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Foreword
Colin Charles

Suicide is devastating to those left behind. It is a harrowing experience 
and there are few words which capture the complexity, the depth and 
the overwhelming range of thoughts, feelings and reactions to this loss.

Because suicide is still stigmatized, families often feel blamed and 
responsible for the death. Or they are faced with dealing with the 
judgements and criticism about the person who died whilst they are 
stricken with grief at their absence.

Since July 2004, Support After Suicide has worked with people bereaved 
by suicide as they try to work out how to live with this tragic, traumatic 
and stigmatising experience. This has been done through counselling 
individuals and families, facilitating groups and community education.

While these have been effective for many, we have noticed that a 
majority of those who attend counselling and support groups are women 
and so we set out to develop a program for men. It took some trial and 
error but we eventually hit on a formula which has been working for over 
three years now.

Men get together; seated around a table with food. We listen to a 
guest speaker and then have a conversation about what we’ve heard. 
It is different from the usual support group format, but it is men talking 
together, sharing thoughts and experiences and supporting each other.

The men who attend have something to offer other men who have 
lost a loved one to suicide and so we came up with the idea of this book. 
The cost of silence follows in the footsteps of two earlier publications, 
Nothing prepared me for this and Thank you for listening. It is born out 
of the Support After Suicide men’s program and is a collection of pieces 
written by men, for men bereaved by suicide.

Our hope for this publication is that it will help men bereaved by 
suicide understand that: 

• Other men have experienced the difficulties of losing a loved 
one to suicide.

• Not only is it OK for men to share their experiences, but it is very 
valuable as men have much to offer each other.

• Most importantly it helps men bereaved by suicide feel less 
isolated. Understanding that they are not alone, knowing that there 
are others they can talk to, helps men to find their way through the 
experience. 

This publication also affirms my belief that if we as counsellors approach 
things a little differently, if we develop appropriate programs, build and 
maintain relationships with men, they will seek help and access services.
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A note for those reading this book

This is the third publication from Support After Suicide and 

the recommendation we made to those reading the earlier 

books remains the same.

We suggest that you read this book slowly, and not all at once. 

Some of it may be confronting but it will also be comforting and 

helpful. There will be some pieces which mean a great deal to 

you and others may take time to be understood or feel relevant. 

We hope you feel some comfort and solace from knowing there 

are others who understand your experience and that you are 

not alone.
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The day the war ended
Allan Schmidt 

Here I sit at the kitchen table no longer dodging bullets; the battleground 
is still. The only movement around me is from strangers in uniform. They 
didn’t see the war, didn’t experience the long arduous years of the small 
outbreaks and finally the inevitable end that was all too predictable. Here 
I sit, battle weary, fatigued, numb, unable to communicate to anybody. 
You, like the Enemy, lie stretched out, cold and dead on the concrete 
driveway. An old car boot blanket, dropped and draped over you by the 
police who so clumsily dragged you from the driver’s seat, out of the 
back of your brand new car. I know how we got here, because I have lived 
every breath, every moment, fighting for your life, over the past fifteen 
years.

The Enemy first visited and declared war on us four years into our 
beautiful, happy and whimsical life. This was your first long and painful 
hospitalization. It was clear to me from that point on, that we were 
not alone and I would continue to share you with this dangerous and 
volatile entity. We were not strangers to ‘it’, as the casualties had already 
mounted, and included your identical twin brother, your mother and 
your little brother. Each funeral, each time we laid another body in the 
dirt, I knew that your life was temporary and the Enemy was gaining 
ground.

As I sit here, so quiet, so calm, inside my world has been reduced to 
rubble and I no longer know anything. Nothing. No one can see my scars, 
let alone this big fresh and final wound inflicted today by you and the 
Enemy. In future months and years, I will find myself underestimating 
the significance of this day and my slow rehabilitation to recovery. 

I feel betrayed by you, as in the last few years, you formed an alliance 
and slowly you and ‘it’ became one. It wasn’t always like this. For now, 
this day does overshadow and dominate all the good that has happened 
between us. The love shared – the home created, the parties, the family, 
the friends, the camping holidays, the overseas trips, the festivals and the 
ocean. The wonderful times shared all within spaces of peacetime, the 
white flag raised and the Enemy in retreat. It took hard work, vigilance 

and routine to remain stable and live in peace; all the time waiting, 
watching, searching for signs that ‘it’ was creeping up again and looking 
to attack.

In time I also become numb, shell-shocked, strangely cold and 
protective of my heart, because deep down I know that my love for you is 
what will make your departure even harder. This friendship forged from 
iron, forced to fight and endure the years of mental illness and impulse 
of suicide. This was my Enemy all right. I was finally relieved to name ‘it’ 
and know exactly what we were facing. Back when I first met you, ‘it’ was 
subtle, just a mere spectre, thinly appearing as a haze on the horizon. I 
had no idea that I was staring right into the beginning of this war.

I drift back to the kitchen. I can’t feel the chair beneath me. Have I still 
got legs? I’m still sitting so quietly, just my mind flashing through past 
conversations and pictures of you. I’m trying desperately to scan all the 
details back and forth, just in case something’s been missed. Looking for 
answers where there are none, searching for something lost that will 
never be found. This is capable of pushing me over the edge. 

In war, there are no winners. There is no victory. But the repercussion 
of the violence and trauma ripples and flows on forever. Besides the 
Enemy is now gone. What does this mean? All I have at this moment is 
this kitchen table, the familiarity of the wood greeting me when I come 
back to reality. I’m not crying yet, just letting out huge breaths and the 
occasional whimper. My mouth is dry; my eyes are squinting from the 
light. It’s a summer’s day. It’s hot. The light is so bright and the colours 
so vivid. The edges of objects, far and near are so distinct, so sharp, too 
sharp. This brilliance is projecting halos around the people’s heads in 
the room. My heart is pumping, there is an energy surging through my 
body, from my head to my toes and back again. My head is pounding. 
Adrenaline.

All of a sudden I laugh to myself, as I become slowly aware of all the 
police uniforms parading around in front of me. I feel like an extra in 
Blue Heelers. I’m being paid to sit quietly in the background and fill the 
scene with an anonymous presence, disconnected from the reality for a 
short moment. I can count four police, two paramedics and two firemen. 
What the hell, there is no fire is there? My kitchen looks like the set of a 
B-grade TV serial. The paramedic pulls up a chair beside me, leans in and 
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cracks the barrier with his voice. ‘Mate’, he says, ‘I need to tell you that 
you’re in shock.’ I nod and smile, try to respond, but my speech comes 
out blubbery and disjointed, like a person trying to speak when freezing 
cold. He takes my blood pressure and pulse. He forces me to drink some 
water. He recommends to keep sipping. He also informs me that he did 
not try to revive you, as the period was too long and therefore pointless. 
I’m relieved, as being a nurse I know too well the brain-damaged 
scenarios that unfold from well-intended attempts of CPR.

I drift away again. This time I leave the room and float up through the 
ceiling and hover above our red tin roof. A bird’s eye view of the final 
battle scene. I see the ambulance, police cars and fire truck, all parked 
in our narrow suburban street. There are neighbours and people milling 
about outside their driveways, whispering and looking on. There is your 
body, small and lying in a straight line, perfectly dividing the driveway 
in two. The backyard beyond, once your paradise and the jewel of our 
home, lies dead and overgrown. The colour brown. The land cracked 
and parched. It’s been two weeks since Black Saturday struck, another 
war zone lies not far from us. Ten years of drought and as the water 
restrictions became more severe, so too did this damn war of ours.

Back down again. The moment is now here for me to get up from this 
chair. A man appears in a suit. We have all been waiting. The coroner has 
arrived and I want to see your body before they take it. It’s a good feeling 
getting to my feet, though I cannot feel my legs. I’m being propped up 
under each arm by friends who say nothing, but are there to help and do 
not leave my side. Like a wounded soldier, assisted but walking. Slowly 
we make our way from the kitchen, past your bedroom, out the front 
door and into the light. No sign of the Enemy. Peace has been declared, 
it’s finally over, the allies have arrived and yet I feel nothing. We start to 
turn and I begin to shake involuntarily, these last few steps to you. It’s 
time to grieve. It’s time to say goodbye.

My Belle
Robert

You were so small 
those years ago
we had great times
all four as one.
You worked so hard
in school and work 
were loved by all,
so many mates.
You left our shores
to make your life
and then to be 
a Mum.
But sadness came
with baby blues
you kept it all 
inside.
Your friends were busy
their lives were full
but yours did stop!
Now we are sad.
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Shell shock!
Mario Robertson

You and I have been fighting this battle all week. It’s been long and 
tiring for the both of us. We both stand fast together on an unknown 
battleground.

I stand on the front line preparing myself for a battle I did not know 
existed. I stand side by side with the only family I know, the only person 
who identifies me as a brother-in-arms. 

Should we run away? Hopefully no one would notice. Or would we be 
known as cowards? We don’t want to be labelled as deserters, not to the 
others that know us.

As we charge to the front lines an explosion occurs over our heads; 
bullets of emotion rain everywhere. Everything in my mind slows down. 
As I try and push on I lose you. Another explosion goes off next to me. I 
am face down wounded with no chance of help.

I wake up days later realising that the world has changed. I’m not 
the same person anymore. A friend puts his hand on my shoulder, ‘Are 
you okay, do you need anything?’ My mind is numb. There is no feeling 
inside, just a blank stare into space. ‘It’s okay you’re in shock. Shell shock 
they call it. You will be fine in time.’ 

We lost you. I lost you. How do I explain this to people? How do you 
cure something that you can’t replace? Maybe time will tell how I’m to 
feel.

Off to the shops
Ian Maurer

Your body sways in rhythm to The Verve,
a Bitter Sweet Symphony is playing,
you like a metronome atop a piano,
moving in slowly decreasing arcs,
side to side across the floor
no cry for help, no retreat sounded,
a decision leaving me numb and confounded.

New shirts and suits hang pressed and cool,
matched with ties so sleek and new,
your clothes my boy can be so cruel,
I miss your smell my boy,
adieu!

Now people’s eyes to the heavens avert,
my parenting challenged,
if only they could sense my hurt,
so it’s the second face I wear today,
smile and nod move my way.

The car has stopped just off to the side,
a watery discourse from its reside,
runs down my cheek,
to remind me once again 
how life is so bitter sweet. 
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Brothers forever
Mario Robertson

Growing up together we would fight. The deal was, as you were the 
eldest, that you would always win. Your rage was sometimes hard to 
contain. You were always mad when I won. I always wondered how 
the fighting started. Was it the thought of losing our dad? Or was it 
something deeper inside?

As time went on things changed. You grew into a fine young man, 
moved to another country and raised a family; I’m proud to be an uncle 
for those two beautiful boys. I never bothered you when you were here 
because you had a family and a job to do, but I was never far away if you 
needed me.

But something changed that altered the course of time, like something 
from a parallel universe. You’re crying in my kitchen. It’s your birthday. I 
try and comfort you. I try and take control by becoming the older brother. 
But I don’t know what to do.

That week, as I try to help you, things seem extremely difficult. There 
are highs and lows; the emotions are running wild inside of you.

I’m making pizzas on the night when I receive the call. I have lost you. 
You’re gone in a flash. I try to pick up the pieces and carry on but I don’t 
know how to. My mind and body are in shock trying to process my 
thoughts. I remember the first words I said to myself, ‘How long does 
this feeling go for?’

I’m here Damian. Your brother. Now and always. Forever, your brother. 
And when we next meet we will pick up right where we left off.

Rehearsal for tragedy
Rob Staples

Someone once said, ‘No-one knows what love really is until they’ve had 
a child.’ 

I think I can add to that. No-one knows what pain really is until they’ve 
lost a child.

September 2011: I was house-sitting for a friend. One night I went 
outside to go to the toilet, stepped down the couple of stairs to the yard 
and trod on a metal mosquito coil holder. It pierced my ankle, hurt like 
hell and made my foot bleed like a stuck pig! I hobbled in pain to the 
laundry and had to lie on the floor while it bled profusely. I grabbed 
some socks and things to wrap around the wound. They soon filled with 
blood as I’d sliced a main vein in my foot. I crawled up the steps, wrapped 
some towels around the wound and spent a painful and sleepless night. 
I waited for the morning and when it finally came I knew I needed to get 
medical treatment. I knew I couldn’t drive myself so I called a friend who 
came and took me to the hospital outpatients’ section. There were a 
number of people waiting so I asked her to just drop me off. She said to 
call her when I was done and she’d come back and get me.

 I went to the counter and the woman told me it would be quite a wait as 
they had an emergency and all the doctors were busy. I sat down among 
the assortment of others in the fairly crowded room. There were the 
usual chatting couples, people in bandages, people coughing and talking, 
and then there were five adults sitting together who weren’t speaking. 
They were just looking around with sad faces. Two of the women were 
holding hands and one was obviously upset and teary eyed. I wondered 
what had happened with them. 

A few minutes went by and a white-faced doctor came flying out of the 
door and said something to the group. Three of the women got up and 
hurriedly went with him, the other two waited where they were. There 
was a feeling in the air that something bad was going on. Then there was 
a long drawn out wail of agony and a loud crying. I froze. It was awful to 
hear. The two people waiting from that group started to cry. Then the 
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main entrance door flew open and a priest holding a bible and looking 
very concerned raced into the room and disappeared behind a door. 

Everyone else who was waiting went quiet. There was no more chatting 
amongst people, no more flipping through magazines; everyone felt the 
wave of horror that was going on around us. One woman who had come 
in after me got up and went to the window to make a call on her mobile. 
She was near me and I could hear her conversation. She was telling 
someone that she would be there for awhile because a young boy had 
been hit by a car near the market.

 The wailing in the back room continued and then there was screaming. 
It curdled my blood. Everyone in that room was stunned and quiet. The 
doors then opened and the three women came out with the doctor who 
said to the two waiting, ‘He’s gone.’ One of the women fainted and just 
rolled to the floor before they had time to catch her. The others cried and 
held each other. It was the saddest moment I had felt in a long time. I 
held my hand tightly over my face to hold back a flood of tears but they 
poured down my face and my stomach flopped around in my gut like a 
fish out of water. I was thinking of that poor little boy and those poor 
people and what they had to face. I was thinking of my own youngest 
daughter Carly. I was crying because I was thinking, ‘What if I were to 
lose her? What if I had to deal with what these people are dealing with?’ 
I was always scared for Carly. 

A hospital worker came to the group and said he would take them 
to another room, away from the public. They followed him, broken and 
devastated and I thought, please don’t let me have to know what they 
feel, don’t let that happen to me, don’t let me lose Carly like they have 
lost their boy. I thought how could they go on? What will they do tonight? 
How can they go home without him? How do their lives continue? 

I called my friend when I was done. She asked what was wrong as I 
could barely speak. When she came and picked me up she offered to 
stay at my place with me for awhile but I said I just wanted to be alone. 
She’d heard on the radio that the boy was nine and had died in hospital. 
I called Carly that afternoon. I was grateful to talk to her, glad to know 
she was safe and thought how lucky I was that I had her. I hoped I’d never 
have to go through what those people experienced.

Two months later I did.   

October 2011: It was a fine, hot day and I was happy to be at the 
warehouse where I worked. It was a public holiday and I had offered to 
work. It had been quiet because we didn’t need to do the usual daily work 
load, the money was going to be good and the guy I was working with 
was my best mate in Broome and was fun to be with. He was younger 
than me and was married with two small pre-school children. 

We were having our lunch break down in the warehouse. The big roll-
up awning door was wide open, a cool breeze lazily wafted through the 
empty warehouse and we sat at the small work desk beside the door. We 
were talking about our kids, about how much we loved them and loved 
being dads. I was saying it was the best role and best thing I had ever 
done. I said kids mean everything to you once you have them.

There were about ten minutes left of our break and we were just 
chatting and enjoying the breeze and solitude of the big empty place. 
The office door opened and the owner of the business came striding 
out and told me my daughter was on the phone. I thought it was a little 
unusual. Neither of my two daughters would ever ring me at work. I 
wondered which of them it was and what could have caused them to call 
me in the middle of the day.

I was puzzled as I headed for the office and wondered what it was 
about. Did they need money desperately? Had they crashed a car? What 
could require my attention so urgently? I entered the office I picked up 
the phone. It was my eldest daughter. She said, ‘Dad, I’m going to tell you 
something and I need you to just do it without asking any questions OK?’ 
I said, ‘All right,’ but was wondering what this was all about. She sounded 
a bit stressed but nothing more. ‘Leave work right now and go home. Tell 
them you’re leaving and not coming back today. Ring me on your mobile 
when you get there.’ Again I said, ‘All right,’ and hung up. 

I thought how I still had about three hours of overtime left but that I’d 
do as she said but then after I’d dealt with whatever it was I’d come back 
to work. I told the owner something was up and I’d been asked to go 
home but I’d sort it out and return.

I headed to my car, boots crunching on the gravel, eyes squinting in 
the bright northern sunlight, and started to speculate about what this 
all could mean. The drive took no more than five minutes and as I drove 
I began making mental connections. My daughter would not ring me at 
work during the day unless it was very important or serious. What could 
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be that important or serious? Why would she not just tell me there at 
work? It must mean whatever it was it was so shocking that I would not 
be expected to continue working that day. What could be that shocking? 
My mind replayed her call to me, the controlled tone of her voice, the 
seriousness of her instructions. 

As I got nearer to my house it started to gradually take shape and grow 
horrifyingly bigger in my mind. There could only be one thing that fitted 
the situation. My eyes started to go wild, my breathing quickened, my 
hands began to shake. I parked the car urgently in the driveway and 
as I got out and walked along the concrete to the front door I started 
muttering out loud, ‘No, No, No, NO, NO, NOOOO!’ I was almost yelling 
as the full extent of the horror blossomed in my head like an opening 
flower. 

I hurriedly sought out my phone and there were five missed calls from 
my mother. She NEVER called me. Something was definitely wrong. 
Awfully wrong. I decided to call her first before ringing back my daughter 
since she’d been trying to contact me so urgently. 

The ringtone began on the phone line – brrr brrr, brrr brrr. As I waited I 
felt like I was in a dream. It can’t be what I think it is, it CAN’T be! At last 
she answered. ‘You’ve been trying to ring me?’ I blurted out. ‘Yes,’ she 
said. ‘Carly’s dead.’

At that moment the world as I knew it had ceased forever more. 

The cost of silence
Mark Ives

Driver’s licence at 17, car at 18, that was the well-trodden path to freedom 
and fun in my late teens. In the desolate wasteland of suburbia, access 
to a car was the ticket to fun and girls, and so it was always number one 
on my list of ‘must haves’. 

Back then, it seemed okay to drive a little fast, to drink a little too 
much, as long as you were careful and didn’t do anything really silly. I 
did my share of slightly silly things and took some risks, and thankfully 
never had a major accident. I certainly drank my share but never really 
excessively, and if I ever drove under the influence of alcohol, it was only 
ever ‘just a little bit over’. Well, that’s how I rationalised it anyway.

But as with many of my friends, a new relationship turned into a 
longer-term relationship, that became a marriage, that became a family, 
and everything changed after that. Early exploits were long forgotten. 
Well, almost.

Being the proud dad of two young boys awakened all the possibilities 
of the future. All of my past exploits, good and bad, were good fodder 
for encouragement or discouragement depending upon the son and 
the conversation. For my older son, the cautious one, they were tales 
to encourage letting your hair down. To my younger son Jackson, the 
adventurous one, they were more often than not spiked with notes of 
caution.

My wife and I always encouraged them to chase their dreams, and 
so the focus of conversations invariably turned to the possibilities of 
the future, to partying with friends, driving, owning your own car and 
travelling overseas.

As the boys’ personalities developed, it became increasingly apparent 
that it was Jackson who was the natural adventurer, always ready to 
try new things, and then frustratingly, move on just as quickly. Our 
conversations were invariably interwoven with stories from my past 
experiences, when driving fast and aggressively was all too common, 
and the constant concern, or even fear, was being caught by the police. 
Ignorance and age meant that the risk of a major collision was rarely in 
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the front of my mind, even though I knew people within my own circle of 
friends who had paid dearly for their inexperience and overconfidence. 

As I started to look ahead, as any father does, I became ever watchful 
of the risks as I understood them. Because Jackson had remained on 
his L-plates, my fears of accidents with Jackson at the wheel were kept 
well at bay. At least Jackson will be older by the time he gets his licence I 
reasoned, and a little wiser, so the risk of a car crash will be much lower. 
And since none of his friends had a car, the risk of accidents seemed to 
be reduced even further. Jackson was always able to see his friends by 
walking or catching a tram. No fear of the midnight knock on the door for 
me I thought. What a relief!

It always seemed to me that Jackson was the life of the party and a 
night out with his friends usually meant coming home just in time for 
breakfast. We joked with him and supported his newfound freedom, 
while ever watchful for some hint of problem drinking or behaviour, but 
thankfully, despite all the quiet scrutiny, all indicators pointed to fairly 
predictable but safe behaviour. After all, when you and your friends can 
only afford a couple of drinks in a nightclub, it’s hard to get too drunk. 
From our conversations it seemed that most of the nights were spent 
playing pool until the wee hours. 

Of course, we knew that when it comes to drugs, parents are often 
the last to know. We tried to be open, realistic and non-judgemental 
in our conversations so that if there was any experimentation, then at 
least we would be aware of it and could keep an eye on it. But in all 
the conversations and observations, there was no hint, no evidence, 
no physical signs, and no real indication. Even watching the news or in 
conversation over the dinner table, Jackson’s only comments on using 
drugs were usually dismissive and derisive, to the extent of mocking the 
people as ‘dumb’ or ‘losers’. Surely our son was safe from these risks, we 
thought.

With these ‘big ticket items’ safely squared away, I could sit back and 
watch my sons grow up at their own pace, adjusting to making their own 
decisions in their own time. Perhaps I even dared a sigh of relief, and 
even a little quiet boastfulness that my boys had been brought up well 
with a healthy respect for the obvious dangers to life and limb.

Like any other baby boomer, I have been conditioned by years of 

predictable 6:00pm headlines where the usual suspects are constantly 
paraded – young drivers, fast cars and horrific crashes, binge drinking 
and the fights and injuries that follow. And of course let’s not forget the 
insidious influence and impacts of illicit drugs at parties and concerts. 

While watching the news, I have felt genuine concern, shock and 
horror at the emotional carnage in the wake of these stories. I sometimes 
thought of the devastation on families of the injuries and loss of life, 
albeit at something of a distance. Safe in my secure family, having not 
experienced these things personally, I could really not empathise fully 
or appreciate the consequences in a truly meaningful way. Thank God it 
wasn’t happening to me and my family! 

I now know that conspicuous by their absence in the news were the 
stories of the large number of young men and women who chose to take 
their own lives. Yet barely visible are the stories of fathers and mothers, 
sons and daughters, brothers and sisters who leave behind a wake of lost 
promises, emotional devastation and shattered lives. For me the cost of 
this silence is high.

When the time came for me to experience the devastating loss, shock 
is the word that comes to mind; shock that this could happen to my son, 
compounded by the shock that I didn’t know that this really truly was a 
risk, and even greater shock that it happens so often.

Perhaps if I had known, surely if I had known, that the incidence of 
suicide was so high, I would have been able to line this up with all the 
other risks and made sure that I could have done all that I possibly could. 
But it is hard to prepare for the unknown, and for me it is very hard to 
accept that it should be unknown, when for so many health professionals, 
police and emergency services, social support organisations it is anything 
but unknown. For them it is another daily tragedy, another young life lost 
unnecessarily, another promising future unfulfilled. The cost of silence is 
so very high.

But perhaps the greatest cost of silence comes from Jackson’s own 
silence. In the last year there were a few times where he told us directly 
how he was feeling, but these seemed so outside our safe world view, 
that we could not appreciate the depth of his perceived pain. And these 
instances are dwarfed by the constant, overwhelming day to day silence 
about his troubles and fears, which were masked by the incidental 
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conversations and busy day-to-day lives, and the occasional laugh 
and smile, that brought us all back to an assumed level of safety and 
predictability. We now realise we knew nothing really about it. It is sadly 
now so very clear to us that he was constantly battling pervasive negative 
feelings that were always there for him, keeping happiness and hope 
constantly just out of reach, and the battle must have been exhausting.

There is so much that I do not know, do not understand and may never 
understand. However, I do know that my life has been immeasurably 
lessened by the loss, and that seems a staggeringly high price to pay for 
mere silence.

Beating the blues
Robert

I could hardly believe my luck! As I was paying for the medical 
appointment, there on the counter was a pamphlet called Beating the 
Blues. There was only one left but the receptionist said I was free to take 
it. I was very appreciative and hoped it may assist me in understanding 
‘the blues’ that come with pregnancy. My beautiful 33-year-old daughter, 
living in Hong Kong was pregnant for the first time and seemed terribly 
introverted and sad which I thought may have been depression. I had 
never seen her so melancholy or despondent before.

During her childhood years, Jane was the model daughter. Without 
exception, she pleased her teachers and strived hard for good 
results. Through her teenage years, Jane’s confidence grew as did her 
commitment to study. At the same time her list of friends grew like 
Facebook. She graduated from university with two Business degrees and 
immediately commenced work. In her mid-20’s, she met the ‘love of her 
life’, got married and accompanied her husband in his itinerant vocation, 
undertaking many courses, as required. Eventually Jane’s husband was 
transferred to Hong Kong where they relished the first two years. We 
visited them on two occasions and they enjoyed a wonderful lifestyle 
although very much in the fast lane. Jane completed her Certified 
Practising Accountant (CPA) qualification and worked full-time at a multi-
national company. 

In December 2010, we had a typical, great family Christmas together. 
In what had become a yearly ritual, Jane made time to ‘take Dad to 
the pub’ for a bonding drink or two where she would help me with a 
Christmas shopping list, generally jewellery and perfume for my wife and 
her sister. She was a whiz at shopping and stormed the shops in Chapel 
Street for bargains. Very early in the New Year, we thanked Jane and her 
husband for coming home to spend the time with us; however, we were 
not to know that 2011 was to be an ‘annus horribilis’ for us.

In early March we received some great news – Jane was pregnant. She 
squealed with excitement on the phone although we were not allowed 
to tell anyone for two more weeks. I was excited to learn that I was to 
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become a grandfather and possibly might even have a grandson. That 
would be something different after having six sisters and two daughters 
around me for most of my life. How good would that be – an unqualified 
reason to buy remote control cars and planes!

Ever since Jane left home, some 15 years earlier, there was always 
a phone call, text or email to catch up with us and especially with her 
sister, who lives with us. They were great mates. During the early weeks 
of the pregnancy, things were normal despite bouts of morning sickness. 
However the sickness was soon displaced by an overall feeling of sadness. 
As I turned on the computer, I seemed to get less of those emails I looked 
forward to each and every day, which always started as ‘Hi bud’, followed 
by a quick hello, maybe a light-hearted comment on something at work 
or in the media. Jane had a great sense of humour and usually included 
a little anecdote. She always had an uncanny knack of making me laugh. 

While Jane was slowly receding from communication, illness struck us 
on the home front. My daughter was hospitalised for an extended period 
while my wife had an intermittent debilitating knee problem. Over two 
months, there were days when I went from one hospital to another 
while trying to run a household and check on Jane. It was shaping up as 
‘the perfect storm’! 

By early April, the ‘Hi bud’ e-mails had ceased. So did most phone calls 
and even when I initiated them, Jane was not interested in conversation 
or discussion. At first, I thought I may have offended her in some way but 
that was soon discounted. We were relieved to know all medical tests 
with Jane and the baby were normal even though she had none of the 
previous enthusiasm about motherhood. There was no spark, whereas 
before there had been flames. There was no response from the Beating 
the Blues pamphlet I sent.

At Easter, my wife took a gamble on her lingering knee problem and 
spent two weeks with Jane, convincing her she needed professional help 
for depression. Soon after, she was under the treatment of a psychologist 
although as the weeks went by, there was little improvement and more 
disappointment for us all. Eventually a psychiatrist was engaged and later 
a physician in an attempt to overcome the severe aches and pains in her 
back and neck. By late June, at five months through her pregnancy, there 
was only one day where we seriously thought things had turned. Jane 

sent a text to say turn on Skype and we had a wonderful session which 
lasted for 43 minutes. After it, we cried and hugged each other – the ’old’ 
Jane was back and the day of waiting for the drugs to ‘kick in’ had finally 
arrived. Sadly, it was our last sight of her and one we will never forget. 

In early July, Jane called to check how her mother’s knee operation had 
gone. The next day, I had my final conversation with her, when we were 
expecting some good results from an osteopath who hoped to identify 
the cause of her pain. She told me it was all ’hopeless’ and did not wish 
to talk any more. My wife and daughter also spoke to Jane but with no 
greater success. Two days later, I took the international phone call that 
she had taken her life. I was numb with sadness. I had lost a daughter, an 
idol and one of my best mates. 

Since Jane’s death, I have become eminently aware of ante-natal (or 
pre-natal) depression and the possible outcome if not adequately treated. 
It is a debilitating illness which occurs in about 9% of pregnancies (11.8% 
at 18 weeks recorded in a controlled group, as reported in Wikipedia), 
compared to post-natal depression in up to 16% of pregnancies. As we 
became acutely aware during Jane’s illness, the use of medication to 
treat ante-natal depression is constrained by possible harmful effects 
to the foetus. Conversely, post-natal depression is more simple to treat 
provided the new born baby is not being breast-fed. The Beating the 
Blues pamphlet I sent Jane was a very good pamphlet for use in Australia 
but limited use overseas due to local emergency phone numbers, etc. 

Like most people, I was well aware of the melancholy and concerns 
associated with post-natal depression but ignorant of the severity and 
consequences of ante-natal depression. Consequently, I thought we had 
a sound strategy – our plan was for the three of us to go individually to 
Hong Kong, after the birth, to provide the critical ongoing support. We 
had even identified a nearby hotel to stay because our usual lodging – 
the spare bedroom – was being converted to a nursery. If only we had 
been better informed about this condition which affects one in eight 
pregnancies (Wikipedia), we may have had a fighting chance and re-
prioritised.

After browsing many books and websites about suicide, I understand 
there are generally many contributing factors. However, I feel sure ante-
natal depression was the catalyst for Jane’s suicide. Like many of her 
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close friends, Jane desperately wanted to be a mum – and would have 
been the best! She was so kind to her pets (guinea pigs, budgies, hermit 
crabs), so generous to charities, and so protective of the downtrodden. 
The world is poorer now.

Another contributing factor was Jane’s work ethic. Coincident with 
her pregnancy was a significant promotion to regional area manager of 
the multi-national company for which she worked. Sadly, she was never 
well enough to do more than the first two days in the job. The company 
was wonderful to her, initially giving her extended leave and later the 
opportunity to come back when she was well again. But I do not think Jane 
saw it like that. To her, she was letting the side down – and that was just 
about the worst thing that could ever happen. Our household is littered 
with certificates and memorabilia of her working life. My favourite, now 
in my office, is a photo from the Hornet Air Force Fighter Squadron which 
includes around the border at least 50 handwritten messages with words 
such as ‘outstanding support’, ‘approachable by all’, ‘please come back’ – 
all thank you messages and good luck wishes for her move to Hong Kong. 
There are other contributing factors, probably some I know little about 
and on which I cannot reliably comment. Friends told me at her funeral 
that she worried about her inability to contribute to household finances 
which was certainly not an issue at the time. 

Since Jane’s death, I have taken a voluntary role which has involved 
the treatment of several cases of major depression. In these cases in 
Australia, it seems a common practice to hospitalise people who are 
deeply depressed or, alternatively undergoing significant changes to 
psychiatric medication. I cannot help considering that applying such a 
practice may have prevented Jane’s suicide. 

The last time ever I saw her face
Rob Staples 

I’ve always wondered why they’re called Funeral Homes. A home is 
where people live – the people in a funeral home aren’t living there. 
Then some call them Funeral Parlours. That conjures up images of people 
sitting around a room playing cards, listening to music, drinking cups of 
tea and eating cakes. None of that goes on inside either. Still, I can’t think 
of an appropriate name as a substitute so...

When I’d sit at the traffic lights near one, I’d look over and wonder 
what was going on inside at that moment. They’re not like hardware 
businesses or banks or service stations – you know what goes on inside 
them and they’re everywhere.  These funeral homes or parlours exist as 
a mysterious world that none of us like to think about. I’d never look long 
at one because it would give me the creeps. It’s as if despite the neatly 
manicured lawns, the artistically clipped shrubbery, and the general 
pleasant appearance of the place, they seemed to call out to me, ‘One 
day you’ll be in here. There’s no escape, no choice, it’s going to happen. 
It’s just a matter of time.’

It was a sunny November day in Brisbane. My eldest daughter Ada, and 
Eoin, a recent ex-boyfriend of my youngest daughter Carly, and I were on 
our way to an appointment we would never forget; a liaison no-one ever 
wants to even think about. We three were headed for the Funeral Home 
to see Carly (or CJ) for the last time. We had been three of the closest 
people to her, outside her friends – her father (she was estranged from 
her mother), her only sibling, and a man who had deeply loved her. 

Despite Carly having many, many friends, I chose not to have an open 
public viewing at the funeral home, preferring instead for just an intimate 
few to see her and say goodbye. I had invited some of her closest friends 
but they had turned down the offer. I understood. As horrific as it would 
be, for me there was no choice – I had to see my little girl one last time.

We drove to our destination in silence. Each of us lost in our own 
thoughts of what was to come; breathing heavily, hands trembling, 
fidgety, lost. I said to Ada and Eoin that we would all go in together and 
then each of us could spend some time with Carly alone, one by one, 
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with me going last; an intimate private moment for each of us to be with 
her.

We parked in the empty car park behind the neat and tidy building 
and well-kept gardens. When we got out I said, ‘Come over here for a 
minute’. It was a hot day and the sun was beating down so I led them 
to the shade of a nearby tree. They looked enquiringly at me and I said, 
‘Group hug’, and we embraced each other silently and held on tightly, 
trying to draw some strength from each other knowing we were on the 
brink of one of the most horrible moments of our lives. Then we broke 
and headed to the front door.

We entered the office and advised them who we were and they said 
they would get Carly ‘ready’. Even then, my mind would never give up. 
‘Ready?’ I thought, as if we were waiting for her to appear from her hotel 
room and she might come through the door and apologise for keeping 
us waiting. 

The minutes ticked by. We were all quiet. It seemed to be taking a while 
so Eoin went outside for a smoke. I joined him. I don’t smoke anymore 
but at that time I was practically chain smoking and I also had a sense 
that Eoin was handling the situation less well than Ada. I wanted to sit 
with him and be with him to make sure he was all right and would get 
through this ordeal. Cars drove by, people walked down the footpath, 
horns honked somewhere in the distance, the world was going about its 
usual business while here in this place three hearts were broken, three 
lives were in disarray.

Finally the funeral director came to collect us and it was time. We 
braced ourselves and headed for the chapel door. I had seen my father 
in a funeral home and it had been shocking but that had also been more 
than twenty years ago. Ada and I had already seen Carly in the morgue 
so, as awful as it was going to be, I thought I’d be staunch, heroic and 
supportive to the other two. I was the eldest of the three of us and 
therefore felt responsible for ensuring the others were all right. But as we 
entered the room it hit me like a ton of bricks. I saw the open coffin,  the 
lit candles burning on either side, heard Enya playing in the background, 
and the still form of Carly lying there. Ada was walking ahead of me and 
Eoin. I heard Eoin’s sharp intake of breath, saw him flinch and put my 
arm around him in support. He placed his arm around me and together 

we held each other so tight as we proceeded. It felt as if our fingernails 
were digging into each other. 

We approached the coffin and the reality of it all came crashing home. 
I was there when Carly came into the world, was there as she grew from 
a cute little kid into a teenager, was there when she left school and was 
moving into young adulthood and now... it was all over. The hopes and 
dreams, of all the years of enjoying life that was yet to come, were ended. 

I remember saying, ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry’, as the tears fell from my 
face and landed on her shoulder. I was sorry I hadn’t done more, sorry 
that I hadn’t taken all her problems as seriously as I should have, sorry 
that I had let my little girl down. All that had ever been important to me 
– to give my kids the best possible life that I could – lay there exposed as 
a failure on my part and I was paying the price. 

I had always said to the girls that if they were ever out at night and 
needed me, to call, no matter what time it was, I’d come and get them 
and there’d be no questions asked. I never felt I had had that kind of 
support from my own parents but I wanted my girls to know it was there 
from me. On one occasion, at three in the morning, I had received a call 
from Carly. She was ringing from a hospital and asked if I could come 
and pick her up. I asked if she was okay and what had happened and 
she said she was fine now and to remember how I said ‘No questions 
asked?’ I said yes and went out and collected her. I had told her if ever 
she needed me I’d jump on a plane and be there (we lived in different 
cities eventually), to ring me at any time if she wanted to talk, to ask me 
if ever she wanted help in any way. That made me think I had some safety 
device to ensure she would always be all right, that she would always 
have someone there no matter what, someone who loved her all her life 
and always would. So it gutted me that on her final night she didn’t call. I 
would torture myself with ‘Why? Why didn’t she ring me? Was she afraid 
I’d be disappointed in her? Afraid I’d be tired of her asking for money?’ If 
only she had called me that night. I could have talked her around, been 
on a plane the next morning, come to her and put my arms around her 
in that hug that you try to give your kids that says, ‘Everything is all right 
now, I’m here for you’.

Our eyes fell to her hands and the irony of one of her tattoos. Eoin 
had looked like Michael J Fox and Carly had liked that and in honour of 
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him had a tattoo done across the knuckles of both hands that quoted a 
famous line from the movie Back to the Future. It said OUTA TIME. That 
summed her life up succinctly.

I stared at her face for a long time trying to take in all I could of the 
daughter I would never see again.

When I bought her plot in the crematorium gardens I also bought the 
one beside her for me for when my time comes. Not having lived long 
enough for a husband or children she was going to be alone and I didn’t 
want that. Down in a quiet corner of the gardens, surrounded by nature, 
eventually we would spend eternity together. When attendees at her 
funeral were invited to write messages on her coffin with a marker pen I 
didn’t know what I wanted to write when my turn came. But then I did. 
‘See you in the corner CJ XXX.’ 

Death doesn’t frighten me anymore. When my time comes I’ll be 
wherever my little girl has gone and that alone gives me solace. 

A kick in the guts
James Kelly

I had always thought of myself as being close to my father and had shared 
many happy times with him prior to his death. 

I remember in 2003 reading a series of articles that The Age had run 
about male suicide and its hidden epidemic amongst Australian males 
aged between 30 and 50 years old. It resonated with me at the time 
because I couldn’t imagine anything worse ever happening to me, or my 
family.

And then it did. 
Dad died on the Monday after Port Adelaide had beaten the Brisbane 

Lions in the AFL Grand Final. He had been at the beach for the weekend 
helping his twin brother finish his pergola. The signs were there that 
weekend that something was very wrong with Dad, but it only became 
apparent when he went missing on the Monday morning. Individually all 
the little things that were different didn’t add to much. It was only in the 
aftermath that things became obvious. 

According to my uncle he was much happier, almost elated to be with 
him. The Saturday night after they finished working on the pergola Dad 
got very drunk (very unusual for him) and had suggested to my uncle 
that they buy a business together as he couldn’t face returning to work.

On the Monday morning, I returned home from an early morning 
lifeguard shift at the pool and was eating breakfast. Mum told me Dad 
hadn’t gone to work and wanted ‘time to think’. Although worried, alarm 
bells didn’t go off until Mum came to see me and said Dad had left his 
mobile phone and wallet behind. 

I remember asking Mum, ‘You don’t think he would do anything stupid 
do you?’

‘I hope not,’ was her reply. 
But looking back now, I know that it was too late at that point to do 

anything. The behaviour was so uncharacteristic, and at that time my 
thoughts raced back to that 2003 Age article. 

Mum and my brother set off to Portsea back beach to try find him. It 
made sense to us, as that’s where we would go for peace and solitude. 
They arrived to find all the car parks empty, bar a backpackers van near 
the public toilet block. 
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On their return in the early afternoon, Mum and I then set off for our 
old camping ground at Murchison, 160 kilometres north of Melbourne 
and just under two hours drive away. When we arrived it was getting 
dark, but there was no sign of him. I was sure I would find him there 
dead. 

The drive on the way back was tense. I was tired and hungry and 
neither of us knew what to do next. Mum suggested we go to Richmond 
and check to see if he was at his old work. He wasn’t there either. At this 
point it was around 6pm.

I told Mum we needed to call Dad’s twin brother. After I spoke to my 
uncle he drove straight from the Mornington Peninsula to our house and 
arrived at about 8pm. He and I then drove to Flemington Police Station 
to make the missing persons report. 

Outside, we shared a cigarette. ‘Do you think he has killed himself?’ I 
asked. ‘I hope not,’ he replied. We both knew instinctively that it was all 
over. 

At the station the Constable asked what clothes Dad was wearing, the 
make and model of his car, his state of mind, and where we thought he 
might have gone. ‘In 80% of cases we find the person within 24 hours 
after they have been reported missing,’ he said. He declined to mention 
whether they were found alive. 

At home there was little anyone could do but sit and wait. Black Hawk 
Down was playing on Channel 10. At about 11pm I was too tired so I went 
to lie down. About midnight the doorbell rang. The officer my uncle and I 
had made the report to was at the door. He apologised to Mum and my 
uncle and handed over a note and some small personal effects of Dad’s.

Mum got us up and we sat in the lounge in a row on the couch. My 
uncle broke the news that our father had passed away. My sister burst 
into tears. My brother and I sat mute. I felt like I had been kicked in the 
guts. I staggered outside and was sick. 

Dad had hung himself near Sunbury. He was found after the police 
matched a description of his car that had been reported to police by a 
nearby resident. 

Immediately after receiving the news, and in the days that followed, 
I implored everybody in the family to keep it to themselves. I couldn’t 
believe that this had happened to us and I didn’t want people to know. 
I remember saying to Mum that I wished that Dad had run his car into a 
tree. At least then I would have been able to tell people he died in a car 

accident, and his death would have been counted in the Herald Sun in 
the road toll column below the editorial pages. 

In the years that followed, I liked to tell myself that people didn’t know 
how he died, or that they didn’t remember. This wasn’t feasible of course.
This year (2014) will mark the 10th anniversary of Dad’s death. I won’t 
go into the detail of how hard it has been. It is still too raw for me. 
Unfortunately reality television has made the word ‘journey’ a horrible 
cliché. But that is what it has been. 

It was nine years after Dad died that I really accepted what happened 
and that it wasn’t my fault, and that it wasn’t done to deliberately hurt 
me. He didn’t do it because he didn’t like me, or that I could have done 
more with my life. He did it because there was something so bad, so 
horrible, that no matter how much we loved him, he couldn’t live with 
what was wrong. 

I won’t share what the note said. I haven’t even shared it with my wife. 
I have read it once and don’t want to again. 

Although I think I have accepted what happened, I’m still angry, but 
not all the time. I can’t say when this might leave or when I might start 
enjoying positive memories of Dad again. I sometimes believe I probably 
won’t ever experience positive memories of him again. 

I don’t visit his grave. The first Christmas following his death Mum took 
us to his grave. I sat in the car and refused to get out. 

What I can say is that things do get easier. For me I think it took longer 
than it could have. If I had spoken with more people and sourced different 
avenues for help, other than counsellors and psychologists, I might have 
made things easier for myself sooner. 

I used to think what had happened to me had damaged me as a person, 
so much so that nobody would ever like me, let alone love me, and it 
reinforced to me why Dad had killed himself. These feelings led to a very 
long period of self-destructive behaviour. Then I met my wife. I don’t 
think she will ever know how much her love and support helped me see 
a different side of myself and life. She saved me. 

We now have a beautiful son. He is, next to getting married, the best 
thing that has ever happened to me. I can’t ever imagine not having 
either of them in my life. 
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Kevin’s story
Kevin James

I lost my son on Mother’s Day 2012. We had absolutely no inkling that 
Mike had even had thoughts of taking his own life, let alone having 
decided that that was his only way out.

For about six months prior to that day, Mike had been troubled and 
had seen his world falling apart.

Mike was an osteopath who everybody loved. He was someone who 
saw only the good in others and was always positive in telling people 
that they could work things out and that it would be all right regardless 
of the problem. His standard phrase whenever you raised a concern with 
him was ‘No biggy.’ If only he could have believed that himself.

Many things weighed Mike down in those final months but I had talked 
to him to reassure him that none of his concerns were that important. 
He told me that he had lots of regrets about decisions that he had made, 
but to my mind, none of those were of such a significance that his life 
was ruined.

Mike had developed an injury that had affected his ability to heal 
people and this appeared to me to be his greatest regret. Since the injury 
he had lost his tactile ability and this meant that he could not treat his 
patients the way that he wanted to. On the morning before he took his 
life, when we were talking, he cried saying that he was unable to help 
someone that he had always been able to improve. 

Mike felt that he was failing his clients, failing as a husband and 
burdening both his wife and his parents. No amount of reassurance 
could change his views.

We arrived at Mike’s house on Friday night to stay for the weekend. We 
walked in and were greeted with the most beautiful smile from Mike and 
I remember the warmth of it and thinking that he was genuinely happy. 
Mike would always smile and give us a hug but this smile just seemed so 
warm and genuine.

Saturday morning began as it usually did with me being up early but 
Mike being awake much earlier. We started talking and he was visibly 
upset and becoming very anxious. I held him and we sat down on the 

couch and talked as we usually talked. He again raised the same concerns 
with the main one being his inability to heal people any more. I tried to 
get him to realise that, like everybody he treats, he was working at a low 
level because of his injury and that when he works through that, all will 
be right again.

I asked him what he would like to change so that he could concentrate 
on sorting that out and he said that he just wanted to be happy again.

Throughout the day we walked and talked.
That night we had a really nice meal that Mike had cooked, and we 

played games as we so often enjoyed doing. We laughed and had fun. 
We then sat down to watch some footy and Mike sat with us. When he 
decided to go to bed his last words were ‘Thanks for a great night’.

I woke up Sunday morning around 6.30 and went out, I expected to find 
Mike there as usual but this was not to be this day. I turned the television 
on and sat waiting for him to appear. The time reached 9 o’clock and I 
thought that it was fantastic that he was finally having a good sleep.

Shortly after, Mike’s wife came out and asked where he was. I thought 
that he must have gone to sit in one of the cars so went out to find 
him. When I did find Mike, the enormous crashing noise that I had heard 
earlier in the morning suddenly made sense.

In the months that followed many things went through my head. Many 
questions just added to the big one of ‘Why?’

I relived over and over again the moment of finding Mike. If only I had 
realised what the crash was then I could have gone out and saved him. 
Over and over I pondered what was going on in his mind in those final 
moments. What was he thinking? What was he feeling? How did he look 
out over the paddocks and take that final step? It was a wet and cold 
morning. How alone was he feeling? As with every morning, he knew 
that I would be up. Why didn’t he just come and talk to me? What got 
him to think that this was his best option? 

Over the following weeks and months I would pose questions and 
thoughts to myself that reflected on me and my relationship with Mike. 
I had spent a lot of time talking with him and trying to help him but I let 
him down because I wasn’t good enough with my advice. I wanted him 
to come back and tell me the one piece of advice that would have made 
a difference. At one stage, I felt that he had betrayed me by taking his 
life. I was there but he didn’t want me.
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From then on, each day had Mike and what happened as its focus. 
I would wake up thinking about Mike, go through the day with him 
constantly in my mind and I would go to sleep with more thoughts of him 
and what had happened. There seemed to be a perpetual black cloud 
hanging over me. Also, because of the experience, I expected the same 
to reoccur. My wife was really upset one day and I could not find her 
where I expected her to be. I searched frantically, expecting that I would 
find her body. My mother-in-law was staying with us and she was not up 
as early as she normally would be and I expected to find her dead in bed. 
Any time that my wife was late the thought always occurred that she 
may have taken her life.

Over that time, I cried for the loss of a beautiful person who would 
never hurt anybody. I cried for the loss of a friend who would always give 
me a smile and a hug. I cried for the loss of someone who always would 
encourage me to do things if I wanted to do them and would say that I 
could have anything that I wanted. But most of all I cried for my son’s 
pain that drove him to make the choice that he did. I could not look at 
photos of Mike because he was always smiling and it made it so much 
harder to come to terms with this same person choosing to take his own 
life.

Several things helped me work through the grief. I had some good 
friends who said to call them any time, even if it was three in the 
morning; and I knew that they meant it. I knew that they would not 
worry about me saying the same things over and over again or making 
stupid irrational comments. If I wanted to, then they would listen. So I 
accepted their offers on many occasions. I would be sitting at home, and 
for no reason I would sink into a hole and start mulling over things. That 
is when I would give one of them a ring and know that when they asked 
how I was going, they really wanted to know. Twenty four months later 
and they still accept my calls. They are not as frequent now but they are 
still important to me to help me cope.

I found that I did not want to talk to my wife about how I was going 
because I did not want to upset her. As it turned out, she was feeling 
exactly the same way; yet we both wanted to be there to help one 
another, and when we did share, it was a very freeing experience.

The other major assistance was finding the Support After Suicide 
website. Using this site allowed me to share experiences with others who 

were grieving due to suicide. It was invaluable to read others’ stories and 
be able to relate to what they were feeling and get support back. People 
would relate their feelings and ask if they were normal. These were the 
same questions that I had asked myself. This site also led to finding a 
counsellor who understood suicide, and being part of a forum for men 
who are going through the same things and have felt and suffered in the 
same ways.

The counselling process is a very personal one and it is important to 
find someone that you can work with. If at first you don’t succeed then 
find someone else because with counsellors, one size does not fit all.

No amount of counselling will change what has happened and 
sometimes it seems pointless talking about it. But it is important to talk 
about it. Being able to share with someone and be challenged about some 
of my thoughts has helped. Sometimes I learned coping mechanisms and 
other times I just wanted to talk. Sometimes I wanted to unleash on my 
son and I felt that I was being unfair to him if I did this with anyone 
else. I decided very early in my grief journey that if anybody asked then I 
would respond to them. If they felt uncomfortable about what they were 
hearing then it wasn’t my problem. It became very easy to work out who 
and who not to share with.

I now have to accept that this is the new ‘normal’. I may have pain and 
grief from what happened but nothing is going to change the fact that 
we have lost a beautiful and much loved person. The space that I now 
feel with Mike’s absence is the way that life is to be from now on.

I still can’t look at a photo of your smiling face with any pleasure. I can’t 
sit down and think of the good times with you yet. And the words that I 
said to you before they took you away will forever be there: ‘Why did you 
do it, Mike? You knew that we loved you.’
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gotcha
Greg Hammond

they say anger motivates suicide
if so, why so?
because I failed to read the signs?
as did my parents?

what taints taste?
what mutes joy?
when shame reacquaints,
and how do you do?
ah irony, that’s cheered me right up

but optimism’s flayed
thin as a whisper
exposing bones
bleeding obvious

every memory’s double-entendre
every photograph, schizoid
every greeting, muted
ducking for cover 
from every warmth

wearying sorrow
bursting from me and my soul-mate
every respite threatens emptiness
in every sense, multi-layered

her damned incompleteness
my impulse for estranging space
silence, he said keep busy
good advice
gotcha

Stepping out of the dark shadow
Benjamin 

I had two fathers in my life, both being the same man. The dad I want 
to remember was an amazing father who taught my family so much. 
He taught us to care for each other, to be there for each other, to be 
affectionate, to love your partner, to have a sense of humour and how 
to be dedicated to family, work, sport and friends. Only now that he has 
passed do I have the space to see past the man he became and remember 
all the amazing times we had together as a family.

Dad was always there for my four siblings and me. He was very 
emotional and sensitive, sometimes perhaps too much. Until I was 17, 
he was a largely social, funny and dedicated father and husband. He 
loved taking us on family holidays, taking us to sporting events, kicking 
the football with us and taking us to work with him. He was a dedicated 
husband who was always romantic and spoilt my Mum more than 
anyone. My Mum probably protected us from many things but at least 
it felt like we had a normal Dad up until that time. I always think that 
my eldest brother Steve had it the hardest. Dad deteriorated mostly at 
a stage when Steve was trying to become an adult, find himself like all 
of us. Dad just couldn’t handle this. Steve took the brunt of it for Reece 
and me, however we all soon experienced this in our own way as we 
progressed into early adulthood. Even my sisters Bailey and Anny, the 
little girls who he treasured so much, experienced the unimaginable and 
tiring daily stress of his illness. 

Despite his battle with his own mind, Dad was still always there to tell 
us he was proud, even when he became a different father, a man with 
a severe mental illness. Despite this, he would still hug us with warm 
affection and tell us he loved us. It was these very small glimpses of the 
person he once was, that made us never give up hope that he could one 
day recover from his illness. Despite being the cause of much hurt in his 
final years, I think his love for us was the only thing that kept him alive 
when everything else fell down around him. Overall though, the majority 
of our childhood was great and we never faced any real adversity or loss. 
However, as we all entered early adulthood, the situation became 
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increasingly difficult for my family as my dad’s illness began to take hold. 
He quickly became another man. I realise now that many years before 
his death, I was already grieving the loss of my father. Those glimpses 
of the man he was were almost cruel in some way, as they created a 
false hope that perhaps one day he would return. It was also around this 
time our family experienced loss for the first time. We went from things 
seeming quite perfect at times to Mum losing her parents and Dad losing 
his father. These days people often say to me that ‘your family is great’ 
or ‘you are so close’ or ‘I wish my family was like you guys’. I am closer 
to each of my family members than ever before and it makes me proud 
to hear this but this was not always the case. We always had a good 
connection and lots of love, but Dad’s illness and subsequent passing 
were incredibly difficult for our family and certainly made us closer.

In addition to these incredibly hurtful losses, when I was 25, Mum and 
Dad separated. Things just started to unravel. I don’t know how my mum 
functioned with losing her husband and her parents so quickly. At this 
stage, Dad would consistently become manic, would be so angry and 
violent and act in such an extreme fashion. Too often my brothers and I 
would have to jump in and defend my mum, even get physical with my 
dad. This ripped me apart but I never hit him, I said I would never do 
that. Too often though we would have to go and stay somewhere else 
after a fight because he would not let Mum or us inside the home. This 
would go on for weeks and we would not even have the opportunity to 
get clothes. To this day when I think of these incidents, I am filled with 
a physical feeling of hurt that grabs my stomach. I imagine my brothers, 
sisters and Mum feel the same way when they think back.

The situation with our father even began to fracture our extended 
family who at times made Mum feel guilty, as if she could have done 
more to help her husband. I still hold resentment towards some of these 
relatives to this day. When my parents separated I felt like my world had 
been crushed. My whole perception of what a relationship was meant 
to be, was taken away. I thought like many, that things like this don’t 
happen to people like us. It was very clear as to why Mum had to leave 
Dad, I just didn’t want to admit it. I could never blame my Mum but 
only support her back then and still now for making this decision. We 
all supported her and we all knew Dad was deteriorating rapidly, to a 

point where our mum and sister’s safety was sometimes at risk. It was so 
incredibly difficult constantly worrying about the next time Mum would 
ring and say he had lashed out at her. I wanted my parents to be back 
together but I knew deep down that nobody could be expected to be 
treated the way Mum was and live like that. 

After a while I got used to my parents being apart and in some way it 
was a relief not to have to worry about my younger sisters who were still 
living at home. At the same time I found it so hard to balance seeing both 
parents and managing the emotions of my father, who would always ask 
of Mum, ask me to help him and cried all of the time. I tried to rationalise 
the situation but I knew we were past that once his illness had taken full 
control. I would think of him by himself each day. Again I knew it was the 
right thing to do despite these thoughts and feelings. Even though my 
mum left Dad, I could see she never stopped caring for him and showing 
us the loyalty that was required for our own relationships. I find it so 
hard to think of what my dad was and what he became. He couldn’t work 
anymore, he lost all of our family’s money and left Mum nothing. He was 
overweight and unfit, he didn’t laugh or socialise. He had already left us 
well before his time was up. 

Well before his passing, I felt torn between so many emotions. I hated 
him and I wanted him to die. I loved him so much and I wanted him to 
recover. I felt sorry for him but I blamed him. I missed him but didn’t 
want to see him often. I would become anxious when he called me as he 
would often be breaking down over the phone, asking me about Mum 
and then he would be angry when I had to go back to work. He always 
said that he would kill himself but I would tell him he would never do it. 
I also told him one time I wished he was dead. I regret that now. He had 
changed so much that it almost got to the stage where his behaviour 
blinded us from being able to reflect on those great memories any 
longer, to feel anything positive about him at all. 

For the last year or so of Dad’s life, Mum and Dad remained apart. 
Dad went to try and live with his mum as he had no money to rent and 
perhaps she thought she could help. This didn’t last long as, like it was 
for all of us, Nana could not handle living with her son. To a degree I 
am glad she saw how hard it was given that for many years she didn’t 
acknowledge how hard life was for Mum. I remember when my brothers 
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and I packed his things to leave his mother’s home. Like many other days 
and places, this memory still troubles me. We went for a beer at a local 
pub afterwards and every time I drive past this pub, I feel sad. 

At this stage, I could already tell Mum knew she had to think about life 
after Dad. During the first separation Mum began an accounting course. 
She was good with numbers and had run the business when Dad was 
incapable. She also began working for the first time in 28 years after 
caring for her five children. It was another example of how drastically 
our family life had changed. Despite this, we all respected Mum for going 
through this and showing her trademark strength at a time when she 
could have caved in. Mum would still sometimes ask him to birthdays 
but we would all be very nervous. She only did it because she knew 
how much he loved us and she too obviously wanted her family to be 
together, maybe to resemble the family we once had. The last time Mum 
asked Dad to come to a family occasion was the last day I ever saw my 
Dad. It was Christmas Day 2008 and Mum was hosting at her home. As 
usual we were all very nervous about how Dad would act. Would he 
randomly become angry?

Within ten minutes of him arriving, he had already begun to get edgy 
and reactive and before we knew it, he was yelling and was very angry. 
Reece’s in-laws were there but nothing would stop Dad at this point, 
his filter was well and truly broken. Dad had never seen Mum’s home 
that was full of possessions they used to both share. He had no impulse 
control at this stage. Mum was obviously becoming upset and had 
started crying so Steve, Reece and I had to physically remove him from 
the house. I remember pushing him through the doorway and he fell to 
the ground. He broke his camera and fake Rolex and was also bleeding 
on his hand. The sight of his broken camera and watch affects me deeply. 
I know this is strange and merely a possession but I knew how much Dad 
had always loved his camera for photos and his things like watches. With 
no money to his name, he would not be able to replace these items. 
It just reminded me again of the times when things were better. This 
moment is imprinted into my memory now and I think of it often when I 
go through the door at Mum’s house. I’ve never told her this because she 
gets upset at things like that. 

After removing Dad from the home, he started yelling and screaming 

outside and everyone could hear him. He tried to confront me physically 
and wouldn’t get out of my face. I then did something I said I would 
never do. I punched him in the eye. He didn’t bleed and it wasn’t too 
hard but I knew I had broken my rule. Maybe it was because I knew deep 
down that Christmas was completely ruined and that this was a scene 
that could never be taken back, never be forgotten. I think he knew this 
too. We kept telling him to leave or we would call the police. He too was 
threatening to call the police. He then got into his car and drove it onto 
Mum’s lawn where I was standing. He tried to swerve his car to hit me 
but he missed. The day was ruined and this was the last time I saw my 
dad. 

A few days passed with no contact. New Year’s Eve and still no contact. 
I kind of felt sorry for him despite being scared of how he may retaliate. 
I was still shocked from the events of Christmas. 

It was Tuesday the 6th of January, 2009. It was also his father’s birthday, 
a day that Dad never managed well. He always said he was fearful of the 
day his father would pass away and since his passing, he would become 
very emotional about his father. Steve, Reece and I were together that 
afternoon. We received a call from Uncle Roy who said that nobody had 
heard from Dad and he was not picking up his phone. Roy said that he 
and Uncle Dean were going to head around to his place to check on him. 
Dean in particular was always a loyal friend to Dad. They shared a love 
for cars and just got along. Despite Dean being very aware and even a 
witness to Dad’s extreme behaviour in the past, he remained loyal and 
supportive.

Steve, Reece and I agreed to meet them there. I remember very clearly 
the feeling in the car on the way over. It was mostly silent with a feeling 
of anxiety in the car. For some reason, I think we all knew that something 
was about to happen. Steve even said something along the lines of ‘This 
being it’. We got there and met Roy and Dean. Dad’s car was there but 
he wasn’t answering the door or his phone. The window shutters were 
down. We called the police to help us get into the home. While they 
went around the back and broke in, us boys remained under the carport 
waiting anxiously. The police came out the front door and said he did not 
look like he was in a good way. They said he was conscious but he was 
looking heavily medicated and could not be roused. None of us could 
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bring ourselves to go inside at this stage. We were frozen. The police 
called the ambulance who arrived soon after.

For 45 minutes we sat in the carport while the paramedics tried 
to revive Dad. They kept coming out to update us. At one point they 
indicated maybe he would be OK and at another said that if he regained 
consciousness, he would be brain-damaged. Dean was in there with 
the paramedics trying to revive Dad. He kept coming out and telling us 
how he was going. You could see on Dean’s face that it was not looking 
promising and he was becoming emotional. We remained frozen and 
silent in the carport when all of a sudden they came out and told us that 
Dad had passed away, that he had taken his own life. I somehow found 
the ability to call a close friend and have her pick up my eldest sister, 
Anny. I then rang Anny and told her what had happened. This was one of 
the hardest things I have done in my life. 

Soon after, Mum came walking up the driveway. She knew what was 
happening and was immediately distraught. My brothers, Dean, Roy, and 
my sister Bailey were obviously distraught also. Everyone was when they 
heard the news. None of us knew what to do but eventually we had to 
leave so we didn’t see our dad being taken out of the home. Apparently 
Dad had left letters around the house with items he wanted us to keep. 
He had even been saving money for his own funeral for some time. That 
thought gutted me even more. He left all five of us siblings with two 
marathon medals each. Mum told us he had always wanted to complete 
his tenth Melbourne Marathon so each of us could have two each. This 
is a very special item for me. I remember for most of our childhood the 
medals used to hang off the side of the mirror behind Mum and Dad’s 
bedroom door. We all went back to Reece’s home, and our friends and 
family came over to support us. This would be the beginning of the 
biggest thing that had ever happened to our family. I remember trying to 
sleep that night but it was impossible. I kept thinking that these terrible 
things only happen to other families.

The funeral was eight days after. It was surreal. It felt a little awkward. 
Although I appreciated everyone being there, it was just strange to have 
so many people seeing our family so vulnerable. At the same time it was 
a reminder of the people that love each of us, our family and our dad. 
Like my siblings, I said some words. I was disappointed in what I said. 

There was nothing wrong with my words but nothing could satisfactorily 
encapsulate how I was feeling. Nothing would make it better and nothing 
would bring him back. A fond memory of the day was hearing the 
Carlton theme song when he was being lowered down at the cemetery. 
It reminded me of the times we were together as a family. Every time 
Carlton win, I still think of him after the final siren and how he would love 
to be singing the theme song. It’s a nice way to remember him. 

Five years have gone now. The first few months were the hardest in 
that everyone around me moved on so quickly and I was stuck with the 
shock of what had happened, the complicated grief that is suicide. Even 
to this day, I am still haunted by the sadness of knowing the last time I 
saw Dad was so horrible, that I couldn’t say goodbye, that I could have 
picked up the phone in those last days and obviously was never going to 
see him again. I’m reminded at every birthday, every special occasion, 
every time I see my Nana, it’s like I can’t escape sometimes. I try to be 
positive on these occasions, commemorate him in some way. Sometimes 
this makes me feel better but other times it still overwhelms me and is 
far too confronting.

It has been incredibly hard on our family. It remains this dark shadow 
over my life. It has become more manageable but I get the sense it’s 
something that will never go away. Sometimes I don’t know how much 
to think about it, sometimes I don’t even have that choice, it controls me. 
My thought is that nothing will ever take the hurt away, I just persist with 
trying to place it in a space that has minimal impact on my functioning 
each day but also commemorates Dad. The hardest thing for me though 
is my family and their feelings. I may have a good month or three but 
they may have a terrible few months. I feel Mum’s hurt all of the time 
and I know she still struggles immensely. I also know that she never quits 
so she will fight on. After all we still have so many years ahead as a family. 

It is now my turn to start a family soon, to be a father myself. The dark 
shadow has returned in these final few weeks before the birth. For the 
first time I am considering how my brothers feel about their children 
never meeting their grandfather. I think about how the birth of my child 
may remind Mum of when she shared this moment with Dad. Hopefully 
it reminds her in a positive way. I start thinking how will I be for my 
children, what can I take from the lessons Dad taught me? I’d like to think 
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my dad will be connected to this amazing event in some way. But at the 
moment, it is hard to know what I should feel.

At this point in my life, I have somewhat settled on why I think my dad 
chose to take his own life. He knew he was a different person to who he 
had once been. Although he loved his family as intensely as ever, he lost 
all ability to express this love for each of us; his illness had consumed him 
completely. He knew that each day spent with him was incredibly hard 
on our family and I think he didn’t want to hurt us, though taking his own 
life has been hurtful to us. Since his passing our family have been able to 
think more positively about Dad. I still think about why this happened to 
our family but at least now we can talk about what we love about him 
and remember the good times.

Captain Kirk and me
Ian Maurer

I am here once again, wondering, pondering, seeking solutions by the 
lamp of unfathomable darkness. For it is here I am cocooned from 
confrontation. I melt and mould to form a union with my recliner.

My feet are numb and cold, anchored like blocks of cool granite. 
My fingers are dextrous and strong, however my lamp will not host 
rabbits or butterflies in silhouettes on walls. My lamp allows me to sit in 
splendid isolation. My breathing is steady, measured, comforting in its 
metronomic pitch.

I always find this first stage dangerous and at times cruel. My Captain 
Kirk has ever so meticulously checked that all is in place for my journey. 
Lift off is successful, its facets becoming so familiar. Suddenly, a word 
shower of whys, whens, wheres and hows hits my body. Persistently 
trying to bring me down; to see if I’m up for it. I persevere, retain control 
and briefly, I have clear space again.

I draw a deeper than usual breath that causes my mouth to shudder, 
like an icy chill that I sometimes experience. I attempt to manoeuvre 
through the meteorites of guilt. Stuck by the power of what ifs, if onlys 
and should haves. Their collective forces opening up deep wounds. I 
resolve not to bleed or to blame.

Then instantly I am there. The danger’s passed. My feet no longer cold 
but warmed, nuzzled by Mac’s body. I reach down to pat him, he expels a 
contented breath; he knows he comforts, perhaps that’s why you chose 
him.



5352

Christmas at home
Robert

This year we are having Christmas at home! I’ve just put up the Christmas 
tree but have left the fun task of adding the ornaments to my wife and 
only daughter. That’s something they love to do. They reminisce about 
the various embellishments, some now a little tattered, that we have 
collected over the years. Despite their size, these ornaments hold great 
memories of being made during the school years by our two daughters, 
while others are simple knick-knacks collected during the travels of a 
military career. 

Growing up in a military household, during the 1980’s, meant that 
family experiences for our two daughters were quite different from city 
folk. The girls were very isolated from their cousins, uncles, aunts and 
grandparents. Sadly they missed many milestone activities and had to 
make new friends in each location. There was no internet back then and 
landline phones were expensive. Consequently, we always tried to get 
‘home’ to Brisbane for a big Christmas get-together and on my humble 
salary, driving was the only option. However, these 3,200 km trips 
provided some unforgettable experiences for us. There were the games 
in the back seat, the first one to spot ‘Dead Bird Lead Creek’ (near Dubbo), 
the funny petrol mishap in Grong Grong and Ned Kelly in Jerilderie. The 
kids were great and they never complained. On one extraordinary trip 
we braved locust swarms and dust storms and it was still 44 degrees at 
9pm when we arrived in West Wyalong. It was just so hot and only two 
weeks before Ash Wednesday. Like most travellers at that time, we had 
no air-conditioning in the car but the kids had one stipulation – the motel 
had to have a pool. Such times bonded our family. Our close family unit 
continued through adolescence and into adulthood. 

That all changed in July 2011. As I backed the car out I paused to take 
that disturbing phone call. I was told my married daughter, Jane, had 
suicided. I almost crashed when parking the car and I don’t know how 
I ever gathered the strength to go upstairs and tell my wife and other 
daughter. We were devastated. We knew our Jane was depressed but 
not that sick. We had our hearts ripped out. 

Within four hours I was on a seven-hour flight to Asia; a trip I shall 
never forget, wondering how I could ever prepare for arrival. The next 
two days involved little sleep, heavy perspiration and endless meetings 
with police and local entities in identifying Jane and arranging for her 
repatriation to Australia. I will never forget the wailing of other grieved 
local families at the morgue. At home, with a heavy and lonely heart, 
my wife was charged with informing relatives of the loss and arranging a 
funeral and burial site. 

Jane’s funeral was huge with family, friends and work colleagues, 
filled with disbelief, coming from all over the world. It was a very busy 
time for us; arranging the funeral, burial plot, flowers, booklet, drafting 
eulogies, gathering photos and meeting people. It was a distraction but 
I was numb anyway. I was warned to be careful driving and later found 
out why when I almost ran a red light. I didn’t need a watch; I only had 
to calculate how many days and hours had passed since we lost Jane. I 
didn’t need to sleep.

Then, it all went quiet. Everyone left soon after the funeral and wake 
and all I had left was a fractured family. This was our ‘new ’normal life. At 
times I wondered whether it was all some kind of nightmare. 

Before she died we hadn’t been seeing Jane on a daily basis. She had 
lived and worked overseas at the time so we were not expecting to 
see her until closer to Christmas. Maybe she would still come walking 
through the door one day – if I wish hard enough. So many times down 
the street or on a tram, I thought I saw her.

Six weeks after the funeral, we were invited to a family wedding in 
Brisbane. I was not sure if we were ready for such an experience but 
we read how important it is to make new memories. We made the trip 
and extended it over three weeks with a drive all the way to Cairns and 
back to Melbourne. As expected, nothing was different when we arrived 
home but the overall trip was a wonderful distraction and helped us in 
those early days. Some days there were many tears, others some laughs, 
but the trip gave us a focus, every day. 

I dreaded our first Christmas without Jane (and her husband) who 
would always come home, just like we did, from wherever they were in 
Australia or overseas. Thinking I was clever, I came up with the perfect 
solution by surprising my wife and daughter by booking a 10-day trip 
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to Bali. How therapeutic would that be, to spend our Christmas lazing 
about a pool with a book?

At about this time, six months after losing Jane, my wife and I were 
blessed when we were offered a professional psychologist and suicide 
counsellor by the Jesuit Social Services’ program Support After Suicide. 
The counsellor was sensitive, compassionate, thought-provoking and 
inspirational in facilitating our recovery and helping restore some 
confidence. To me, her support was second only to my best friend and 
wife of 40 years. 

The trip to Bali was a debacle. Several weeks before we were to leave, 
our other daughter became ill and was hospitalised. Although she was 
recuperating, she was not well enough to travel overseas. My wife and 
I were quite prepared to forego the non-refundable trip. However, our 
daughter was adamant we go, as was the advice from her specialist 
and our grief counsellor. We did go and enjoyed some of the time but 
Christmas day was very difficult without our girls. 

All through the first year after losing Jane, I suffered a severe case of 
guilt and responsibility. This is despite the fact that Jane was married and 
living overseas at the time of her death. Is that fatherhood being taken 
too seriously? I was not sure, although I think most parents would feel 
some blame as a primary protector. 

I found the second year after losing Jane was quite different – the 
anniversaries were still as painful but less confronting. I’d been there 
before and survived. Fewer relatives and friends offered comfort on 
those special days which I found to be bittersweet. I felt sad that they 
may have forgotten Jane so soon. However, I felt pleased that one day, I 
might remember only the happy anniversaries of her life – her birth, her 
marriage – and (almost) forget the day when I took that call. 

For many years, I dreamed of the day when Jane and her family would 
move back to Melbourne to once again share so many experiences 
and our common interests. However, with no chance of that, I joined 
the local RSL Club for companionship and as a distraction, and after a 
vacancy opened I accepted a voluntary role as a Welfare Officer. While 
the job can be time-consuming, I have found the wellbeing support I can 
provide to a few aged folks to be both fulfilling and confidence building. 
It would make Jane smile. 

I have never told anyone at the RSL how Jane died, only that we lost a 
daughter a couple of years ago. No one has asked me how she died but 
I know one day they will. Unless I feel they are trusted friends, I will put 
a twist on her medical condition at the time without the final scene. Too 
many people are judgmental without knowing the facts.

Now, almost three years since losing beautiful Jane, I would like to say 
we are doing better. Every evening meal, we burn a candle for Jane and 
take her flowers most weeks. I have just mounted a collage of family 
snapshots covering our married lives with our daughters being the main 
focus. However, none of us has felt up to a photo viewing night. Likewise, 
every time I hear a U2 song, I cannot enjoy it as I once did, thinking only 
of the several concerts Jane dragged us along to and her love for Bono. 
Every time I sense Angel perfume, I look for Jane. 

So with the tree all decorated, I’m really looking forward to Christmas 
this year which will be our first at home since losing Jane. There will be 
sad times as we reminisce, some laughs and hopefully new memories for 
future years – especially as I’m doing the cooking! 
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The commitment
Ian Maurer

What were you thinking about
for that instant in time?
Your lifeless body forever frozen!
now a pendulum keeping time in a new world.

People speaking at 33⅓ 
while the world functions at mach 7. 
Swept along by the waves of community expectation 
classified by the unwelcomed tattoo of stigma. 

Phrases are communicated with a time frame 
apparently, to be adhered to. 
Should I thank them? 
Should I respond with a qualified retort? 

Oh fuck it my world is not here! 
My world is travelling 
in a parallel space to theirs. 
Maybe I should not be so critical. 

My mind recalls conversations, agreements, 
bonded commitments 
from our days on the road, together. 
The time has come to honour them. 

What about Terry and Dave? 
What about them? 
This time is for you and me. 
No space for those I regard as friends and confidants.

This journey 
complex and confusing, 
extra baggage may be the reason 
we don’t fulfil this commitment. 

My clock has been functioning 
on a yin and yang rotation 
divided between night and day 
where time has no currency. 

Agreements and commitments, I hear you ask. 
Strangers in a foreign land 
my silent companion and I. 
Fulfilling our dream.

Twenty-eight twists and bends 
from the valley floor, 
this road is steep, hot 
an unrelenting ribbon of asphalt to the sky. 

A caravan of welcome stretches to the altar 
of our Pyrenean cathedral. 
Where efforts and respect are anointed 
with cool water upon my head. 

My precious companion 
suddenly appears 
to be a lot heavier, 
or is it just my heart. 

So here it is 
just past the finish banner, 
a position commanding 
the mount. 

I gently let my granular gold 
run through my fingers to the earth of our host.
Running through and across my fingers 
like our time has left me and it has. 
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Dear diary
Anonymous

Entry 1

Dad,

It’s been nearly 4 weeks now since you left us. It seems like yesterday, 
yet also years ago. It seems unreal, yet painfully real. It feels like a dream, 
a nightmare. It feels like a bad joke, like someone else’s life, someone 
else’s family, the type of tragedy that happens to other people, to other 
families. I want to wake up, turn a corner, open a door or enter a room 
and for life to be like I’ve always known it. With you. 

I was driving to our family home last Thursday, in the usual direction. 
I suddenly felt you close to me. Tears, aplenty. I was remembering all 
those times we drove that road together. Me as a kid playing footy, you 
always at my side. You only ever missed two games I played. I loved you 
being there. Mentor, confidant, critic, shepherd. The best games were 
always those when you were there. 

Then, on my way back to my home, a song played on my iPod. Tears, 
again. This is happening a lot. Like on Saturday, when I took a long bike 
ride. A spectacular view across the bay, sun high in the sky and the water 
a beautiful blue. It felt good to be alive, to feel such a day, to breathe the 
summer air. But you were not there, you can’t be there, you won’t be 
there. More tears. Even though you would have complained it was too 
hot, you would have loved that view. Maybe that’s why I cried – knowing 
that you will never see such a view again, at least not in the same way I 
did, and not with me.

I’ve changed. I’m not sure how yet, but I’ve changed. I’ve been reading 
a book about loss and life’s lessons. It’s great reading. It talks about loss 
and change as ‘one door closing and another opening’, but describes the 
pain caused by the transition from one door to the other, the ‘hallway’, 
as being immense. I’m right there just now. Stumbling in a dark hallway, 
a place I’ve never been before – not with other family members who 
have died. That was them, but this is you. My great friend. My Dad. I 

need your help Dad, to get out of this place. You have to guide me out 
of the dark hallway. I don’t want to be lost. You’ve brought me here, so 
you’re going to have to help me out. I still believe in you Dad. I don’t feel 
you’ve let me down. 

We got your death certificate last week. It looks the same as your birth 
certificate. Only it reads like a bookend. It states what you did to yourself. 
It doesn’t state why though. I guess that is left to us to try and figure out. 
I know you would not want to hurt any of us. But you have hurt us all. 
Deeply. Beyond deeply. Indelibly. 

I see your face every day, Dad. Happy you, curious you, loving you, 
determined you, angry you, knowing you, self-doubting you, pleading 
you, numb you, courageous you, can-do you, shattered you, content you, 
impatient you, thoughtful you, compassionate you. Alive you. Dead you.

I see myself in you; in photos, in my mind, in the way others look at 
me – like your friends, like our extended family. They see me and think 
of you. They don’t say anything, but I can feel it, see it in their body 
language, in their positive and negative energy. It makes them at once 
happy and despairing. It makes me both proud and scared.

I’ve been to your gravesite twice since the funeral. It feels good to do 
that. I’ve always been alone when I visit – no-one with me and no-one at 
the cemetery. It’s solitude. It’s a small step toward closure, I hope. It also 
feels empty – like a great waste. Not you, not your life, no, this was not 
what was wasted. Just the end of your life was a waste. The final hours, 
the final minutes, seconds, split seconds – when you made the choice to 
end your life. 

The issue is, it wasn’t just your life. Your life was mine too. It was a part 
of all our lives. We will never get it back. A link is lost now. Innocence 
gone. You have hardened us all.

Entry 2

Dad,

I’ve been saying to people that I’m not angry with you Dad. I was sure 
I wasn’t. Now I’m not so sure. In the bush behind the family home, 
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deep in the bush, I have spent time just screaming and crying. It’s a 
good place for that. Last weekend when I was bike riding, I also found 
myself screaming out loud a few times. I guess it’s pain, probably anger. 
Better out than in, so they say. I also find myself wincing and getting 
very uncomfortable when I think of you taking your own life. So lonely. 
So desperate. So violent. So unlike the person who always cared for us. 
So unlike the person who was always first to help everyone else, to feel 
everyone else’s pain and try to erase it. 

What happened Dad? What took you to the point where you felt 
there was no other way out of your pain and suffering. You could have 
called me. You could have said, ‘I’m in trouble here, please help me’. You 
could have laid all your fears bare and asked others for help too. No-one 
would have denied you compassion and help. I saw that in the eyes of 
every one of your friends, colleagues and family members before, during 
and after the funeral. The shadow behind their eyes spoke volumes for 
their feelings of helplessness – ‘I wasn’t able to help my great mate’. 
Maybe you couldn’t let us help you. Maybe it was all out of your control. 
There are many things we can’t control. Knowing that and respecting 
that, especially respecting it – this is one of my early learnings from your 
death, Dad. 

That, and patience – time is as we make it ourselves. You made yourself 
believe you had run out of time, that time was against you. Time was 
controlling you. We could have beaten this illness Dad with more time. 
We could have worn it down. 

In your shoes, I know you must have felt you’d been pushing up hill for 
many months, with no end in sight. I can’t imagine the distress you were 
under. I know you were tired, worn down, feeling helpless, increasingly 
worthless and despairing. I know you felt you were holding people back, 
burdening people. I know you didn’t like to be unwell when we were 
around you. I know you wanted to always be Dad, the foundation stone 
of the family.

But I would give anything to tell you one last time that you were never 
a burden, never worthless, never helpless. Not in my eyes. You were sick, 
scared and tired. That I knew, that we shared. But I was proud of the 
fight you were making. I believed you could prevail. I got it wrong, way 
wrong. I thought we had an agreement that we would climb that big 

hill together. That we’d win the battle. What went wrong, Dad? What 
was the trigger that brought us to this point? What was worth all of this 
collateral? 

My theory? That you found yourself in a perfect storm. High anxiety, 
exhausted, self-loathing, embarrassed, scared, really scared, panic-
panic-panic, illogical clarity, desperate. Worried about all and sundry, 
plus some. Unable to be the person you saw yourself as, feeling the 
walls closing in on you. The prospect of going back to hospital, a place/
scenario you hated. But why die this way Dad, so others would find you 
that way? Why that legacy? 

If my theory is wrong, and this is something you planned over time, 
I think I feel cheated, misled even. And to plan such a calamity, such a 
trauma for all of us to carry forward, well, I find that incomprehensible 
as an act my father would plan and implement. Please give me a sign this 
is not how you left us.
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You, me
Robert

You used to chat,
you used to giggle,
you used to ring,
you always cared.

You were the best!

But now it’s quiet.
I wait, and want,
I need to know
your pain has gone.

I wait. I want.

What I think
Greg Hammond

words fail
imagination delivers
I screenplay her return
our prodigal daughter

it seems however
fictional joy
highlights facts 
driven home

no wiggle room
so then
focus, don’t wiggle
its up to me, what I think
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The Catcher
Robert

How could it ever be any different for Jane? During her early years she 
had to like The Beatles! Her father was a 60’s/70’s tragic when it came 
to music and there was always a cassette in the car on big car trips, 
playing the British rock invasion. Consequently, it was no surprise in her 
teenage years that Jane became quite interested in the lives and loves 
of all four members of the group, particularly in events surrounding the 
assassination of John Lennon. 

One day while trawling through their large book cabinet, Jane was 
surprised to find a copy of The Catcher in the Rye – the very book that 
John Lennon’s assassin had in his possession on that fateful night. While 
noting that it was her dad’s book and that it was not new but well read, 
Jane spent the whole weekend reading it. She loved the story and the 
distinct style of the book. She must have, for she ‘refreshed’ her memory 
of it during many school holidays.

Several years later, Jane’s dad, who had noticed her interest, presented 
her with a new copy of the book on the last day of her work experience. 
To everyone’s surprise, Jane broke into tears. It was not an expensive 
present and no one knew exactly why there was such emotion over a 
simple book. It was never explored but it may have been that she was 
touched by the pride expressed in her father’s handwritten comments 
in the preface or it may have highlighted a special father-daughter bond 
built over many years. 

Following Jane’s untimely death overseas more than a decade later, 
her father collected her personal belongings, amongst which was her 
copy of The Catcher in the Rye. During Jane’s final farewell, several items 
were placed with her so she would never be lonely. Her dad chose the 
original copy of the book – the first one Jane had ever read.

So where is Jane’s copy of The Catcher in the Rye now? It is on her dad’s 
bookshelf. The book is handled frequently but no longer read. Several 
pages of the book are creased at the top corner and coffee stains appear 
on two pages. The book even has the stale odour of the tropics. But it 
holds pride of place on the bookshelf.

Energy
Robert

I saw you as a baby, crawling – 
so energised.
I saw you as a student, studying –
so energised.
I drove you to those parties, laughing – 
so energised.
I saw you getting married, proudly –
so energised.
You told me you were pregnant, excitedly – 
so energised.
But then I saw you, lying there –
so still!
So where is all that energy now?
Is it the energy I now have, to think about you –
every day?
Or is it the power that makes me feel you are with me –
so energised.
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The Men’s Group
Ian Maurer

The shadows are lengthening on Richmond Hill

it’s twilight amongst the bluestone and spires.

The men have begun to arrive, some by BM, some by Merc,

cocooned in a VT, HK, Camry or ute.

Sandals, shorts, casual or suits

wearing familiar attire, the Vespa pilot arrives, 

encased in Kevlar his armour of choice.

A rectangle of tables for the circle of trust

acknowledgements, greetings, exchanged and received

they position themselves, some pre-determined, 

none designated the usual is safe.

Introductions begin, faces familiar and new

the roll call of years proceeds six, eight, three, one maybe two.

‘Last month’ we hear from a broken voice

my heart sinks, shit

we’ll get you through.

So on the second Thursday of each month

we gather, confide, comfort and talk

men shelling their souls like peas

‘Oh how I cherish and honour Thursdays’

most especially these.
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Biographies

Allan Schmidt: Allan is a nurse and lives in Melbourne, where 
he also lost his partner and friend of 20 years to a long battle of 
mental illness and chronic suicidal ideation in 2009.

Benjamin: Benjamin is married and is a father to a one-year-
old daughter. He lost his father to suicide on the 6th of January, 
2009 as a result of a long battle with bipolar depression. Writing 
this piece helped him through a dark time and he hopes it will 
provide some support and comfort to others who have also 
suffered through this devastating loss.

Greg Hammond: Greg's teenage daughter took her own life in 
mid-2012.

Ian Maurer: Ian is married to Heather. They have been together 
for 46 years and had three beautiful children together. Ian 
became involved in this book and other suicide awareness 
initiatives, following Tim’s suicide in 2006.

James Kelly: James is a married father with one son working 
in media relations for one of Australia’s largest ASX listed 
companies. He lost his father to suicide in 2004.

Kevin James: Kevin is a retired teacher who is now trying to 
help people through their grief experienced because of suicide. 
The piece here is an open piece looking into the emotions and 
the thoughts experienced in the time after the loss of his son 
Michael. It is aimed to enable people, particularly men, to feel a 
freedom to grieve and to be open with emotions. 

Mario Robertson: Mario is New Zealand born with a background 
in film and television. His older brother Damian died in 2012, 5 
days after his birthday. He left behind his two boys, Jaydan and 
Brodie and his loving mother Colleen. Mario’s two pieces are 
dedicated to Damian.

Mark Ives: Father to Jackson who was lost to us in 2012.

Rob Staples: Rob Staples and his wife divorced in 2001 when 
their two daughters were children. Both girls moved in with him 
and he became their sole parent through their teenage years. 
His youngest daughter Carly took her own life in 2011 exactly 
four months after her twenty first birthday.

Robert: Robert is a retired career Defence Force member who 
is married with an adult daughter. In 2011, he lost his younger 
daughter, Belinda as a result of ante-natal depression while she 
was living overseas
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The cost of silence

The cost of silence has been written by eleven men who have 
experienced the loss of a loved one to suicide. They are brothers, 
fathers, sons and partners.
 
They write with clarity, honesty and feeling about the experience. 
They do not shy away from the painful reality but they also offer hope 
and inspiration to others.
 
Their stories give voice to this difficult experience which many in our 
community find it so hard to speak about. A thread running through 
many of the pieces is the high cost of silence; silence around suicide, 
silence around grief and bereavement.
 
The writers hope that their stories encourage conversation, 
discussion and break down the silence.
 

Support After Suicide is a program of Jesuit Social Services
funded by the Department of Health

under the National Suicide Prevention Strategy
www.supportaftersuicide.org.au

 


