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For Sophie, Emily and Beth, and our families.

Along with George and all the other
suicide bereaved we’ve met along our way.
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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
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