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For Sophie, Emily and Beth, and our families.
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Download the OS Maps app and scan the QR code so you can see the route digitally.
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Foreword



I have interviewed thousands of people, but I will never forget speaking to Andy, Mike and Tim. They are three incredible men who are doing their best to change the world around them. Over the last few years, it has been a real privilege to talk to them, write about them, spend time with them, support them and get to know them.


These three dads, united by grief, have a fascinating relationship. A deep and meaningful friendship has emerged from a situation that all of them would give everything to avoid. From just a few minutes in their presence you realise that their bond is a strong one, cemented by the love of a father for a daughter and soaked in tears.


They have the utmost respect for each other, and they truly do want to make a difference. They cannot understand why they’ve lost their girls, but the driving force behind all that they do is the desire that other families would be able to avoid the paths they have had to walk down. Friendship has helped them rebuild their lives.


I remember Mike saying that he wouldn’t know where he would be without the support of Tim and Andy but I find all three of them a huge source of inspiration and I know I am not alone in that.


Their love for Sophie, Beth and Emily led them to set out on their 300-mile trek across the country and, with each hill they climbed, each person they met and each story they shared, they were putting themselves back together. They have been to some of the darkest places it is possible for us to go and yet they are constantly searching for the light. There is so much to learn from each one of them.


I am not going to lie to you and tell you that this book is easy to read. I am not going to promise you that your tears won’t fall onto the pages as you turn them. However, I can assure you that there is hope in here – hope that grows in the strangest of places, hope that can bring you back from the brink.


I get the feeling there is much more to come from the three dads. Each time I speak to them they tell me about their next challenge, their next idea, their next adventure. I can’t wait to see what the next chapter holds for them but, for the moment, I’ll enjoy reading this one.


Keep changing the world, my friends . . . one step at a time.


Dan Walker










Prologue



‘I told you there were hills in Norfolk!’ exclaimed Tim.


‘Hmph, call those hills? Our back garden is more of a hill than that.’


Tim’s comment prompted me to check the Ordnance Survey app on my phone; the ‘hills’ Tim had been pointing at reached a peak at 20 metres above sea level. We were walking along the Nar Valley Way, just to the south of King’s Lynn; a beautiful and tranquil place to enjoy another autumn sunrise – but a long way south, and very flat for a Cumbrian like me.


I was with Tim and Mike, recently found friends; men whom I’d met only a few months before but men I now knew as well – if not better – than anyone. Our shared experiences had brought us together, creating a bond so strong that we would help, support and encourage one another whatever the situation. It was a bond forged in the crucible of extreme emotion and suffering; a bond that had inspired us to walk over 300 miles across the country.


We were (and are) three ordinary dads who found ourselves in a desperate place we never expected to be, engulfed by pain and suffering beyond imagination, but who chose to push back, not to allow the pain to overwhelm us, to build something positive from the shattered pieces of our lives. We wanted to do something . . . and this is what it became: 3 Dads Walking.


It was 7.30 a.m. and we had already been walking for over an hour. We were on a strict schedule as we had to be in Shouldham, Tim’s home village, by 9.30 a.m. so that our arrival at the end of our walk could be broadcast live on BBC Breakfast. We’d been joined by a disparate group of people who wanted to support us on the last leg of our journey so we now resembled an ultra-enthusiastic rambling group, enjoying the dawn chorus.


The whole situation seemed unreal; the preceding few months had become increasingly busy as we developed the idea, which had taken on a life of its own. The fifteen days we’d been walking had flashed by in a blur. We’d relied on our network of family and friends for support, many of whom were with us that morning.


We all take our lives and families for granted. We expect everything to stay the same, or at least to be recognisable from one day to the next – but we had discovered that lives can change in an instant. You can be thrown onto a completely different trajectory, one you don’t want to be on – and one you can’t comprehend.


As we walked alongside the River Nar, I reflected on how I’d met Mike and Tim, the way our lives had changed beyond recognition and the inspirational people I’d met over the last three years. Our unconnected attempts to make sense of lives lost and lives changed for ever had brought us together. Three dads from three different families in three different parts of the country; separated geographically but living through the same torment and trying to hold everything together for the sake of ourselves and our families.


The trials we were enduring had given unexpected meaning to our grief. We discovered that by sharing our experiences and being open and honest about our emotions we were able to help others avoid going through the same thing, or show that there were practical ways to keep living. By a quirk of fate, we had stumbled on a message of hope that we were able to share.


On that October morning, the people walking with us wanted to help spread that message of hope. They were there because they wanted to support us with our mission and show that walking and talking was a powerful way to help us and help others.


Talking was at the heart of everything the 3 Dads were doing. When our lives exploded, we discovered that it was the only way to help ourselves. When your life is shattered it is very easy to hunker down, close the doors, curl up and shut up. But somehow, Mike, Tim and I started to talk, to speak about our experiences, our feelings and why we wanted to be heard.


I was now thirty-four months along this road; Mike and Tim were fourteen months behind me. When we first met, we spoke a lot about how I had managed to keep moving forward, to keep living. Now we were talking to others who had joined the club no one wants to join; we spoke about how we’d got to where we were, and what kept us going. Reaching out in this way clearly gave comfort to many; it had a positive impact on everyone we spoke to and we found that helping others sustained and encouraged us to tackle the unexpected paths our lives were now on.


Throughout the walk, our daughters Sophie, Beth and Emily were at the forefront of our minds, our daughters who had died by suicide. We spoke about them every day; we told stories filled with laughter. Sophie was a bit older than Beth and Emily, so I talked about the work she’d been doing; the places, pubs and holidays we’d enjoyed together; her wedding day. We smiled and laughed every day of our walk; we also cried a lot.


Losing a child is devastating; losing a child to suicide shatters your world into a million pieces. It is almost impossible to breathe, never mind anything else. At one point your life is happily trundling along in a direction that makes sense, the next the world around you has become unrecognisable, alien, not yours. You are living someone else’s life . . . but you’re not. This is YOUR life . . . and you’ve just got to deal with it.


As with so many things after we came together, the intrinsic kindness and love of our fellow humans came to the fore when we needed assistance. We had learned that being open about a problem and asking for help gave permission to those who could to step forward and help. It was a lesson we wished our daughters had understood, and one we wanted others to learn.


Looking around the people walking with us, I could feel the outpouring of love from everyone; it was something we saw and felt on every day of our walk. Living through these volatile, uncertain times we all rediscovered just how special people can be. Our faith in the general goodness of people had well and truly been restored.


‘OK, Tim. I agree this is going up . . . but that’s not a hill.’


The approach to Shouldham Warren was very gently uphill. We stopped at the edge of the Warren to record our last video diary of the walk – these diaries had been a critical part of us sharing our message of hope with the broadest audience. Three middle-aged dads going for a walk were unlikely social-media influencers, but the responses we received from our posts had come from all over the world. We knew we were reaching far and wide and our open discussion about suicide had prompted other conversations that had saved lives.


We got our selfie stick out for the last time and had a couple of abortive attempts to shoot a video. After too much chatter and laughing, we finally got it:


‘Last day. One-and-a-half miles to go.’


‘Shame that no one has turned up to follow us in . . .’


As we turned to walk our final mile, the 3 Dads support crew appeared, cheering in the background. Lots more smiles and laughter followed.


Every day of the walk we’d had situations that had forced our feelings to swing from joy and laughter to crushing grief and despair; our last day was to be no different. We felt buoyant striding into the last mile of our 324-mile walk, but just before we entered the village we met yet another family who had lost their child to suicide two weeks before. Another family who’d only found PAPYRUS Prevention of Young Suicide after the loss of their child; another family who’d discovered, too late, that suicide is the biggest killer of young people in the UK; another family who’d asked, ‘Why did nobody tell us?’


We knew our walk was about to end – but we also knew that our work was only just beginning.


Andy Airey, Norfolk, October 2021










PART ONE



Andy and Sophie
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Sophie died on 19 December 2018 at the age of twenty-nine. She killed herself.


Our beautiful daughter was living in Edinburgh and working as an oncology nurse. She was going through a turbulent time: that September she’d split from her husband. We were worried about her, as we wanted her to be happy – that’s all parents really want for their children – but the thought that she might be suicidal hadn’t even entered our heads.


On the afternoon of 19 December, my wife Fiona and I were in a pharmacy in Carlisle getting our yellow fever inoculations; we’d planned to travel to Africa to visit my brother-in-law early in 2019.


My phone rang – it was Sophie, laughing: ‘You pocket-dialled me! You still need training on how to drive your phone.’ We had a brief chat about my inability to control my device.


I told her where we were. She signed off the call with a cheerful, ‘Happy jabs!’


It was the last time I would ever speak to her.


Sophie was due to travel back to see her mum George at her house in Kendal the following day and spend time with us all over Christmas. She had a new flat and new job organised for the new year. She was getting a grip on her life and was looking forward to a fresh start.


Just after 7 p.m. that evening Sophie messaged us in the family WhatsApp group: ‘I love you all so much.’


I was at home with Fiona. We looked at each other; we were both concerned. It wasn’t unusual for us to express love for each other, but these words in this setting didn’t sound right.


‘Do you think she’s alright?’ Fi asked.


I called Sophie, but her phone immediately went to voicemail.


Before I could do anything else our house phone rang. It was George in absolute hysterics. It took me a while to take in what she was saying . . .


‘She’s going to kill herself! She’s going to kill herself!’


‘What? Slow down . . . What?!’


‘She’s going to kill herself!’


In a state of high agitation, George explained that she had received a message saying that Sophie was planning to take her own life, signed off with, ‘Please don’t bury me.’


What could we do? What would you do?


We grabbed a load of clothes and headed for the car – we were going to Edinburgh.


As we left the village, we collected Gregor, our son, Sophie’s brother – he was working in the local pub while back at home from university. We bundled him into the car, telling landlord Anton, ‘We’ve got a family crisis, we’ll call you tomorrow.’


The drive north was excruciating – we had no idea what to expect when we arrived, we had no idea what we could do to help. We had no idea where Sophie was.


*    *    *


Our family gathered at the flat Sophie had shared with her husband and waited. We spent two days in Edinburgh while the police and coastguards searched for her. On the third day, we returned to our home in the Lake District, as it was clear that we could not do anything in Scotland other than upset ourselves.


On Saturday 22 December, I received a call from the police: ‘Mr Airey, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you.’


Sophie’s body had been found.


The police told us that a member of the public had found her. He immediately called the police and had then stayed with Sophie until the emergency services arrived.


Time stood still; our world shattered. The initial anguish, shock and horror was so acute that it felt like physical pain. Every atom of your body cries out, ‘THIS ISN’T HAPPENING. THIS ISN’T TRUE.’ But it is. We simply held onto each other and cried.


Until that moment, suicide was something that happened to other people. It was very sad, of course, but it had nothing to do with us . . . until it did. Then it became excruciatingly real. It was a destructive force that shattered our lives, fried our brains. Our world was nothing but pain and anguish. ‘Why didn’t we see this coming?’ we asked ourselves, over and over.


Somewhere amongst the tears, Fiona, Gregor and I began to talk to each other. We spoke about Sophie, our love for her, the things we’d done together, and we questioned what had happened. Why? Why hadn’t she told us how she was feeling? Was there something we’d missed? Was there anything we should have spotted? Was there anything we could have said? Why did she do it?


Sophie had been a lovely little girl with blonde hair and a ready smile; she loved to be with people, and people loved her. In her preschool years my mam and dad looked after her, taking her on bus trips around the Lake District and showing her off to their friends. She grew to be a very sociable teenager and a beautiful young woman. She was great fun to be around, always teasing me, always very loud. We spent loads of time outdoors walking, biking and skiing. Just a lovely person.


Sophie’s split from her husband had been her decision, not his, so it was clear that she was going through a fairly difficult time in her life. We had been worried about her; worried about her being happy – NOT worried that she might be feeling suicidal. It just hadn’t crossed our minds.


The doorbell rang – it was Stewart, the local vicar. He’d been told that Sophie was missing and wanted to offer support and comfort. He wasn’t to know that we had just received the worst possible news. It was good to have someone else to talk to, someone who might understand what was happening to us.


We drank tea and talked. Stewart spoke about love, loss and grief. We told him about Sophie. We cried. We laughed. We cried a lot more.


After some time with us, Stewart offered a few words of hope: ‘Some people will tell you that time is a great healer. That’s rubbish. You’ll always have a Sophie-shaped hole in your lives that can never be filled. At the moment, all you can see is that gaping void. As time goes by, you will begin to find and do things that slowly start to insulate you from the hole. It won’t go away, but you won’t fall in as often as you will over the next few weeks.’


This struck a chord with me. It gave me a glimmer of hope that the crushing pain of intense grief would be alleviated . . . not now, but sometime in the future. If only we could keep going.


Looking back on it – and knowing what I now know about suicide, bereavement by suicide and the destruction wreaked by losing a child to suicide – the conversation we had that afternoon was peculiarly insightful. The first thing we decided was that we couldn’t cancel Christmas. It would have been easy to take down the decorations and go into hiding for the festive period, but somehow we realised that doing so would indicate that we were giving in to grief. We couldn’t allow it to crush us – we HAD to have Christmas.


Through more tears, I said, ‘We have to create something positive out of this mess.’


I had no idea how we could even begin to do anything other than wallow in grief, but realised that the first step had to be some kind of statement of intent. We had to find something, anything, that would give some hope.


Fiona had an idea. ‘We have to go out and face the village,’ she said. ‘We can’t sit in here. We need to go out and tell people what’s happened.’


She was right. We had so many family and friends who knew us, knew Sophie, that there was no use in trying to hide what she had done. We needed to get outside, we needed fresh air. Going out meant that we would bump into our friends and neighbours – and as we walked around the village we would have to tell the people we met what had happened.


Coats on, we headed for the door. Another idea, this time mine: ‘We need to be aware what this news will do. We will act like emotional lightning conductors.’


I’m not sure where that thought came from, but it certainly proved to be true. Opening up about suicide gives others a safe space to share their stories; something we were about to learn. We would also learn that suicide is everywhere. Once you scratch the surface by mentioning the S-word, you begin to see it wherever you look.


Before losing Soph, suicide was a very sad thing, something that happened to other people. You could see that it was an awful loss, but lives went on. What we didn’t realise was that those bereaved by suicide were suffering unbearable grief, anger, doubt, guilt and deep, deep sadness generally hidden from view by taboo and stigma. This complex grief is unseen by most in society; it’s only when suicide explodes in your family that you realise how destructive and overwhelming it is – and also how prevalent.


The process of telling people about Sophie opened conversations which showed us that suicide had already touched many of the people we knew. The more we talked, the more we realised that suicide was everywhere around us.


Christmas came and we struggled through it. We talked about Sophie. We cried. Somewhere over the festive period we managed to smile, even to laugh.


As others worried about how long to cook the turkey or whether they had enough sprouts, we had to think about Sophie’s funeral. It had to be a celebration of her life, and it had to do some good – we needed to find a relevant charity, one that focused on suicide prevention. I asked a friend with experience of working with mental-health charities, and she pointed us to PAPYRUS Prevention of Young Suicide. They looked to be a perfect fit.


As well as offering suicide prevention training and suicide first aid courses PAPYRUS also runs HOPELINE247, a telephone helpline staffed by mental-health professionals who offer help, support and advice for both people in crisis and concerned others. The work done by these quietly determined people at PAPYRUS helps save lives every day of the week. Raising money for this charity would directly help them prevent other families following us into this shattered post-suicide world.


Sophie’s funeral was held in early January 2019, with hundreds attending the service and wake. It was a true celebration of a young life unnecessarily cut short, with plenty of tears, but loads of smiles and laughter too. Sophie would have loved it.


At the wake, I spoke to many of Sophie’s friends from school, university, work and her life in Edinburgh. Not one of them had seen this coming. How could a lively, quick-witted, intelligent, funny girl get into a situation where she thought that the only way out was to take her own life? It just didn’t make sense. If she had been feeling so low all she needed to do was ask for some help; there were so many people around her who loved her – so many of them, so many of us, would have reacted immediately. All she needed to do was reach out . . .


As the afternoon wore on, I found myself talking to some of Sophie’s friends from university. Mid conversation, Fiona butted in: ‘Andy, there’s someone here you need to meet.’


‘Hang on, Fi, I’m just talking to Soph’s mates.’


More firmly this time, Fi said, ‘There’s someone here you need to meet.’


Taking my arm, Fiona led me towards a slim, dark-haired man I didn’t recognise. He was standing with George. Fiona stopped in front of him. ‘Andy, this is Sandy. He found Sophie’s body.’


What? Who? We knew that the person who found Sophie had stayed with her until the emergency services arrived . . . but what was he doing here?


‘Thank you. Thank you for what you did for Sophie, and thank you for coming,’ I said.


Sandy explained that finding Sophie had been a massive shock, one he was still trying to process. He told us that since that moment he couldn’t stop thinking about a young woman feeling so sad and alone that she’d taken her own life. Through social media he’d discovered who she was and when her funeral would be. He’d decided to attend to reassure himself that she was loved.


Sandy told us how relieved he’d been to see so many people at the crematorium. He’d come along to the wake not knowing whether he would come in or not. In the end he’d had no choice. My friend Nigel had got talking to him and once he’d realised who he was, he wasn’t going to let Sandy escape. We all cried together: Sophie’s family and the person who sat with her waiting for the police to arrive.


Before Sandy returned home, we exchanged contact details. We have been in touch regularly since and have enjoyed each other’s company several times, always raising a glass of whisky to Sophie. We are firm friends. Sophie would have loved him.


Being introduced to PAPYRUS for Sophie’s funeral was just the start of our ongoing relationship with the charity. Fiona, Gregor, George and I remained determined to do something that could make a positive difference for others. Although it was too late for Sophie, and we could never bring her back, perhaps we could do something that would prevent another family suffering this pain and torment. Everything I found out about PAPYRUS reinforced my initial impressions about the charity. I discovered that suicide is the biggest killer of under-thirty-fives in the UK, yet almost no one is talking about it. I began to think about how I could help PAPYRUS in their lifesaving work.


Sophie had signed up to run the Northumberland Half Marathon in late February with her friend Laura. During the Christmas break I spoke to Laura about the run – she was still going to do it. Initially, I’d suggested to Fiona that we should go and support Laura, but I quickly realised that rather than cheering Laura on, I should run it myself.


I knew I could do 13 miles with next to no training. When I was younger and fitter, I’d entered many mountain marathons: two-day, long-distance orienteering events where you carry your food, tent and overnight kit. In my mind this run would be easily achievable – but when I pressed the ‘enter’ button on the website I found that the race was full! I called the organisers, and once they had satisfied themselves that I really was who I said I was, they arranged to transfer Sophie’s entry to me. I was literally going to be running in Sophie’s place! And to motivate me even more, I planned to fundraise for PAPYRUS.


As soon as I put the phone down, it occurred to me that we had a fantastic human-interest story that would raise awareness for the charity: a heart-broken father running an event his daughter had entered before taking her own life, the father running on his daughter’s entry . . . I knew that the media would pick it up.


I started posting a video training diary using the hashtag #RunforSophie on social media and shared it with the local press, many of whom ran features. I also called a contact at the BBC, Alison Freeman, a journalist based in Newcastle. My career had been in sales and marketing so I had always gone out of my way to get to know the local TV, radio and press journalists; I’d got to know Alison shortly after she began to cover Cumbria for BBC Look North. Little did I realise that the links I’d made for commercial purposes would be exactly what was needed when I wanted to help PAPYRUS save lives.


I phoned Alison. As soon as she realised who it was, she said, ‘Thank God you’ve called me. I’ve been thinking about you ever since Sophie died.’


She told me that she was actually reading the BBC Look North news the night we put out the appeal to find Sophie and was also there to announce that her body had been found. Once she spotted the #RunforSophie content I was starting to put out she knew that there was a powerful story there . . . but she couldn’t bring herself to call me. ‘I thought that you would think that I was just another media vulture, only interested in the story, not you and your family,’ she explained.


We spoke for a while about Sophie, about how our family was managing to live through her loss and how I was supporting PAPYRUS. In hindsight I didn’t give Fiona and Gregor much choice in broadcasting our situation. I was laser-focused on raising funds for this lifesaving charity because I knew I could do something positive.


Gregor managed to avoid being dragged into my newfound passion as he returned to university where his friends did a good job of picking him up and looking after him. Fiona, on the other hand, was right at the epicentre of everything I was doing; she completely supported me and did what she could to help me with what became the #RunforSophie campaign. She understood my desire to make a difference; to save even one life would drive me on, and maybe start to help me to manage the waves of grief. Doing something is always better than doing nothing.


Alison was pleased to be asked to tell our story and we arranged a day to film a piece that would go out on regional BBC News.


After I appeared on local TV, the #RunforSophie campaign gathered great momentum and the cash flowing into my JustGiving page soon reached £20,000. People began to recognise me in the street, many pushing cash into my hand and telling me I was doing a great job.


By being open about Sophie, our loss and PAPYRUS, it encouraged others to tell me about their experience of suicide. Some shared their stories about losing friends or loved ones; others spoke about the time they had contemplated or even attempted suicide and how they were coping now. Hearing these stories from suicide survivors gave me extra impetus. This was direct proof that suicide wasn’t inevitable; with support people could have a second (or third or fourth . . .) chance.


I began to realise that fundraising wasn’t the most important part of what I was doing. Of course, it was a great, tangible measure of people’s love, concern and support, and it helped PAPYRUS deliver their services, but the real outcome was getting people to talk about suicide and suicide prevention, raising the profile of PAPYRUS and encouraging those who were struggling or worried about someone else to pick up the phone and call HOPELINE247.


During the couple of months of my campaign I raised over £40,000 for PAPYRUS and after completing the half-marathon, I knew that my relationship with the charity would go on. I could use my communication skills and willingness to stand in front of audiences to keep spreading the word about their fantastic work.


On the day we were told that Sophie’s body had been found, I knew that we couldn’t put our lives on hold or be dragged down by the crushing pain we’d had thrust upon us. I had also said, ‘We cannot let Sophie’s suicide define the rest of our lives.’ Yet here I was, less than three months later, dedicating a huge part of my life to suicide prevention. However, I was going in with a positive outlook. I knew I could make a difference and I got a boost out of helping others. It had to be done.


On 11 December 2020 (the day before what would have been Sophie’s thirty-first birthday), Gregor, our son, attended a PAPYRUS Champions course at their head office in Warrington. He wondered if he could channel his experience of losing his sister into something positive for himself and others.


At the meeting he sat next to a chap from Manchester called Mike. After they’d introduced themselves, Mike asked, ‘Are you anything to do with this #RunforSophie bloke?’


‘Yes, he’s my dad.’


‘Do you think he’d be up for another challenge?’


‘I dunno . . . Probably . . . Here’s his phone number – ask him yourself. The worst he can do is say no.’


After the event, Gregor mentioned that he had spoken to a bloke who seemed interested in talking to me, but what with it being Sophie’s birthday, and the anniversary of her death and Christmas coming up, I put the conversation to the back of my mind.


At the beginning of April, the following year, I got a call – it was Mike, family man and firefighter based at Manchester Airport. He had lost his daughter Beth right at the start of the Covid-19 lockdown in 2020. We talked about our girls, how suicide had exploded our lives, how our families were coping, how we were coping . . . It was a conversation we’ve since had with dozens and dozens of suicide-bereaved people.


Talking to someone who completely understands how your life has been shattered and the awful state you collapse into really gives you the support you need. Knowing that you’re not the only one feeling like this gives you strength to carry on.


During the call we talked about going for a walk together, and before I knew it we had a date in the diary: 30 April. We met in the car park at Kirkby Stephen and Mike greeted me with a firm handshake and a booming, ‘Hello, Andy.’ This was to be the first of many, many days I would spend walking with this inspirational Mancunian.


I had picked one of my favourite walks in the limestone country to the west of the town; we were going to walk up onto Smardale Fell before returning through Smardale Gill Nature Reserve. It was a six-mile route, starting along the old railway line heading back towards Kirkby Stephen before picking up lanes that led us out onto Smardale Fell.


Compared to the Lake District mountains Smardale Fell is rather diminutive, but it’s in a special spot in the upper Eden Valley and boasts spectacular views of the surrounding uplands, from the Pennines round to Mallerstang and Wild Boar Fell then the northern flanks of the Howgill Fells and, in the distance to the west, the fells of the Lakes. It’s a lovely place.


As we wandered up onto the fell we talked about what had brought us together: our daughters, their suicides and the impact on us and our families. It was clear that Mike carried his grief very heavily, almost as if he had a physical weight crushing his body and spirit. We shared our thoughts, feelings and emotions – what a difference it made to talk to someone who understood exactly how I was feeling.


As we stood on the tussocky grass at the fell’s summit, Mike told me about Tim, another suicide-bereaved father.


‘Without Tim, I wouldn’t be here. Talking to him saved my life,’ he said.


Mike explained how they’d come together after their surviving daughters had contacted each other over social media; Tim’s eldest daughter had reached out to Mike’s family after she saw a story online about a family who seemed to be going through the same situation as them. The link made between the suicide-bereaved siblings soon led to Mike and Tim talking on the phone. They began speaking only a few weeks after losing Beth and Emily when they were both living through the same nightmare. Mike told me that they were able to offer each other understanding and support during the darkest times in their lives. Tim sounded like a thoroughly nice bloke.


Our walk took us down into Smardale, a beautiful valley that gets thousands of visitors every year as they cross its upper reaches when following Wainwright’s Coast to Coast Walk. But they miss the best bit: their route crosses the old railway before heading out of the valley towards Kirkby Stephen, whereas our route followed the old track bed back to our start point.


The railway ran from the West Coast Main Line at Tebay through Smardale to Kirkby Stephen before climbing over the Pennines at Stainmore and on to the industrial North East; it was built to carry coke to the iron and steel furnaces at Barrow and in West Cumberland – all gone now, of course. The line was closed in 1962 and is now managed as a nature reserve by Cumbria Wildlife Trust. At the heart of Smardale stands Smardale Gill Viaduct: fourteen stone arches soaring 90 feet above the beck, and a classic example of Victorian railway engineering.


As we walked over the viaduct, Mike said, ‘I’ve had an idea. We could walk between our houses to show that suicide is a nationwide problem and could happen to any family, anywhere.’


Like me, he’d only discovered that suicide is the biggest killer of young people after Beth died; like me, he was shocked to find that suicide is happening across the country, and like me, he wanted to do something about it.


‘Nice idea, Mike. Remind me where Tim lives?’


‘Norfolk . . .’


‘Hmm . . . you realise how far away that is?’


‘I’ve got a plan. I’ll show you when we get back to my van.’


Mike explained that he and Tim had begun to talk about ‘doing something’, maybe a walk, but they hadn’t developed the idea. Then, after he’d met Gregor and seen what I’d been doing, he thought I might be up for a long walk with the two of them. He was right.


The idea of three ordinary dads from ‘normal’ families walking between our homes to show that suicide is a nationwide problem and can happen in any family seemed a simple yet effective concept that had potential to deliver a powerful suicide prevention message. I couldn’t really say no.


Back at the van, Mike produced his masterplan . . . a 2010 Road Atlas of Great Britain! On the page showing the whole country, Mike had placed a dot on Penrith, a dot on Sale, a dot on Derby and a dot on King’s Lynn. Three lines joined the dots, and each line was marked in 20-mile intervals.


Once I had stopped laughing, I suggested that the plan might need a little more finessing. ‘How far is it?!’ I asked.


‘About 280 miles.’


‘OK. That’s doable. But why a dot on Derby?’


Mike explained that he had already sorted accommodation there with the Bishop of Derby. It turned out that one of the people who had helped Mike begin to put his life back together was George Lane, Manchester Airport chaplain; George’s wife Libby, the first female bishop in the Church of England, was now Bishop of Derby. Mike had mentioned his idea of a cross-country walk to George, who had immediately offered their house as potential accommodation. Effectively, George knew about the walk before Tim and I did.


Before going our separate ways, Mike and I hugged. We had shared an emotionally charged walk and it felt as though we were on the verge of taking a significant step forward.


‘It could be quite big,’ Mike said as we parted.


The following day, I made my first call to my network, one built during a career in outdoor retail and tourism, when I contacted Ordnance Survey. I wasn’t sure about the other two dads, but if I was going to plan a long-distance walk, I needed paper maps – I couldn’t do route planning on a computer. Ordnance Survey immediately said yes and before we knew it, we each received a box of eighteen OS Explorer 1: 25 000 maps covering the full distance of our intended route. Let the planning begin!


We finally all got together (digitally) on 24 May. It was the first time I’d spoken to Tim. Like the many suicide-bereaved parents we subsequently met, we spoke about our girls, how we hadn’t seen suicide coming, the effect it was having on us and our families . . . how hard life was.


We talked about Sophie and Emily, what they were like, how they behaved, how much we loved them . . . how much we missed them. Yet again there was a relief in talking to someone who completely understands your feelings – to be in a safe place where you feel able to be completely open allows an exploration of your emotions and develops a better understanding of how grief is affecting you. We were learning that by sharing our stories we were helping each other begin to move forward, to build some kind of resilience to the crushing pain and slowly, very slowly, begin to insulate ourselves from the gaping holes in our lives that had been left by the suicides of our girls.


After a while we moved on to Mike’s plan and began to discuss dates. While we could wait for spring 2022, we were so excited about the idea of doing something positive that dates in September and October 2021 were also considered.


Over the next six weeks, there were many more Zoom meetings, refining the route, trying to work out where we could stay and how our overnight kit would be moved around (we intended to travel light with daysacks). This would rely on a network of friends, family and strangers upon whom we would be totally dependent.


We met for the first time face-to-face on 2 July at Mike’s house in Sale. We talked and talked, sharing stories, emotions, hopes . . . Mike’s wife Helen cooked a great meal, and Mike supplied beer . . . plenty of beer. Sometime during the evening we settled on doing the walk as soon as possible – October 2021.


In the morning, we pored over the maps in Mike’s dining room. We had all looked at different parts of the route: me the northern section, Mike the middle bit and Tim the last third heading towards his home. We began refining the route, considering various options, trying to create a single line across the maps that led from my front door, through Manchester to East Anglia. The plan was coming together. We also took the opportunity to take some photos in the garden, each grabbing a different-coloured PAPYRUS T-shirt. Helen took the photos, little knowing that these images would define our brand: Mike = Mr Teal, Tim = Mr Purple, me = Mr White. (I would later regret this non-colour choice as I have a real knack of finding any muck out there.)


‘We need a name.’


‘How about 3 Dads Walking? It does what it says on the tin,’ said Tim.


3 Dads Walking was born.


Before we wrapped up our first planning meeting, I told the guys about Alison Freeman. ‘I have a tame BBC reporter,’ I said.


By this time I counted Alison as a friend as well as a professional contact. Mike and Tim agreed that, since I trusted Alison, they would be happy if I approached her with our plans.


I called Alison the following day. After I explained who I’d got involved with and what we were discussing, the line went quiet. I could almost hear her thinking.


‘I think I can get you onto BBC Breakfast with this,’ she said.


I checked with Mike and Tim – both were happy with the possibility, with one proviso: that their families would be kept out of the coverage. This was to be a story of dads and daughters – they didn’t want to put any unnecessary pressure on their loved ones. They had the full support of their wives and families, but decided that it would be the best if the focus remained on the 3 Dads.


BBC Breakfast liked the idea, and commissioned Alison to make a film about 3 Dads Walking that would go out before our walk. The idea was to get one of us on the sofa to talk about our plans.


I also suggested we needed a 3 Dads Walking website, because it would make it easier for us to signpost potential supporters to our message. We could talk about our girls, why we were walking and the route. Most importantly, it would include a big ‘DONATE’ button.


Again, I fell back on my network. I met with Cat Rumney, MD at The Creative Branch, local digital marketing specialists who’d been introduced to me by a mutual friend. I spoke to Cat about Beth, Emily and Sophie, how Mike, Tim and I got together, the fact that suicide is the biggest killer of young people in the UK, our plans to raise funds for PAPYRUS and to get people talking about suicide prevention. She listened intently, but admitted that they didn’t have any spare capacity. We were in the midst of the turmoil of the Covid pandemic and their clients all wanted their websites updating – and they all wanted the work done immediately.


‘What’s your budget?’ asked Cat.


‘We don’t have a budget.’


‘Hmm . . . Let me talk to my colleagues and I’ll get back to you.’


She called me the next morning: ‘We have to do it. We will build you a website. I’m a mum and many of my colleagues have children in their teens and early twenties. We just have to help you.’


We are immensely grateful to Cat and her team – www.3dadswalking.uk has become an incredibly powerful tool in helping us broadcast our message of hope and enabled us to help PAPYRUS save lives.


Whilst I was talking to Cat about the website, Mike got our JustGiving page up and running. After quite a bit of discussion we set a fundraising target of £3,000 each; 3 Dads, 3 homes, 300 miles, £3,000 – it had a nice ring to it.


Local media took notice of the JustGiving site and our fantastic website, and some interviews were requested through Dutch (Peter Holland – Media Manager at PAPYRUS), with Tim doing some local newspaper interviews in his neck of the woods. As a result, our initial fundraising target was already in sight, with each of us already at £2,200, so we had another Zoom meeting. After much sucking of teeth, we decided that we should try and raise £10,000 each. We amended our JustGiving page, feeling apprehensive about such an incredible target, and worried that we might fail.


Our virtual planning meetings continued; the logistics began to fall into place. We were building a chain of friends, friends of friends and people who just stepped forward to accommodate us and move our kitbags along the route. In one of these meetings Mike said, ‘We need flags.’


‘Why? What good would they be?’ I asked.


‘It’ll look good and make a statement as we walk down the country,’ Mike replied. ‘I’ll ask the team at PAPYRUS to find us some.’


At another meeting I suggested we carry a donation bucket to encourage people to donate as we walked by, but Mike and Tim disagreed. ‘No one carries cash nowadays.’ I happened to have a PAPYRUS collection bucket in our garage, so decided that to prove a point I’d attach it to my rucksack when we walked.


On 16 September, Alison came across to Morland with Adam Nolan (the same cameraman who had filmed me for #RunforSophie). They spent the morning filming me near Shap Summit before heading down to see Mike in Sale, then on to Tim at Shouldham the following day. The BBC were clearly committed to 3 Dads Walking – they had invested in sending the pair out for two days to follow our story. The piece was due to be broadcast shortly before we started our walk in October.


The next big milestone came on Sunday 26 September, a launch event arranged by Mike at the Seven Bro7hers Brewery & Taproom adjacent to Media City in Manchester. This was only the second time the 3 Dads had met face-to-face. The event was filled with family, friends of Mike’s from Manchester, plus Fi and Gregor and Tim’s friend Rich from Shouldham. There were stories, tears and laughter – a theme that would characterise our walk. There was also the hottest curry ever, which resulted in tears of a different nature!


On the Monday, while Tim was returning to Norfolk and I was on my way home to Cumbria, Mike was called by the BBC. They wanted him to be on the Red Sofa along with Ged Flynn, PAPYRUS CEO, the following day. The BBC were really getting behind us. That night our JustGiving total was at £10,243.


Alison and Adam’s finished film was superb. They had followed my journey of loss from a few weeks after Sophie’s death; they had learnt a lot about suicide, suicide prevention as well as bereavement by suicide. Alison had become skilled at interviewing about this challenging subject, and her empathetic style, combined with Adam’s creative videography and editing, had resulted in an engaging, informative and very emotional piece.


The week before we started, on Tuesday 28 September, the 3 Dads Walking video aired twice – once at 6.10 a.m. and then a second time at 8.10 a.m. – and Mike was on the sofa with Ged to talk about us, our girls and the walk. He came across extremely well – #3dadswalking was now in the public eye!


Visits to the website increased, donations started to roll in and within forty-eight hours our JustGiving total was at £48,313, our revised target smashed. We were blown away – all we’d done so far was plan a bit of a walk, drink some beer and have Mike sit on the BBC Breakfast Red Sofa. It felt like we had unleashed something that already had a life of its own – and none of us knew just how big it was going to get.


That journey from the shattering loss of Sophie to the verge of an adventure seemed bizarre. When you lose a child to suicide, your life instantaneously takes a new, unexpected trajectory. You have no idea how to survive – let alone how to come up with a plan about what to do to get out of the mess.


But here we were – we had a plan, and we knew what we wanted to achieve. Now all we had to do was get together – and start walking.
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DAY 0



Meeting at Morland


It felt like it had been an awfully long time since we first talked about 3 Dads Walking, but suddenly start day minus one arrived. Tim was travelling from Shouldham to the Lake District by train and Mike had got a lift from his mate Russ. I’d arranged to meet Mike in Shap.


The morning was filled with faffing: several checks and rechecks of equipment, repacking the kitbag, taking another look at the route, reminding myself that we’d done everything we could to put support together and trying to feel reassured that our logistics would work.


Just before I headed to Shap, we got an email from PAPYRUS saying that Daniel Craig (James Bond!) had donated £10,000 and they were trying to get permission to publicise his generous gift.
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