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Introduction

Before

I was lucky enough to be a little girl who idolised her daddy. There was much to idolise. My dad, David Coles, was a charmingly intelligent, self-made man who made people laugh and did great things. He was a civil engineer and he built power stations all over the world. He gave people power, isn’t that great? He brought light into people’s lives, and light into mine, in a different way.

He himself was quite a powerful man, not in an American president kind of way, just short and stocky, the sort that looked like he could handle himself if the situation might call for it. Welsh men are often short, or so my mother would tell us, and by age 14 I was as tall as he was – a grand 5 foot 8 and proud of it. Though where I was a long and lanky streak of piss (Dad’s words), he was thickset and muscular, with a beard and moustache combo that had seen him through the decades when that was considered a good look, as well as those years that did not celebrate it with quite so much fervour. As he turned from young man to old, the only thing that changed about him was the colour of his facial hair, gently fading from mouse-brown to steel to placid pale grey. I remember being round at a friend’s house and having fish fingers for our tea, and when she got the card container out of the freezer she pointed at the smiling chap on the logo and doubled over with euphoric childish laughter. ‘Ha – look, it’s your dad!’ she exclaimed with glee. Captain bloody Birds Eye.

Dad’s work spread far and wide, his fair and well-skilled hands touching projects all over the world, and, as a result, our family upbringing, especially in the early years, was peripatetic. We moved from country to country, from strange place to strange place, from desert to jungle, and then to Wales (Pontypool, to be precise), where my brother Gareth and I went to school. Wales, where a large part of my heart still lies, irrelevant of my current postal address. It seemed like an odd choice considering my brother had been born in Kenya and me in Dubai, but Dad had got some consulting work with a local company and they had both wanted us to be schooled in the UK. Dad was Welsh, so it seemed as good a choice as any as we approached school age. They hadn’t bought into the idea of international schools for us, and I’m glad about that. They wanted us to have proper roots, and that’s what they gave us. We always knew he was proud of the green green grass of home, and we all feel a strong connection with the land of song and the home of dragons.

My mum, Marjorie, as always, played the great supporting actress role. A Scot by birth and heritage, she had her own attachment to hills and valleys; well, lochs and glens, I guess, the countryside of her childhood bathed in heather and views of Aran. I suppose their upbringings kind of mirrored each other, at different ends of the country, where the working classes were just the same – strongly moralled and mute in the face of parental authority, but with the gusto and courage that puts fire in the belly and a backbone in the workforce. A wonderful and fiercely intelligent woman in her own right, Mum left bonny Scotland after school and graduated from a London university with a degree in botany. Mum and Dad met in Chelsea in the late 1960s, a fact that almost made me think they might once have been cool. They were married in a church just behind Harrods. At my first job as a buyer’s assistant with Armani (you can only imagine how that news went down in Pontypool!), I would look out from the kitchen window while making tea for my boss and would always see a Scottish flag protruding from the vast, urban rooftop vista. One evening on a phone call to Mum, I told her so, and she replied, matter-of-factly, that it would be the church they married in, just behind my Knightsbridge office. After that, I would take my packed lunch and sit in the church on a Friday, thinking of them.

In the early years of their marriage, she would often take a call from our father when he would say where he had been posted to or stationed, initially as part of the Merchant Navy – his route out of the Rhondda Valley and his path to global discovery. Then she would proceed to ‘pack the things and bring the children’. She put her career aside to join him on his life adventure – and what adventures we had.

Once we had settled in my father’s native Wales, he continued to travel, consulting for international organisations and developing his own companies and initiatives. He was ever the entrepreneur. His desire to learn, to know, to travel and to experience was something we all lived with and shared. We would go with him, as far as school schedules allowed. This proved to be something of a novelty at a state school in a relatively poor area. My tales of trains across China for days on end, where the only loo was a rickety hole over the rails, speeding fast just inches away from my terrified little clenching bottom, and roaring lions in Africa hungrily prowling the grounds of my dad’s Ugandan home always amused my schoolmates, but many of them never truly believed me. Yet when people met Dad they knew; they knew he was the real deal. He knew stuff that so many people didn’t; he had been there, seen it, done it, lived it, breathed it – not in an arrogant way, he just … had.

You know when you grow up you think everyone is pretty much the same, that you’ve got what everyone else has, that beautiful and youthful innocence that is blind to difference? Well, that was tested the first time I had a group of friends come round to our house when we settled in Wales. We had a house on a nice street overlooking some fields, big enough to accommodate all our weird and wonderful artefacts from our worldly travels. Mum opened the door and in we tumbled, all messy hair and dirty jumpers, ready for racing around in the back garden before sandwiches and milk. And I watched as their childish eyes widened and their mouths fell open, stubby teeth protruding and chubby brows furrowing. ‘Why do you have weapons?’ one asked, pointing at the tribal spears hanging by the dining table. ‘Are these things dead or alive?’ asked another, breath steaming up the glass cases of Papua New Guinean butterflies and beetles. ‘Can I play that guitar thing?’ another one asked, with their clammy stubby fingers reaching for a rare sitar above a fireplace. Fortunately, I was a quick thinker, and I spun it so that it got around I lived in a ‘fun-house’, not that our family was a freak show.

The next year, I had a birthday party in the house, and while my dad sat alone in the child-free quiet of the shed drinking cans of Brains Bitter, my mum created the most magnificent treasure hunt around the house, where we had to count animal statues, list colours of exotic birds on paintings, and name countries from the globes in our bedrooms. They are the reason why my brother and I have such an en­cyclopaedic knowledge of the bizarre and unrelatable: capital cities of forgotten countries, Latin names for rare flowers, collective nouns for extinct species.

The older I get, the more people say I look like my mum. I guess this happens to many people and it’s better than saying I look like my dad. No young woman wants that, especially when your dad looks like Captain Birds Eye. Mum’s tall, slightly taller than Dad on a good day, especially with heels (her, not him) and an all-round good sort; clever, kind, charming but not afraid to speak her mind. A classic mum, homely and resourceful, kind and nurturing. I would say, though, that personality-wise, I am Dad and my brother is Mum.

Having a brother nearly five years older served me well. He was popular at school and around town, and had lots of friends. Everyone liked Gareth, and they still do. From quite early on, Dad referred to him as ‘big G’, and so he was usually that, just G. With an old head on young shoulders, he’s responsible and caring, forward-thinking and wise. He got a paper round as soon as he was able, always wanting to work, to earn, to self-sustain. I would hear him getting ready, putting on his tracksuit and trainers with Madonna’s ‘Dear Jessie’ a distant murmur in the background. I guess it was a radio hit at the time but I later recall him having Immaculate Collection on tape (he also has a penchant for Simply Red, which is, frankly, unforgivable). As the song would end he’d gently push open the door to my room, dim lamp glow from the hallway seeping onto my pillow, and ask me if I wanted to go with him. I always would. He’d wheel me to the shops on the crossbar of his bike in the pale, quiet light of morning, and would buy me a can of 7Up, because I liked the Fido Dido character, and a Marathon (before they became Snickers – a disastrous move, if you ask me). He would also give me half of his wages, despite the fact that I never delivered a single paper. That kind of sums him up: he is my protector, my strength and shield, the most perfect embodiment of a big brother. All that is good about that term was made for him.

In time, both G and I left home for university. I couldn’t wait to leave home; I never wanted to stay in Pontypool indefinitely. I loved the thought of learning more, of meeting new people and seeing new things. I loved being around people from different backgrounds and hearing their stories. Being in halls at Royal Holloway University in Egham, so close to London, was exactly what I wanted, taking the train into Waterloo at weekends and just wandering round town, even with no money, was fun. Mum and Dad encouraged us to go to uni and it felt like they couldn’t wait to be alone again, though I now know that after they dropped me at the haughtily beautiful Royal Holloway University Mum stopped the car at the top of the campus and cried helplessly onto Dad’s shoulder. Later, Mum told me she suffered with empty nest syndrome. While gardening her way through the lonely late autumn of my first term away, she befriended a little robin who got bolder each day until he eventually sat on her basket, then trowel, then hand and tweeted kindly. She said that he made her feel like I was still there, saying hello.

I guess my parents instilled in both my brother and me the desire to seek out more than what you are raised with, encouraged us to learn about the unknown. It never occurred to us to stay put. I suppose when you travel a lot as a youngster it isn’t scary to get out there; finding ways to communicate with people in a different language was an amusing and entertaining skill (we are all also highly successful at charades), and eating new foods, seeing new things and smelling new smells was so normal that the thought of never seeing ‘new’ probably scared and bored us in equal measure. Many of our friends who didn’t move away eagerly at 18 had more roots, I guess, living on the same street as aunties and uncles, grandparents and godparents – that must make moving on more difficult, more political.

And so, from the age of 18, I lived in London, first at uni and then working as a fashion buyer after I graduated with a degree in Politics and Economics. Meanwhile, my brother chose a career as a hotelier, working in some wonderful hotels across the UK. Mum and Dad stayed in Wales but moved to a slightly smaller house further up the valley. Mum worked for a local charity, the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service (WRVS), while Dad retired in his late 50s, spending his time running and keeping fit, watching club rugby, tracking his speed at The Times crossword and reading Private Eye, his head bent over our dining table, which was strewn with newspapers, pens, papers and an open dictionary. Although he relished this time to himself, we all knew he hadn’t wanted to step down from work, but certain changes in him meant he simply could not continue. For a while now he had seemed … like a different, disconnected, distant Dad. The man who brought power to so many had become powerless, his light slowly dimming at the end of his performance.

At some point the cared-for become the carers. This is true whether you have children or pets or loved ones. The only way to avoid this is to live alone in the wilderness. So we end up having to care for the people who once cared for us; this isn’t a shame and it isn’t a tragedy and it isn’t a chore. It is an honour. To be able to return the gift of love that someone bestows upon you is a gift in itself.

This is a story of caring …


The Man He Used to Be

17th August

Today I started a new life. In many ways it’s a return to my old one, but so much has changed. This morning I woke up in my bedroom in small-town Pontypool, South Wales. Yesterday, I came round to the buzzing of busy traffic outside my Camden studio flat – the home of drunk noise. Several friends were asleep on the sofa and floor, alongside empty bottles of cheap vodka, cartons of cigarettes and a broken Sex Pistols CD. This morning, my cohabitants included one mentally ill parent, a bumper-sized packet of Ibuprofen, information on senile dementia and a Cliff Richard Greatest Hits CD.

I left my flat when most of the others were still passed out. One rogue hand managed to peek out from under a duvet and bid me farewell. I zipped up my favourite Rick Owens leather jacket and slung my large travel bag containing the last of my London possessions – a few band T-shirts, fancy cosmetics gifted to me from industry parties, my diary and a pen – over my shoulder and closed the door on the small studio apartment that had defined me for so long. That final click of a life less ordinary, the excitement I sought, my escape route from the valleys and my ticket to independence was now due its return journey.

It was the end of an era in more ways than one. Saying goodbye to this life also meant finally saying goodbye to that part of my life I shared with him. The ex who I’d thought was the one. While still raw, our split is only a small part of my troubles right now. I’ve got bigger things to worry about than trying to dance with someone who doesn’t want to dance with me.

The dull grey of a muggy north London morning was still bright enough to warrant sunglasses, or perhaps it was just my straining eyes and lack of sleep. Nodding familiarly at market traders setting up for the day, I stopped at the newsagent for cigarettes and soft drinks and noticed some kids buying booze for their 11am come-downs after a long night of clubbing. I strode across the busy streets, swerving through pedestrians and vehicles, and made for the bus. I rode the almost-empty 27 bus all the way from Camden Town to Paddington, clutching onto a carton of hangover-quelling Ribena for dear life and taking the best seat in the house – top deck, front right. I love peering into people’s houses and apartments, into gardens and shops. The hum of NW1 seldom rests: punks still smoking on the lock bridge – no sleep for them – pubs cleaning up after another night’s fun, undercover police not being that undercover around the tube station. The whole place just makes me smile.

Eventually the bus cut along the bottom of Regent’s Park and past the already lengthy queues of tourists outside Madame Tussauds, and trundled over Edgware Road towards Paddington Station. Fumbling half-heartedly for my seldom-cleared credit card to pay for my extortionately priced ticket, I strode through the din towards the Cardiff-bound train and settled into my stained seat.

I was half dozing off before we’d even pulled out of the station, that surreal half-wake when you’re only just aware of your surroundings and pretty powerless over them. I was leaving the city behind just as it was warming up. Passing towns got smaller, first Reading then Swindon; fields and farms sped by, the long thick train powering in and out of tunnels that carve up patchwork England. My eyes grew heavier and my mobile-phone signal dim. I changed lines just over the Welsh border at Newport and took a smaller train up to the valleys, to Pontypool. It didn’t take long; I stood for the journey, my face leaning out of the vestibule window, warm Welsh air blowing my dirty blonde, cigarette-scented hair on and off my face. The colours seemed bolder, deeper-green hues all around, and the smell was subtle and sweet; no take-away grease, no beer-stained pavements, no buses honking their dissatisfaction at insolent pedestrians. Just small-town life, quiet and gentle, safe and soft.

The train station at Pontypool and New Inn is so small it is unmanned. There isn’t a ticket booth or machine, no gates – nothing – just some concrete in the middle of nowhere. We used to come here to smoke and drink as teenagers – one of our many haunts – but now it feels more vast and lonely than ever. Unsurprisingly, I was the only person to alight at this station; very often you have to find the driver and actually request the stop, like a bloody bus or something. My booted feet landed heavy on the platform and seemed to echo a warning, but there was no one there to heed that, only me.

The house is more than a mile and a half from the station and is an uphill climb. I ambled past the homes of my childhood friends; my old junior school; the pub and post office; the streets where I’d learned to ride my bike; the eerie cemetery we used to run past for no reason other than it was a cemetery and we were kids; the garages behind which I’d had my first cigarette, my first swig of cider, my first kiss. It seemed much quieter this afternoon and smaller, muted and subdued, tired and old. This was the town where my memories had been made. The town that made me, for better or worse, the person I am now, the returned. Nothing was the same, yet nothing had changed. Except me.

The hill to the house is a real fucker, steep and sharp; even in a car you struggle, exhaust choking and engine revving, but the view from the top is spectacular. I climbed steeply, leaning into the camber, sweating pure alcohol into my leather jacket and breathing hard. The pale sunshine had burned through the clouds and the afternoon was becoming warm, well, warm for Wales at least. I got a few waves from people in shops that I passed, old acquaintances, a beep from a passing car driven by an old neighbour flapping a hand furiously out of the window, a smile from a lady in her front yard hanging out her washing, and I took it all in, this being ‘home’.

As I reached the gate posts, I turned to look over the town, propping up my breathless carcass with one hand on the wrought-iron gate. I was looking out over rooftops again but, unlike London, there was more space, it was greener, and the town seemed to smile more. It was less exciting, certainly, but less risky, too, more manageable. There are no strangers here, everyone knows everyone – for better or worse. These people know me and they know my family. There was a certain poignancy to the song playing through my headphones. It was ‘Old Man’ by Neil Young.

‘Hello, Mammy,’ I called out as I sneaked through the door, which my parents rarely keep locked – it’s a small-town thing.

‘Och, love! We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow!’ Mum cried, her gentle and subtle Scots lilt taking me back to her reading nursery rhymes to me as a wee nipper. She looked genuinely shocked to see me. Rising slowly from the battered, old, brown leather sofa (older than Gareth and me), she swayed towards me in the doorway in classic Mum uniform: long, floral-patterned, linen Marks & Spencer skirt and a crinkled cotton cardigan in pastel shades of lilac, iris and mauve. She clutched me close to her and stroked my hair, the way mums do.

‘I’m so pleased you’re here,’ she added, her perfume and hairspray sticking fast in my throat and making me feel like a child again, happy, warm and safe.

‘Where’s Da?’

‘Out in the shed, love. I’m not sure why, but he’s OK.’

‘Is he?’ I found that hard to believe, however much I wanted to.

‘Yeah … yeah,’ she replied unconvincingly. (Mental note – must work on hiding my sarcastic tone of voice.)

I have returned to Wales to help Mum look after Dad, who is very ill with Alzheimer’s. He was diagnosed a year ago, and as my parents are getting older and Dad’s behaviour is causing concern among our family and friends, I have come back to lend a helping hand. I decided to resign from my job as an assistant fashion buyer for a London department store only a matter of weeks ago. If I’m honest, although I’m only 25, I had become rather tired of it all and when Dad became ill, I found little comfort in the shallow, artificial world of fashion. Perhaps others would have sought shelter in the ‘importance’ of the next big trend in fall/winter shades of red, but I knew there were far bigger issues lurking and I couldn’t hide away and use my career as an avoidance tactic. Saying that, I’d not wanted to quit my life in London for anything; I value my independence and I love carving out a life all of my own, but the dynamics of that existence had also started to change – and not really for the better. Maybe a bit of ‘time out’ will do me good, though I think a year’s trip around Indonesia would be more enjoyable than returning home to look after ageing parents.

While in London I had managed to avoid thinking too much about my impending return to Wales, as I didn’t want to upset myself. I was in denial, I suppose. In the same manner, I will try to avoid thinking of London too much while I’m here. Yet as each hour passes I miss it more than I thought possible and the slow, dawning realisation of what lies ahead does, quite frankly, freak me out.

I had a much-needed shower while Mum made us all tea. I felt like a whole new human already, washing the day-old stench of a hangover away, rinsing the last of my London life off my skin and down the plughole, and taking comfort in the smell of the shower gel my family have used since the dawn of time. Chucking on some old clothes, I came back downstairs to see Dad emerging from the shed, bringing some old chains wrapped in newspaper to ‘look at and figure out’. He looked as he usually did, a little paler perhaps, a little greyer – they both did – smaller and less vivid, just like the old home town. He had come in from the garden as the afternoon sun faded; we’d left him to his own devices until then, just Mum and I chatting around the issues but never confronting them. I wanted to leave him be for now, to delay the inevitable, but when he finally trundled up the garden path and in through the old lean-to, stomping the dirt from his feet, he didn’t seem to think me being home was a big deal. We hadn’t seen each other in about three months but that didn’t register, for him.

‘Hello, my love,’ he cooed, as if I were a toddler, taking my shoulders firmly and lovingly in each large hand and kissing me on the forehead. He had grease and woodchip on his polo shirt and down his cords; he loved being in that shed, it gave him a sense of purpose. Perhaps it made him think or feel that he was still working, as if he was still worth something. I don’t know if he realises that this is a full-time thing, me being home. I’m guessing not. He asked me how university was and after a quick sideways glance to a sighing Mum, I told him it was fine. He set about washing his hands from his ‘work’, telling us that he has really progressed with the project, and then washed his hands again. I was about to tell him he’d done it once, but Mum just shook her head, an indication that this was just one of many things we were to let go.

After a dinner of chicken and salad round our old dining table we settled down to watch some telly, but I was so tired I went to bed at 8pm, falling right to sleep. The peace, the quiet, the clean bed, the fresh linen and the comfort were womb-like. My hangover had numbed my emotions. The sick feeling, as a result of too many sambucas, had taken command of my senses, allowing no room for emotional distress or wistful melancholy for the existence I was leaving behind, which was definitely a blessing in disguise. However, I am still aware of it being far too quiet here. I know I was raised here, like this, but I’ve become used to something else. Almost every night for the past four years I’ve fallen asleep to the sounds of pubs chucking out their last customers, of trains, buses, police sirens and general city din. I find this return to a void of sound most unsettling. The quiet of the countryside gives me the willies. I know that people think you get nutters in big cities, and it’s true – I happen to know many of them – but I have always been of the opinion that the most dangerous madmen would choose to inhabit quieter rural idylls. Out here, no one can hear you scream.

With that thought, I went to sleep and dreamed of London. I dreamed about my friends all sitting in our pub in Camden, The Good Mixer, drinking and laughing. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could see their lips moving in vivid conversation. I wished I could pick up the gist. I was merely a spectator in their evening. They couldn’t see me and that was upsetting; my life was going on without me.


18th August

I awoke this morning to the sound of heavy rain, which is a huge part of life in the South Wales valleys. Even in summer, it’s a constant that you can always rely on. To some extent, I had forgotten just how beautiful and vast the landscape is here. With my nose pressed up against the glass of my bedroom window, I sat and watched sheets of rain fall quickly over the mountains. The town below in the hollow of the valley was completely obscured from sight. You could have been forgiven for assuming that there was nothing there, and it looked as if someone had just filled the valley with grey, soggy cotton wool.

On a clear day (not like today, which is all grey and overcast) you can see for miles and miles from here, right over the Severn to Bristol and down to the Somerset coast. It’s nothing like London, where you can’t see past the end of the street. The town at the bottom of the hill is very small but much has changed since I left. A Tesco supermarket has been built and this really is progress gone mad! There is also a Wetherspoons pub, which my dad was most taken with for a while before he stopped being able to go out on his own. Well, we at least try to discourage him from doing this; the problem with dementia is that once it hits a certain point, the sufferer seldom thinks there is anything wrong with them, and my dad is a very proud man. He also likes visiting pubs.

My breath steamed up the glass and after I had written my initials in the misty covering I went downstairs. The house is very traditional; a Victorian semi with a small yard to the front and a lovely little garden to the back. My mum has kept it pretty much as it was when my brother and I left all those years ago. Our bedrooms are almost like shrines to us. Teddy bears still rest on our pillows, their bodies tucked under the duvets. Sports-day medals and gymkhana rosettes adorn the walls and school photos and swimming badges are proudly displayed on bedside tables that are dusted daily. Perhaps on some level my parents knew we would return, and that even though it might take years and may not be under the most pleasant of circumstances, it was still worth refraining from changing anything. Had they been waiting for us to return, or had they never really accepted that we had left?

Mum wanted to go to Tesco, so I offered to help her with the shopping – she isn’t as strong as she used to be these days. I suppose that’s just what happens when you get old, although at 61 she’s hardly an OAP and still works full-time for the charity. As an office administrator, I think she is probably the most under-titled person ever; I’m pretty sure she kind of runs the show. She’s one of those people you just ask for anything and everything because she knows how/where/why/when/whom. I bet ‘Dunno, ask Marge’ is one of the most commonly used phrases in her office.

When we left the house, we told Dad not to go out, but we held little hope of him actually following our instructions. The best we could hope for was that the rain would keep him housebound for a while at least.

When we returned from the shops, he was, to our surprise, still about, but the house reeked of burning.

‘Burned the toast, have you, Dad?’ I asked.

He looked up blankly from the dining table, coffee mug in hand and glasses on nose.

‘Uh?’ he replied, following a long pause.

‘I said it smells of burned toast. Have you had your breakfast then, yeah?’

‘Yeah, oh yeah. I like my breakfast I do. It’s nice. I had toast, love.’

‘Good, good. You’ve got your jumper on back to front by the way.’

‘Ah, fuck off.’

‘Don’t speak to your daughter like that!’ Mum snapped, looking shocked even though this language was a more frequent occurrence these days.

‘You can fuck off, too,’ he added for good measure.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or be offended; I mean, I am pretty used to foul language, I’m a big fan of it personally, but when I saw Dad’s shoulders shaking I knew he was laughing. I laughed along, too, but Mum was miffed, and left the room. Dad didn’t usually use the F word – it was a more recent addition to his vocabulary. I don’t know whether it was intentional, accidental, par for the course or just an excuse to speak his mind while he still had it.

Sometimes it isn’t really worth talking to Dad. I don’t mean that in a bad way, although I know it sounds really terrible and I’m aware that I am taking a negative tone with him today, as I am still a bit tired and grumpy about everything. But even Mum is very short with him these days. The only person Dad listens to is Gareth. Dad loves my brother. In fact, everyone loves my brother. If my mum or I ask Dad to do something he gets very insulted and becomes aggressive and defensive. On the other hand, if it comes from Gareth he obediently obliges with the utmost care and respect. It must be a male thing. Either that or he really doesn’t like my mum. Or me.

I can hear a song by the Smashing Pumpkins playing on a radio somewhere. I have avoided listening to music as I know every song will remind me of London and will risk triggering a massive crying session. I don’t want to do that. I want to almost ignore these feelings until they dilute themselves and become little more than rose-tinted nostalgia. I’ve only been home a couple of days and I am already massively missing my friends, but I truly believe this is the best way to deal with a situation that has practically been forced upon me by circumstances way beyond anyone’s control. It no longer matters if I am upset, there are far bigger issues at stake.

This afternoon, my mum is going to the local prison to serve tea to inmates and their visiting families and friends. She is very kind like that. She does this every other Saturday and is on a rota with other ladies in the community, who do similarly kind and selfless deeds for other people. As a result, it’s just Dad and me in the house. Right now, he is downstairs waiting for the rugby game to come on the telly. I shall probably go down and join him in a bit. I think he would like the company and, to be honest, so would I. There isn’t much scope for companionship this weekend, so I guess it’s just me and him; the stranger I have known for 25 years.


19th August

As I sit down to write this today, I am eating the leftovers of the fish pie I made for Mum and Dad last night. I thought that I was quite a good chef, but Mum said that I hadn’t cooked the pastry for long enough. She is very good in the kitchen, though, so I take the feedback on the chin. Dad enjoyed it, though he hasn’t been much of a barometer of taste these days. Everything he eats seems to be the best thing he has ever tasted and he constantly remarks on how wonderful his food is. Right now, he seems to be totally enamoured with small pots of desserts, such as trifles or chocolate mousses.

‘Oh, these things are wonderful, aren’t they, love?’ he’ll remark to Mum, usually more than once, over the course of devouring one. ‘Just all in one little pot – marvellous.’

He is also rather taken with muffins and cakes, which is strange, as when we were growing up I don’t ever recall him having much of a sweet tooth. I’m aware that sometimes Alzheimer’s brings about changes in the sufferer’s personality, but gastronomic tastes? I must look it up.

‘Cor, I do love these little cakey things,’ he said to me earlier, ‘and you can get them anywhere now. The Tesco, the market, the Greggs bakers. I think I’ve even seen them in the little shop on the corner – and I’ve seen them in the Tesco, too.’

Often Dad forgets he’s eaten one and has about three in a night. Though I’m not sure if he really is forgetting …

I dreamed about London again last night. I have a feeling this is going to be a recurrent part of my non-waking life, at least for a while. It was London again, except it didn’t look like London. You know the way that sometimes happens in dreams? You feel that you are in a certain place, yet it looks completely different. In the dream, I wandered around Camden and said a quick but silent farewell to my favourite shops, bars, cafés and restaurants. This is something I’d avoided doing during my last few days there, probably for fear of getting too upset. I regret that now, as I am starting to wonder when, if ever, I will return and how much things might change in the meantime.

The mundane routine of life here is falling around me like some sort of drab, heavy cloak and I have an inkling that I will not be able to shed it for a very long time. It’s all right for my dad – every day is a brand new adventure for him.

My mum woke me this morning at 7:45. She was bored and had been up very early, which she seems to be doing a lot of lately. Perhaps I should ask why she isn’t sleeping well? It must have
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