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About the Author

Ben was born in 1979 in Southport, where he lived with his
parents and two elder brothers until he left home for
university aged 18. After studying for four years in Leeds
and Spain, Ben embarked on a career in public relations,
which lasted 12 years and saw him take charge as the
managing director of a large PR firm in London in 2012. Just
months later his wife, Desreen, was hit and killed by a car
leaving Ben a widower and sole parent to their two-year-old
son, Jackson. Ben started a blog called Life as a Widower
two months after his wife’s death in a bid to help others by
opening up about his own experiences of grief. Within
months the blog amassed a worldwide audience united in
grief and became the precursor for Ben’s first book.

He and Jackson live together in southeast London.
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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. 
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