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My son died by suicide at 22 — | wish I'd known the
dangers of antidepressants

After a GP prescribed citalopram over the phone, | campaigned to
change the guidelines and stop more lives being lost

Ann says her son Oliver brought her joy ‘from the moment he was born’

Ann Feloy
09 December 2024 8:05am GMT

My son, Oliver, lived life to the full. He was bright, talented and
popular. He was an amazing jazz singer, he loved travelling and had
friends all over the world.

Oliver had no history of depression, but had suddenly started to feel
low and increasingly anxious.

A GP prescribed the antidepressant citalopram over the phone

without seeing him. Four days later, on February 14 2017, two days
rd




before his 23rd birthday, he took his own life — leaving our family and
all his friends absolutely devastated.

As a mother, | now know there are questions | should have asked,
signs | could have seen and a conversation | could have had. That is
why | am sharing my story.

| have no doubt that my son had an adverse reaction to citalopram. He
had had no previous mental health issues and took the medication just
four days before ending his life so tragically, when he had his whole life
ahead of him. There is more and more evidence about the adverse risks
of taking antidepressants, including suicide. | was very sad to

hear that Thomas Kingston, the son-in-law of Prince and Princess
Michael of Kent, had taken his own life, and | can see so many

parallels with his death and my beloved son.

Oliver brought me joy and happiness from the moment he was born.
He was so loving and kind, | don’t remember us ever falling out. He
was great fun and had so much charisma he would light up the room.
He gained four As at A-level and a Qrst-class honours degree in
History at UCL. He loved travelling and had an amazing gap year in
Thailand, Australia, New Zealand and South America.

In August 2016, he got a place with the British Council teaching
English for a year at a school in Shanghai. | thought, great, I'd just
taken a teaching job in Dubai, so we’d be closer. My husband, Chris,
was at home in Worthing and our other son, Samuel, then 26, was a
business risk analyst in London.

Oliver had been to Shanghai twice and knew it well, but when he
arrived he was placed in a school on the outskirts on his own, where



he felt very isolated.

When he came home at Christmas, he seemed very low. He had no
history of depression. The doctor thought it might be his thyroid, but the
tests were Qne.

At the end of January 2017, we spent a few days together in Dubai. We
went swimming and visited the Burj Khalifa, the tallest tower in the
world, but he wasn’t himself and seemed really lost. We had always
been close and he was concerned whether he’d done the right thing
spending the year in China. He was getting increasingly anxious about
going back on his birthday on February 16.

| said, “Oliver, if you don’t want to go back to China, you don’t have to.”
| tried coming up with solutions, suggesting he come back and do an
MA. But he felt this huge sense of responsibility and didn’t want to let
anyone down.

Chris and | were worried. So, when Oliver said a doctor had
prescribed an antidepressant over the phone, we trusted it would
make him better.



Then, on February 14, 2017, | received a phone call from my husband,
Chris, saying Oliver had taken his life.
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Oskar Shortz, vice chairman of Olly’s Future, the charity set up in Oliver’s name, Ann Feloy, and Prof Faye
Gishen, director of UCL Medical School, are pictured after speaking to Policy Unit members at No 10 Downing
Street

| didn’t cry. | think your brain sort of shuts down. Certainly, mine did.
There was almost an unworldliness about the whole time. A friend
came with me on the plane journey and | met my husband at the
airport. | have lost relations, but | have never known grief like it. We had
this outpouring of love from friends and the local community. People left
meals on our doorstep and we just stayed in the house. My husband
went into absolute remorse, distress and grief; for two years he couldn’t



leave the house without having panic attacks. Eventually, he took up
running and whenever he’d feel low he would go out and run until the
feeling disappeared. My reaction was very different. | felt a huge surge
of love and deep connection with Oliver and with a sense of God. |
discovered a greater purpose and profound insight, which | think came
through love.

Oliver was loved by so many. The funeral, on March 4, had around 700
people — it was packed. For two years, | didn’t go into Worthing. | felt
too exposed, too vulnerable. | wanted to be anonymous, so | went to
London.

The GP surgery didn’t contact me. | said, “Why didn’t you get in touch?
Vets send a card when a pet dies.” They said, ‘We didn’t like to intrude
on your grief " which | thought was appalling.

| also had nothing from the British Council. When Oliver died, his friends
in China had to pack up his belongings and close his bank account.
There was no support from the British Council, which | find shocking. In
the end, | asked my local MP to arrange a meeting. | said, “You should
have taken better care of my son. Where was the support?” Nothing
came from it. | think they wanted to brush it under the carpet.

So, | turned my focus to suicide prevention instead.

When | discovered that suicide is the biggest killer of men under 45, |
gave up teaching and started to campaign, leading to a change in the
NICE medical guidelines, so doctors should now see Qrst-time patients,
who are 25 and under, face to face when they prescribe
antidepressants. | believe doctors should warn people, young people in
particular, about side effects such as akathisia, which can lead to
suicidal thoughts. | co-created Talking About Suicide: 10 Tools, a 90-
minute programme that people can access all over the world to stop
more lives being lost. Nearly 6,000 people have had the training
already.




I've also been to Downing Street and developed a suicide awareness
programme for medical students. | believe it should be part of the core
curriculum in every medical school (it has been delivered ineight out
of 47).

After the funeral, one of Oliver’s friends, Rory, raised more than
£30,000. We wanted to create a positive legacy, so we created the
charity Olly’s Future, to raise awareness and develop suicide prevention
initiatives. Our motto is “love and light” which he brought to this world in
abundance. I've won a Points of Light award for my work and had
letters from Rishi Sunak, the then prime minister, and King Charles.

As a mother, | also felt | needed to have understood how to have
spoken to my son and the signs to have looked out for. Oliver said to
me, “| feel like | am a burden”. | didn’t realise the significance of that. |
now know that was a key thing to follow up on. | should have said, “Are
you thinking about suicide?”. But it never crossed my mind. Like any
other young person, | thought he was just going through a really difficult
time.

What to say if you're worried someone might be suicidal By
Ann Feloy

1. There is no evidence to suggest that asking if someone is thinking about
suicide will put the idea into their heads. A caring, sensitive and non
judgmental conversation about suicide can save a life

2. Someone who is thinking of suicide may say they feel “they are a burden to
you and everyone”. Or that they “can’t see the point in life”. Be alert to
unusual behaviour, such as if they become withdrawn or seem to suddenly
be very calm after having been anxious and distressed. It may be they
have made the decision to end their life

3. Find out if an event has made them feel they have lost something and led to
thoughts of suicide; eg a divorce, redundancy, loss of income or a
bereavement (particularly through suicide)

4. Ask about suicide directly and clearly. Say: “Are you thinking about
suicide?”. Asking “Are you thinking about harming yourself? " is not the



same and could lead to ambiguity. Not all people who are thinking of
suicide, self-harm. This is the most important point

5. Use healthy language — avoid “commit suicide” or a “failed or successful
suicide attempt”. Instead say “someone died by suicide” or they “survived
a suicide attempt”. Avoid “completed suicide” as completing something
implies something positive, such as "lI've completed my degree"

What | would say to other parents is be open, be direct and ask clearly.
You have got to have an honest conversation and hear the truth, as
painful as it might be, to get the right help.

Oliver left his travel journals close to where he died. There was so
much detail, it was wonderful to hear his voice. | felt it was his gift to
me, to all of us. With the help of friends, | created a book and th
documentary for what would have been his 30th birthday.

Seven years on, | am still processing the grief and trying to make sense
of it. I've learnt love is greater than anything, it is stronger than death, it
endures, grows, it is what makes us human. Our other son, Sam, has
had two lovely children, Magnus and Mabel, with his partner Diana, and
we have become grandparents. | have also learnt to only do and spend
time with people who make me happy because | don’t have the
resilience that | used to and | can quickly go quite sad.

My faith has deepened and is so important now. The loss has given me
my sense of purpose and I'm clear why I’'m here. We have a choice of
how we respond to things that happen to us and I've channelled the love
that Oliver gave me into this work. If it weren’t for him, | wouldn’t be
doing this.

| feel truly blessed to have had him as my son.

As told to Ruth Addicott

For further support contact the Samaritans or text SHOUT to 85258
which is a 24/7, text-support service.



Do you need mental health help? Numbers to call

Samaritans, available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year:
samaritans.org. If you need a response immediately, it’'s best to call on

the phone (this number is FREE to call):
116 123

MIND, the mental health charity: mind.org.uk
0300 123 3393

Rethink Mental lliness: rethink.org
0300 5000 927







