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This book is dedicated to those willing to try.

Those willing to try and to fail and to learn.

Learning is how we build knowledge.

And knowledge is your superpower.
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INTRODUCTION

There are moments in your life when everything changes. Moments that might seem small, but which set you on course for a whole new journey. One of mine? An evening in Victoria Park, London, surrounded by over 5,000 women, all wearing matching teal vests and t-shirts. There was a buzz of energy in the air. The evening was cool, crisp and alive with the collective anticipation of what lay ahead. It was back in the day when headphones were still allowed in races, and women clutched MP3 players and phones and fiddled with the wires of their headphones, ensuring they were perfectly untangled. I knelt down, tugging at my laces for the third or fourth time, to make sure my trainers were secure – just in case I hadn’t checked properly. I’d heard stories of friends’ shoelaces coming undone mid-run, and although part of me thought a pit stop might be a welcome reprieve, I wasn’t about to risk it. My heart was already racing. Was I really about to run a whole 10 kilometres?

No one had warned me about the chaos before a race. The bag drop was a logistical puzzle – a swarm of sweaty, agitated strangers rushing, afraid of missing the start of the run. Endless queues for the toilets. A surreal combination of anxiety and camaraderie. It reminded me of the women’s bathroom at a nightclub at 2 a.m., as strangers struck up conversations, shared last-minute pep talks and complimented each other’s kit.

‘Oh, I love your shoes! Where did you get them?’ one woman said to another.

‘That jacket looks amazing – it’s such great material.’

Laughter and chatter filled the air as if we were old friends, though most of us had never met before. There was an atmosphere of anticipation for what the future would hold once we all took our first steps. Strangers became cheerleaders, offering words of encouragement.

‘How are you feeling? You’re going to be amazing!’ one woman said, her smile contagious. ‘You’ve got this. Just enjoy it. Have fun!’

The positivity was overwhelming. It felt like these women all believed in me more than I believed in myself. After peeing for the third time – more out of nerves than necessity – I walked towards the start line. My stomach was doing back-flips – like the moment on a rollercoaster when the barriers drop and the ride starts moving, and you realize it’s too late to get off. The start line loomed ahead and I took a deep breath, steadying myself. I was really about to run this.

I looked around and saw I wasn’t the only one feeling the pressure building. On my left, a woman bounced up and down on the spot, as if trying to propel herself off the ground. Giggling, distant whooping and hollering filled the air – we were all getting hyped.

One woman made direct eye contact with me and, beaming, said, ‘What are we doing here?’


‘No idea!’ I said with a sheepish side-eye.

We both laughed, wished each other well, and then she was gone, weaving through the crowd like a fish in water. My heart pounded in my chest. My palms were slick with sweat, a sticky reminder of the tension coursing through me. Before I could stop myself, I started bouncing on my toes too, desperate to shake off the restless energy building within me. As I walked to the start line, I thought: That woman was right. What was I doing here on the start line of my first-ever race? This wasn’t a space I was used to occupying. I knew sport – the netball court, a throwing circle; they’d been my arenas for over ten years, the places I knew and understood. Not this. Not running. Not since I was a kid. I used to make fun of runners I saw when I was at the athletics track throwing. I’d question why they’d spend their time simply running round in circles. But here I was, surrounded by a sea of women coming together to celebrate our ability to move and run as one. Here I was – a runner.

This race was a space to bring women together to run at night, to feel safe and celebrate along the way. The slogan on the Nike website read:

We work hard and run harder. Live fast and run faster. We run on adrenaline, on friendship, on love. We. Just. Run. We are girls inspired. We own the night. It’s more than just a race. It’s a movement. Rally your crew, run your city and own the night.

The focus wasn’t on speed or performance. The main aim of this run was to build community – to bring people together. I’d been searching for community, craving it, since I’d moved to London, and in this moment, I was about to be part of something greater. I was going to own it.

The start line glowed like a beacon, draped in a dazzling array of neon lights. A teal-green border of light traced the path ahead like a luminous guide, drawing us towards where everything would begin. The air carried the freshness of a post-rain British summer evening: warm, inviting and invigorating. Nostalgic millennial dance tracks blared from the speakers, their pounding beats weaving into the buzz of excitement around me. As I focused, all I could hear was my own breath, quickening more than I’d like it to. I tried to ground myself, closed my eyes, put my headphones in and let the music cocoon me from the outside world. I wiggled my toes inside my running shoes, feeling their snug, familiar grip, holding promises of speed and strength. My pulse surged, a burst of energy radiating through me as I opened my eyes and fixed my gaze ahead. This was it – my first race. It was time.

‘Three . . . Two . . . One . . . GO!’

At the moment of setting off, with spectators whooping and my music pushing me forwards, it was like I’d drunk rocket fuel and taken off into orbit. This pace was short-lived, but the run route was glorious, through the park, which now boasted blue skies. As we entered the second half of the race, night fell and the light installations along the course came alive. Neon pinks, greens and purples lit the path as the sky darkened. I’d made it halfway. I was doing it.

The last 3km, however, were brutal. I began to pay for my jet-pack-fuelled start. It felt like cement bricks were attached to my feet. Sweat coated my body; my lips felt sticky and tasted salty. My form was non-existent as I flailed my arms like someone drowning. I’d hoped my spirited effort would make me faster and get me to the finish line a little quicker. I turned the last narrow corner, scuffing my heels, and the final 100 metres appeared. I channelled my inner Usain Bolt and tore towards the line. Run tall. Proud chest. Yes, you can. I threw my hands in the air as I crossed the finish. I’d done it. Every single part of my body hurt. Even though I could barely catch my breath, and even though I’d wanted to sit down and stop during those final kilometres, never to do it again, I knew I’d be signing up for another race. This would not be my last. I had conquered my mind and pushed my body in a way I hadn’t felt before. Running this race had changed me.

You may think that running is simply a form of exercise, a way to stay fit. And that is true, but I’ve written this book to show you there’s more to running than burning calories. Running has brought so much more into my life than physical changes. It’s helped me to overcome the most traumatic times in my life. In these pages, I’ll introduce you to the secrets of one of the strongest relationships I have, one that I’ve built through running: my relationship with myself. I’ll show you how you can find this for yourself, too. You’ll see how I, Emma – a regular person – have battled mental health issues, the loss of loved ones, loneliness and identity issues, yet continue to show up on the road, lacing up my shoes because of how running makes me feel.

A warning, though. I’m not here to convince you that running will be easy. I’d be lying if I said that were true. It shouldn’t always be easy. When runs are hard, they become a foundation for growth. When they become easier, they’re a mark of progress. Physical and mental resilience are built through this process.

I’m here to teach you what I’ve learned from running so far – as well as what I’m still learning. I’ve processed difficult emotions and grief by putting one foot in front of the other. I’ve discovered that the possibilities of what I can achieve are greater than I could have ever imagined. I’ve found running to be a comfort – a safe space for me to think, learn and grow. And I’ll teach you how to do it too: from how to progress your pace, to the science of choosing the right running shoes, to building strength, and all the injury prevention in between. I’ll take you where I’ve been – as a running coach with decades of experience and as a gait analyst, who has assessed thousands of different runners; as a younger me, earning my sports science degree and my strength and conditioning qualification; as a child, running for fun, as a way to feel free before I lost touch with it as a teenager; and, most importantly, as a runner – as a person. I’ll share the knowledge I’ve collected over the years and how you can apply it to your own journey. I want to show you how running has shaped me and pushed me forwards in life, one step at a time.

Running is a feeling – a sensation that exists somewhere between having control over yourself and surrendering to the ground beneath your feet. It’s the way your breath can become a meditative, steady inhale, exhale, making the stresses of the world shrink. Running is a conversation with yourself. Running is freedom, and I want you all to be able to enjoy it for your entire life, using this book not only as your guide but also as a reminder that running is for you. Every runner is valid, no matter your starting point or pace. This book is a helping hand for you to navigate your goals, wherever you are in your running life. Are you ready to run towards yourself, to find out who you really are and allow running to be the vehicle to help you get there?

I want to show you that starting to run, and finding intention and motivation behind your runs, can bring you infinite positive possibilities – not just to your life in the broader sense, but also to each day, week and month. I want to show you how I learned to run towards rather than away from myself, and encourage you to do the same.

Back at the race, with my pulse pounding like drums in my ears, the medal was placed around my neck. Like a queen receiving her crown, I stood tall, pride and elation radiating from within. I was worthy of this victory. Every shift of the medal against my chest was a reminder of the journey it represented – the self-doubt on cold, dark mornings, the long, lonely miles where quitting felt easier than continuing.

This medal was proof. Proof that I had fought, endured and conquered. Proof that I was capable – more capable than I ever believed. Sure, the race gave me a shiny reward, but was it essential? No. That I had pushed myself, achieved something I didn’t know I could do – that was my real proof. Running no longer felt like a punishment; it was a test of limits. And I felt so free.
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Running is a never-ending encyclopaedia of lessons. It’s not just the simple, physical matter of sweating a lot, burning through calories or collapsing in a heap at the end – that’s only part of the story.

There are many different reasons why you might want to run, and understanding those may be the kicker you need to get started, stick at it or improve your pace, endurance or distance – whatever goal has brought you to this book. In Part 1, I’ll share what I’ve learned at each step. I’m going to let you know how growing up, and some of the tricky challenges I’ve experienced, shaped me; how they’ve brought me back to running; and how those runs have helped. Sadly, some of these experiences, I know, are pretty universal.

Whoever you are, I want you to feel seen in these pages.

In Part 2, I’ll share in detail the how – running tips, training plans and more, to get you started or help you improve. But first, I’m going to take you through the why. I’ll share what my motivations have been – what’s driven me to consistently lace up my trainers and go running – and, in the process, let’s see if you can identify what yours might be.

Ready. Set. Go! 








   

FINDING ADULTHOOD

To understand how running changed my life, you first have to understand who I am. As you read this book, you’ll learn how my relationship to running evolved as I grew up, and how my reasons and motivations to run changed with it. There were years in my young adulthood when I didn’t run at all, and then I rediscovered the joys of it – but as a child, running was simple.

I was known for always having energy. I was like a shaken-up can of sparkling drink that overspills when you try to open it. I was excited to explore and seek out the fun in every single day. My mum tells me that this effervescence was constant, beginning when I first learned to walk.

‘You used to run away from your dad and me down the street,’ she told me recently. ‘We would coerce you back by offering you biscuits and tasty snacks. We knew we couldn’t catch you, firstly, and also – we knew you loved your biscuits.’

Some things don’t change; I’m still an energetic, die-hard snack fan. But more importantly, as a child, I loved to run. When I was five years old, I believed that if I ran fast enough, I’d fly. My arms would flail with reckless abandon, laughter flooding out of my mouth mid-stride, all the energy buzzing inside me being used. Running was magic.

I also loved school. I channelled all my extra energy into learning, and school was where I first discovered my love of sport – specifically running. My teacher in Reception was head of the cross-country and athletics club, and helped nurture my passion for sport. You had to be seven years old to join the athletics club, but even at four I was desperate to be part of it. I was like a golden retriever puppy, bouncing around every day in the flat, the streets and the garden, playing with my friends, then toys, then friends again. Running and sport helped me release that overflowing zest for movement, and I fell for it hard.

I still remember my first day at the school athletics club. The clock struck 3.15 p.m., and I bolted to the toilets with my PE kit in hand and changed out of my uniform – dropping my school tie, then my socks, into my bag – before darting to the meeting point. I waited in the school hall, the deep-brown wooden floor an enormous puzzle underfoot, while the off-white walls, marked with old Blu-Tack stains, told stories of countless music sheets and artwork displays. The smell of lunchtime meals still wafted from the kitchen, mingling with the faint metallic tang of the hall’s gymnastics frames folded against the walls. Those frames, every child’s dream to climb on, stood silent witness to our bodies humming with restless vigour. Today, though, it was about running.

I was one of only a couple of girls at the after-school club – the rest were older boys. We warmed up inside with high knees, fast feet and pogo jumps, and then the teacher talked us through the route around the school grounds. I was apprehensive about being one of the only girls but trusted myself and my legs. When she blew the whistle, we began. As soon as the sound hit my ears, I shot out like a greyhound.

From that very first after-school run, I was determined not just to keep up with the boys but to beat them. My top chasing target was a boy called Charlie Grice. Sound familiar? Charlie (now retired) is an Olympic, World, Commonwealth and European finalist for Great Britain in the 1500m. I just knew him as the boy I could never catch. I didn’t mind. I was competitive, but whatever the result, I felt like the warm summer sun was shining on me every time I ran (even in heavy rain). The more I ran, the more I found that I was actually good at it, and this realization only increased the joy it brought me. I achieved some local top-ten finishes in races, and loved the thrill of overtaking my competition, chasing them down like prey. But that really wasn’t my main motivation. Even then, I understood that I continued to run because running made me happy. That sunshine feeling warmed me every time I laced up my shoes. I’d found a way to feel connected to myself through the simple act of movement.

One of my earliest memories of seeing someone who looked like me in sport is when Kelly Holmes won the Olympic bronze medal for the 800m in the year 2000. I was eight, and it meant everything to me. And then in 2004, she won one of two Olympic gold medals in a thunderous 800m final against Maria Mutola. I was on the edge of my seat as the camera panned across to her: rocking her braids, her shoulders broad, chest proud, eyes staring past the camera like a hawk. The stadium was silent. At home, we all moved closer to the screen, and then the gun went off. From watching Kelly in previous races, I knew her tactic. She would run at the back of the pack at first, giving the other athletes a false sense of security. Then, she’d pass them, one by one, as she ran the rest of the race. Kelly edged Maria out for the win in the last 20m. She had done it. Double Olympic champion. As I watched her cross the line, I threw my arms in the air and leapt to my feet.

‘YESSSS!’ I screamed, looking at my mum clapping at the television. As I saw someone with brown skin achieving excellence, I said to Mum: ‘I want to be just like her.’

At school, I was aware there weren’t many people who looked like me. It was more of a subconscious awareness, but I could see the differences in my hair and my skin. In school photos, I was not only the tallest – usually right in the middle of the back row – but one of two out of thirty students who weren’t white. I had some mixed-race friends who I had met at nursery, and my mum actively made sure we kept in touch. She understood the importance of me feeling seen while growing up. Sport was one of the main areas of life where the colour of my skin – according both to society and my own eyes – was seen as an advantage. Black people within sport were largely celebrated. I watched athletes who looked like me succeeding in the Olympics. I felt seen in the running space. Not only did seeing Kelly win encourage me to start sports training seriously, but it also drove home for me something I believe to this day: you can’t be what you can’t see. In Kelly Holmes, I saw possibility for me.

Kelly Holmes’ bronze medal inspired me to join another athletics club, which, in classic Emma style, I did as soon as I was able – no waiting around. With my teacher’s guidance, I became part of Brighton Phoenix at nine years old – a now very well-established running club that helped and encouraged me to enter local races, train and compete in multiple running events. But the more I competed, the more I realized how many other runners were quite a bit better than me. At that point, running was still only about competition, success and being the best. I was pretty good, but I wanted to be great. Secretly, I wanted to go to the Olympics. I loved the idea of being the best at something and all that came with it – performing on a global stage, signing with the biggest brands and becoming someone others could look up to, like Kelly Holmes was for me. Sport was already my obsession, so why not dream big?

At nine years old, I didn’t understand the work it would take, but that’s the beauty of a dream. You don’t need the full road map. You just need the spark – and I had it.

Running was my starting point, but I found myself wanting to try other sports too. What did I have the potential to be great in? Although I still loved the sensation of running, I wasn’t sure it was the sport that would take me far, and so I left it behind – for years. I pivoted towards other sports and activities. I tried table tennis, gymnastics, swimming, ballet and netball, to name a few. Outside of sports, I even tried the clarinet. Exploring all these activities helped me to see I was creative and curious. I learned I was good at some things and not others. It was my first understanding that sometimes you can give it your all and it may just not be suited to you – and that’s okay.

Sports may not have been your thing when you were younger. You may have dismissed them entirely, decided they weren’t for you – that’s okay. Maybe PE felt more like punishment than play: being randomly selected for teams based on how popular you were; being made to do laps and laps of a field with no reason or intention given. For some millennials, sport brought only competition – with no space for creativity – purely judged on ability. And even when you tried your best, knowing you wouldn’t be the best, the effort often went uncelebrated.

So why now? I need you to hear me when I say, our early choices don’t have to define us for ever. Life has a way of circling back and offering second chances if you’re open to them. When I was around ten, I made a significant decision to step away from running and explore other interests, and to allow myself to try new things. Yet, here I am now, fully embracing running again and loving it more than ever. That break from running wasn’t the end of my journey – it was just a detour.

So, here is your reminder that, in life, you’re not bound by the decisions you made as a kid, or even as a younger adult. You’re allowed to pivot, to change direction, to go back and rediscover something you once set aside. If there’s something you gave up on in the past – whether it’s a sport, a hobby or even a dream – don’t be afraid to revisit it. You never know how it might fit in to your life now, or what kind of joy it might bring you. Sometimes the things we once walked away from end up being the things we’re meant to return to. My relationship with running changed from a young child moving for the joy of it to running as a gateway for exploring other forms of movement.

While I know that PE was tricky for some, I was lucky. At secondary school, the PE department staff were so supportive; they made me feel seen for my sporting passion. These were women bold enough to work in a male-dominated profession, and I really looked up to them. They were mentors who not only celebrated my love for sport but actively discussed sports they excelled in and how they did it. These teachers were key in nurturing my love for sport when I was a teenager.

When I was a young girl, admitting you loved sport wasn’t ‘cool’. A lot of my peers would either forget their PE kits before a lesson or moan through every single second of the class. I was the polar opposite – a teacher’s pet to the whole department. If they needed a last-minute sub for an away game, I’d always say yes. If the cupboard where the hockey sticks were kept was in disarray, I was the first to help tidy up. Every teacher encouraged my participation, whether in hockey, cricket, football or dance. Through their encouragement and constant support, they made me feel loved and wanted in the sporting space – something I know not many young girls experience. Their belief in me gave me a sense of belonging during a time when I was quietly battling questions of identity and acceptance. As a Black and mixed-race teenager in a school where 90 per cent of my classmates were white, I often felt the weight of being different. Racism is something I’ll explore more deeply later in these pages, as it shaped how I saw myself. Because the truth is, alongside the usual turmoil of adolescence, I was also trying to make sense of where I fit in – or if I fit in at all.

One summer day in 2006, it was throws day: discus and shot put. I’d never tried them but had always been intrigued by throwing. In athletics, the track events are running-based, while field events comprise jumps and throws. Both the discus and shot put are throwing events. The discus is a circular metal plate, slightly larger than your hand, that the most elite athletes can launch over 70 metres. The shot put is a metal ball weighing 4 kilos for women or over 7 kilos for men; the best athletes in the world can throw it more than 20 metres.


When I picked up the discus, I had no idea if I could throw it at all. I remember the cold, metallic feel as I let the crease of my fingertips wrap round the edges. The discus fit perfectly in my hand, like a plug in a socket. As I listened to the technique cues from the teacher, I began the wind-up motion with my feet in a wind-staggered stance. Building momentum, rotating on my back foot and winding up with my arms, I had full control. As I rotated for the third and final time, I drove my hips like I was uncoiling a slingshot. The power transferred into the discus gliding from my fingertips, and off it soared. I watched the others’ disci fall in front of them while mine was still flying through the air. When it landed, there were no other metal plates in sight. Mine had gone the furthest – over 20 metres. I punched the air with such power my shoulder almost left my body, pulled up into the sky. I had thrown it further than all of the boys! I felt so strong and free.

From that moment, I knew that this was my new life. After this first throw, I joined the Brighton & Hove Athletics training nights and met the local throws coach, Bob. He took me under his wing, and every Tuesday and Thursday night through my teenage years, whether in torrential rain or blistering heat, I showed up. I gave it everything I had to give for little Emma, to help her live out her dream of going to the Olympics – something I could maybe achieve through throwing. Bursting out of my chest was the drive to be successful. I showed up to technical throws sessions, weight sessions and a never-ending number of throws. There is so much technique to learn when throwing, but I knew that if I kept showing up and putting in the work, I’d improve.

During this time, I barely ran, and I completely lost my love for it. I used to even complain about having to run 200m to warm up for throwing on training evenings. To be the best at throwing discus and shot, the most I needed to run were short, sharp, explosive sprints. Running stopped being something I did for fun or even competition. It had taken on a different meaning entirely: a means to improve in throwing but nothing more. That’s not to say I didn’t still find runners inspiring – as a spectator. I loved to watch races, whether of sprinters or long-distance runners. My eyes would widen when I saw them harness their raw power and speed in their races while looking so at ease. I admired them all, even more so now that I was training like an athlete and understood the work needed to compete at the highest level in sport. I didn’t see running as something I could be ‘successful’ at during this time, so I didn’t pursue it outside of throwing training. There was no notion that I could run just for the fun of running. My dream of competing and being the best in athletics had changed from aspiring to be like Kelly Holmes to wanting to achieve my Olympic goal through discus. So, I trained. A lot.

From thirteen to twenty-one, I competed to the highest level in the UK – everything from local county and southern women’s leagues to county and national events. I won four county titles in both discus and shot put, achieved multiple podiums at southern county championships and performed well in the university leagues. Winning felt validating – that this sport I was putting my all into was actually reaping rewards, not just at a school level but on a bigger scale. But none of it would have happened if I hadn’t just given it a go. When I was starting, my teacher told me to simply see what would happen if I just tried to throw. There was no pressure and no expectations. I did it to just try. Starting something new can be really hard. When I began throwing, I kept going because I was good at it, but also because I was curious about the intricacies of the technique and how I could learn it to the best of my abilities, throw further and continually improve. Is there a sport or a running distance you’re intrigued to try? What’s stopping you – the expectations of others, the possibility of failure? Remove all of that and let your curiosity win. Just start.

One of the national events I took part in was English Schools’, where the best schoolchildren across all athletic disciplines were invited to compete against each other, representing their counties. It was like a mini-Olympics on a national scale – we even had an opening ceremony. I competed at this event on four consecutive occasions, and it was always the highlight of my year. As a young adult, being away with friends for a school trip and getting to compete in the sport you loved always felt magical. The venue and location changed yearly, and with my peers I would travel to the event after school on a Friday evening. Everyone from team Sussex (my team) met in the athletics stadium car park to board a coach. Kids chatted at a hundred miles an hour to their teammates about the weekend ahead, while parents anxiously checked the car to make sure all of the children’s bags were collected. It was an honour to be selected, and being surrounded by the other talented athletes made you realize that even more so.

In my final year competing for Sussex, I made it through the qualifying round and came fifth out of twelve in the final – just before heading off to university. I was overjoyed to end on such a high, and as I returned to the team base I was met with high fives, fist bumps and big hugs from my teammates. I messaged my mum to tell her the news, and she instantly called me. This wasn’t unusual. I assumed she was ringing to catch up or to congratulate me. I jumped to my feet as the phone rang and stepped off just outside the stalls to take the call. I was so chuffed with myself and eager to tell her everything. I rattled off every detail of the last hour, so excitedly I kept tripping over my own words. After my excitement wore off and I eventually paused for breath, Mum’s tone changed from happy to concerned. Then, that line came:

‘I need to tell you something.’

My dad had collapsed in the street and been rushed to hospital. He’d just come out of surgery. I felt sick. All the excitement and joy of the last couple of days instantly disappeared. The cheering of those around me faded into a background blur as I stayed on the phone to my mum. I don’t remember exactly how I felt after we hung up. When people spoke to me, I must have answered, chuckling or smiling back on autopilot. I remember watching my friends’ races and events but not who won them. I remember the thunderous roar of the West Midlands team hollering their infamous chant – ‘West Mids, best kids!’ – but I wasn’t really there. I was stuck inside my head. Every time I closed my eyes, my mind would conjure both the best- and worst-case scenarios about my dad. I got back on the coach to Brighton a muted version of myself, knowing life wouldn’t be the same. I sat by the window, curled up in a tight ball, closed my eyes and prayed for none of it to be real.

The mind is such a powerful thing. I have absolutely no memory of what happened after I got off the coach. My mum tells me that we went to see my dad at the hospital, that at first I refused to go in, but eventually did. My brain has protected me from those emotions and the hurt I felt from seeing him in that hospital bed. It’s something I’ve learned can happen with trauma.

My next real memory is from when my dad was out of the hospital recovering, when he told both my sister, Temi, and me what was wrong. We were in his flat, where we’d grown up, the place I knew as our home with him. Dad’s flat was behind the smaller train station in central Brighton called London Road, and a set of half-cracked concrete steps led up to the entrance. The door was a striking emerald green with a gold knob in the middle. As it opened, I could smell our favourite mince and rice dish with boiled eggs. It was a staple meal that Dad always cooked for us – a classic family dish. A small wave of comfort came over me as the familiarity of something nostalgic and positive hit my nostrils, but that soon disappeared. The nineties pale-pink wallpaper brightened the room, but it didn’t do anything for our mood. Dad knelt on the beige carpet to face us. There was no TV on or music playing like usual. I could hear my own heartbeat. He held our hands, and mine were clammy, my pulse almost punching out of my wrist. I tried to steady my breath. It didn’t work. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I knew that whatever he was going to say next was going to change his life and ours for ever.

He told us he had a brain tumour known as a glioblastoma. It was stage 4 cancer.

My eyes let go of the tears, my body shaking with every sob. Dad held me and Temi on that floor in silence.

From then, my world crumbled. I knew that stage 4 cancer wasn’t likely to be curable. I also knew that we wouldn’t have much longer together. Living in the age of Google was both a blessing and a curse. I found every known paper, journal article and report of new exploratory research findings on Dad’s condition to see if there could be a cure or a way to increase his life expectancy. But in 2011, and, sadly, even now, there was almost nothing that could be done. There were a few months left between finding out the news and me leaving for university, and during that time he declined rapidly. The Macmillan nurses, who are specialist cancer nurses, came to the flat daily during his last months to help his wife care for him. They were such a gift.

Cancer is so destructive. Initially, Dad lost his ability to speak and, along with that, his motor skills. I cannot tell you how soul-crushingly devastating it is to see the man you idolized as a dad – the man who would always put you first and care for you with the last penny he had – disappear in front of you. To know he couldn’t answer the questions you’ve always wanted to ask. To speak to him and watch tears roll down his face and not be able to hear his thoughts or his feelings. To see him slowly lose the ability to eat. My dad was dying in front of my eyes, and so was my hope.

I haven’t reflected on these memories until writing this, and they are just as raw now as they were then.

I left for university, heading to Brunel, just west of London. I created a small mountain of items to take with me on my bed, then stuffed them into bags. I read emails about Fresher’s Fair over and over, planning which stalls I wanted to visit. I couldn’t wait for the whole experience of leaving home, but it was tainted. I had to say goodbye, and I hate goodbyes. 2011 had already been full of them: to school friends, work colleagues
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