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I didn’t know how to talk about dementia while my mum was alive.
I didn’t have the language for it, and even if I had, I’m not sure I would have used it. What we were living through didn’t arrive with explanations or warning signs. It arrived folded into ordinary days and familiar conversations, easy to dismiss. At the time, it felt like something we were managing. Looking back, I can see we were already losing ground.

This book is not about dementia in the way people often expect. It isn’t a guide, a warning, or an attempt to explain a condition that still feels poorly understood. I am not a medical professional, and I don’t pretend to be. What follows is simply an account of loving my mum as her memory, authority, and sense of self began to change, and of living on after she was gone.

I am writing this for families living with dementia now or carrying its aftermath. Not to offer advice, but to say this: you are not imagining it, you are not failing, and you are not alone, even when it feels that way.

My mum was a loving, kind, and generous woman. She was also stubborn, argumentative at times, and not someone to be taken lightly. She was small in stature but formidable when crossed, fiercely loyal, and deeply protective of those she loved. Like her father, who served in the Special Air Service (SAS) during the Second World War, she had a steeliness beneath the kindness. Family came before everything else, even when family members were in the wrong.

Affection, for my mum, was never absent, but it wasn’t always expressed the same way with everyone. She could be warm and tactile, particularly with my sisters, but between her and me, it was different. We were not people who found it easy to say I love you — at least not to each other — and we rarely relied on physical closeness to express what we felt. Instead, love showed itself in other ways. In kindness. In attentiveness. In financial help when you needed it most. In quiet generosity to charities she believed in. She was a great listener. She noticed people. She remembered details others forgot.

She also carried parts of her past in silence. There were things she would not talk about, especially if it meant painting someone in a bad light. Some of those silences would later matter more than I understood at the time.

We were very close, my mum and I, but we often clashed. My two sisters were close to her as well, but my relationship with mum held more friction. I am defensive by nature, and when my mum accused me of something, rightly or wrongly, I reacted instantly. We argued. We made up. We moved on. That was our rhythm.

After my dad died of cancer, four years before my mum, she became the matriarch of the family. Responsibility settled around her almost instinctively. Loyalty defined her. She had eight grandchildren, each one known and held in her own way. I have three children: Oliver, Isabel and Phoebe. My sister Lorraine, who is two years younger than I am, has triplets: Harry, Laura and George. My other sister, Dawn, who is four years younger than I am, has two: Emily and Hannah. They were a source of pride for her, not loudly expressed, but deeply felt.

I was the eldest child and often responsible for taking her shopping and helping with practical tasks. My sisters handled many of her medical appointments and her household bills, but we were all involved in her care once my dad was gone. There was no single hero in this story. Care was shared, imperfectly and with the best intentions we could manage at the time.

Dementia didn’t announce itself. It crept in. Small changes. Repetition. Confusion that passed quickly enough to ignore. At first, none of it felt extraordinary. Everyone forgets things. Everyone has off days. We found explanations and accepted them gladly.

Then one night, my mum fell and suffered a brain bleed. From that point on, things no longer returned to how they were.

There came a moment, not dramatic and not cinematic, when the relationship between us shifted permanently. Roles began to move. I became the steady one. My mum, who had always been in charge, began to rely on me in ways neither of us had prepared for.

Some of what followed was deeply distressing. Undressing her. Putting her to bed. Watching her become the child while I became the parent. There were nights I cried alone afterwards, overwhelmed by a grief I didn’t yet have permission to name.

I felt frustration. I felt anger. I felt ashamed of myself for feeling both, especially once I understood that what was happening was not her fault. I wanted to escape sometimes. I wanted my life back. Then I hated myself for wanting that.

These are not emotions people talk about easily. They are not the ones we like to admit to, particularly when caring for someone we love. But they are real, and pretending otherwise only adds another layer of isolation to an already lonely experience.

My mum died in the hospital. My sisters and I were all there when it happened. We were heartbroken, but relieved for her. Relief doesn’t cancel love. It sits alongside it.

After she died, I was broken. A massive void opened up, one that still exists. In the months that followed, I found myself drawn toward faith. Not as an answer, and not as something I could explain neatly, but as a place to stand while everything else felt unsteady. I hadn’t practised faith before. I didn’t do this for my mum. I did it for me.

This book doesn’t offer closure. It doesn’t resolve everything neatly. Some things remain unresolved, conversations that will never happen, words I wish I had said more often. What it offers instead is honesty. Honesty about love, loss, and the slow, disorienting process of watching someone you love slip away while still standing in front of you.

If you are reading this while caring for someone with dementia, I hope you recognise parts of yourself here, not to feel comforted, but to feel understood. And if you are reading this after, carrying the quiet weight of what came before, I hope you know that everything you felt, the love, frustration, guilt, and tenderness, was part of being human.
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1. Before
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Before dementia, my mum was a presence.
Not loud. Not showy. But once she entered a room, things settled. People looked to her without thinking about it. Decisions were made. Arguments ended. If something needed doing, it was understood she would handle it.

To the outside world, she appeared tough. And she was. She had authority, and she used it without apology. But to her family, and to those who knew her properly, she was something else as well. She was the centre. The one everything quietly revolved around.

She was one of four sisters, raised by a father who had served in the Special Air Service (SAS) during the Second World War and a mother who ran the home. Her father was a hard man. Disciplined. Unforgiving in his expectations. Her mother was warmer, gentler. I think my mum carried both of them with her. The firmness and the care. The sense that you got on with things, but you didn’t leave people behind.

My dad was her equal in that way. Together, they were the glue that held not just our immediate family together, but our extended one too. Cousins, friends, regulars, neighbours. People gravitated towards them. Problems were brought to them. News travelled through them.

They ran pubs for most of my childhood. First in Barnsley, then in Wakefield, where we moved when I was four. The pub in Wakefield was where our lives settled. It wasn’t just a business. It was a meeting point. A place where people turned up not only to drink, but to talk, to be seen, to belong.

I have two sisters. Lorraine is two years younger than me. Dawn is four years younger. We grew up behind the bar, in the beer garden, in the back rooms of the pub where the smell of cleaning products mixed with stale beer and cigarette smoke. It was a good childhood. Busy, noisy, safe.

In summer, the beer garden was full from lunchtime until late evening. Families brought their children, and we ran wild among them. Swings, slides, scraped knees, sunburn. The sound of glasses being collected, laughter drifting out through open doors. My mum always knew where we were, even when she wasn’t looking.

The pub became the centre of the village without anyone ever declaring it so. At Christmas, my parents organised food parcels for the old-age pensioners. Money was raised through charity nights, raffles, and events that ran throughout the year. My mum and my sisters would dress as Father Christmas and deliver the parcels themselves. They didn’t make a show of it. They just did it.

Later, when I was old enough to drive, I helped with the deliveries. My dad had a Mercedes, and we would load the boot with parcels and work our way through the village. In winter, when snow fell heavily, it wasn’t enough to clear the pub car park. That was expected. What followed was clearing the paths outside the bungalows next door, where the older residents lived. My sisters ran shopping errands for them. It wasn’t organised. It was simply what our family did.

My mum never spoke about generosity. She would have found that embarrassing. But she noticed who needed help, and she acted on it without discussion.

She may have been four foot ten, but no one mistook her for fragile. Especially where family was concerned. There was no hesitation in her. No weighing up of consequences. If someone crossed a line, she stepped in.

I had seen it many times. Customers who pushed their luck. Arguments that went too far. Voices raised. My mum didn’t shout. She didn’t threaten. She corrected. Firmly. Publicly if necessary.

On Saturday evenings, the restaurant moved at a different pace.
Even after nearly forty years in the trade, there was still a tension to busy nights. Orders stacked up. Tables filled quickly. The hum of conversation rose and fell as plates were carried out and glasses cleared away. My mum thrived in that environment. She didn’t rush, but nothing escaped her attention.

I was visiting that weekend, as I often did when the restaurant was full. I was talking to a customer I’d known for years when I heard the commotion from the other side of the room. Voices rose suddenly, cutting through the background noise. Chairs shifted. A ripple of attention moved across the restaurant.

I didn’t need to see what was happening to
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