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  What people are saying about




  Love Untethered




  Vanessa May has written a book that can truly help all those who are grieving find deep spiritual meaning, comfort and strength. Highly recommended.




  Theresa Cheung, Sunday Times best-selling author




  Love Untethered is beautiful and gives me great hope that somehow (as a bereaved parent) we can take baby steps forward. A greater understanding of the unthinkable happening is definitely needed. Because for some of us, it did happen. The unthinkable did happen. And I take the greatest comfort from Vanessa’s honesty. From the physical side of grief to the emotional side, to the behaviour of friends and the world outside – it all needs to be more out there so that the grief associated with losing a child can be better understood. I think this book will help so many.




  Lucy Lyndhurst, mother of actor Archie Lyndhurst




  Vanessa’s book is unusual in its fusion of heart-breaking honesty and determined, resolute hope. She tells her story plainly, but never gratuitously, in an elegant style that puts the raw emotion of such a great loss centre stage. It is essential reading for the bereaved and those trying to support them. I was – and remain – deeply moved by her strength and courage.




  Nancy Tucker, author of The First Day of Spring, The Time In Between and That Was When People Started to Worry




  Love Untethered is heartfelt and beautifully written. I’m sure it will resonate with many people who have experienced losing a child.




  Giles Paley-Phillips, author and host of award-nominated podcasts




  I believe this is such an important work and should be a core text for counsellors. But most importantly it shares the raw essence of what it is to get through the day as a bereaved parent.




  Elaine Wilkins, NHS Trainer, coaching and mentoring for health professionals
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  For Harry




  Thank you for being my son




  











  
Introduction





 

    The reality is that you will grieve forever. You will not ‘get over’ the loss of a loved one; you will learn to live with it. You will heal, and you will rebuild yourself around the loss you have suffered. You will be whole again but you will never be the same. Nor should you be the same nor would you want to.




  Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and David Kessler, On Grief and Grieving







  Two years ago, my son Harry died unexpectedly at the age of 24. Part One of this book is the story of how I survived the first year of living without him. I wasn’t sure I could survive and often the pain of his loss was so great that I didn’t want to. But I did. And so, seemingly against the odds, do most bereaved parents, their hearts forever broken.




  At first, when your child dies, it feels as if all your love for them no longer has anywhere to go, that it is somehow untethered. However, the truth is, you continue to love them regardless of the fact that they are no longer physically present and, in fact, your love for them expands beyond all measure.




  Throughout the first agonising year, hope would occasionally grow within me like a dandelion through a small crack in the bleak, grief-sodden earth and I would momentarily see that it might be possible to go on if I could just hold on to a reason to do so. It is still a challenge to keep focused on the light and not to slide down into the dark depths of despair. There is no choice but to go through the black tunnel of grief, and eventually, you find that hope can propel you along that tunnel towards the future. You have to move towards this light in order to stay alive, whilst at the same time carrying your child with you in your heart.




  Part Two of the book is my personal guide – as a bereaved mother, nutritional therapist, wellbeing coach, and now grief coach and mentor – to withstanding such a life-changing bereavement. It provides various suggestions as to how you might support yourself through this uncharted territory, acknowledging that you’re no longer the person you once were, but demonstrating that you can build a life around your loss, eventually. Not the life you envisaged but a different one, where you honour your child and make them proud of you as you live on without them. It is a life sustained by your untethered love.











  Part One




  My Story




  











  Chapter 1




  The Day It Happens






   The night he died, the moon asked ‘how much of her life will change by morning?’ and the wind whispered: ‘everything the sunlight touches’.




  Grief to Glorious Unfolding







  There is nothing about this particular Saturday to indicate that something is going to happen to transform my life beyond anything I could possibly imagine. Nothing to suggest that, by tomorrow evening, I will be a changed person, having walked through a door to an entirely different life. That door will divide my life into before and after, slamming behind me with breathtaking callousness and ensuring that I can never return to the world I once inhabited. But, for now, I believe this Saturday to be a perfectly ordinary day and I live it without any knowledge of the catastrophic event that will occur at around two o’clock.




  During the morning I see two clients. Harry comes into my mind whilst I see one of them as he’s a young man of a similar age, and I remind myself to text Harry later in the afternoon. I hope he will be sleeping as he finished his fourth 12-hour night shift this morning. I will ask him if he wants to come over for something to eat on Monday evening.




  During the afternoon, I happen to start watching, with no inkling yet of the irony, the film Manchester by the Sea. Around 4 p.m. I text Harry: ‘Everything okay? x’. He doesn’t reply. He’s not been great about replying to texts since he moved out but maybe he’s still sleeping. I remind myself that he’s a grown man and doesn’t need his mum bothering him all the time.




  I wake on Sunday morning, still oblivious to what took place yesterday. No suspicion, no niggling feeling, no intuition that something is wrong. I do start to worry as the day goes on, though only as I might normally do. I watch the rest of Manchester by the Sea curled up on the sofa in my pyjamas. I think about the grief the characters experience and wonder how I will cope when my mum dies, something I’ve been dreading for years. Harry still hasn’t replied. Perhaps he was out late last night and is still asleep. I don’t want to nag him; I’ll leave it just a bit longer…




  By mid-afternoon, my concern is steadily escalating. I say to Anthony that I still haven’t heard from Harry and that ‘he could be lying dead for all we know’. This isn’t the first time I’ve said this. I’ve had this seemingly irrational fear since he moved out to a room in a flat with four strangers. I don’t know why I’ve been having this quiet, ongoing dread and I try very hard to dismiss it.




  I ring Harry and it goes to voicemail. I wait a bit and try again. I leave a message. It’s now around 4 p.m. and I’m going against my instincts, telling myself that he’ll be fine. At 5 p.m. Anthony says he’ll go around to his flat, just to set my mind at rest.




  As soon as Anthony goes, something in me begins to shift on a physical level. I start to feel nauseous and my heart begins to race. Still, I override my mountingly strong instincts, now taking this tangible form, and I tell myself to stop it, to stop worrying, Harry will be okay. My phone rings, it’s Anthony. He says he’s outside and that he can’t see any lights on in Harry’s room. My stomach flips over. He says Harry’s probably out or asleep and he doesn’t want to annoy him by letting himself into his room. I’m panicking now: ‘Go in! It doesn’t matter – he’ll understand that we’re just worried.’




  He says he’ll ring back when he’s inside. My world is now turning on its axis and I know; I know in my heart and on some deep primal level that – what? – I can’t quite go there, it’s too much. I wait for Anthony’s call. It doesn’t come. I think I might be sick. I ring him, he picks up, he’s sobbing. ‘What?!’ I scream. ‘I think he’s dead!’ he cries. My brain becomes confused, it won’t compute. This information isn’t true. I can’t allow this to be true, I won’t accept it! My heart is pounding out of my chest, I’m shaking uncontrollably and I’m freefalling now, spinning out of control. I have to get to my boy now – it might not be too late – I could save him! If anyone can, it would surely be me, I gave birth to him, he’s my boy.




  ‘NO NO NO God, please no!!’




  I’m talking to myself out loud, I’m hysterical. Then I freeze. I actually pinch myself to see if I can feel something because this has to be the worst nightmare ever and it definitely, most definitely, cannot be real.




  How will I get to him? Anthony took the car. I can’t think straight because my brain seems to have stopped working properly. My daughter, Lily, on her way home from seeing her boyfriend Tom, can order me an Uber on her account – yes, good idea. As I ring, I think I had better not say what’s happened to her brother yet but I realise then that actually, I can hardly speak. I really am hysterical and I’m not forming proper sentences. She is calm in the face of my panic, asking for Harry’s address, which I just can’t recall – it’s somehow slipped out of my mind. I would know how to get there but have inexplicably forgotten the name of the road. Everything’s slipping and unreal, which is why it really can’t possibly be true and is just an unfathomably horrifying dream. But still, I tell Lily to get to Harry’s flat and I’ll meet her there. I realise somewhere inside that this will be life-changing for her and I’ve messed up how she should find out, but I’ve completely lost my rational mind. I have to get to Harry – I put on my coat over my pyjamas, grab my phone and keys and go to one of our neighbours.




  I ask through my simmering hysteria if she can take me to Harry’s because I think he’s dead. I say ‘think’ but I actually know. I don’t want to accept it, though, so I stick to ‘think’. She goes upstairs and I wonder if perhaps she hasn’t grasped the urgency of the situation, so I cry: ‘PLEASE HURRY UP!’ Her husband comes to the doorway and, towering over me, shouts with an astounding burst of anger: ‘Alright, she’s coming, calm down!’ I find this so incredibly shocking; it winds me, exacerbating my already very considerable distress.




  Eventually, we get in the car – texts are coming through from Lily but I don’t have my glasses to read them. It’s very cold, the windows are frosty and time seems to stretch to make this the longest journey of my life. Everything’s slowed down, like a nightmare where you feel unable to move with the urgency you need to. I am completely and utterly beside myself. I scream to go through lights that are turning from amber to red and to drive faster. I feel so sick, so shaky, so very unlike myself. My stomach somersaults at the sight of the ambulance as we pull up. I ask my neighbour if she will wait downstairs for Lily to arrive. I run up the stairs – I just need to be with my boy, please God make it alright somehow, I’ll do anything, anything...




  Anthony meets me at the door crying, and I run into the room screaming.




  ‘NO NO NO NO NO!’




  I drop to my knees and make some kind of sound that comes from my gut or the depths of my very soul. There’s my precious boy on his bed so clearly gone. I sit next to him, he’s stiff and he’s very, very cold. I must warm him up. I put my body over him, I pull up the duvet but I know, I know he’s gone. His eyes are three-quarters closed and he has a slightly surprised expression on his face. One hand is on his chest. This is not right, this is so very, very wrong.




  The two paramedics stand in the middle of the room – one woman, quite young, looks embarrassed by this outpouring of such extreme emotion. Neither show any sign of humanity or say anything to us. I’d like them to go but vaguely suppose they can’t for some reason. A man comes to the door with a disingenuous smile – I don’t know who he is but I find myself smiling back. Has he come to help, to tell us something? It turns out he’s one of the other occupants of the flat – why is he intruding? Is he loving this bit of drama in his otherwise dull life? Why are people simply not grasping the full extent of this dreadful tragedy?




  Lily – we must tell her. Is she here yet? I go downstairs to see. She is there with our neighbour. She is understandably distressed but she doesn’t want to come upstairs. It turns out this ‘flatmate’ has already told her that her brother’s dead. Part of me freezes and shuts down with incomprehensible disbelief at the whole situation.




  Anthony and I wait in Harry’s room for the police to arrive. They take ages. Good, I think, I need this time with Harry, it’s the last time I’ll ever get the chance to be with him, so I had better make the most of it. I feel so terribly sick and I shake from head to foot – I realise that I’m in shock.




  I look around me. Harry was so excited to make his first place away from home exactly the way he wanted. His large desk with a big screen for playing games and watching Netflix, his record player, giant speakers, his music equipment, guitars and the sofa his grandma had only given him a couple of weeks ago. The fairy lights around the windows are on. If he died yesterday then these have been on all this time. It feels utterly heartbreaking, like a life has been interrupted mid-flow. Which, of course, it has.




  Eventually two police officers arrive and take us into the communal kitchen. I haven’t drunk anything for ages but I keep going to the loo – interesting, I find myself thinking, how your metabolism must speed up when you’re in extreme shock. So far, no one has even offered to make us a cup of tea. The policeman observes that I’m very pale and shaking and gets a chair for me. Some kindness at last. The policewoman talks to me about how she has lost two siblings. I say I’m concerned about my daughter. The policewoman says, speaking from her own experience, that Lily will have to step up now. It seems a very heavy burden to place on Lily’s slight shoulders; she’s barely more than a teenager. I realise with immense sadness that she’s become my only child.




  Soon these police officers go and two more arrive, who are higher-ranking but not so blessed with empathy. They say they have to search Harry’s room to rule out foul play. They shut Harry’s door whilst we remain in the kitchen. It’s all completely surreal and I don’t seem to be able to fully grasp what has happened, it’s all just out of reach. I become slightly obsessed with my physical symptoms – the shaking, racing heart, catching my breath, feeling faint, like I’m not really in my body, and so very nauseous. Lily decides not to see Harry, and I’m grateful that my neighbour has remained downstairs with her so that she’s not on her own. I feel bad for dragging the neighbour into our family tragedy. Before she eventually goes home, I tell her I always feared I wouldn’t have Harry for long, and that my life is over now it’s been so brutally severed by his death. It’s just unimaginable that I will be able to continue to live.




  Finally, the police come out of the room and ask the other occupants of the flat when they last saw Harry and how did he seem. The one we have encountered earlier can’t wait to tell them helpfully that Harry had been looking rather gaunt the last time he saw him. I feel angry as I overhear this. If he thought Harry didn’t look well, did he actually ask him whether he was alright, if there was anything he could do, anyone he could call? I want to scream at him ‘Why didn’t you do something? You might have saved his life!’




  The policemen tell us that it doesn’t look like foul play and that we now have to wait for the funeral directors to collect Harry’s body. I feel a jolt of terror that murder has even been considered a possibility. It’s all so bewildering and we stand by helplessly as other people, who don’t know or care about our son, take control of the situation. We are told there will be a postmortem and inquest as the cause of death is ‘unexplained’.




  I find their lack of sensitivity surprising: we are parents who have lost their son, visibly in a great deal of distress. I look around Harry’s room with its empty pizza box, takeaway coffee cup, half-eaten croissant, clothes all over the floor, plus of course I’m in my pyjamas, and I feel we are rather judged. I will find in the weeks to come that people’s less than benevolent reactions to my exposed vulnerability, whether the police, the paramedics, the neighbour’s husband, or others I will later come across, add unnecessary salt to my wound. As if what I’m already experiencing isn’t appalling enough...




  Several hours later, when Harry’s body has been taken away, we get a bin bag and make a rather frenzied attempt to tidy his room. I’m not sure why we do this. Perhaps we feel this is the only thing we can do for him now. Finally, Anthony, Lily and I – our diminished family of three – head home. The worst has happened. Our world is now tilting at a precarious angle. Everything has irrevocably changed and I have a strong sense, in amongst the overriding physical symptoms of shock, that it will be difficult for me to survive this, the loss of my child, my firstborn, my adored boy.




  The Night After




  No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.
CS Lewis, A Grief Observed




  I lie in bed with my heart beating out of my chest, adrenaline coursing through my body, and a gnawing in my stomach. I shake but I don’t cry. Anthony sleeps, seemingly peacefully, next to me. I start to think about how I will tell my mum and break her heart. I think of all the other people I will have to tell and how I need to cancel all my clients for the next week. I may as well get up...




  So, at 3 a.m. I cancel all my forthcoming appointments and put a notice on my website saying I won’t be taking on any new clients due to bereavement. ‘Bereavement’ – as I type the word it feels completely unbelievable that I am having to write this. Harry had only recently completed my website. He did everything technical for me. I wonder numbly about how I will manage without him – how? I will now have to live without the best hugs in the world, his boundless love, his sense of humour, his kindness, his wonderful company. It’s unfathomable. I will never again have to nag him about eating vegetables or tidying his room. I might have imagined once it would be a relief not to do so, but now, I’d give anything, literally anything, to be just an ordinary mum concerned with ordinary worries – rather than one who is so utterly destroyed and heartbroken by the death of her child.




  Because I recognise that my body is displaying symptoms of extreme shock which don’t seem to be abating, the nutritional therapist in me kicks in and I decide to order some supplements. I think of what I normally suggest to other people for calming the nervous system, supporting the adrenals and to help with sleep. I even helpfully recall a homeopathic remedy for grief. I place a big order.











  Chapter 2




  The First Week of a New Life






   An unimaginable, indescribable loss has taken place. It has inflicted a wound so deep that numbness and excruciating pain are the material of which it is made...Your life continues, but you are not sure why...No one can give you words to make you feel better; there are none. You will survive, though you may not be sure how or even if you want to.




  Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and David Kessler, On Grief and Grieving







  Anthony and Lily are up. They have slept. I don’t understand how this is possible but I am glad for them. They also eat. I can’t. I seem physically unable to chew or swallow and I know I will be sick if I do. The shaking, the racing heart and the nausea continue and everything feels so unreal. I don’t feel as if I’m properly in my body. We start to make phone calls. I don’t remember much about these but I do remember telling one of Harry’s godmothers, and she is distraught. I keep saying I am sorry over and over as she cries in disbelief at what I have told her. I speak to one of Harry’s friends who he worked with – he is inconsolable too – no one can believe it.




  I vaguely think I shouldn’t drive but I have to go to Mum’s. I know this is one of the worst things I will have to do and for some reason I feel I should do it alone, that only I can impart the dreadful information.




  I sit my mum down and I ask her to prepare herself for some very bad news. She is shocked when I tell her and doesn’t really take it in at this stage. As I’m talking, I find my brain has frozen and I repeat the word ‘he’ over and over, like a stuck record. Mum says, ‘Let’s get you home,’ and I drive for what will be the last time in many weeks.




  Once home, I break down. I collapse and wail. Shock is incredible in that it protects you from being in excruciating emotional anguish for too long at a time, but when it hits, I feel it will kill me. Later there will be no protection, but for now, I come out of the pain for periods of time and continue to inform people that Harry is dead. He’s actually dead, no longer here, gone, left us. His precious short life is over. Sometimes I connect with the astonishing truth of this and sometimes I don’t.




  Anthony, Lily, Mum and I sit in the living room drinking tea and we all realise that we don’t know what we are meant to do. There has to be a postmortem so we have no idea when we can arrange a funeral. There are no instructions for this, no one to advise us of what to do in such a situation – we feel lost and adrift. We thought our lives were going one way, but it seems we have taken a very unexpected fork in the road. We’ve so many people to tell and I desperately need to get the delivering of the news over with. I am hanging on by a very thin and fraying thread but somehow time slips by and it’s the afternoon.




  A friend of Harry’s rings Anthony and says they want to raise money for a bench in Harry’s name. A group of Harry’s old friends from his teenage years have met up and a group of his current friends have done so too. The two groups are in touch with each other and want to know if some of them can come over. They want to help and support us. We say maybe later in the week, that we are in too much shock right now. We tell them how touched Harry would be. Soon the GoFundMe page for the bench appears online and we are moved by the tribute his friends write. The donation goal is exceeded within four hours. We are surrounded by love and we appreciate it. We are pleased Harry meant so much to others and not just to us.




  Lily tells us about her good Samaritans. As she took my hysterical call, she got off the bus she was on, not knowing how she could get to Harry’s flat. She knew where he lived but didn’t have his actual address and, in my distress, I hadn’t been able to remember it. A couple on the bus had overheard her talking to me on the phone and, guessing that something bad had happened, offered to drive her to wherever she needed to go. She walked with these total strangers to their home where they got in their car and took her to Harry’s flat. An extraordinary act of kindness.




  The coroner’s office call. We can choose a funeral director as the postmortem has been done and the body can be released. Now we have something to do. But we are not ourselves and time is not as it was. We feel slowed down, have difficulty making decisions. I avoid thinking about how my boy has been on a cold slab, cut up, dissected like a piece of meat. It feels as if I’m in my own personal horror story, yet there is also a certain numbness. Shock, denial and disbelief protect me – to some extent anyway.




  I continue to find it impossible to sleep and the shaking and racing heart continue. On the second day of this new life, I am still unable to eat. Anthony finds a couple of funeral directors and we go to visit them. At the first one, the woman is kind as I cry, and she gives me a booklet of poems for funerals. Decisions have to be made and I have no experience of any of this. It’s all so unfamiliar and unexpected. She pulls back a curtain and shows us some coffins lined up on the wall – I am horrified. How can I put my adored son in a wooden box – that’s for old people! Beyond exhausted, I say to Anthony, ‘Let’s just go with them, they seem nice,’ but he says we have an appointment with the second funeral director and should keep it.




  I just don’t want to go through everything again, I am so drained, but the second funeral directors tell us we can have a wicker coffin and they have a florist who can weave flowers through and I think, Yes, how lovely. I am concerned about Harry’s hair, I tell them. He had been wearing a beanie hat when he died and his hair could do with a wash. The funeral director tells me he can wash it for us. They show us beautiful glass artwork with some blue waves that you can put some of the ashes in – ‘What a fantastic idea,’ I say. However, during the night as I lie awake, I wonder what I was thinking – Harry didn’t really like the sea. I imagine him saying ‘Mum, why have you trapped me in this wave, I hate the sea!’ I am not myself and I think I’m probably not to be trusted to make decisions.




  The rest of the first week goes by. Friends bring food and I try to eat, which seems easier if someone else has made it, but I don’t manage much. We go back to Harry’s flat and realise we will have to start to clear it soon as his lease runs out at the end of the month. We go from tears of heartbreak to numb shock and the latter at least allows us to be practical. I water the two big plants that were our Christmas present and which seem now to be dying. I find the book I gave him – How Not to Kill Your House Plants...




  People constantly ring or text to check on us. Jack and Jessie, Anthony’s older children, come to see us. They are devastated by the news and are deeply affected by Harry’s passing. Being a generation older than Harry and Lily, they took on the role of older siblings to them with great love and generosity, always. As we sit around the table having lunch, none of us can believe we’re doing so without Harry. We hug and cry together, sharing our love as if it might somehow bring our Harry back.




  Harry’s friends and one of my closest friends come over. It consoles us to see how affected people are, to see they cared and that Harry made an impact on their lives. We hear that the dad of an ex-girlfriend cried for several hours when he heard the news. Other people’s love for Harry and for us is a comfort but I am now so unbelievably, bone-crushingly tired. I am taking every supplement, herbal and homeopathic remedy I have ever come across through my work but nothing seems to touch the sides in the extremity of a situation like this.




  I get into bed at night, try to read a book in order to wind my brain down but remain on the same page for many days. I then switch off the light and see the image of Harry lying dead, rigid and icy cold on his bed. I get horribly unpleasant adrenaline surges. I feel overwhelming fear and panic. After several hours I might drift off but then I wake with a jolt, the adrenaline kicking in again. I seem to have several hours wide awake between around 2.30 and 6 a.m. every morning and, if I’m lucky, I may nod off for an hour until 7 a.m. I realise I must be extremely traumatised.




  Arranging the Funeral




  A wife who loses a husband is called a widow.
A husband who loses a wife is called a widower.
A child who loses his parents is called an orphan.
There is no word for a parent who loses a child.
That’s how awful the loss is.
Jay Neugeboren, An Orphan’s Tale




  You wouldn’t plan a wedding in a couple of weeks, yet this is standard for a funeral. I am now very, very sleep-deprived and running on empty. However, I feel clear about what I want for Harry – a church service followed by a brief service at the crematorium. I want songs that Harry loved and lots of projected photos. A service that reflects who he was as much as possible, an incredible, irreplaceable young man. Anthony and Lily agree but some friends question why we want a church service when none of us go to church. ‘Is it what he would want?’, they ask doubtfully. But I remember attending two very moving services held at our local church – for the husband and five-year-old son of a friend I met at a pregnancy yoga class, and I know with certainty that this is where we should hold Harry’s funeral.




  The vicar comes to see us. He accepts that Harry was not religious and totally gets what we want. We concede to a hymn as he says this helps to give people a voice: we settle on ‘Morning Has Broken’. He says to leave the crematorium service to him. He delegates the sending through of the music and the photos for the church service to Lily, seeming to understand that she needs a part in all of this. I have complete trust in him and feel he’s a safe pair of hands. He seems genuinely compassionate and I later find out he has children of a similar age to Harry and Lily. He suggests we prepare for a lot of people, more than we might anticipate, and he warns me that the crematorium will be the hardest part as that will be where we have to finally say goodbye to Harry.




  Anthony, Lily and I are very united in our grief at this stage, uniquely connected by our family tragedy. We support each other as best we can. I write lists of all that has to be done. Planning and being organised is what I do well. The funeral arrangements keep me busy but I am now obsessed with sleep – both serve to keep me away from the pain. Cards and flowers keep on coming and I feel so touched by the kindness towards us. Our shocking loss has even affected people we don’t really know – a woman I sat next to at someone’s birthday lunch, the parents of a boy with whom Harry went to university – and everyone who knew Harry writes such lovely things about him. The love flowing towards us and Harry is wonderful, and I feel a sense of incredulity that something this monumental has happened to our family. Why us? The contrast between the warm and comforting outpouring of love and the horrifying reality of our loss is confusing. How can it be true that Harry has actually gone? I want him to be here to appreciate how much everyone cares, how special he is, how he has touched people’s lives with his kind, loving and generous nature.




  We decide on an Order of Service programme that will have lots of photos and our eulogies in it. Looking through old photos is bittersweet. As a teenager and adult, Harry hated having his photo taken, preferring to take pictures of others, so there are few good ones of recent years that we can find. This upsets me and I feel quite cross with him. Lily takes over the layout of the Order of Service which will eventually and understandably prove stressful, the enormity of taking on this task to honour her big brother completely overwhelming her. She’s just 20 and it’s so very sad that her young life is now marred by such tragic adversity. But her boyfriend Tom supports her and they do Harry proud with the programme they produce.




  We leave the organising of the wake to Harry’s friends. This will be their part of the day and one I already suspect I won’t be able to attend. We ask his closest friends if they will deliver a tribute at the funeral and we ask an ex-girlfriend, together with his closest female friend, to read a poem. The boys will also carry his coffin. We want to involve everyone who loved him.




  People start to tell me how strong I am. I wonder in unutterable disbelief how they can possibly think this when I am so very clearly falling apart. Their lack of understanding regarding this throws me off balance and isolates me because it appears I’m the only one who comprehends that ‘strong’ is not a word to accurately describe me right now. I have never felt less strong in my entire life. In fact, I really can’t understand how I am still standing, still actually alive. Why have I not died of a broken heart yet? I have a foreboding sense that, even though I am most definitely in a certain kind of hell, the worst is yet to come. I worry about the toll that being constantly on high alert, together with lack of sleep, will have on my body. This distracts me from what’s going on at a deeper level – the raw gaping wound in my psyche.




  I just can’t properly comprehend that Harry has left us. He just wouldn’t do this, it’s so unlike him. Surely there was so much more for him to do in life? It makes no sense that he is suddenly just gone. One afternoon, as I try unsuccessfully to have a nap, I have a sort of vision, in my half-waking state, of his arm with a tattoo crudely etched in blood which says: ‘Forgive me.’ It is very vivid, and I wonder if it’s a message from him.




  There is one person I really want to see at this point, the only person I know who will truly understand, the only person I know who shares this experience, and that’s the friend who lost her five-year-old son ten years ago and her husband two years prior to that. Her losses had a profound effect on me and I felt such enormous sadness for her. I have often wondered how she survived and thought that I definitely wouldn’t if it happened to me. I had imagined her pain, but now I feel it for myself.




  When she visits me, she talks to me about the nature of this particular grief but also gives me a glimmer of hope by telling me she sometimes feels her son with her and that the pain will eventually lessen in its intensity. I am so terribly tired; I can hardly string a sentence together. I lie down on the sofa and she covers me with a blanket. She gives me a hug, one bereaved mother to another, and quietly leaves.




  Anthony and I become detectives and obsess over piecing together how Harry died, knowing that the inquest is likely to be months away. I fret over how, despite buying every kitchen utensil available when he first moved out, Harry didn’t eat well and mainly lived on ready meals and takeaways. My job means I know very well how a poor diet can have considerable health consequences and Harry was naturally very thin, regardless of how much he ate. He suffered from allergies, crippling migraines and insomnia – all of which had been getting steadily worse. I think, in hindsight, that his body must have been slowly declining. I find that I now understand from personal experience how distressing and debilitating sleep deprivation is and I think of him as I lie awake, knowing now what it’s like. His twice-monthly sets of night shifts at the media company he worked for had most certainly been taking their toll. As someone who already had problems with insomnia, they made the issue so much worse and he would really struggle to sleep. Night shifts are known to be disruptive to the circadian rhythm and have negative health implications. This, and the potentially very serious effects of chronic sleep deprivation, will, we increasingly come to believe, have been contributory factors in his death.
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