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Chapter 1

AMIRA

Thursday, 25 April 2019

It’s a dull day, rainy and wet. I park the car outside the local church, which is lending its room to the Carers Support Group. The woman at the Alzheimer’s Society office scrawled the address on a piece of paper when I went to see her. I crease it up and throw it inside my handbag.

I don’t even know why I am here. That’s a lie. I am here because Meena suggested I speak to a care group. It’s done wonders for her. I should turn around, it doesn’t feel right. Neither did chatting to strangers in online discussion forums. But being anonymous comes with its perks, and strange friendships can be found, like the one I formed with Meena. I don’t know her, but I instantly connected with her online and even gave out my real name, instead of holding onto my identity as Nursemira. It just seemed so impersonal. Now we chat every week and have become so close through exchanging daily episodes about our parents. I tell her personal things about Mum I never dreamed of telling anyone. She trusts me with things about her father. Sometimes I think that without Meena I’d have been lost.

When we last spoke, Meena encouraged me to contact the Alzheimer’s Society. ‘Do it for your own well-being,’ she said. ‘Or you will go insane.’

She has been a great support, and I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t found her in the forum for carers. Two words lit up my screen, brightening my day: ‘Hello lovely.’ I’d know it was her – Thelonelymouse – and would proceed to pour my heart out, tell her things only another carer would understand. I realise burdening one person with the same issue is unhealthy. I need to talk to somebody other than Meena, who is going through what I am. Somebody who understands my situation. That’s why I need to attend the Carers Support Group.

I head through an arched corridor, gently knock on the door to my left and enter. Five people are sitting in a circle of chairs. An older man in a shirt, bow tie and trousers introduces himself to me as John Buchanan. He immediately pulls out another chair as if he’s been expecting me. It’s a cosy room, lit with bright fairy lights that fill the space like shimmering glitter. There’s a table in the corner with tea, coffee, water and biscuits. I make myself a cup of tea, take a seat and listen to the man in his mid-forties talk about his mum. He scratches at his beard the entire time, looks down at the floor. When he’s done, a woman, perhaps younger than me, starts talking about her dad. She dabs her eyes and blows her nose with a Kleenex. Tells the strangers in the room how much she loves him, but that she simply can’t care for him all by herself anymore.

‘It’s just so hard, d’ya know what I mean? I’m so drained most days – physically and emotionally. I hardly have any contact with my friends. Dad needs constant attention. I worry that he’ll hurt himself, d’ya know what I mean?’ She pauses and looks at John, who nods understandingly. ‘I’ll never be able to forgive myself if anything were to happen to Dad. Never.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asks the man sitting next to her. He reveals a forehead full of deep creases as he pushes back his hair. A woman with a short crop leans in and asks the same question.

‘My brother has agreed to move in with us. He wants to help care for Dad.’

‘Good for you, Susan,’ says John. ‘You’re finally getting the support you need.’

Susan wants to go on. But now John looks over at me. He expects me to introduce myself, and confess the thoughts that I carry around like a bag of bricks.

I inhale the stale air and take a good look at the unfamiliar faces. They suddenly don’t seem so unfamiliar anymore. They must feel the same way I do, otherwise they wouldn’t be here. I get an it’s OK nod from John. I clear my throat

‘Hello, my name is Amira Khan.’ I pause. I always forget to use my maiden name. ‘Malik. I’m Amira Malik and I’m thirty-eight. I have been caring for my mum for about seven years since she was diagnosed with dementia. I have lived with her ever since my dad died.’ I pause again, feeling the relief easing from my chest. I don’t mention the time I lived with Haroon. That time is a distant memory.

‘When she was diagnosed, they said she might have had dementia for longer, but the signs could have just been related to her age. Mum turns seventy-six this year. I don’t have siblings or relatives. We are alone and have been ever since my teenage son decided to move in with my husband. Ex-husband, I mean.’

‘What was the reason your son—’ John furrows his brows. ‘What I mean to ask is did he move because of your mother? Teenagers can be quite sensitive to people with dementia.’

‘No, I don’t believe him going had anything to do with Mum. Nothing like that,’ I hear myself lie. Shafi was annoyed. He was devastated that Nano was becoming forgetful. She’s stopped recognising me, he used to say.

‘It was getting too cramped for us all living under the same roof in a small, two-bedroom house. He’s a typical thirteen-year-old and needed space, a room of his own. I’m sure you all understand—’

‘Aye, I get that,’ says Susan. ‘My boy lives with his dad, too. And I was never married. Tony is my ex and—’ Susan pauses, catching herself. ‘I’m sorry, Amira, you were talking.’ She gestures for me to continue, her face screwed up in apology.

‘It’s OK.’ I need a break. But really, I want to go home. I feel guilty for being here. Meena told me not to let my guilt get to me. Haroon said that too. I can’t help it. Talking about Mum in a support group makes me feel I am doing something terribly wrong. ‘Actually . . . where is the loo?’

‘To the left in the hallway,’ says John.

As I leave, an echo of Mum’s voice rings in my ears.

‘Where is Shafi? And who is that boy?’ She’d point a sharp finger at him. ‘Don’t want him in the house. Tell him to leave.’

She started to forget that Shafi had grown up. She never grasped the concept that he was no longer the sweet little boy stuck in her memory. Shafi started to spend more and more time away, making excuses not to come home and staying at Haroon’s place more often. And whenever I’d ask him what was going on, he ignored me. But I knew he was frustrated with Mum who had started to treat him like a stranger.

‘Get out,’ she’d say when he’d come home. ‘Out of our house.’

‘Make Nano stop, please,’ he would plead. How could I? The only thing I know how to do is making sure Mum is alright. I never saw that Shafi wasn’t. And neither am I.

The corridor out of the room is dark, and the tube bulb in the ceiling is flickering. At the far end of the exit a shadow stands watching. Then I hear the clacking of heels start to echo down the corridor. The shadowy figure is getting closer. I spot a dark grey door to my left pressed into the whitewashed walls. I jerk on the handle and rush into a storeroom, full of boxes and cartons. A statue of Virgin Mary holding baby Jesus sits on the floor.

My heart pounds faster. The clacking stops. I place my ear on the door and hear a loud, heavy breath coming from the other side. Like something is out to swallow me. The air catches in my lungs. Beads of sweat trickle down my face. I step away from the door and manage to grab hold of Mary’s head with the tip of my finger as it tips over. The sound of footsteps fade and somewhere a door slams shut.

I twist the handle open. The hallway is empty and the light from the ceiling no longer flickers, but illuminates down the long corridor. Did I imagine somebody was here? Whenever I am alone and in dark places, I tend to imagine things that aren’t real. It started when I was little, alone in my bed. I used to scream and Mum would come running. I used to think spiders crawled all over my bed.

I gather myself together, pulling back my hair, breathing deeply. I decide to go back to the room, even though my heart is still racing. I take a seat back in my chair and feel John’s gaze deepening. He takes a sip from his cup and encourages me to go on. I hesitate. Can I trust that what I say will stay sealed between these walls? John assures me that everything we choose to share is confidential.

‘How’s your social life?’ he asks. ‘Do you see your friends much?’

‘When I told my friends that Mum was diagnosed,’ I say, wringing my hands, ‘they felt sorry for me – said it’s going to be hard caring for her full-time. I don’t speak to any of them anymore.’

‘That’s just like my friends. D’ya know what I mean?’ Susan asks. John stares at her. He signals that she should let me continue. ‘Sorry, go on Mira or is it A-mira?’ she glares at me with wide eyes.

‘Amira,’ I smile.

‘Sorry.’ Heat flashes to Susan’s cheeks.

‘Lately, I feel more and more frustrated. Mum’s condition worsened. She won’t let me help her in the bathroom. She doesn’t want my help showering. She shuts the door right in my face when I try to.’ I am trying to follow Meena’s advice, I’m trying to open up. It does feel cathartic. ‘She often walks around wearing her nightgown. Sometimes for days because she refuses to get changed. Drawers are left open, clothes will be on the floor. She stopped wearing underwear, says she can’t find any. But I always find them stuffed underneath her pillow.’ I stop myself from saying more. Looking around, I realise I don’t need to reveal the reasons why Mum does what she does. They understand. They’ve been down that road.

‘How are you helping your mum overcome some of these issues?’ asks John.

‘I smile when I speak. I try to remain calm. But it’s not easy.’

Meena says Smile and the world smiles with you. I’d heard this quote before. I can’t remember how it feels to be truly happy, or the last time I really smiled. I don’t know if Mum and I feel anything for one another. Love, hate, disgust even.

‘And what are some of the things you do that could improve her memory?’

‘I’m helping her do Life Story Work, which helps her recognise her past. I’ve hung pictures of us in her bedroom. I plan to put up more. Perhaps a picture of my dad and my son. Mum doesn’t remember them. I also want to write down her favourite foods and music. Perhaps familiar places she feels connected to. Anything to evoke her memories from the past. She can’t remember what happens day to day. Isn’t able to grasp time, as in, when things have happened. Mum refers to today and yesterday as the other day. And any the other day is the same. I want to give her a journal. She likes to write things down. Likes reading. I want Mum to use it so that she doesn’t have to repeat everything. Even the smallest things she writes on her hand.’

‘What does she like reading?’ asks John.

I pause, blow at the surface of my tea before I take a sip. He offers me a biscuit, which I take.

‘The newspaper. She is obsessed with reading it. Mum doesn’t watch the news on telly, and I know it’s because she can’t recall anything she sees blinking on the screen. But I can’t drive to town to get her the daily newspaper, I simply don’t have the time for it. The Inverness Courier is biweekly. She’ll read it and highlight all the headlines in yellow marker, often. She’s searching for a fictional story about a young girl she says went missing—’

‘Me dad cuts papers,’ the heavy man sitting on the far left of the room says. ‘Newspapers, letters, cards. You name it, he keeps all the scraps and bits.’ He coughs. ‘He don’t live with me and me family no more. It’s his carer who tells me he won’t stop cutting things.’

‘Anything else you want to share with us Amira?’ John rolls the ‘r’ in my name as if he knows me well already. I feel like he’s giving me special attention. Perhaps it’s because I am new.

‘Mum likes food. She used to be a wonderful cook, but I can’t let her do the grocery shopping. She forgets things and buys too much, and it goes to waste. We’ve also had incidents where she picked food up from the store and started eating it right there and then. So I try to go during her afternoon naps. That’s the only time I have to get things done around the house. She always wants to know what we’re eating. Refuses to eat takeaway. Insists she has to do the cooking herself. We’ve had some minor accidents in the kitchen. Nothing serious. I wouldn’t allow her in there cooking on her own.’

‘I try not to leave Mother alone anywhere around the house,’ says the woman with short blonde hair. ‘She empties Nutella out of the jar with a spoon and then there’s the honey pot—’

‘Thank you, Bridget,’ says John. ‘For sharing that with us. Shall we, um, let Amira continue where she left off?’ He sends me an approving nod.

‘I no longer ask Mum what she wants for her meals. I give her what I know she needs, even when she refuses to eat what I plate in front of her. It doesn’t always work. Sometimes I find that she makes her own meals when I am not around. She goes to the shop without my knowledge. Once, she left the shopping in the back of the car. I’ve had to throw meat away several times because she leaves it out for too long. I want to stop buying it. I want Mum to eat more vegetables.’

‘She’s forgotten how to cook, hasn’t she?’ asks Susan.

I nod. ‘Yes, she no longer remembers the recipes.’

‘My mum does something similar,’ says the man I took to be in his forties. ‘Once, she woke up early, took all the meat out from the freezer and left it on the counter, where it sat for the whole day. She said she wanted to prepare Christmas dinner for the family. I said to her, Christmas isn’t due for another six months. She didn’t believe me. I get that a lot and—’

‘Thank you, Tom, for sharing your insights.’ John looks back over at me.

I go quiet. Look down at my thumbs and twirl them round and round.

‘I appreciate coming here today to share my experiences. Caring for Mum the past couple of years has been hard. And it’s getting harder. I’m not sure how long I can manage to look after her. I’m terrified that some day something will go wrong.’

‘What do you think might happen?’ John grabs a biscuit for himself. ‘If you were to leave your mother all by herself, is there a risk of danger?’

‘The house is secure. I’ve had fire alarms installed. But I worry she’ll forget what she’s cooking and burn things.’

‘Me dad’s carer makes what he likes. Neeps and tatties. Boiled eggs and toast,’ says the heavy man. ‘But he burns the food when she’s gone and eats all the black bits. He says it’s delicious. I told him it’s dangerous and that he’ll end up causing a fire.’

‘Mum is terrified of causing a fire,’ I say. ‘She’s always been worried about it, ever since I can remember. I contacted her doctor, and spoke to a memory loss clinic that was recommended to me. I told them about Mum’s condition. She should be due for an assessment soon, and one of the nurses said she might be better off living in a care home. I’m not sure I agree with them.’

‘And why is that?’

I shrug. I don’t tell him that in Pakistani culture the children are obliged to care for their parents. That we simply do not put our elders in a care home. It’s considered amoral.

‘My neighbour told me she doesn’t like Mum wandering about the neighbourhood peering into people’s houses. She said, “Why don’t you place her in a care home? It’s where she belongs.” I think she called the social services. They almost took Mum away because she was shouting at pedestrians passing by our house to help put out the fire. People thought she was crazy. Our house has never been on fire. Mum has a phobia of lots of things. Loneliness, losing her jewellery. Fire is also one of them.’

John makes a note in his book of what I’ve just said. ‘Go on, Amira.’ He rolls the ‘r’ again.

‘Earlier this year, I felt more tired than usual. I started to sleep in for an extra hour in the morning. Some days, I could barely get out of bed, let alone take care of Mum. I don’t want her to go into a care home. I can’t afford to put her into one. But I also have to think of what’s best for her. I have to think about her safety.’ I look over at Susan. ‘I would never be able to forgive myself should anything happen to her.’ She nods.

John thanks me, says I shouldn’t worry. There’s help if I need it. And I can tell by the look on his face that he thinks I need it.

I fold my hands and place them in my lap. I can’t finish my tea. It’s cold anyway. So is the room. Everyone is staring at me. No one says a word. I don’t think they expected me to say this much on day one.

Before I go, John pulls me aside. He gives me what looks like a leaflet. Ravenswood Lodge Care Home. ‘Speak to them. They are like no other facility. They might be able to help you.’

‘How?’ I ask.

‘They offer grants for special cases,’ he says, before he leaves.

I look at the glossy brochure in my hand. There’s a picture with tall trees and a Victorian house on a cliff top, sleeping like a silent tomb.

I recognise this place. I’ve driven the long route to the rural Highlands, with its curved lanes bouncing over ruts and channels. The loose gravel spraying from beneath the tyres and wearing them out. And the deer, there must be thousands of deer out there in the wilderness roaming free.

One misty morning I remember driving past these large gates and the twisted driveway that leads up to the old manor. Beyond the hedgerows, I caught a glimpse of the sea. There was something beautiful and dangerous about the way the house stood there swallowed by dark woods and quiet hills facing the ocean. Powerful, and with a real presence marked by two tall turrets, it seemed out of my reach. I wondered who could live in a place like this. I imagined a wealthy family, or someone who wanted to live off-grid, undisturbed and in peace.

But now I know it’s just some fancy care home I would never be able to afford to put Mum into, and Mum is not a special case. Just an old woman with dementia.

I flick through the brochure. Happy faces of elderly people selling false hope. Mum wouldn’t be happy living in a care home anyway. I throw it in the bin and walk out of the building. I don’t look back. I feel the guilt creep under my skin.

It was a mistake coming here.





Chapter 10

AFRAH

Wednesday, 20 November 2019

‘Where are we going, Mimi?’

I don’t think Amira is paying any attention to what I’m saying. ‘Are you listening?’

Flurries of rain whirl in the car headlights. She drives off the highway and takes the left lane, long and winding, where the trees stand like burned sticks thrashing against the wind.

‘Huh?’ Fingers clutching the steering wheel, she bites her lip. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Now I am worried. Above us, giant ravens fill the ink-coloured sky in plumes of powerful dark feathers, and a ridge of cold clouds rise above the morning mist. I peer out of the window. There’s no mistaking it, we’re somewhere rural, in the Highlands.

‘Ami, you are going to be so happy where I’m taking you,’ she smiles reassuringly. But behind her smile, my daughter reveals doubt. ‘It’s a beautiful place on the cliffside and close to the sea. You can go for walks and get plenty of fresh air.’

‘What was wrong with the air I was breathing before?’

In my mind, I see her walking by the beach and licking the drop running down her ice cream cone. She collects broken shells.

‘Nothing,’ she smiles again. ‘Wait and see, it’s going to be—’

‘Do you mean we are going on a holiday?’

‘Yes, exactly. It’s like a holiday,’ she laughs. ‘I’m taking you to a safe place, where you can rest. Where you will feel better. Like a hotel.’

She thinks I am not well. Is something wrong with me? Amira believes I am pagal. I know I am not. I bite my nails. She puts her hand onto mine and lowers it.

‘Stop the car!’ I shout out. ‘Can’t you see the dead animal lying in the road?’

She slows down. Brakes to a halt in the middle of the road. Majestic and big, a pair of button-blue eyes glare straight into my soul. The cold blood is so dark, a mucous brown dried on the black tarmac.

‘Poor deer,’ she says. ‘Must have run blindly into the road.’

‘It’s not a deer. It is a stag,’ I tell her. Monarch, to be precise, with sixteen antler points. Nadeem loved walks in nature. He taught me about Scottish wildlife. Eagles, wildcats and red deer.

Amira puts her foot down on the accelerator and turns the wheel. Swinging right around the mud-covered animal, she drives off at full speed. I turn to watch the dead creature shrink in the distance.

‘I heard it on the news,’ she says. There’s a deer problem in the Highlands.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There are too many of them, and accidents appear to be normal. Drivers don’t even report them to the road commission. Can’t blame them. You get close to little or no reception out in this isolated part of the Highlands.’

Nadeem and I had looked over at the woods, our bodies in sync with the cold earth beneath us. Ahead of us the grass grew patchy, mingled with weeds and leaves. At the hem of the woods there was a vast wilderness. A space belonging to no man. Only deer. Antlers and large unblinking, curious eyes. Nadeem looked over his shoulder. I think he wanted to say, Look dear, a deer. But there wasn’t just one. Another appeared next to it. And another. A flock. Dozens, and more kept coming. We sat there in silence and watched the herd grow larger with each blink. Must have been hundreds. They just kept coming.

‘As I was saying, Ami. There’s no need for you to feel worried. Did I mention they have a garden, and right next to it there’s a forest and—’

‘What about you?’ I try to make eye contact again, lean in closer. ‘Are you not staying with me at the hotel?’ I put my hand on her shoulder. She jumps, eyes still focused on what’s ahead. A bleak landscape and fallen leaves scattering the pavement The grey getting closer to the mist that we’re driving through.

‘Mimi, answer me.’ She is quiet and I lose my trail of thought. ‘Have you read—’

‘No, nothing has been written about a missing fourteen-year-old girl, OK?’

‘Silly ladki, of course, it was front-page news.’

‘This is crazy,’ she cries. ‘You sure it was front-page news?’

I hesitate before nodding.

Amira glares at me suspiciously. ‘What happened to her?’

I say nothing and glare out the window.

‘Please try to understand. I need to feel well,’ she says. ‘You get that, don’t you? I’m only going to be better when I have some time for myself to recover from—’

I touch her forehead. It’s cold. ‘Mimi, you look pale. Are you sick?’

‘No, not exactly,’ Amira’s expression fills with worry. ‘Ami, it’s important you try to remember what I’m about to say. Maybe write it down in your black diary, so you don’t forget we spoke about it, OK?’

Amira knows about my diary. Has she read the blue and yellow bookmarked pages? Or the grey bookmarked pages? Does she know about my memories, about my dreams?

‘Ami, did you hear me?’ Her eyes have turned deep and dark like a cave. ‘Please, it’s very important.’

‘What did you say we spoke about?’ Amira’s face is clouded with something else. Something she isn’t telling me.

‘This new home I am taking you to. It is going to be so good for you.’

‘What home? I thought it was a hotel?’ Safe, rest, feel better. The words jumble inside my head and I get a feeling something isn’t right. ‘Where are you taking me?’

‘We talked about this so many times,’ she bites her lip hard. Fingers curling tighter and tighter around the steering wheel, the webbing becomes visible on her white knuckles. ‘You agreed that it was fine to move out of the house.’

‘I did not.’ I raise my voice. ‘And will not.’

‘You said you wouldn’t be making any trouble.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘You have to accept that you’re going to live with others who have the same condition you do.’

What does she mean, my condition? Frustration bubbles up inside me.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never agreed to anything of the sort.’

‘You said you want to leave because you don’t want to burden me anymore. But I never considered you a burden, Ami. Never. I have no other choice right now. Please try to understand.’ I watch her tears drop and soak into her jeans.

The words come pouring out of Amira’s mouth, but I have no clue what she is on about.

‘The decision is out of my hands,’ she says firmly.

‘What decision, what are you talking about?’ I take a deep, shuddering breath.

‘You don’t remember things—’

‘Why are you making me do this?’ I shake my head. ‘I’m not leaving. Not going on a holiday. Don’t want to be in a hotel.’

‘Ami, if it was up to me, I’d have you stay with me. But for now, you’ll have to go. There’s no other solution. The lady who came to the house when you had an accident in the kitchen, do you remember her? She was from the social services and decided it’s best that you be in a care home. It will be much securer because I can’t always be around you to make sure you’re safe.’

‘I’m not going to any dumb care home.’ I wipe away the tears pouring down my face. ‘Please, don’t leave me in a place that isn’t my home. Do you hear what I am saying? Do not leave me in any safe place where I must rest, feel better and go for walks on the beach. I don’t want to be in a garden next to the forest.’

‘It’s going to be for your own good,’ she says with a level of mistrust as if she doesn’t believe what she’s telling me. ‘Nothing bad will happen to you there. You’ll have people who care for you all the time. To make sure you’re well looked after.’

‘I don’t want that. I want you to look after me. You are meri beti. Why can’t we continue to live together the way we always have? I am not pagal!’

I don’t want to leave my only daughter to live with complete strangers who have my condition, whatever that may be. I know I cause trouble because I don’t remember things. But I can’t help it. Memories I don’t want to remember disturb me. I want to know why they disturb me and why they linger somewhere in the back of my mind. Fear is growing slowly with my denial of it all. Fear that I may be responsible for what happened to her.

I screw my eyes shut. I remember bit by bit Amira telling me something about going away while packing. The rain drummed on the roof. Amira’s voice came from the other end in my bedroom.

‘I’ve also packed your cotton salwar kameez,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave the wool, I know how it sometimes can make your skin itch. I bought you a new cardigan, you know, something nice to go with your chador. You like wearing that and you like wearing your gold bangles, don’t you Ami? I’ll pack them too, and your rings and earrings. But please wear them, don’t take them off or you will lose them. OK?’

‘That’s all very nice,’ I said.

‘I also packed enough warm socks, ordered a new pair of leather shoes from Amazon, which will arrive in couple of days. If you need anything else, I can always bring it when I come for a visit. We’ll talk all the time on the phone. You have nothing to worry about.

‘Finally, we get to go through your things,’ she said, catching her breath. ‘This one is heavy, what’s inside?’

Her eyes penetrated mine. A curious deep look. I swelled with irritation.

‘It is mine,’ I said. ‘Leave it.’ My box filled with old memories. The only few things that reminds me of my past. Old photographs, original birth certificates, news clippings and tapes. The silver box containing broken seashells. And then there’s her diary. I took it and hid it in the shed so she wouldn’t find it and wouldn’t write nasty things in it again. Amira can’t see that. She would ask questions.

The rain was slamming harder against the glass. It knocked open the window. Wind whirled in, stirring the papers in my box. Amira grabbed the newspaper clipping that flew out. She was about to read the yellow marked headlines. I snatched it quickly out of her hand and hurriedly shoved it all back in and pushed the box back into the cupboard. I made sure to hide it at the back where she wouldn’t find it. Amira said nothing. She stood watching me, arms crossed over her chest, mouth half open as if lost for words. Outside the rain came down. Splat, splat on the windows and on the roof.

Amira changes gear with one hand and with the other she wipes away the moisture on her cheeks. No words come out, but I know she’s been crying. The car goes faster, doesn’t turn. Doesn’t swing into any street for there are none. The white smoky veil lifts and reveals the road, which is familiar. Tall swaying trees with wind-beaten branches arch to the side. I’m sure I’ve been down this road before. I know where it ends.

The dark forest and the misty sky close in on us. We climb the track that passes big black gates that swing open to the house on the clifftop, and the car sweeps into the drive. It’s a long way up to the red brick house with two tall towers on each side.

I straighten my back, peering out towards the sea ruffled by strong winds. My breath quickens. We stop at a sign that says Ravenswood Lodge Care Home. Amira cuts the ignition, sits drumming her hands on the wheel. The engine ticks.

‘We’re finally here.’ She looks over her shoulder. ‘And look, look how beautiful it is.’

I roll down my car window. The cool breeze travels in from the coast. I taste salt in the air. Hear the slapping of water against rocks.

Yellow light suddenly floods over us from the arced windows of the house. A dark shadow is standing inside the tower on the left looking out, watching me. It disappears behind the shifting curtain. I have been here before. It’s not a hotel but a house with high walls and dark panelled walls. ‘Have you brought me to see Nisha?’

‘That’s right.’ Behind the sadness there’s a smile on her face. ‘She lives here, too.’

Amira tells me to step out. I don’t move a muscle and stay inside the car. I wrap my chador tighter around my body like it’s a lifebuoy. If I leave the blow from the ocean will ambush me, sweep me right with it to the bottom of the sea.

‘I’m not leaving. Do you hear me?’

The wind seeps through the car window. A blowing gale travels over the house. To the left, there’s a terrace shielded in glass with benches and tables. It slopes towards the garden to the end where a pond is circled by stones. Beyond the edge of the garden is what I at first think looks like a row of giant men, but is only a line of birch trees standing shoulder to shoulder rooted in the soil, black like midnight.

‘Ami, come out.’ Amira turns around to face the house.

A tall, thin woman dressed in a white uniform appears in the doorway of the house. Arms crossed, she starts walking briskly our way, galloping down the steps, crossing the lawn. She stops in front of our car and lowers her head, looks in and smiles. She has an ashen face. Her skin is gaunt, teeth stained yellow. The wrinkles form hard lines around her mouth as if carved into her skin.

‘Well, a very pleasant good morning and welcome to Ravenswood Lodge Care Home. We’ve been expecting you Mrs Malik. My name is Myrtle Brown and I’m the head nurse of our beautiful and unique care home.’ Her cold silver eyes dart at me. I reach out to grab Amira’s shoulder. She’s already skirted round the side of car. Her hair, thick like ropes, whips around her face. She tucks it in behind her ears several times. It spindles loose like long black flames.

Amira opens the boot, removes my suitcase. I hear her chatting to the woman in white uniform with the cold grey eyes. I don’t know what she is saying. The woman doesn’t smile. Doesn’t look at me. I roll the window back up. Through the nylon stockings tight around her milk white skin, thick green lines push out as if screaming to cut lose from her body. She tries to open my door. Yanks the handle. Holds back and smiles. I’m not leaving the car. I’m not going anywhere.

A white van with blinking lights takes off to leave through the black gates. Its wheels crushing the path, spraying stones from beneath the tyres. I watch the sharp yellow and green colours blinking at the sign. The R in Ravenswood is black and bold slanting forward like a bow, the L in Lodge is formed like an anchor. The other two words, Care and Home look like dead bodies hanging from a rope. I don’t want to go in there.

Across the sky, gulls wheel in an effortless glide. I wish I had their wings. I wish I could fly.

I can see Amira gesturing I should come out. I shake my head and look away.

The morning sun throws a line of gold into the heart of the forest. The hills in the distance are embraced by the fog. Nothing moves out here except the fallen leaves dancing in the wind.

The van disappears into the morning haze and I wish I was sitting inside it. I am willing to go anywhere so that I can flee this cold and lonely place, which is nothing Amira said it would be. A hotel?

I have a feeling my daughter has not taken me on a holiday.

Nor has she taken me to visit Nisha.

Amira is abandoning me.





Chapter 11

AMIRA

Seven days earlier

Wednesday, 13 November 2019

I tap my fingers on the mahogany desk. The picture frame on it depicts him with his wife, her long spider-like fingers curled around my son’s shoulder. I’ve seen the same one hanging up on the entrance wall of their home – a top-floor flat that some would call a penthouse. I’ve glimpsed inside it occasionally, but today as I dropped Mum to be with Shafi I had a better look. The windows stretch from floor to ceiling. Outside, a balcony, its empty chairs overlooking the stillness of the River Ness.

How I used to walk along Bank Street dreaming of the day we’d be living in this neighbourhood, where misty mountains can be seen in the distance. I wasn’t sure we’d ever be able to afford a Victorian stone-built house in the Crown conservation area. That perhaps we wouldn’t fit in. The small place we rented above the Italian was little bigger than a prison cell, and there was always the fresh smell of tomatoes and basil coming in, and the sing-song voices of the Italian waiters made for a chaotic symphony hanging in the air. There, we fitted in. We were happy during those years we spent in our cell with Shafi bouncing between our knees while the tea kettle whistled, and hot cross buns toasted in the mini electric oven.

Haroon is on the phone. He hangs up and the phone rattles against the base. Sighing and scratching his chin irritably, he throws me a stare that reveals an austere uncertainty. ‘Don’t be discouraged by what I am about to tell you.’ I feel as if I am one of his patients waiting for bad news. That anytime now Dr Khan will inform me I only have two months to live.

‘Matters are quite convoluted, Mira. The process appears to be harder than I thought it would be.’ He continues to scratch his face, moving his fingers across his cheek.

‘What do you mean?’ impatience floods me. ‘There’s got to be something you can do,’ I lean forward. ‘Please, I beg you. Try harder.’

‘My hands are tied Mira. I’ve spoken to all the medical professionals I know in the field.’

‘Speak to them again!’ I shout. ‘Get a second evaluation from someone else. Just do something. Anything! They can’t take Mum away. I am her daughter, her carer. I’ve looked after her all these years. I know what she needs. Does that mean nothing? Are they suggesting—’

‘No one is suggesting anything,’ his voice is calm. ‘Now, please, try and relax. You have to accept the decision that’s been made about your mum.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I stare down at the white linoleum floor. ‘I can’t believe they are going to take her away.’

‘The case is with social services. A John Buchanan, who you spoke to at the Carers Support Group for Alzheimer’s raised a red flag some months earlier. He reported that you appeared to be under severe stress during your visit and he was worried when you never showed up again.’

‘That’s rubbish. I wasn’t stressed. He asked me questions that I openly and honestly answered. That’s what people do in those groups.’

Haroon pauses.

‘What’s the matter?’

He hesitates to tell me more. ‘Never mind.’

‘Please, Haroon. I need to know what you know.’

‘Well, if you must . . .’ he says in his soothing voice. ‘Mr Buchanan believes you are incapable of looking after your mum. You told him that you feared something like what just happened at your home would happen, which it did, suggesting—’

‘Bloody hell, nothing happened. I was sick in bed and Mum went on one of her typical cooking missions. She lost a little control, forgot what she was doing, that’s all. I was there in time before matters turned worse.’

I knew I shouldn’t have gone to the Carers Support Group when Meena first brought it up. I told her it was a bad idea, but she reassured me it would help offload the feelings I’ve been carrying around for years and help me connect with carers in a similar situation. And John. He encouraged me to speak. Ensured me the group is there to help. Confidentiality my arse. ‘You know I’m more than capable of taking care of my own mother.’

‘Mira, please.’ His eyes rest on mine. ‘It’s not what I think that matters. People talk, and apparently he was tipped off anonymously by someone who knows you.’

‘Who?’ I curl my hands into fists.

‘Do you know a Sylvia Nesbit? She contacted social services to file a complaint. Apparently, she’s been filing several since early this year.’

Fuck!

‘I knew it,’ I slam my fists on the desk. ‘Mrs Nesbit lives across the street.’

‘She claims you kept your mum locked inside the house all day. And sometimes left her there alone. That’s the reason she would run out and behave strangely around the neighbourhood, knocking on doors, pulling on door handles.’

‘That’s not how it happened—’

‘Other neighbours were concerned something wasn’t right,’ he says. ‘And after Shafi moved out there was even stronger reason to believe being in isolation and looking after your mum may not be healthy for your own mental well-being.’

‘What do they know about my mental well-being?’ I crack my knuckles.

‘Mira, don’t be too hard on yourself. Everyone can feel a little mad in a situation like this. Have you considering speaking to a therapist?’

‘Bollocks,’ I say, and laugh. ‘Why should I speak to a therapist? I don’t suffer from any sort of mental health issues.’ He gives me his full attention.

‘Take my advice and speak to Mr Abdullah. He’s a retired doctor living in Glasgow.’

‘Why would I do that?’ I say through gritted teeth.

‘You can trust him. Mr Abdullah is a friend of my family. His wife was a lovely Sikh lady. She also suffered from dementia and recently passed away. It helps talking to others.’ Haroon spots my uncertainty. ‘If you change your mind about talking to a professional—’

‘I took your advice about joining an online chat forum for carers. I have a support network. I don’t need to speak to any professionals. Especially not some retired old doctor.’

He expresses his apologies. ‘I never meant to offend you.’

‘You’re the one who suggested Mum be reassessed. Said the new memory loss clinic next to the hospital could help, and everything else bundled into the dementia package that came with it.’

‘Well, didn’t it?’

‘No!’ I touch my flushed cheeks. Mum answering stupid questions over and over about what year and month she was in. She had to repeat her name and address, and then count backwards from ten. ‘Those exercises made it worse. Had I known, I wouldn’t have agreed to any of it. What a load of rubbish.’

‘Mira, you’re clearly upset. Try to control yourself. I have patients outside, waiting.’

I cover my face, suppress the tears. I can’t blame Haroon. He has nothing to do with any of it and is only trying to help. I’m angry with myself. How could I have been so stupid?

‘I didn’t mean to. I’m so sorry. They said journaling could improve her memory. In the end, nothing did. Mum kept getting worse over time, and it’s all my fault.’

He sits next to me and puts his arm around my shoulder. ‘You mustn’t blame yourself. You’re a wonderful carer. And mother.’ There’s a touch of relief in his smile.

How could I have let it come this far? Perhaps I should have spoken to Mrs Nesbit, and I should have told the neighbours and people who know Mum that she wasn’t well. But instead, I kept her dementia a secret, as if she was carrying a dangerous illness I wanted nobody to find out about. I was embarrassed. Felt too ashamed to talk openly how forgetful she was becoming, as if she was defective. If only I had had the courage to raise awareness, Mum would have been accepted and not rejected. Perhaps even in Asian communities where dementia doesn’t have a name and mental health doesn’t get addressed.

‘I didn’t want anyone to judge us. So I decided to keep it a secret.’

‘But why?’ Haroon tilts his head to the side. ‘It’s nothing to feel embarrassed about.’

It’s like Mum said, ‘The Pakistanis in our community would pass judgement. Spread lies and say her willpower has failed, or even worse, they’d start believing she is defective. Mentally ill. Call her pagal, mad. I didn’t want that. I was only trying to protect her.’

‘When we first met, you cared so little about what other people thought.’

‘If only I had listened to Mum. Not been so dismissive of what she was telling me, then she may not have gone down to the kitchen that day. I didn’t do enough. I failed her.’

‘You can’t change what’s happened. The council wants your mum admitted. I’ve been told they have a place for her at a care home called Ravenswood Lodge. A patient sadly died. Your mum will get the room, and I highly recommend you take her there. It’s a first-rate private facility. I was also informed you are eligible for funding support. The grant you will receive is enough to last a couple of years. You don’t have to worry about anything for now. Isn’t that at least some relief?’

Ravenswood Lodge. I remember the glossy brochure John pressed into my hand that day I went to the Carers Support Group. Speak to them. They are like no other facility. They might be able to help you. How promising his words sounded. And how stupid I must have seemed telling him everything that bothered me about Mum. He used the situation against me to take her away.

‘You don’t understand. Mum doesn’t belong in a care home. She is not familiar with the customs. A new environment will only make her anxious.’

He swings back into his chair behind the desk. ‘What makes you say that? Your mum has lived in this country her whole life, has she not?’

‘She has become even more traditional now. Mum will not like it there.’

‘Mira, your mum will adapt over time. Most patients do. And besides, traditional views are changing. More Asians are going into care homes. It’s not the children’s responsibility to look after their parents. Don’t feel guilty.’

‘She isn’t like most patients. She’s a proud Kashmiri woman. Her views about traditions and culture don’t fit among—’

‘Goreh, white people. Is that it?’ he says stroking his beard.

I am surprised at how Haroon has neglected his cultural values. ‘If anyone should understand what I am saying it should be you. Would you ever want to put your own mum into a care home?’

‘From a medical point of view, I would, if she needed to be in one,’ he says. ‘I know this is hard for you to come to terms with and accept since you’ve been caring for her all these years. A place like Ravenswood Lodge was created to care for people like your mum.’

People like my mum? His words are unaffectionate. ‘It’s an institution,’ I say raising my voice. ‘A cold, clinical care home for people nothing like Mum.’

‘Have you been out there, have you seen it?’

‘I have.’ I twitch my nose. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘It’s a very privileged place for the elderly. Beautiful, actually. Unlike any other care home I have ever seen with a rich history and traditions. And they don’t only care for patients with Alzheimer’s—’

‘Blimey, Haroon! You know I don’t care about all of that.’

‘Look.’ He draws in a deep breath. ‘If it’s any consolation a friend of my distant relatives from Glasgow now works in Ravenswood Lodge as a carer. According to her it’s the best place for people with dementia. They are well looked after. It will do her good to be there.’

‘What do you mean do her good?’ I arch my brows.

‘Alzheimer’s is a serious brain disorder and requires medical attention. You know how lucky you are that your mum has been given a space out there? I know people who’d kill for their parents to be in Ravenswood Lodge, that’s how well regarded a facility it is.’

I look out the window. It’s a dull day and I think it will rain soon. I get up, help myself to a glass of water. The nurse dips in and tells Haroon he has patients waiting. She stares at me for a while, an unfriendly look. Then shuts the door and leaves.

‘I need to prepare Mum for what’s coming. I hope she will remember everything I tell her. Most of all, I hope she agrees to go or else she might cause trouble.’

‘She will agree, Mira.’ Haroon types on his keyboard. ‘Your mum is a reasonable woman, strong-minded. For someone with dementia, she is still quite independent.’ He stares at his computer screen, contemplating something for a minute, then skates the tip of his finger on the mouse.

‘How long do I have?’

‘Six, perhaps seven days.’ He glimpses with uncertainty towards me.

‘But that’s so soon,’ I say. ‘They’re not making this easy, are they?’

‘Try to cooperate as much as possible when bringing your mum to the care home. Don’t let them believe you don’t want her to be there. Show that you are willing to do whatever is best for her.’

‘I’ll take your advice and try my best.’

What will I tell Meena when she asks about Mum? We chatted online every day when I was sick. She was so worried about me.

Haroon clicks on the mouse, gets up and takes a slip of green paper from the printer and offers it to me as if it’s a precious present.

‘What’s this for?’ I stare at him.

‘It’s a prescription that will help calm you down, and cope with the changes ahead.’

‘I don’t want it.’ He shoves it into my hand anyway. Then he hands me a card with Dr Abdullah’s number.

I gather my things and prepare to leave. I tie my shawl tightly around my neck. I feel suffocated – not from the soft fabric touching my skin but from all that was said. He puts his hand on my shoulder, taps it twice. I feel like that patient again who has been given bad news. News that’s spreading like a bleeding tumour, killing me quicker than I can imagine.

‘It’s all going to work out fine, Mira.’ He locks eyes with me, giving me a warm assuring look. I wish he’d put his arm around me again while he says the same words over and over.

‘Will it?’

 

I hear the clacking of heels approaching the door and I know it is her, Nadia. The woman who stole my husband. A swish of air blows at me. The sweet smell of apples escapes from the corridor.

‘There you are,’ she says, a smile spreading on her radiant, glowing face, a marker of her pregnancy. She beckons me with her hand. ‘Not to worry, Afrah is fine now, it was only a tiny cut on her finger that was shedding more blood than necessary. Don’t get mad at her for nothing. You did the right thing leaving her with us. She shouldn’t be alone, not in her state.’

I stare at her.

‘Did you not get the message?’ she says.

‘No.’ I pull out my phone and notice three missed calls from Shafi and a voice message.

‘I am the one to blame. I allowed her to eat apples. I shouldn’t have. I had no idea she likes to use a knife to peel them.’

‘How would you know?’ I don’t bother taking off my boots





















































Acknowledgements

Deepest thanks to Noor Sufi for her trust and support. Without her this book wouldn’t have been possible. I am also immensely grateful to my editor Sara Adams. Her advice and positive energy has been invaluable. Thanks to the fantastic team at Hodder and for their creativity in designing the book cover. I am also eternally grateful to my copy-editor Christina Webb who has a keen eye and knows how to be judicious. I am indebted to my lovely agent Hannah Weatherill for her guidance and support. Thanks for believing in me and for sending your happy vibes my way.

I will always be grateful to my dear friend, Sally Long, for sharing her knowledge on dementia with me. Her emotional insights made me understand what it’s like to place your mum in a care home. And my talented friend, the writer Lindsey McGhee who never stopped believing in me since we first met at the University of Surrey during our creative writing course. She believed in me yesterday, today and tomorrow. Thanks for being a true friend. And for always, always reading all my drafts. A deep thanks to Lubna Abbas for sharing her experience as carer with me. Her insights into the Pakistani community and what it means to care for your own mother who has dementia was tremendously helpful.

I want to thank my loving mother, my oldest friend and mentor for listening to me, for praying for me; my sister and best friend for her spiritual love and guidance; my beautiful family for empowering me, for teaching me how to be strong and to be myself; my lovely aunt for sharing her experiences as head of SubCo Trust, a charity that addresses the unmet needs of vulnerable Asian elders in London. Every day, she does a remarkable job helping the Asian community, in particular those who suffer from dementia, memory loss, diabetes and stroke.

Last, I don’t know how to thank my wonderful husband for his kind and loving support during hard times. I am grateful that he was there to look after the boys while I worked day and night. My gratitude goes especially for his patience, understanding and eternal encouragement and belief in me.





About the Author

Farah Cook is a Danish writer of Pakistani descent. She grew up in Copenhagen with a creative and explorative childhood spent mostly outdoors. At the age of twelve, she began writing several short stories to fuel her passion for storytelling. Later, Farah graduated with a BA in social science from Sweden, an MA in arts from London and an MA in creative writing from the University of Surrey. Farah has lived in many countries, including Germany and New Zealand, but settled in London where she worked as a marketing manager for a large financial conglomerate. Her passion for storytelling remained, and at night she started to write all the things she’d imagine.

An alumna of the Faber Academy in London, Farah now lives in Bad Homburg, just outside Frankfurt, with her husband and two sons. She speaks six languages fluently including Danish, Swedish and German, and writes full-time.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  Care For Me



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Prologue



			PART ONE



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			PART TWO



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			PART THREE



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			PART FOUR



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Chapter 44



			Chapter 45



			Acknowledgements



			About the Author











  



OPF/cover.jpg
FARAH-COOK





