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About the Book

‘This account will not hide from the truth of what this illness does to the one who is suffering, and to all those whom that person loved the most. Above all, however, I want to write this book because my story, which is also Emma’s and that of our three wonderful children, is nevertheless a story of hope.’

I Want My Mummy Back is Jon Nicholson’s moving account of how he and his children coped when their mother was diagnosed with the cancer that ultimately took her life. Here he writes about how her illness put unimaginable strains on the relationship with his wife and the loved ones around them and how as a family they coped and pulled together in the dark days after her death to discover a life that although very different from the one they had planned is happy.

Jon Nicholson lost his wife to osteosarcoma, a very rare form of bone cancer. Emma died in 2004, just 14 months after being diagnosed.


About the Author

Just fourteen months after being diagnosed with cancer, Jon Nicholson’s wife Emma died. In his inspiring book Jon writes candidly about how he and his three children managed through the months of his wife’s illness and of how they continue to manage after her tragic death.   Jon has been a photographer for over twenty years, working all over the world. His editorial work includes projects with the Sunday Times Magazine, National Geographic Society, Elle and Conde Nast Traveller. He has also published a number of books including the critically acclaimed Ganges.
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This is for my children, Molly, Maisy and Sam.

I hope that this will help to answer some of your questions.

You should always remember that your mother tried very

hard for you all.





A note from the author

I HAVE JUST finished reading through the final edit of this
book and would now like to make a few comments about
Emma's illness.

I likened this whole period to the impending onslaught of a
category five hurricane: the feeling that I was totally unable to
control a situation; the knowledge of knowing this would be
bad but not knowing how bad, or how furiously one was going
to get thrown from pillar to post.

As this hurricane unleashed its destructive power upon our
lives, instant answers were required on how to deal with people
and situations, and I made decisions that could only be taken on
the spur of the moment. Some of these decisions were very harsh
and were made without the benefit of hindsight. I tried not to
offend or cut anybody out during this almighty storm – and I
apologise if anybody does feel offended. All I tried to do was
manage its effects so that my children and I could rebuild our lives
and I could get the four of us to where we are now: a place where
the storm has passed, the sun is shining and we all can smile again.

As I say in this book, I was not the perfect husband or carer,
nor was Emma the perfect patient during this time. But most of
all I want this to be a truthful account of Emma's illness and
its aftermath.

I think it is important that you, the reader, remember that
this is only my account of an illness that is all too common and
for which there are no hard and fast rules; that what I have said
is only meant to help – strange as it may seem – those who have
felt its effects in the past or are riding out their own storm at
present. Things get said and actions taken that can make one
feel guilty, alone and afraid; I want others to realise that these
emotions are all totally normal, no matter how alien or
unnatural they may feel.

Finally, I can feel the love I had, and still have, for Emma
running through these pages and I hope that you do too.

Jon Nicholson

January 2008





Prologue

Going Neutrapenic and

Other Medical Words

WE HAD BEEN warned it would happen. Emma and I both knew.
We just didn't think it would happen quite so soon. 'Going
neutrapenic': an expression that neither of us had ever heard of
just two weeks before, but one we would become very familiar
with very quickly. There is the old cliché that cancer is a word, not
a sentence, which may be true for some. But cancer is also a whole
new language, and any one who comes into close contact with this
illness is soon forced to learn it, and fast. I hadn't fully realised
this until the events of that particular evening had finished
unfolding at a speed that I was totally unprepared for. By the time
I was finally able to catch my breath, I started to understand how
little time I had to learn this language and adapt to the enormity
of what had hit us as a family. I also saw that what lay ahead of us
now would bear no relation to the life we had once led as a happy,
settled, family of five.

On that particular day, Emma had been home for just two
hours. I had done the three-hour round trip to collect her from
the Middlesex Hospital, just off London's Tottenham Court
Road, where she had spent the last four days as an in-patient on
the Whitbread ward, one of the oncology wards. She had been
diagnosed just over two weeks before, had just finished her first
session of chemotherapy, and was determined to remain strong
and positive throughout the months of treatment that stretched
ahead. This was despite being told from the outset by the
doctors that they were putting her on the strongest possible
chemotherapy treatment, and that she had to know there was a
chance the drugs would kill her, irrespective of what the cancer
might do. Emma's reaction to this stark piece of information
was quite simply, 'Just do whatever it takes to get rid of this
thing.' This strong and beautiful woman was not going to get
put off by any daunting-sounding treatment. As far as she was
concerned, she would submit her body to anything, as long as it
rid her of the osteosarcoma – the bone cancer – that was now
eating away at her.

When I had collected her that afternoon, she looked fine and
even sounded quite cheerful. She was sitting on her bed, waiting
for me, her bag was packed, and she was ready to go home. We
said goodbye to the nurses and to some of the patients that
Emma, in her typical way, had already befriended. These were
very temporary goodbyes: she was due back two days later for
the start of her next round of chemo. But in the meantime, she
was able to go home, see the children, cuddle them and make
the most of some treasured time with them. She couldn't wait.

In the car on the way home, I thought she seemed surprisingly
undamaged both physically and emotionally by what she
had just been through. She had told me on the phone, when I'd
spoken to her over the last few days, that sometimes she felt a bit
sick, or her line, through which the drugs and the fluids were
being pumped into her body, was a bit uncomfortable. But
whatever she had gone through in hospital, she appeared to
have coped with it well, and it didn't now seem to be affecting
her. In fact, she was more interested in telling me about the lady
in the bed opposite her who snored, so she hadn't managed to
get much sleep, or that the food wasn't much good but that her
friend Gina had brought in extra supplies in the form of Covent
Garden soups, which had helped. I was secretly relieved: so far,
so good.

When we eventually got back to Haslemere later that
afternoon, we quickly collected the children from the friends
down the road who had been looking after them, and arrived
home, elated at the thought of the two entire days that lay ahead
of us when we could be a family once again. Two days: the
length of a weekend. Normally, we glide through weekends
without thinking, knowing that the next one will be along soon
enough. We look forward to them, of course, but we take them
for granted. And because they come round with comforting
regularity, they fly by and, before we know it, they're over and
it's Sunday evening. But now, we were going to have to squeeze
precious time as a family into two short days, knowing that
Emma would soon be incapable of enjoying what passed for us
as normal family life: going down to the beach with the
children, windsurfing, having friends over for Sunday lunch. So
this first time at home was a bonus: Emma seemed better than I
had dared to expect, so I hoped our two days would provide us
with some semblance of normality.

As soon as she got in through the front door, Emma went
straight up to have a bath to get rid of the horrible hospital smell
that always seems to linger on, long after you have left the ward.
Soon, feeling cleansed and refreshed, she and the children were
cuddling up on the sofa and catching up. They knew their
mother had cancer because we had told them from the outset;
they also knew that the treatment she was going to have, to try
to make her better, would entail regular stays in hospital. Now
that she was home after her first bout of treatment, they were
understandably really happy to see their mum again, and
started chatting away excitedly about what they had been doing
during their final week of the summer holidays. Molly, who had
just turned 10, was starting a new school in nearby Midhurst, so
was giving Emma a full update on any new developments before
the start of term, mainly involving speculation of who might be
in which class, and how she really wanted to be in the same class
as her best friends, and what a nightmare it would be if she
wasn't. In other words, Molly was telling Emma about all the
things which matter most to a normal, bubbly 10-year-old.
Maisy, who was seven, and Sam, who was four and a half, were
filling Emma in on their trip to the beach earlier that week, and
what they had done that afternoon at their friends' house. The
children didn't ask their mum many questions about what she
had been up to in hospital, but they did notice that she had a
small tube – a cannula – inserted into her hand, and heavy
taping around it to keep it in place. As avid Casualty fans – or
'Cas', as we simply called it in our house, because it was such a
Saturday evening fixture for Emma and the kids, who all loved
it – this was like having a real-life episode in your front room.

How great was that! So they were fascinated by this weird tube
and what it was for.

Eventually, like all children, they wandered off to carry on
with their day. Meanwhile, I was pottering around, doing some
tidying up in the kitchen. Suddenly, I heard Emma calling out
to me from the living room. I went in to see what was up.
Looking up from the sofa she was now lying on, she said to me
rather flatly, 'I don't feel too good. Do you mind fixing the
children's tea?'

'Riiight, well, that doesn't surprise me, given what you've been
through,' I replied, hoping to sound matter-of-fact, although my
initial thought had actually been, 'What, already? Jesus, this stuff
is powerful shit if it's doing this to you this quickly!'

I duly went off, rustled something up for the children's tea,
sat them down to eat it, then went back to check on Emma half
an hour later. I walked into the front room and saw at once that
she was shaking quite badly. We had been told that this might
happen, so I knew that she needed to take her temperature:
99.7°F. Not great. I decided to call the chemotherapy nurse on
the ward at the Middlesex, because even at that stage, I could tell
this was a worrying sign. I got through straight away.

'Hi, this is Jon Nicholson, Emma's husband. She's not
feeling too good right now, she's a bit red in the face.'

'OK. Has she got a temperature?'

'Yes, 99.7 degrees.'

'Oh . . . kay,' he answered slowly, in his lilting Scottish
accent, as he thought carefully about the instructions he would
issue next. 'I'd like you to take her temperature again in 10
minutes' time and ring me back.'

He was very calm. I waited for 10 minutes. The clock ticked
slowly on . . . and on . . . and finally it was time to take Emma's
temperature again. I almost didn't need to. I could see her
visibly getting worse, before my very eyes. I took her temperature
again and, in a mere 10 minutes, it had gone over the 100
mark. I dialled the direct line to the ward and spoke to the nurse
again.

'Hello, Jon here. It's 100.4.'

'Okay, fine,' he replied, still calm. 'I think you should pack a
bag, then take it again in 10 minutes' time and call me back.'

Another endless, endless wait for the minute hand on the
clock to move on to the required time. Surely time was standing
still, it couldn't go by that slowly, could it? Emma was getting
worse by the minute and just lying there, shaking with fever.
With the 10 minutes barely up, I took her temperature again
and saw with mounting horror that it had jumped yet again. I
quickly punched the numbers out for the ward, the now-familiar
voice answered, and I got straight to the point.

'She's up to 102.6 degrees.'

'Okay, I think she's probably going to go neutrapenic,' the
nurse replied, still admirably unflappable. 'Have you got
someone there to look after the children? Call them now. Don't
wait for an ambulance. Just take her to your nearest hospital.
Now. Which one are you going to? The Royal Surrey in
Guildford? Fine, I'll call A&E there, and they'll be ready and
waiting for you when you get there.'

'But it will take us 20 minutes to get there.'

'Don't worry, that's fine, I'll let them know.'

I hung up and got straight on the phone to a friend of ours
who lived nearby and who had offered to help out if ever we
needed her. Now was that time.

'Kate, you need to come over now. I've got to take Emma to
hospital immediately. She's not well . . .'

'Okay, Jon, I won't be long, but I'm right in the middle of
my din—'

'No, Kate,' I interrupted, exasperated, 'you don't understand. I have to take Emma to the hospital – NOW.'

'Well, um, can you just give me 10 minutes to put my stuff
together?'

'Kate, get over here, for fuck's sake!' I practically screamed
down the phone at her, before slamming it down.

'Where's your stuff?' I asked Emma, who was now looking
iller than I had ever seen her.

'Why?'

'Where's your stuff?'

Realising she was barely able to think straight, I rushed
upstairs, threw the bare essentials into a small bag, and rushed
back down to find the children in the front room, clearly very
upset and scared, Molly in particular. They had finished their
tea and had gone in to see their mother, only to find her lying
there, clearly very unwell.

'It's okay, shush, don't worry kids, I'm just going to take
Mummy to the hospital,' I said, as calmly as I could. 'Just go and
sit over there, and don't make too much noise.'

'But what's wrong?' they cried.

They didn't understand: an hour ago, their mum had been
chatting to them on that very sofa, apparently fine. Now she was
almost incoherent with fever. As the children clung to her, in tears,
she tried to give them a hug and to reassure them: 'I don't know
what's wrong, but don't worry, I'll be back shortly.' I got Emma
up, wrapping my arms around her to prevent her from falling, and
as she stumbled out of the house, she was still trying to smile at
her children as she mumbled, 'It's okay, I'll be back soon.'

I didn't have time to feel scared, or to panic. I didn't have
time to feel my guts twisting inside me at the sight of my
sobbing, frightened children. I just knew this was a very serious
situation and it had to be sorted out as quickly as possible.

I got Emma to the car just as Kate's daughter pulled up. She
had obviously managed to rush out more quickly than her
mother. There was no time for niceties. But I do remember
making a mental note that we clearly weren't going to be able to
rely on Kate – or not in this way, at least – if, every time I called,
she wasn't able to drop everything, and come straight over. The
way I saw it, ever since I had heard Emma's diagnosis, I had
made it my priority to do everything I could to enable her and
the children to get through the horror of what lay ahead, and I
needed to know who I could truly count on to help me to do this.
I realise that people who have not been in my situation might
think I was being harsh towards Kate, but all I could think about
at this stage – because I knew there was a possibility that Emma
might actually die that evening –was battening down the hatches
and protecting, as best I could, those I loved the most. And if, in
so doing, I came across as impatient with some people, then that
did not overly concern me. I didn't let on to Kate that I had
decided she was not going to be of much help in an emergency,
but equally, I wasn't going to worry about offending her at that
moment. I simply didn't have time. I poured Emma into the car,
ran back in to get the overnight bag, then set off for the hospital
as fast as safety would allow me. All the way there, I kept
wondering how much higher Emma's temperature now was,
and how much higher it could go before it would kill her?

Chemotherapy kills bad cells, but also a lot of good cells.
And amongst the good cells it kills are the white cells in our
blood. These are essential for fighting off infection, and if their
levels drop too low, our bodies become unable to resist all the
bacteria that we naturally carry inside us. This causes a fever
and, eventually, if left untreated, septicaemia sets in when the
infection takes over. Our immune system collapses, our vital
organs cease to function, and we die. Emma had neutrapenic
fever, and it is a common side-effect of chemotherapy and one
which they warn you about. What I think hadn't been made
fully clear – or maybe it was just one of those details that we
hadn't fully taken on board, amongst the thousands of other
details, when the treatment had been explained to us – was that
this could happen even after the first bout of treatment. And
also that it could happen that fast and that violently. That was
why we had been taken by surprise. Emma was to go neutrapenic
on several more occasions during the course of her
chemotherapy, but it was never as frightening as that first time.

On the way to the hospital, I could see that Emma was
terrified. She didn't know what was going to happen. Every
minute that went by, she was getting worse. Finally, after what
seemed like an interminable journey, we pulled up outside
A&E. I left Emma in the car, ran in and went straight up to the
nurse on triage duty, 'Bed! Now! Neutrapenic!', as I pointed
frantically in the general direction of my car that was parked
right outside the entrance. All credit to the Middlesex, they had
rung on ahead of us, as they had promised, and warned the
Royal Surrey that Emma was coming in, so I had hardly had
time to say those words before staff were wheeling a trolley out
to the car and getting Emma on to it. She was taken straight to a
side room in A&E. No need or time for paperwork at this stage.
Everyone was rushing around her like blue-arsed flies. A doctor
appeared from nowhere, an antibiotic drip was immediately set
up and pumped straight into her arm (thank God the cannula
was already in place!) and a nurse was assigned to care for her.
When there is an emergency, I truly believe the NHS is there for
you. They certainly were this time, and it didn't matter at all
that the nurse could hardly speak English: she knew exactly
what she was doing and was fantastically efficient. And that, in
the end, was all that mattered.

Finally, Emma's condition was stabilised. Just in time. 'This
is going to be unbelievable,' I stood there thinking, as I looked
down at my semi-conscious wife, and took stock of what had
happened in the space of just a couple of hours. 'This is what it's
going to be like, now. And I'd better be prepared for it.'

By the time Emma was out of danger and it was safe for me
to leave the hospital, it was almost midnight. I arrived home to
find Molly waiting up and wanting answers to questions. Sam
and Maisy had gone to bed, finally overcome by exhaustion, but
I owed it to Molly to explain to her what was going on, and to
allay any fears she might have had. Maybe because she was older
than the others, she had been particularly upset by the scene that
had unfolded before her eyes so quickly and dramatically earlier
that evening, and the sight of her mother shaking uncontrollably
with fever had clearly affected her. So it was vital – as it always
was before and has been since – that I reassure her and tell her
why it had happened. By the time I had finished, Molly was able
to go to bed safe, in the knowledge that, once the doctors made
her better, her mum would indeed be coming home.

I eventually collapsed into bed, my head buzzing with the
events of the day, my body crying out for rest. I had managed to
cope with this hurdle, but I knew that I would be jumping
many, many more. This was no ordinary obstacle course,
because with Emma's illness, I never knew how soon the next
hurdle would come, nor how high it would be – nor indeed
whether I would manage to clear it.

The next day dawned, and the first challenge was to talk to
Maisy and Sam, who had gone to sleep without knowing what
had happened to their mother. And who, no sooner had their
mother come home, had seen her snatched away from them.
When would they next be seeing her? As with Molly, I had to
make the time to sit down and explain to them what I knew and
what was going on. I had to answer their questions in a language
which a little boy of four and a half and a slightly older girl of
seven could understand. And if they didn't understand first
time round, I had to find another way of giving them the
information they were asking for. It took time, thought and
honesty to do that. And I made it my absolute priority to make
sure I communicated with all my children in such a way that
they felt utterly able to ask me about anything, at any time. To
my mind, that was the only way in which they would cope with
the awfulness of what I knew they would have to face in the
months and years to come.

Once I had finished talking to the children, I got on the phone
to the hospital to see how Emma had been through the night. The
news was good. Being young and fit, her body had reacted well to
the antibiotics that were now flooding her system. The doctors
were optimistic and hoped she would be able to go home in a day
or two. The trouble was, she was due back the following day at the
Middlesex for her next four-day chemotherapy session, and I
knew Emma would have been devastated if she had had to
postpone it. As it turned out, she was discharged from hospital
the very next morning, just 36 hours after being admitted in such
a critical condition that death could have been hours away.

The joy the children had in seeing their mother walk back
into the house was short-lived, because they had to be told that
later that morning she would have to leave again and go back to
the hospital in London. Yet again, their mother was being taken
away from them before they had barely had a chance to hold her
in their arms. Not only was I having to learn to cope with daily
hurdles, not only was Emma having to cope with her illness and
all its terrible consequences, but the children were also having
to learn that, for the time being at least, this is what their life was
going to be: a constant emotional assault course.






1

Early Days

BY THE TIME I met Emma in 1989, I was 28 years old and had
managed to carve out for myself a reasonably good career as a
photographer. I specialised in windsurfing photography and
spent a lot of time abroad on shoots for magazines or equipment
manufacturers, but I also did more general magazine and
editorial work. However, my route to photography had been anything
but straightforward, as indeed had been my route in life.

I was adopted when I was two days old. My adoptive parents
were childless at that stage, and my father was a highly successful
anaesthetist whose team was instrumental in developing the
epidural anaesthesia that has so revolutionised childbirth for
women. My mother was a nurse but she had stopped work
when I came along. My parents then adopted a little girl when I
was two but, rather surprisingly, went on to have their own
natural child, a girl, when I was 10 years old.

Although we lived a very cosy life in Dulwich, by the age of
11, I had a difficult relationship with my parents and was often
in conflict with them. Whereas my younger sister was the perfect
pupil, I struggled at school, however hard I tried. In the end, I
was sent away at the age of 12 to a horrible boarding school,
Cliff View House – no doubt, and hopefully, long since closed
down – in Seaford, Sussex. Why was I sent away? Because I had
been diagnosed as dyslexic and my parents were desperate for
me to pass the Common Entrance exam at the age of 13 in order
to get into a 'decent' secondary boarding school, and Cliff View
House specialised in teaching what were then seen as academic
no-hopers such as me. There were only five or six children per
class and the teachers literally crammed us, in the hope that
somehow we might just slip under the net and get accepted
somewhere at 13. The regime was so intense that we only went
home to see our parents one weekend a term, unlike normal
boarding schools where there are three or four exeat weekends
per term. Other than an all-pervasive feeling of loneliness, my
only specific memory of my time at Cliff View House was sitting
on Brighton beach one day with my parents, sobbing, and just
wanting to know why they'd sent me to this school.

By this stage, I think I had subconsciously decided that if
that was what they wanted for me, that was fine, but I no longer
wanted to spend time at home either. I didn't fit in, as far as I
could see, I didn't live up to their hopes and aspirations, my
relationship with my mother in particular was deteriorating by
the week, and the one with my father was, at best, distant.

Despite my best efforts, I still failed the Common Entrance
exam. Fortunately, I somehow got accepted into a minor public
school called Bearwood College, near Wokingham, largely on
the basis that I was, firstly, good at sport, cricket in particular,
secondly, good at art, and thirdly, a jolly decent sort – all of
primary importance in the English public school system. So
amazingly, and much to my relief, I went off there and had a
pretty good time. I played a lot of cricket, did well at it, and
ignored the fact that, academically, I was a disaster, thanks to
my dyslexia. But one of the best things to come out of my time
at Bearwood College was the fact that I met Paul, who soon
became my closest friend.

Paul's parents ran very successful businesses and lived in
Chelsea, just opposite the Chelsea Arts Club. Before long, I was
spending every exeat weekend and most of the holidays with
them, although, in reality, Paul and I practically lived at the Arts
Club. His family were – and are – lovely, and they made me feel
so welcome that, even when Paul stayed on at school after O
levels, I was still able to stay with them whenever I wanted to.

It would have been out of the question for me to contemplate
the idea of doing A levels, but when my O level results did
come through, even I could not have anticipated my father's
response. Holding up the piece of paper on which it was
written that I had passed one solitary O level, a B in Art, he just
stood in the hall of our house, looked at me and, with a sigh,
uttered the words which haunt me still, 'Couldn't you at least
have tried a bit harder,' before walking past, his lips pursed in
disappointment.

Shortly before leaving school a couple of months earlier, I
had had the 'Well, what are you going to do with yourself?'
conversation with my parents. 'We can't have you hanging
around the house doing nothing,' they had added supportively.
So it was decided that I should apply to one of the management
trainee schemes run by the John Lewis Partnership. Despite my
apparent lack of qualifications, I managed to get accepted and,
to my surprise, had the time of my life. I found I was actually
quite good at the job, there were lots of pretty girls working
there, and I soon got to know all there was to know about the
fourth-floor stock room of the garden furniture section of Peter
Jones, Sloane Square!

I was only 17 and having a blast. I had a job I liked, was
earning a bit of money, was partying hard, and had total
independence from my parents, whom I saw only rarely. One
July morning, though, I came home from a party in the early
hours, rather the worse for wear, only to find my father sitting
on the stairs in his pyjamas, waiting up for me. He had never
done this before. 'For once, you could have come home a bit
earlier. I needed to talk to you.'

I looked at him in disbelief. 'Well, if you'd wanted to talk to
me, why didn't you do that before I went out?' I replied as I
clambered past him on my way up to my room.

I just wasn't prepared to have a discussion with him at four
in the morning, after God knows how many pints of Newcastle
Ale and some Liebfraumilch to top things off. The next
morning, I was woken up by some noise and commotion
downstairs. By the time I got down there, my mother was
standing alone in the kitchen, looking awkward and flustered.
She told me that my father had gone into hospital early that
morning; he had leukaemia and he had not long to live.

It took a few moments for the news to sink in. I was completely
shocked and appalled. How could I start to comprehend the
enormity of what I had just heard? I was furious with both my
parents for not telling me. I was even angrier when I found out
that, in fact, he had been ill for seven years. Seven years! How
could they have kept this from me for all that time? In doing so, I
felt they had treated me as if I didn't matter, as if it wasn't
necessary for me to know, as if I was a piece of shit. I felt totally and
utterly let down by them. Or rather, let down by them a second
time. The first had been when they had packed me off to boarding
school, where I was desperately unhappy, because as far as I was
concerned they couldn't accept me for who I was, because they
couldn't accept that I wasn't going to be what they had planned.

Barely one month after I was told the truth about my
father's illness, he died. Having hidden it from me for all that
time, ironically, my mother made me go and see him lying on
his deathbed in hospital, even though it was the last thing I had
felt like doing.

Soon after my father's death, my mother made it pretty clear
that she expected me to move out. She had met the man whom
she would go on to marry, Neil, who is a vicar, and she told me
that she needed to get on with her life. If I had ever had any
doubts in the past that I did not belong at home, those doubts
had now become a certainty.

After four more years at Peter Jones, I went to work for
Nashua, a company that supplied office equipment. Aged 22, I
was sharing a flat in Battersea with Paul, I was a successful
salesman, and I was earning a lot of money. I then got promoted
into their marketing department. Nashua sponsored a couple of
powerboats and before long, as part of my job, I started to travel
around Europe, photographing these boats during races. This
was great fun and I loved the life of a photographer so much that
eventually I had to make a decision: either I carried on working
for Nashua, or I took up photography full-time. I chose the latter.

I had made friends along the way with a guy called Mark
Woods, or 'Woodsy', who was a professional windsurfer. I had
taken up the sport myself some years back and had quickly
developed a passion for it. So I started travelling with him to the
Canary Islands or to Hawaii, where he did a lot of surfing, and I
earned a bit of money selling photographs to windsurfing
magazines, or doing photos for sail or board manufacturers. In
1987, I spent the best part of the year in Los Angeles, partly
because it was a convenient place to get to Hawaii from, and
partly because I was doing freelance work for Allsport, the
enormously successful British sports photography agency. My
goal by then was to join them as a staffer, so when the opportunity
arose to do so back in London, I packed my bags and
returned to the UK. In order to rise up the ranks at Allsport, I had
to be prepared to start on the lowest rung of the ladder, and if that
meant doing the wet Tuesday night in December on the touchline
at White Hart Lane, then that's what I had to do. And I did.
I stuck at it, because I so wanted to be part of the Allsport set-up.
In hindsight, I was never a football photographer, nor a hard
action photographer. I think that sort of sports photography is
difficult and you have to want to do it. My sort of sports
photography was not in that style, and I eventually recognised
that working for Allsport would not be a long-term professional
route for me. I was just gaining this realisation when I met Emma.

Emma was 21 and worked at the Chelsea Arts Club. Founded
originally by the artist John Whistler, it's a place for artists, writers,
actors and such like to meet, have a beer, play snooker, have a
meal, talk and have a bed for the night if they need one. It's more
bohemian than the traditional gentleman's club and, certainly in
the past, was probably a den of iniquity. The bar area where the
snooker tables are looks out on to a beautiful shady garden,
and the office where Emma worked was near the front door and
between the bar and the stairs that led upstairs to the bedrooms.

I used to have this running joke with Woodsy, as we
travelled around, that I'd see some woman or other, and I'd go,
'God, I could marry a girl like that!' and he'd reply, 'Oh shut up,
Jon! And get me another beer while you're at it.' It didn't take
me long, though, to notice that Emma was absolutely gorgeous,
that I definitely wanted to ask her out, and that although I
hadn't actually spoken to her yet, I was going to marry her.
When I told Mark this, he just laughed at the tired old joke. 'No,
seriously, Woodsy, I am going to marry that girl!'

Emma was beautiful. Simple as that. She was slim, not too
tall, with the most incredible mane of curly light chestnut hair,
and piercing grey eyes. She was always smiling at me, and, for
me at least, it really was love at first sight. But, somehow, I just
couldn't seem to pluck up the courage to ask her out. I would
notice her flitting from the office to the bar, giving people
messages, greeting people. I'd manage to exchange a few words
with her when I would find a plausible excuse for dropping by
the office. But she was never alone there, so in order to actually
ask her on a date, I had to resort to extreme measures: I went up
to the first floor of the club, where there was a payphone, and
called her up from there. How desperate was that? But the gods
were smiling on me that day, because luckily she agreed to come
out to dinner with me later that week.

We went to a restaurant round the back of Camden market,
and I was really terrified I would mess it up. I had travelled
around quite a bit by then, and had had a fair number of casual
relationships, but I had not actually dated many women, so I
was very nervous. We had a nice evening, and she agreed to
come out with me again on what turned out to be Boxing Day.
This time, we went on a double date with Woodsy and his then
girlfriend, a rather lively Swedish girl. 'I'll come and pick you up
from your parents, then we'll go up to London for dinner.' This
was only date number two, but already Emma was happy to
introduce me to her parents, her three older brothers and her
grandmother, all of whom had gathered at her house for
Christmas. I took this to be a good sign. Other than the fact that,
in those days, nothing much was open on Boxing Day evening
and we ended up in a pub somewhere in north London, the
evening was a success and Emma stayed over.

The next day, Woodsy and I were off to the Canary Islands for
three weeks of windsurfing and photography, so I left Emma behind
in London with a heavy heart. By then, though, I was totally loved
up! After a brief period back in England, I had to go off for a further
two weeks on a work assignment to the Caribbean with another
friend of mine, Pete Hart. This time, the lovesickness kicked in
hard. At every opportunity, I would call her: 'Hi, miss you,' 'Only
another 10 days,' 'Can't wait to be with you.' The usual nonsense
that two people say to each other when they have just embarked on
a passionate relationship. I was on the phone every spare second. I
was a complete bore, always nipping off, and saying to Pete, 'I'm
just going to ring Emma.' So much so that he joked I could have
saved myself money by flying her out to where we were, because
that would surely have cost less than my phone bill.

On my return, our relationship developed quickly. I felt I
had truly found someone I could share my life with, and when
Emma got pregnant unexpectedly, six months later, I knew I
wanted to keep the baby and start a family with her. Emma was
thrilled that I shared her desire to have the baby, and we could
not have been happier. Then, three months into the pregnancy,
and for no apparent reason, she suffered a miscarriage. This was
devastating for us both, but particularly for Emma, and it left
her feeling vulnerable and afraid regarding my commitment to
the relationship. Now that we were no longer going to have a
baby this was, after all, my opportunity to opt out, and to walk
away from a long-term relationship with her. For me, though,
there was never any question: I had found Emma, and was not
going to let her go, whatever happened. And a few months later,
less than a year after meeting her, I asked her to marry me.

On 1 June 1991, we got married. It was a very traditional
English church wedding, in Hersham, Surrey, near where her
parents lived and where Emma
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