortly after, an email dropped into my inbox; and that’s how it all began.

The first night of our lives together took me totally by surprise. It came completely out of nowhere. Our relationship started just as Desreen’s life would stop: randomly and without warning. Two perfect days that ended in a way that I will never forget. One with joy, the other with despair. 


BEING STRONG
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It’s incredible to think how scared I was to call people the morning after Desreen was killed. I had just gone through the most harrowing experience of my life and yet I found myself putting off telephoning friends and family out of fear. Perhaps forcing my mouth to speak the words she’s dead was going to make it all too real. 

I decided to delay a little longer and take a shower. The water burned my face. My eyes were on fire from the tears shed the night before; tears that screamed and streamed down my face. Tears that were somehow more saline than any others I’d ever cried before. Tears that actually hurt my skin. 

As I stared in the mirror, exhausted, haggard and grey, I heard the front door open. It was Desreen’s parents. 

Feeling heavy with dread, I opened the bathroom door. Her mum, Bev, yelled out and threw her arms around me. 

‘I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry,’ I sobbed. 

She immediately recoiled and steeled her grip as if to reprimand rather than comfort me. ‘What are you apologising for? You didn’t do this!’ she exclaimed. ‘Now, you listen to me. We have to be strong for Jackson.’

I wept and nodded. I had told myself to be strong the night before and so I tried to pull myself together. I took a seat and I told them everything, desperate to be able to put things right but completely powerless to do a thing.

As I looked at them, both usually stoic towers of strength but suddenly ruins bowing in grief’s storm, I felt the most hurtful of emotions. I felt guilty to be alive. Why their daughter, why not my parents’ son? I began to ask myself. Could I have done more? 

Desreen’s dad, Kelson, seemed broken. Usually chatty and upbeat, he seemed to sink silently into the armchair he always sat in when he came to visit. The shock would give us both physiological problems to contend with: indigestion, acid reflux and diuresis. For the first time the man whom I sometimes trained with in the gym, who at sixty-one still had a six-pack, seemed old. But then so did his thirty-three-year-old son-in-law, as I saw every time I caught my reflection in the mirror. 

In her typical style, Bev took charge of the house. She would try to cook and clean away her grief and focus her attention on her grandson. Even then, before Bev and I had discussed any formal arrangements for Jackson’s care, I suppose we both knew how it was going to be. We both knew we would need to take time off work to deal with the shock and to look after Jackson. The rest we would figure out in due course. 

When I eventually summoned the courage to make some calls I dialled my parents’ home number first. I was calling early enough for them to know that something was wrong. My voice was usually met with a cheerful tone but instead I heard my mum’s tired ‘hello’. I can’t remember my exact words but they came fast and direct – something along the lines of ‘Desreen’s been killed. She’s dead.’ 

I could picture the scene. I could see them in the bed they had shared in the house we had lived in as a family in Southport since I was seven. It was as if I had sent lightning down the line to shock them out of their sleep. Worry has kept my mum awake at night for years but I suspect this was something that had never crossed her mind. I know her immediate thought was that something was wrong with Jackson. Desreen’s own mother even told me that she never worried about her daughter’s safety because Des was always so careful. 

I gave my parents a little more detail and then suggested that they try to get their heads round what I’d just told them, compose themselves and call me back. 

Then I called my best friends. It was still only around 7.00a.m. so I started with Lee because he had a four-year-old son and I knew he would be awake. Since having Jackson I’d loved the fact that I could chat to Lee no matter how early in the day because we were both in the same boat. 

His wife, Olive, answered with a cheerful ‘Hi dude!’ I couldn’t reflect her tone and so, again, I just came out with it. All I remember is hearing Lee say, ‘We’re coming now.’ They live in Leeds but it felt as if they were in London within the hour. 

My parents weren’t far behind but they’d had to wait until a more sociable hour so they could first visit my grandma and her husband, to break the news in person. They were too fragile to hear that they had lost a granddaughter-in-law over the phone. 

Lee was one of the two best men at my wedding. The other, Woody, wouldn’t be awake yet. He was still in a position to make the most of his Saturday nights but I knew that Lee would call him repeatedly until he got an answer.

When my mum and dad arrived I felt the beginnings of a new dynamic in our relationship, something that would take me until eleven months later to work out. I suppose they needed to feel that they could take care of me the way they had when I was a little boy. I imagine they wanted to take the pain away and fix things as they might once have dealt with a graze or a bruise. Nothing like this had ever happened to us before though and we were the typical ‘that kind of thing doesn’t happen to families like ours’ family. Except now it had happened and none of us had any experience in how to handle it. 

I understood immediately this but still their concern and worry felt uncomfortable and unfamiliar and it made me feel irrationally angry towards them. All I knew then was that I didn’t want to be mothered or smothered. I felt I had already lost everything and so I needed to hold onto the feeling of being in control. I couldn’t allow people to take over – that would feel to me as if I were accepting that being widowed had left me useless and incompetent. Even being asked if I wanted a drink in my own home made me feel so mad. 

But the person I was most afraid to see was Desreen’s big brother, Anthony. I just couldn’t get my head around how huge an impact Desreen’s death would have on him. He had been so protective towards her for her entire thirty-three years on Earth. I remember their mum telling me how he had once gone for a playgroup teacher when they were both tiny because he misread her body language as aggression towards his little sister. How was he going to feel about the driver whose car had killed her? 

When I opened the door to Anthony he sort of fell into the hall, almost hyperventilating. He’s a big lad, he towers over me and I would never be able to prop him up if we found ourselves drunk together in a bar, but suddenly I had the strength. Like me, it was as though he was on another planet. We spoke nonsense at each other like two guys who had taken the wrong medication. 

When Jackson woke late on the morning after his mum was killed he was cross and confused having slept so little the night before. He didn’t seem at all happy to see any of the people who usually thrilled him standing in the living room. His three favourite things in the world had gone missing during the chaos: his mother, his scooter and Thomas the Tank Engine. While I set about recovering the two things that could be replaced, some other things showed up: grown-ups, lots of them. 

Our little flat bulged with people: grandparents, uncles, godparents, friends and neighbours. Bev and I played hostess and host to visitors from near and far. A kind of sombre carnival took hold, with a melancholy conga running through my front door, into all the rooms, back down the stairs to the flat and straight to the pub over the road, which acted as an overspill facility for the hordes of guests. We’d celebrated Jackson’s second birthday there just three weeks before. Now it became our second home – a place of consolation rather than celebration. 

Jackson had spent the last hour of his birthday party sulking, overwhelmed by all the attention. That same look was back on his face. Everyone he knew well was in the room except for his mum. How could we be having a party again so soon, but this time without her? Why was everyone crying? Where was the cake? 

While I could see the questions in his big brown doe-like eyes, which he inherited from his strikingly beautiful mum, he didn’t ask any questions for weeks. He was used to Desreen and me going away for work or with friends for a couple of days at a time and, after all, we were having what he must have thought was a party almost every day for a month. The house was always full so there were plenty of people and presents to distract a little boy arguably too young to know for sure whether it had been a day or a fortnight since he last saw his mummy. 

It was comforting to have everyone together but no amount of comfort or condolence could mask the gravity of the situation. I could feel in my heart and see on my son’s beautiful little face that life would never be the same again. And that was never more apparent than when the police arrived the day after Desreen died, to talk us through the night before. 

‘Can I ask you something?’ I pleaded as the two female detectives finished describing the events surrounding the incident. ‘How close did the car get to my son?’

They looked at one another as if they knew more than they were letting on.

‘We’ve watched the CCTV footage,’ one replied, ‘and I can honestly say that it’s a miracle that you and your son are alive.’

I don’t imagine detectives, whose jobs are based on finding concrete evidence, often turn to acts of God for their answers. But the look in their eyes told me that they had no idea how the two of us had got away without so much as a scratch. Of course, wounds aren’t always of the flesh. We may have escaped physical injury but inside I was entirely broken and still at a loss to know what damage my child had sustained. 

Three days after Desreen was killed, her family and I were invited to the coroner’s office in London’s King’s Cross. Heading there I felt completely displaced. I was about to talk to the police about the death of my wife, see her body and witness the look on her parents’ and brother’s faces when they finally saw that this was for real. That it was their beautiful girl who had been killed and not a case of mistaken identity. 

But why there? Anywhere but there. This previously secret corner of central London used to be home to the city’s best nightlife: clubs that the tourists couldn’t find; venues where we forgot the week gone by and thought, To hell with the week ahead. We were in the prime of our lives; nothing could stop us. All we ever wanted to do was to have fun. And now, as I walked down a once derelict street that had been completely redeveloped and that had sprung to life with shops, restaurants, offices and flats, all I was facing was her death. The happy times of our lives were officially buried in the past. 

I believed this would be the last time I ever saw her. She lay in the chapel of rest in the grounds of the coroner’s office behind a glass wall, with only her face showing. Desreen’s parents, her brother and I went in one by one and my parents followed us. She looked peaceful, almost as though she was just sleeping. I clung to the screen and wept. ‘How can this be happening? How can you be dead?’ I wailed at her before stopping myself. 

Ridiculous things came into my head when I was out of my mind with shock and grief and I suppose I just couldn’t imagine her being dead enough to not be able to hear me yet. So I echoed what I had told her the night that she was killed: that there was nothing to worry about and that everything was going to be okay, that I loved her and I promised to take care of our son. 

This was the day when the madness really started. My madness. I was as high as a kite. This cocktail of emotional drugs was turning me into a man I had never met before. While everyone around me was crying, pensive, desperately trying to get their heads around what had happened, once I had emerged from seeing Desreen I was efficiency defined. No more tears, because I had work to do. I had to be strong because that was what everyone was telling me to be. And if you have never gone through anything like this before, I guess you’ll take commands and advice from anyone that offers. 

Sadly, I know now that some of the people around me were getting it wrong. Looking back I feel genuinely ashamed for the steeliness I showed following the death of the wife I so adored. ‘What’s wrong, mate? You seem really down,’ I callously asked one of Desreen’s oldest friends, Olly, in the pub just a couple of days after she died. When people asked, rhetorically, ‘But why you?’ I would bark, ‘Why not me? It hasn’t happened to me anyway, has it? It has happened to Des.’ 

‘Well, her life was short but at least she enjoyed it.’ What sort of man says that about his wife when she was taken just five weeks after her thirty-third birthday and three weeks after her son’s second? The sort of man who doesn’t know his own mind. The sort of man so desperately in shock that he doesn’t know where to turn. The sort of man overinfluenced by the innocent, well-intentioned, but often ridiculous platitudes offered to the bereaved by people who are just trying to show they care. 

You have to be strong. It could have been worse. At least she went quickly. She’s in a better place now. She’s still with you. I know how you feel. 

Most were just trite but well-meant remarks. But one was directional; one was an instruction. You have to be strong. So I manned up. I’m just 5ft 7ins tall, but I felt the need to be a big man for the first time in my life. And when the papers started calling our friend Zac three days after Desreen was killed outside his house, I realised that I needed to take control. I hadn’t expected that our personal tragedy would make the news, but it did. I read a piece in the Evening Standard that upset me, because Desreen was referenced as an ‘unnamed mother’ and I was just ‘this guy’. I understood that the paper was missing the details it needed to report a full account of what happened, but it made the tragedy that had hit our lives feel hollow and vague. 

I had worked in public relations for twelve years so I knew how to tell a journalist when they were stepping over the line, or when I was talking to someone with little experience. The impossible insensitivity of a young news-desk trainee is something to behold. It’s not what they ask; it’s how they ask it. I was actually laughing when I got off the phone from one journalist, astounded not so much by the lack of aptitude for an interview but by their inability to show any sense of humanity. 

Nonetheless, I had to handle them myself. If the facts weren’t straight, I knew that someone would make them up. I don’t mean maliciously, but I saw the process of how Chinese whispers start the moment I walked into the coroner’s office. ‘I must warn you, there is a rumour Desreen was pregnant,’ the family liaison officer told me, ‘but I can confirm she was not.’

I can see how these things happen. The story begins: ‘Oh my God, a woman has just been killed down the road,’ then spirals rapidly from ‘She was a mother,’ ‘She had a child,’ to ‘She was having a child.’ The story ends: ‘Oh my God, a pregnant woman has just been killed down the road.’

But I didn’t want the story to be any more painful for Desreen’s family and friends or for our son in the future. So as the others recovered from the frightful experience of seeing her lying dead at the coroner’s office, over coffee at St Pancras International I paced the freezing cold concourse, taking and returning calls, giving quotes and rolling my eyes at the lack of sensitivity shown by one or two junior reporters. 

It was just like being back at work but this time I was the client and my life was the story. As it developed my adrenaline diminished. Over the next few days my face seemed to be everywhere. My life was all over the papers for everyone to see. I knew that taking control was the right thing to do but I wasn’t prepared for how it would feel to be that poor guy who people pointed at and whispered about in the street – the man who made a stranger cry over her pizza just by walking through the door of a pub. So I started trying to hide myself with sunglasses, hats and a beard that I didn’t trim for weeks. I thought that all eyes were on me, even if they weren’t. And I hated it.

This period immediately after Desreen’s death is now difficult to pull apart in my mind – the first three weeks felt more like one long sleepless day. Having previously neither kept a diary nor written anything other than a dissertation at university and press releases at work, for some reason I began to write down how each day felt. But I felt stupid when I found myself looking back over lazy lists of adjectives that couldn’t do justice to the pain I was in. I imagine there may have been a subconscious need for me to capture my emotions, perhaps even a naïve hope that I would be able to find some peace in whatever progress I might appear to be making over the days and weeks ahead.

On 19 November I wrote the following words in my diary: ‘Helpless. Breathless. Insecure. Hopeless. Scared. Empty. Frustrated. Anxious. Hollow.’

The next day I wrote just one word: ‘Emotionless’. I can’t remember now, but I can only think that that must have been the time I first took Valium – a drug that helps take away some of the pain but that also steals away the natural process of grief. A process that I’ve come to believe a bereaved person really must go through.


BECOMING TWINS

[image: missing-image]

After that first meeting, three and a half weeks passed before Desreen and I saw each other again. I’m from Merseyside and she was from Hampshire, and we were both spending Christmas at our respective family homes, so we didn’t have our first proper date planned until 3 January 2005, when we would be back in London. We would get through Christmas, hang out with our friends at New Year and then see what happened.

Around Boxing Day, however, she’d got bored at home and the text messages started to come thick and fast. Oi! Were you planning on getting in touch, or what? That was her opening gambit. I always knew I would end up with a girl who wore the trousers; I was quite low on self-esteem at the time. She made me laugh immediately without even physically being there.

I could come now if I got the train, but it’d take me about seven hours, I replied.

No thanks, she typed back without delay, I’m brushing my hair.

I was floored; she was the one chasing me but suddenly she was too busy. And she wasn’t washing her hair, she was brushing it. Was she really using a variation on that ancient line? I imagined she had quite a job on her hands if it were true. Her long black curly hair was one of the first things I noticed about her, second only to her breathtaking big brown eyes. It wasn’t just me who was bowled over by those eyes; since she died I’ve had a number of messages from people she went to school with, some of whom I’ve never met, telling me that she could make those pretty eyes cry on command to get her own way with teachers. I would soon come to witness that few could resist her charms, which I’m sure remained as impish in adulthood as they were when she was a child. 

Worth staying in all night, her final message of the evening began. I’ve just found a pound coin! I would go on to learn that brushing her hair was no euphemism with Desreen: it really did take her the best part of a day to wash, brush and dry it. 

And that disproportionate elation in the pound coin was totally authentic, too. She asked me for ‘gold coins’ all the time, like a child asking easily persuaded relatives for sweets. In the beginning I just couldn’t say no; it was worth a quid to be the subject of her hilariously childish manipulations. As things grew more serious, however, I would try to explain that I was the one trying to save the deposit for a flat and that every coin counted.

‘Where did you get that money from?’ I would often ask. ‘You never carry cash.’

‘Oh, I stole it from you, Benji,’ she would reply. ‘You shouldn’t leave it lying around if you don’t want me to take it.’

‘Right, do you do that often?’

‘I haven’t paid for my own lunch in months!’ she admitted proudly, before exploding into a fit of laughter so intense that she wept over her own joke. Like I said, she was impish, but irresistible.

When 3 January came around, I called Martin. We’d been out together on New Year’s Eve and I hadn’t really put the party to bed until after my flatmate Michael’s birthday on 2 January. 

‘When are you seeing that bird that fancies me?’ he asked. 

‘Tomorrow night, mate,’ I replied, glancing at the date on my watch as I did so. ‘Oh fuck! It’s today! I’ve missed it.’ In the party fuddle, I’d lost a day. 

Fortunately she had, too. She’d been with Marianne and some of her other friends for days and I heard nothing but relief and empathy on the other end of the phone when I called to apologise for not having been in touch. We agreed to meet the following Sunday. We would keep it casual and go out to a gig with some of the friends that we had been with the night we met. I decided to go alone because I didn’t want to babysit a friend; I just wanted to get to know her better. 

I was excited and nervous; I hadn’t been on a proper date in ages. I had butterflies, not because I was scared that it wouldn’t go well but because I still wasn’t sure how to pronounce her name. I’d been calling her Des’ree, like the singer, for three weeks. It turned out that she didn’t like that. Given I hadn’t even heard her tell me her name properly, I grew anxious about not being able to understand much else of what she said. I’m northern and she was southern and on the night we met I had only managed to catch every few words. It didn’t really matter on that occasion because we had all been so drunk that if Desreen had been speaking Dutch I probably wouldn’t have noticed. 

But as we stood at the bar trying to speak over the band playing behind us, I realised that it wasn’t actually her accent that confused me – in fact she was well spoken – it was the manner in which she spoke. Often her conversation was a verbal stream of consciousness, total nonsense, frequently about nothing and usually without direction, that only made sense to her. She didn’t make eye contact when she was nervous, either, and I was so puzzled by our exchange that I found myself checking whether she was speaking to me or trying to order a drink from the bar.

Little did I know that one day I would become bilingual; that I’d be fluent in both English and Desreen. In the end there was no better interpreter than me. When people looked as perplexed by her dialogue as I must have that night, I would step in and tell them exactly what she was trying to say. And I would often be met by a look of even more intense bewilderment, as the person in question marvelled that someone was able to make sense of such a muddled selection of words so rapidly. 

That night though, I just smiled when she smiled and laughed when she laughed, like any other guy out on a date with a beautiful girl he couldn’t quite hear or fully understand. 

‘Is it really forward if I ask him back to my place tonight?’ Desreen asked Alice, the friend whose flat we had gone back to the night we met.

For what it’s worth, I might have thought it was pretty forward, but I was definitely cool with being asked back to a gorgeous girl’s flat on the first date.

‘The only problem is, it’s Sunday,’ I blundered. ‘I’ve got work tomorrow and I’ve got no change of clothes. I wear contact lenses, too, and I haven’t got any with me.’ 

‘Well, first things first, what’s your prescription?’ she asked without hesitation.

‘I’m basically blind,’ I replied.

‘Me too, so that’s that sorted. You can wear some of mine,’ she insisted. ‘Now, who do you live with? Can they send you some clothes in a taxi?’

And that was Desreen all over. There was a solution to every problem. She liked to get the result she wanted without being outwardly pushy, and she hated negativity. 

So we went home together and by Monday morning we were in a relationship. No messing around. We just hit it off immediately and we really liked each other, so we didn’t waste time skirting round the issue. We were boyfriend and girlfriend and, before we knew it, we were in love.

I spoke about her all the time. I carried a passport picture of her in my wallet to prove to my friends, most of whom hadn’t met her yet, that she was real (Facebook barely existed back then) and that she was really beautiful, too. 

No one had ever made me laugh as much as she did. She wasn’t a person who told jokes, in fact she was more likely to be the one who didn’t get them, but she was just naturally hilarious. Immature; mischievous; naughty but so sweet she never got the blame; no inhibitions; slapstick humour; favourite film, The Man With Two Brains; favourite TV show, The Fresh Prince of Bel Air; no control over the volume of her laughter if someone tripped over in the street. She was the kind of girl you’d have a good time with if you were sharing a table at a wedding where you didn’t know anyone else. She was the one who would take care of you all night and who you would laugh about for months later.
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