By Merle Brown

 It’s almost too painful to imagine losing your mum, never mind on your 10th birthday. But that’s what happened to Pixie Geldolf, ten years ago this September 17th when her mum, TV presenter and former Cosmo cover girl, Paula Yates, was found dead of a heroin overdose.

For the Geldof girls – Pixie, Peaches and Fifi Trixibelle, their mother’s death at the age of just 40, was the culmination of years of traumatic events in their young lives.

Just three years earlier, their mum’s lover, INXS rock star, Michael Hutchence – who she had left their dad, Sir Bob Geldof, for  - had been found dead in his hotel room, the apparent victim of a sex-game gone wrong, although suicide was the official coroner’s verdict.

Paula had admitted that she had been in love with the rock star for years before they finally got together in 1995 when she left Geldof to carve out a new life with Hutchence, and the daughter they had together, Tiger Lily.

After Hutchence’s death, Paula’s life seemed to spiral out of control – Bob Geldof won custody of the three girls, and Hutchence’s father launched a custody battle over Tiger Lily. Paula also found out that the man she thought was her dad, Jess Yates, wasn’t, and her biological father was actually a TV quiz show host called Hughie Greene. She was struggling to cope, was treated at a clinic for a nervous breakdown, had turned to drink and had begun dabbling with hard drugs. And although it is claimed that she was beginning to turn the corner that September, a decade ago, she instead paid the ultimate price, and left four girls without their mum.

Since Paula’s demise, we’ve been fascinated with the Geldof girls and they haven’t disappointed, their party lifestyles creating plenty of tabloid gossip for us to pore over.

Peaches, who was 11 when Paula died, has appeared to be the most affected; she’s hit the headlines for drug-taking, getting married and divorced within a year, and being dropped by lingerie brand Ultimo as their Miss Ultimo face after nude pictures of her surfaced on the internet. She has also followed her mum’s career path and tried her hand at TV presenting and writing. Pixie has been quieter, shielded perhaps by her elder sister’s antics – but she’s also chosen to remain in the public eye, modeling in high-profile campaigns, for Agent Provocateur, mimicking her mother in a front cover shoot for Tatler magazine, and having her mum’s autograph tattooed on the inside of her left-wrist.

Despite the picture the tabloid press paint of them, Psychotherapist Diana Parkinson, thinks they’ve not done too badly, considering the awful grief they have had to, and are still dealing with. According to Diana, their apparent ‘rebellious’ behaviour is not out of the ordinary for bereaved children.
“Losing a parent is the most enormous loss,” says Diana. “It is embedded deep in the child’s psyche, and how painful it is for them in their life depends on how it is dealt with, how it is talked about.
“Add to that the fact that you are living and grieving in public, and it’s not unusual that things have been a bit wobbly, shall we say. I actually think that the Geldof girls have dealt pretty well with things, and many of the actions they have taken are very normal in this process. 

“Peaches has, I would think, gained a lot of comfort from following in her mum’s career path; keeping Paula alive in a sense, and that’s a good thing. 

“But things like her short-lived marriage strike me as a need for love, and to be loved, to replace the mothers love that she has lost. 
“I am sure they have been counselled, and it’s very important that they have been allowed to grieve, been told that it is normal to grieve, and that many of their actions are normal too.”
Peaches has expressed her annoyance at her partying being compared to her mother’s attitude towards the end of her life, and has always defended Paula. “I’m not trying to ape my mother….I go out because I am young,” she has said. “You can’t compare partying to someone with serious problems. Apart from her problems with addiction, which isn’t an admirable quality, she was an amazing woman.”

Pixie on the other hand, has perhaps expressed the most of all of them about how she feels about her mother’s death. “We’re all depressed in our family….that’s why she (Peaches) has done drugs and why this wedding has happened too,” she was reported to have said when Peaches married Max Drummey, and American musician she barely knew in 2008.
In the same year, Pixie had her mum’s autograph tattooed on her wrist.

“Pixie has tattooed Paula’s autograph on her wrist, I think, as a statement of almost two fingers up to the public, her way to deal with the pain,” says Diana. 

For the Geldof girls, Paula’s death was sudden and traumatic. When Persephone Walton-Clark was just nine years old, she knew that when her mum, Margo, went back into hospital for the second time in a few months that she wasn’t coming back.

“My mum had cancer. I don’t recall too many of the details, to be honest, I just remember that she was in hospital and she then came home and we thought she must be all better, “ the 26-year-old PR girl said. “But then she had to go back and somehow I knew I wouldn’t see her again. I didn’t get to say goodbye to her, and that really hurts still. I remember when my Nan came into the living room and told us to switch off the TV, and I knew she was dead.

“I don’t think I showed much emotion, to be honest. I had to look after my little brother Caspar, who was just six; he kept asking me where mum was, and I felt I had to be brave for him.”

Persephone’s father, Joseph, who had been divorced from her mum a year earlier, found it hard to cope with his two children and his grief and they were sent to live with their grandparents in Kent.

“I lost my mum and I lost my whole life,” Persephone recalls. “We had to move from London to Kent, to a new home, a new school, and with my Nan who hadn’t really liked my mum, and who I just didn’t have that loving relationship with. It was as if we just had to forget. I just felt that I was sort of left, never really told what was going on and after the funeral it was a case of ‘your mum’s dead, let’s just get on with things’, which was hard to take.”

The worst thing that can happen to a child who has lost a parent is to be isolated, as Diana explains.

“Children can be full of guilt, full of questions, full of anger that can explode if they aren’t allowed to express grief, and aren’t told what has happened,” she says.

“The worst thing is how we used to be; sweeping things under the carpet and hoping for the best. The best thing we can do is talk about it, recognise that children are feeling it, and get them the help they need.”

For Persephone, it wasn’t until she was 20 years old that she finally realised she had to take steps and deal with her grief.

“I was at Uni, and at that age where all my friends had days out shopping with their mums, and talking to them on the phone, and I just felt that I was missing out on so much,’ she says.

“I realised then that I had to get some regular therapy to deal with what I was feeling, and it was the best thing I did.  I still do get upset, and that’s okay, I know that now. I don’t think I will ever not be upset at Christmas, Mother’s Day and birthdays. My 18th and 21st were tinged with sadness because she wasn’t there.

“It was silly things like when I played netball my Granddad Joe would be there watching, in a line with all the mums, and as much as I loved him doing that, and we were close, it just wasn’t the same.

“And when I started my period, I had no-one to talk to about it, and it was so difficult.”

All of these emotions are normal and absolutely healthy, according to Shelley Gilbert, Director of charity, Grief Encounter, who lost both her parents by the time she was nine.

“There are misconceptions about grief, and how we ‘get over it’. It should be measured in years, not days, weeks, or months. People need permission to grieve. They need to know it’s never inappropriate to talk about the parent they lost, it’s actually wonderful to tell our stories.”

Persephone admits that working in the same field as her mum, just like Peaches has done,  and meeting people who knew her has helped enormously, as no-one ever spoke of her after she was gone. 

“My mum was in PR – she had a company and my first boss was actually my mum’s old assistant. I felt by choosing the same career as her that I was close to her again and it was so nice to work with people who knew my mum, from the PRs to some of the journalists I dealt with.

“I knew nothing of my mum’s family when I was little – she was from Australia, and when she died, there was no more communication with them. I learned later that my maternal grandmother had died before my mum, and I don’t know much else, so I never had people around saying nice things about my mum, which always upset me, 

“And then one of the funniest things happened through Facebook, when this woman who used to work with my mum got in touch with me, and shared all these stories with me, which was wonderful. It was so lovely to hear all those nice things being said about my mum.”

Perspehone’s relationship with her dad is now strong, despite their separation after her mum’s death.

“I know how it seems with my dad, but it was too hard for him. They had been divorced just the year before, and I know he still loved her, and he was devastated. We went back to live with him when I was 15, and we now have a wonderful relationship, me, my dad and Caspar are very tight-knit. I have lunch with him at weekends, we go to the pub after work ad its wonderful.”

For Persephone, Pixie, Peaches, Fifi and little Tiger Lily, the pain of growing up without their mum will never disappear.

But the memories, and sharing them will see them through.

“I remember my mum’s laugh the most,” says Persephone. “She was so much fun, so hilarious, we larked around, and she was always telling me off for getting into her wardrobe and trying on her clothes. She worked hard, but she spent her weekends with my brother and me. You never ‘get over it’. When I think about the future, and picture myself maybe getting married, it’s the most upset I can get, because she won’t be there to see that. But I just try and recall the times I did have with her, and that makes me smile.”

How To Move On From the Ultimate Heartbreak

Shelly Gilbert, Director of charity Grief Encounter shares ten tips on how to cope with the pain of bereavement.

1. Give yourself permission to grieve. You are allowed to be sad. Never forget that.

2. Meet people who have been through similar things, similar experiences, and talk. It really helps.

3. Seek specialist help. Counselling, therapy – they are all an essential part of grieving. They will hear, understand and process your grief.

4. Look after yourself. Allow yourself treats, like a bubble bath, a yoga class, a walk in the park, a movie. 

5. Pick a special day, like your lost loved one’s birthday and do something special – go to their favourite restaurant with your family for a meal, light a candle for them.

6. Create a memory box of things that you want to keep and remember your loved one by.

7. Treat yourself to a good cry. Allow the grief out. Crying is good for everyone – adults and children.

8. We say to kids at Grief Encounter, ‘its hard to let feelings out, but much harder to keep them inside’. So share those feelings and stories.

9. Write a journal if it helps. Stick pictures in a scrapbook

10. Remember that time AND love are great healers. We need them both.

websites: can you please mention these somewhere?

Diana Parkinson – www.dianaparkinson.co.uk
Grief Encounter – www.griefencounter.org.uk
