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In memory of Joan and Vic Lee


Chapter One
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The Hospital Ward

Friday 21st July 2006

I don’t recall the journey. Of all the motorway drives from London I will make, this one has no landmarks or seasons. Except my diary tells me it was summer: July 2006.

I am heading along the M4 for South Wales, to the Carmarthenshire town of Llanelli, where I go straight to the hospital on the outskirts of town.

Climbing the stairs of the modern chalet-style building, emerging into a wide corridor, windows on either side, here he is. From the straggled line of visitors waiting in the corridor, my father walks swiftly towards me in his usual brown plaid dressing gown.

‘Get the police to come and take me away. They’re trying to kill me,’ he says in a low urgent voice.

He is standing very still and much later I will recall this stillness in my father. He makes no movement except for the slight tilt of his head towards me and a sideways glance to make sure we are not overheard as he continues. ‘This is serious. There’s no time to waste.’

His tone is perhaps a throwback to his time as an instructor with the RAF and, before that, with Bomber Command flying in Lancasters during the war. It brings me in straight away to where, myself on automatic pilot, carefully I play my part.

‘Dad, who’s trying to kill you?’

My voice as quiet as his, behind him I see the visitors disappearing into wards. But we continue to stand there, the two of us, him, at six foot one, his head inclined towards mine, me tall as well, nearly five eight, looking up at him, my elbow resting at midriff height on a window ledge. His bearing is that of a man much younger than his 85 years. He has taken care of himself.

‘Just get me out of here,’ he insists. ‘There’s a plot.’

‘Surely there’s some mistake …’

‘If you believe that, then you’re on their side.’

‘Dad, do you really think I would plot against you? You know that’s not true.’

Hearing the sincerity in my voice, he hesitates for a moment before conjuring up the next peril. ‘They’ll kill you too.’

Somehow, I manage to walk him back towards the ward and persuade him to take a seat by the work station, where I find a staff nurse. Taking me into her tiny cubby-hole of an office, we leave the door open so that Dad knows I’m not being murdered.

She startles me by saying that my father has been in hospital for two nights. My mother hasn’t told me this.

He was admitted on Wednesday in an ambulance, by himself. He had been suffering from undiagnosed pneumonia for many days, probably a week. Added to this, his kidneys have nearly stopped functioning, the result, she suggests, of him having drunk and eaten very little for quite a while.

The knowledge that while I have been in London getting on with my life my father has been quietly starving is like a knife twisting inside me, but I carry on listening as the nurse continues.

He is terribly ill, she says, having refused treatment, food or liquid since he came in, insisting, instead, that he wants to go home. She looks directly at me: ‘If you could get him to begin drinking, that would be a start.’

Returning to where my father is still sitting as I left him, leaning forward, hands clasped loosely in front of him, I say: ‘I’m beginning to piece things together, Dad. I’m working things out. We’re getting there.’

Finding the water-cooler, I pour half a cup and hand it to him. Lifting the cup to his lips, he drinks it all.

In the same office, ten minutes later, with the door still open, I talk to a doctor.

The pneumonia would cause what he calls my father’s confusion. ‘The combination of pneumonia and severe dehydration unbalances the mind. And then there’s the treatment. The antibiotics will cause confusion as well.’

‘But hasn’t he refused treatment?’

A glance at the notes. ‘He’s taken some.’

I go back to the staff nurse. ‘If you give me the tablets, I’ll get him to take them.’

Putting her hand on mine, she smiles. ‘Great. That’s just the job.’

Dad is sitting in the same place, less upright now, his back rounded and seeing him caved in like this, I feel a terrible guilt, as though by taking charge I am breaking his will, taking away his pride.

He has been an excellent sportsman all of his life, playing tennis for the RAF, cricket, football, squash and, in later years, golf and then bowls. He has terrific hand-eye coordination and has kept fit.

Feeling a traitor, I keep half an eye on him while he swallows the first tablet, glancing away, so he doesn’t think he’s being watched. I want to make sure it has really gone down, and the next one too. Walking with him to the airy cubicle where his bed is, I nod to the chair next to it.

‘Why don’t you sit down for a bit and rest. I’m going to fetch Mum. I won’t be gone long.’

The four-mile journey between Llanelli and Trimsaran, the village where my parents have settled in their retirement, is familiar. I was born here and although away in different places for much of my childhood and all my adult life, I have travelled this road many times to visit my parents since they came to live here some 20 years back.

Once you leave the edge of town, the road twists and turns, with a view, first of all, of the coast on the left, then the high brick wall of Stradey Castle. Beyond that, land opening up to the right, there’s the sharp bend at Cwm Bach (small valley) with hilly woods all round, old trees forming an arch over the road. Into open farmland then, fields on either side, you eventually arrive at Pen-y-Mynydd, the top of the mountain.

Driving up the last slope, the car coasting over the crest, I catch my breath. The view is spectacular. You seem to be on top of the world, at least the Welsh bit of it, a vast panoply spread all round: sea to the left; mountain range in the far distance; fields, hedgerows, hills between you and the mountains; more hills to the right with their scattered farms and homesteads; and beneath you the village.

The car gathering speed on the downward slope, then slowing for the speed camera, past the small grey bungalow which is the surgery, you come to the village square, a triangle in fact, with a bus stop. This leads up to Y Gerddi, the Garden Suburbs, 200 semi-detached, three-bedroom houses.

Built, originally, for the miners in the twenties and thirties, they snake in facing pairs up a hill, a ribbon of red-brick homes, a road in between. Their curve has two arms branching off, one near the top and one near the bottom, ending in cul-de-sacs.

All have gardens, square ones at the front for grass and flowers and large ones at the back for growing vegetables, so that families on low incomes could be self-sufficient. Many are now turned into parking spaces for cars and caravans.

It isn’t until I pull up outside one of these houses in the cul-de-sac near the bottom of the hill, that I think about my mother. Walking in the front door, shouting ‘hello Mum, it’s me’, I find her sitting in the back room, neatly dressed as always, in a long-sleeved blouse, summer skirt, low-heeled court shoes and her customary stud earrings showing beneath her short, wavy hair.

As she turns to me, I see suddenly how lost she looks beneath her small, pretty surface, as if she has sat here for days, waiting. For me? Is this what has happened?

Yet, speaking to her on Tuesday, only three days ago, she had said she was fine. As my father sometimes sleeps in the afternoon, I didn’t ask to speak to him.

Yesterday evening, ringing again, I had asked to speak to Dad this time and was told he wasn’t there. Since a bout of flu in the spring, he has been going out less. ‘Where is he?’ ‘Oh, in hospital,’ Mum says, as if she is telling me something unremarkable.

‘What!’ I say in panic, followed by, ‘Why? What happened? What’s wrong with him?’

‘Pleurisy, I think.’

‘Mum, I’ll be down tomorrow first thing.’

And here I am, sitting with my mother, late in the afternoon, realising how out of kilter things are since my last visit around six or seven weeks back. She responds to me as if I last walked in the door a few hours ago and is matter-of-fact when she says, ‘Do you know, I can’t remember if I’ve taken clean pyjamas in for Dad.’

Although I have seen the beginnings of their frality, till now there has been nothing to suggest that my parents can’t manage. I think of them, still, as resourceful and energetic, people who have led interesting lives in Africa, Egypt and the Middle East.

They have travelled tens of thousands of miles together – or at least separately. For Dad usually went ahead to far-flung parts of the world to explore how suitable they were for us to follow, leaving Mum to pack up house on her own.

As someone who had never left this Welsh village before marrying my father at the age of 20, the complicated business of arranging removals, shipping, air freighting, storage, final payments for gas and electricity, mail redirection, all timed to coincide, was a strain and a worry.

She got on with it, as is her way, but it is perhaps why she has an invisible clock inside her from the times when being late, when missing a train to Tilbury docks, a boat to Suez or Dar-es-Salaam, or a plane to Nairobi, would have been a disaster.

She has told me of an occasion when, travelling to Egypt in winter with me as a five-year-old, the electricity was switched off in our Sanderstead flat and we sat for hours in the dark and cold, waiting for a taxi to take us and all our suitcases to the station.

‘What time is it?’ Mum will ask anxiously when the hour for someone arriving or for her going out is drawing near. She is always ready early, fully dressed and waiting, as if the clock inside her is constantly fast.

Sitting with her now, I realise for the first time that Dad has not exaggerated her short-term memory loss.

‘She repeats herself,’ he has been telling me for a year or more and it gets him down. It’s been little in evidence during my visits and she’s always done it, I think, usually because my father isn’t listening to her. And she has said for years that she has ‘a memory like a sieve’.

‘What have I come up here for?’ she would ask in her fifties, standing on top of the stairs. And doesn’t everyone do that?

But Mum is sitting here like a waif, Dad on his third day in hospital. She has been alone in this time with no-one to support her, as has he, in a sense, without his right mind and anyone who can tell people who he really is and what he needs. 

Later, well ahead of hospital visiting time at seven, Mum has changed into a light grey suit and cream jumper ready to come in with me. Only five foot three, and slender, she has been the backbone of the family, working hard, physically and emotionally, all her life. We would not have stayed together without her.

Like my father, she looks youthful, years of sunshine, dancing, swimming, laughter by the pool revealing themselves in an inner vitality and zest for life.

But now, suddenly, the strain of the last few days takes its toll. ‘You go,’ she says, obviously exhausted. ‘Tell Dad I’ll see him tomorrow.’ Before leaving I phone Chris, my brother, who lives just over the Severn, not too far away in Bristol. On a walking holiday in France at the moment, he is due to return on Sunday, and there seems no need to bring him back a day early now that I’m here.

Telling him what has happened to Dad, ‘I’m on my way in to see him in a few minutes,’ I say. ‘I think he’ll be on the mend now that he’s started taking the tablets.’

‘How’s Mum?’

‘Coping as usual. But she’s tired. I’ve no idea how she’s managed these last few days.’

‘Shall I have a word with her?’

Glancing from the hallway where the old red phone with the big numbers on it rests on a wooden trolley under the stairs, I see she is sitting upright on the small settee in the back room with her eyes closed, handbag by her side.

‘Best to wait till tomorrow. I’ll call you in the morning.’

It’s a pleasant, balmy evening, the familiar drive back to town, in second gear up the mountain, at the top of which is the splended view which will greet me on my return. Then, a mile or so through open farmland and Llanelli is soon visible in the distance. A glimpse of the coast again along Denham Avenue, the Gower in the distance, the tide is in this evening, covering the sandy beaches which ring this part of the coastline.

Dad is lying in bed, propped up by pillows when I arrive, quiet, but not asleep – and there’s a meal left untouched at the bottom of his bed. It is barely warm and I look around in amazement. Do the staff think he can feed himself? Other patients’ plates are empty, I see.

‘Dad.’ He looks up at me. ‘There’s food here. If you sit up a bit, I’ll help you eat some.’

Slowly, a spoonful at a time, I feed him the meal, which he takes obediently, like medicine. It feels so strange to be doing this, feeding my father like a small child.

‘Chris will be here in a few days.’

He nods, with a slight acknowledging smile. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow and I’ll bring Mum in,’ I say a while later. ‘There’s no need to worry.’ This said to a man who’s the biggest worrier in the world. He reaches up to touch my arm as I leave.

Friday Night

When I wake in the night, the silence is rich and enveloping in the room where I sleep near the garden. I can sense the air outside, laden with earth smells and moisture, cocooning me in the dark.

For a moment, as my foot reaches the floor, I have forgotten Dad is in hospital. It is only when I’m standing upright in this downstairs annexe, the small brick conservatory at the back of the house, that I remember.

Walking upstairs, a bright light from the street lamp at the front is shining through the small boxroom where my father usually sleeps. The curtains apart, bedclothes thrown back, I stand for a moment, looking up the road. But the light is harsh, spoiling the silence somehow as it picks out objects: various asthma treatments; sprays and puffers; a medicine bottle; a mug with an old-fashioned razor in it; nail clippers; and a small black diary.

Closing Dad’s curtains, the landing is still dimly lit from the third bedroom, at the front, where fitted wardrobes house his clothes and bowling equipment. He used to sleep here till all-night noise from the TV through the party wall drove him into the boxroom next door. As well as fitted wardrobes, there’s a spare single bed, a cupboard for his paperwork and a chest of drawers.

The landing in shadow now, I peep into Mum’s room where, through the half-open door, I can see her sleeping on her side, arm up on the pillow, face towards the window.

Saturday 22nd July

In the morning I ring a friend, also called Carol, who lives nearby in Cydweli, to talk about Dad’s sudden dementia. She has known my parents for years and is fond of them. ‘Your mother’s a lovely woman,’ she will often say. ‘She’s got a smile for everyone – and your father’s always cheering people up.’

She means Dad is a bit of a joker, his way of trying to integrate himself into this part of the world, where he finds it difficult to fit in. She reassures me that Dad’s ramblings are a phase he’ll come out of.

‘Look, I had e-coli a few months back and I went completely demented for a few days,’ she says in a broad Welsh accent, emphasising the middle of the word. ‘I was imagining chair legs turning into snakes and I was telling the children they were evil and to keep away from me. Don’t worry,’ she added, ‘It’ll pass.’

I call Chris again and tell him about the food situation at the hospital the night before:

‘Dad’ll be okay if he eats and drinks, but there’s no-one there to make sure this happens. If I hadn’t been there at supper time, he’d have gone without.’

My brother sighs: ‘It says something about the state of things, doesn’t it. You’d think they’d take care of that. I mean, eating is pretty basic.’

This morning I have time to shop and to make my mother a meal. Uncomplaining as she is, I’ve no idea when she last ate properly.

Feeding Dad at lunchtime, he is in bed, semi-lucid, asking me to take him away, but listening, as well, when I say he’ll be out as soon as the dehydration is dealt with. ‘It won’t be long,’ I tell him.

I’m careful when I say this, to sound as plain-speaking as I can. I have to do this with my father. He dislikes platitudes, exaggerations or being patronised, and he likes his truth unvarnished.

The truth, of course, is that I don’t know when he’ll be leaving, but I’d like to make it happen as quickly as possible. Trying to muster him, I add: ‘We’ll have to plan this, Dad. Food and drink, that’s what’s needed. Then we’ll get you out of here.’

But he’s withdrawn. Walking with me, he leans heavily on my arm, as if he’s collapsed. Compared to how he was yesterday, the fight in him seems to have gone. He is bowed over and I feel dreadful. No amount of common sense talking to myself dispels the feeling that by denying his longing to be home right now I am depriving him of what he most needs. I know he wouldn’t survive if I took him away, but he doesn’t seem to.

As I walk him back to bed, I wait while the nurse reinserts the drip, with its vital fluid and nutrients.

Driving back to the hospital around five, taking my time, I think what a pleasure it is to be in Carmarthenshire. A beautiful rural county of gentle hills, rolling fields, and stunning coastal inlets, on many an occasion in the past, I have stopped the car to stand for a few minutes enjoying a view. But I don’t do that today. Which is just as well.

As I approach my father’s bed, in an instant I’m on full alert. From yards away, it is clear that he’s dying. He is lying almost flat, his mouth twisted and, rushing forward to take his hand, I find it is icy cold. ‘Dad, Dad,’ I say in desperation, but his eyes are not focusing and start to roll back into his head. ‘Dad,’ I say urgently, again. ‘Wait, wait.’

Frantically, I race to the work station. ‘Quickly, quickly my father …’

Luckily, a young doctor is there and comes running back to where Dad lies inert.

‘Why is my father dying?’ I ask, tears streaming down my face. ‘He’s strong. He was getting better. It doesn’t seem right.’

And it isn’t. The staff nurse who had been there earlier comes running, too. Instantly seeing the deterioration in him, she finds the problem. The drip. It has come out, or Dad has pulled it out. ‘Quick,’ she says.

They put on a box drip this time, one that will beep and alert staff if it’s not working. I’m told later that it should have been used in the first place. So why wasn’t it? A shrug and a mumble about it being a question of cost and resources.

Now, however, the doctor turns to me. ‘Okay,’ she says, ‘we’ve got him back. Leave it to us.’ And for fifteen minutes I wait outside the curtains surrounding Dad’s bed. I have no memory of what I’m thinking or feeling. I’m on hold.

Emerging at last, the doctor is smiling. ‘We’ve turned the corner,’ she says, ‘but we need to give far more aggressive treatment. Much more fluid. He’s been dehydrated for months. And if you can persuade him to drink as well, we’ll be fine.’

Looking at him, fast asleep, box drip in place by the side of the bed, oxygen tubes in his nose, I’m torn between a deep, wrenching sorrow to see him like this and something else – our history: the fact that I have fought my father nearly all my life.

Approaching the top of the mountain on the way back, on impulse I turn left at the summit instead of coasting downhill. Here, the road leads to a layby where you can stop and take in the panoramic view.

This high up, a breeze on my face, sea to the left, hills, mountains, fields and woodland all round, the world seems wide and open enough for me to let go of a ragbag of emotions inside me.

We nearly lost him. I can’t take it in. He’s loomed so large in my life and over it, I can’t feel what it would mean to be standing here with my father gone.

He has been the focus of the tension in our family, the reason my brother and I left home. In a difficult marriage, the on going tug-of-war between him and our mother caused everyone grief. As a child, I experienced it as a contrast between head and heart, between my English father and my Welsh mother, she firmly in the heart camp, my father in the other.

This idea that head and heart are separate arenas influenced me deeply. It made me feel split as a young person and produced the sense that I couldn’t relate to my mother and father at the same time.

Learning to respond to them separately, as I did, in my father’s long absences, I absorbed by osmosis my mother’s hurt and came clearly over to her side, my child’s wish to defend her setting me against the father I also loved.

It produced in me a skewed sense of him and it is only of late that I have glimpsed a different aspect of my father, one as deep and heartfelt as my mother.

Now, at this moment, the relief and gladness that we saved him, are tinged with many emotions, guilt among them. I, who have warred with him, don’t want to see him brought low. It pains me to see my father flat out like this, defenceless, the fight in him gone. Brushing away tears, I get back in the car.

In the house, having made herself a sandwich, Mum is sitting in the front room with a plate on her lap and a cup of tea by her side, half-watching TV as she waits for my return.

Determined to protect her, ‘He’s fine,’ I say as she looks round. ‘There’s no need to worry. He’s going to be okay.’

Saturday Night

Waking again in the dark, I know where my father is this time. Feeling anxious, going upstairs, the hallway is lit once more, since I’ve forgotten to close his curtains.

Passing Mum’s room on the landing, looking in through the door, she is as she was last night, sleeping peacefully, soundlessly on her left side, arm up beside her. Stopping for a moment, suddenly my heart starts pounding. Struck by how still the room is and how silent, I have an urge to run forward, to lean over and check she’s still breathing. Stopping myself, for I might wake her, ‘What nonsense,’ I say to myself. But the thought is there. What if they both went, just like that? Heart still racing, quickly I tiptoe downstairs.

Sitting in Dad’s large chair, the depth of darkness at the back disturbs me tonight, faint shorelights from Carmarthen Bay telling only of the sea, cold and fathomless, in between. Familiar shapes in the room and the sound, too, of the fridge-freezer in the corner switching on with its soft whirr, don’t soothe me. We’re in a dip at the back, the garden path outside sloping down to the park and, beyond that, to the lower end of the village. It all feels heavy and cold, Dad’s absence, his awkward place in our lives, filling the house.

Sunday Morning 23rd July

Phoning the hospital just before nine, they tell me Dad has had a good night and has eaten breakfast, and I decide to wait a while before going in.

Shortly after, my mother emerges, smiling by my side as she does each morning, ready to ‘do’ another day. Slightly built though she is, light as a feather, she is prepared to take on a lion’s share of work, always ready to ‘pitch in’ as they say in the village.

‘What shall we do today?’ or ‘What shall we do next?’ she will ask. Mum does her days as if they are numbers on a calender which have to be ticked off, one after the other.

Today it is sunny, and since it seems sensible to leave going to the hospital till lunchtime, when I can make sure Dad is fed, we decide on a laundry. ‘You wash I’ll iron,’ she says and I smile. It takes only a minute or two to load the washing machine, which lives in the lean-to shed outside. Mum, on the other hand, has given herself the time-consuming task of ironing.

The pegging out we do together, pinning clothes to a long line stretching the length of the back garden, a pole at either end and a longer one in the middle with a rope pulley.

For me, a lineful of clothes is a lasting memory from childhood, from the house where I was born up the road from here. Standing upstairs as a ten-year-old, looking out from the back window over fields, woods and hills beyond, flying clothes were part of the scenery.

Blowing a gale was the best time, when the clothes flew almost horizontal and then dropped all of a sudden with a loud flap before the wind caught its breath and revved up again to full force.

If you didn’t leave a bit of slack in the line, a fierce gust might snap it and have the lot catapulted up the road. A shout of, ‘Quick. The line’s gone,’ and women were out with baskets fetching pillowcases, underpants, towels and sheets from neighbouring hedges and gardens.

Here, near the bottom of the village, standing side by side, Mum and I watch the clothesline from a different back bedroom window. ‘Do you think we should bring them down a bit?’ she will ask on a day when the wind has picked up. It is always me who wants to leave them, enjoying the exhilaration and freedom of their wild, vigorous flight.

But, after a moment, I relent: ‘Well, maybe they’re dry. Let’s go and see.’ She follows me down the stairs and is behind me as, clothes basket in hand, I go out the back door.

Bringing the clothes in is a heady mix of the smell of sun and rich sea air on cotton, and the pleasure of working together, Mum moving at twice my speed.

A frisky sheet on its way down never gets the better of her. Deftly, she gathers it in, has it tamed and folded in no time. I, on the other hand, sometimes end up half-shrouded as, full of air, its companion flings itself round me.

Not one for fancy gadgets, Mum irons on a kitchen work top, using an old winceyette sheet to cushion the surface and an ancient flat iron. When I’ve offered to buy her an ironing board, ‘there’s no need,’ she replies, or if I try to insist, ‘What for?’ she’ll ask, with a hint of exasperation. ‘I’m fine as I am.’

And true, she’s expert at it, head turned sideways, scooping up a blouse or skirt, inspecting it for any sign of a wrinkle escaped her keen eye.

Sunday Lunchtime

The two other men in Dad’s ward are kindly. My father is still confused at times and if I turn to make polite conversation with one of them, he will say out loud they are not to be trusted. ‘Don’t have anything to do with him. He’s part of the plot,’ he will say if he sees me smiling over at the bed opposite.

‘He means no harm,’ the man smiles back. ‘He doesn’t know what he’s saying.’

I don’t know whether this delusion of my father’s is the drugs or the pneumonia, but whichever, he has had a long struggle with depression, which I have decided to mention to the staff.

‘There’s nothing in his notes,’ a doctor said when I told him about it.

‘It’s never been treated,’ I say. ‘He’s part of the generation that got on with things. It would have been shameful to say the word, let alone to try and get help.’

Dad seeming peaceful at last, I take the chance to go and chat for a few minutes with the man opposite while his wife takes a break.

She is his only visitor, which is unusual. Hospital wards in Carmarthenshire are social scenes, people, when they hear of someone laid up, gathering round a bed from far and wide to chat and catch up on news.

The man opposite Dad has talked quietly with his wife, I’ve noticed, and there’s a tragic reason for this restraint. It’s dangerous for him to speak in anything more than a low voice, for he is going blind from high blood pressure which the doctors can’t control. It’s 180 today, even lying down, which is why he can’t have more than one visitor at a time. He mustn’t walk either, because his blood pressure rises when he does.

In his early fifties, he tells me he has been in three different hospitals and is no further forward in being given a cause or a cure. After months of investigation no-one knows what the problem is. He is going down to theatre for another ‘procedure’, but they don’t hold out much hope. Slender, dark-haired, smiling resignedly, he says he stays still and quiet because he has to.

The man in the bed next to Dad has also been in hospital for months. With him, it’s severe pain making him black out and they can’t find out what’s causing his problem either. He is also in his fifties. To both of them, my father is old, yet as it turns out, will leave hospital before them.

Sunday Late Afternoon

I must drive back to London tomorrow for my car’s MOT and have arranged with Chris, back from holiday, to travel from Bristol after work to make sure Dad is fed for a few days till I return.

Aware I’ll be gone a while, I give the staff information on my father, pieces of recognition, for I can tell how difficult he looks from the outside: his English accent, resented by some in these parts; his fear of being away from home; and his simple unspoken woundedness. I want to make my father real for these people.

Being a complicated man, I want to give the staff something they can relate to, like the kindness hidden behind his seemingly austere surface. I tell them about the charity work he’s done locally. He did Country Cars for around 15 years, driving people to dental, chiropody, and hospital appointments, bringing them here to Prince Philip on many an occasion until a few years back when he had to stop because of his age.

‘He mightn’t like being a patient,’ I say, ‘but he’s spent a lot of time here, dropping off and collecting people.’

I’m selective with what I put in and leave out. I mention his claustrophobia, but what I don’t say is that he told me about this for the first time only a year or so back. Flying with the RAF after the war, taking aerial photographs over Egypt, he was sick before entering the plane each morning. ‘Sorry, Skip,’ he would say, as he threw up his breakfast.

When you see how cramped the Lancasters were, it’s extraordinary that seven men got into them and I’m sure reconnaissance planes were no better. It must have taken enormous courage for someone with claustrophobia to stay in them for hours, days, weeks, months. But, decades later, it explains the bedroom door being ajar at night, and the lounge door too, even in winter and the fact that Dad hasn’t locked a door in a public toilet or a clubhouse changing room for years.

‘Please don’t close him in,’ I tell the staff nurse. ‘He might get panicky.’

‘He isn’t the only one,’ she says, kindly. ‘There’s a lot more like that than you think.’

Monday 24th July

Mum having decided to come in to hospital with me, we’ve arranged for her brother, Des, who lives up the road, to pick her up at four after I leave to drive back to London.

Dad is subdued when we arrive to find him sitting up in bed, wearing his dressing gown. There are no drips or oxygen tubes in sight, I notice, with relief. He is quiet, but that is not unusual for him, and he speaks in a low voice when I hand him the earplugs he needs because he can’t sleep at night in this noisy ward.

‘Thank you for remembering them,’ he says, seeming choked with emotion.

I tell him I have run the engine of his car parked in his friend Mal’s back garden next-door-but-one, that Chris will be here in a few hours and that I’ll be back in a few days.

Once more, he seems chastened. I think it is from the ordeal he has been through. But I will learn it is much more than that. I am nowhere near fully understanding it yet, but it pains my father to have things done for him. Not just the pride that so many men of his generation have, but something more deep-rooted. He believes he doesn’t deserve them.

In the roller-coaster of the next two years, I will store half-captured impressions, my father’s sad face that day, my mother sitting uncomfortably by his side. I will hope to remember what matters by noting things down, the writer in me at work, but stray fragments will emerge suddenly to haunt me.

Both my inner memory bank and my notes will serve me variably. They will be a comfort at times and at others a searing reminder of what I was too busy to notice, what I didn’t see right under my nose and what I did or didn’t do.

Memory, or lack of it, has always played tricks in our family and cruelly, for a time, I will wish to be two people cut in half: one doing what needs to be done; and the other, like an observer, able to see the full picture, the deeper truths and respond to them in a calm, unhurried way.

I will especially want to capture what couldn’t be seen, the invisible tracks that families make, the histories formed in words and glances over the years shaping how we respond to each other.

By the time he becomes ill, I have begun to unravel the complex nature of my father. What I have left too easily to one side, for she asks for so little, is what lies behind my mother’s wonderful smile.


Chapter Two
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Paradise Lost

Our first time in Africa

High in a brilliant blue sky, she could see the ball, a small dark object, beginning to descend. Running across the lawn following its path, the girl suddenly sticks her left arm behind her back, catches the ball cleanly in her right hand, turns and, both arms free now, in a deft movement, throws it back to him.

As a nine-year-old I enjoy this game of catch-the-ball with my father. He is ambidextrous and is hoping I will be too. It is useful, he says, to be able to use both hands and he is teaching me dexterity and eye-hand co-ordination. This is why the arm you are not going to use is put behind your back, to stop you using it by mistake. It also prevents the temptation of a two-hander.

We are living at this time in a place called Ncema Dam, around 70 miles from Bulawayo in what was then Southern Rhodesia and is now Zimbabwe.

My father travelling ahead as usual and, my brother not yet born, my mother and I had followed, taking a long sea journey aboard the Braemar Castle, one of the mail boats of the Union Castle line.

We sailed from Tilbury, via the Ascension Islands and St Helena, down the West Coast of Africa, accompanied by daily sightings of dolphins, porpoise and flying fish. A shout from one end of the boat, and you raced to see what someone had spotted.

Sometimes it was land, for we berthed often, taking people on and off and delivering the mail. We children spent time hanging over the rails, watching the land come nearer and, in reverse, looking down at the churning waters beneath us as the ship left harbour and sailed back into the open sea.

And all around and beneath us there was this huge moving world of the ocean as our ship plied through it: sun, breeze, waves, sea-spray, the sound of flapping pennants and plenty of fun. It was an active, vibrant time. The staff were friendly and there were plenty of activities for children: games; quizzes; races; acting; swimming, and I loved feeling this alive.

Some weeks later, the Braemar brought us round the Cape and up the East Coast, where we eventually arrived at Durban and boarded a train inland to Pretoria. There my father met us and, stopping overnight along the way, we drove some 400 miles towards our new home.

Sitting high up on the bench seat of the small truck, Dad driving, my mother on the other side, me in the middle, we have a good view and I am lost in it.

There is colour, scent, the different shades of red, orange and purple bougainvillaea, the delicate lilac of jacaranda trees, the sweet smell of frangipani and the warm smell of the earth. And there is space here too in a mile-high sky and the incredible lightness of the air on my skin. This is what arriving in heaven is like, I believe. Africa has captured me. Mile after mile of road, nothing to do except take all this in, my senses are filled with this amazing place, all of life in it and it in me.

Detouring to Bulawayo to get provisions for the month, the following day in the late afternoon we come off a tarmac road, along a dirt track, winding up through low hills, round the last bend and there it is – a vision. A thatched cottage with low white washed walls, surrounded by green lawns and a large beautiful garden.

The engine switched off, we stay still for a moment, the silence deep around us.

‘Do you think you’ll like living here?’ my father asks from his place at the steering wheel. He is dressed in his usual long khaki shorts, short-sleeved shirt and sleeveless pullover.

‘I could live here forever,’ I reply, breathing in the rich, heady scents. ‘It’s like the Garden of Eden,’ I add, which is what it seems like, with its undulating hills and abundance of plants looking fresh and new in the clear light.

There are trees and fragrant flowering bushes such as I have never seen before and colour and scent wherever you walk: tall orange canna, nasturtiums, pansies, red hot pokers, bottle-brush, multi-coloured sweet peas and equally fragrant carnations. It is cool at night, warm by day, but seldom too hot and we are not troubled by the humidity and stickiness which people suffer on the Coast.

My father is the engineer here and is in charge of providing irrigation and an electricity supply to this lush, sparsely-populated region where we live more than 5,000 feet above sea level. A mix of the pure air this high up and the warm climate produces ripe growing conditions for our garden to flourish.

But there is little here to engage a child. For a start, there is no school. There is no reliable radio, no record player, no TV and no phone either, and except for my father’s battered old truck, which he is out in all day, we have no way of reaching the outside world.

There are only two other occupied houses in Ncema Dam and, a week or so after arriving, I am standing on the doorstep of the one nearest to us. Much larger than ours, it is a two-storey home and has a tiled roof.

‘I’ve brought a book for your little girl to read. My mother says she hopes she’ll like it.’

‘Thank you,’ says the woman who answers the door, before swiftly shutting it again. Rebuffed by this, I am disappointed too, since I was expecting to be invited in to meet the little girl in question, and to have a drink of lemonade. I am not, however, aware of the implications of this – but my mother is.

Surprised to find me back so soon, ‘What did the woman say to you?’ she asks.

‘Thank you.’

‘Did she say anything else?’

‘Uh, no.’

‘And she didn’t invite you in?’

A shake of my head.

My mother’s face is suddenly full of sadness. What I don’t know as a nine-year-old is that we are not good enough for these people. Dad being only an engineer, neither a government official nor a professional man, we are beneath them and I never meet their little girl, nor enter their garden again.

What I also don’t know is that ‘not being good enough’ has been used against my mother before, but as she will do all her life, she hides her hurt deep inside and gets on with things.

The other couple in a cottage similar to ours lower down the track have no children, leaving me the only child in paradise. The man is a fearsome figure, with one eye and one leg. He stomps along the uneven ground with a crutch wedged under his arm and a gun slung over the other shoulder. He likes shooting more than anything else, especially at black people, and he never comes to our house.

Ncema Dam is one of the many places my father brings us to in his travels around the world. Although why he imagines it is suitable for us to live in is a puzzle. As well as no phone, no radio, no school, there are no shops, no library, no post office and no community – for what with the harsh, frightening neighbour beneath and the aloof ones above, we have no people to mix with. Our monthly trips to Bulawayo to stock up on flour, sugar, butter, cheese, fruit – and haircuts – are our only break from this isolation.

The haircuts are hilarious. Mum, whose face is full, looks as if she has had a basin put on her head so that her hair is flattened on top and filled out at the sides, making her look round. Dad, whose face is long, looks the opposite. It’s as though his head has been put in a pipe. He has flat hair on the sides and a thick tuft aloft, making him look like a chimney with grass growing out the top.

Instead of going to school I do a correspondence course. A packet of printed papers is picked up from Bulawayo each month with questions written out to be answered and posted back when we next go to town. I attend to them in the living room at the front of the house, which is dark in the mornings. I feel cut off here, with Mum in the kitchen, on the sunny side, with its door leading down a long path to the pond where the chickens and ducks live.

To the side of the house, overlooked by my parents’ bedroom, there are vegetable gardens leading off into bush below and directly at the back is the hilly wilderness where the leopards live.

Weekday mornings have a pattern: me in the front room doing schoolwork, Dad out and about in the truck and Mum in the kitchen baking, trying to use up the large supply of eggs our chickens produce.

A gasp of exasperation from that direction and you know trouble is here again. Ants. They can sense a bag of sugar or a tin of treacle being opened at a hundred yards and platoons of them soon gather in the flowerbeds, ready to invade.

The tiny light brown ones are the worst, for you can barely see them. It isn’t until you imagine you see a dappled shadow on the frame of a kitchen cupboard that you will find them marching up the wall in their hundreds and thousands. When you try to wipe them off, their tiny bodies escape into corners and crevices where you can’t reach them. There, they lie in wait.

Keeping the kitchen scrupulously clean, not a crumb or grain of sugar on a surface or the floor, doesn’t work. Every few weeks you will find another pool of them gathered in some corner or other. And sometimes if you look carefully, you will see a fine drape of them, like a piece of gossamer, trailing down the window ledge on their way in. Running quickly outside, I try to locate the beginning of this column, but it has vanished, merged into the ground where millions of ants live non-stop busy lives.

My own mornings are long and dull. For I finish the allotted schoolwork quickly and then have nothing to do. Mum insists I stay until 12.30, as the correspondence course instructs, and to fill the time, I start writing things of my own: stories and poetry. I put these in with my packet of work, expecting them to be read by someone and returned to me with a tick or a comment. But this never happens and I come to hate this anonymous, invisible person who ignores me by post.

Increasingly, my solitary mornings leave me feeling churned up and frustrated. I miss the company of other children and of teachers who might respond to the questions Eden leaves unanswered in my growing mind. Which is when I start pestering my mother:

‘You know there’s length and breadth, well what’s the bit in the middle called?’ I ask, striding along a patch of lawn one afternoon as we go to collect eggs.

My mother isn’t clear what I’m asking. Kept back from school when she herself was a child, she doesn’t know that the answer I want is ‘area’.

My questions become more persistent: ‘if there’s length and breadth and height, what’s all the space in the middle?’ I ask her another time, running around, making big shapes with my arms. This time it’s the word ‘volume’ I am after.

‘You know numbers …’ I might start up another day, ‘well how many are there, you know, after thousands and millions?’

Mum, anxious about what this place is doing to both of us by this time, shakes her head.

Why don’t we ask my father when he gets home? But this doesn’t happen. He is sometimes away all day, from eight in the morning till five, and by the time he gets back, we are so pleased to see him – with a quick game of catch-the-ball to fit in if I’m lucky – that questions about ‘area’ and ‘volume’ and big numbers have flown from our minds.

There is so little time between five o’clock and nightfall, when darkness comes swiftly and totally at around 6.30. Like a thick cloak thrown over us, the light just vanishes. One minute the world outside is there, the next time you look up it is gone. We play cards for a while – gin rummy – and then I go early to bed to read and Mum does the same.

Years later, I think we could have gone outside when darkness fell, where it must have been beautiful at night, listening for animal stirrings, looking up at the stars. But our doors are shut firmly against the envelopment which takes place, and we close ourselves off against the wonders of the night.

But as swift as the cloak of darkness, I wake to a soft, clear morning, everything fresh and alive. The scent of row upon row of different coloured sweet peas, dew forming pearls on the thick green lawns, the dogs rearing to go, the soft murmur of voices from the rondavels carried on the air. It’s as if the night has never been and will never come again.

As the weeks and months go by, this beauty of the morning followed inexorably by the blackness at night, is too much for me in a life of increasingly lonely days. By the time I settle to schoolwork after Dad has left and Mum and I have had breakfast, there is a small shadow or weight inside me, like a cloud or a pebble of sadness.

Then, there are two vivid incidents, both connected with the paradise our garden had become for snakes, for cobras, mambas and for lizards, chameleons and the like.

With nothing but bush for miles and miles around, leopards and snakes are plentiful. The snakes, especially, love the lushness of our garden with its plants clustered thickly together, the beds rich and thriving from abundant moisture and from Walter, our gardener’s, careful tending.

Walter is a strong, quiet man in his early fifties with a family of children and grandchildren living invisibly nearby in the group of rondavels which blend into the lush vegetation. You would know when he brought a child or a grandchild in to help him in the garden by the low murmur of voices from the vegetable patch or the flowerbeds. The first snake incident was to do with Walter.

He was standing near the house one day, by the living room window, hands behind his back, looking out over the lawn. He was dressed, as usual, in dark trousers rolled up to the knees, a smart, newly-ironed short-sleeved shirt and his battered old round hat. Miles away, deep in thought, his hands behind him were fiddling with a twig.

When my mother rounded the corner of the house from the kitchen, luckily she was carrying the knobkerrie, a wooden stick with a heavy rounded head and, as Walter came into view, swiftly she took in the scene.

His back was towards her and, attracted by his twiddling hands, a spitting cobra had reared up behind him ready to strike. Mum acted in an instant. Stepping forwards, she brought the end of the stick down on the snake’s head.

She might have missed. She had never killed anything before – nor since. As Walter turned round he, too, took in the scene, my mother shaken, the snake at their feet between them. ‘Oh madam, oh madam,’ he said, his eyes welling with tears, his hands raised in disbelief. ‘Thank you, madam. Thank you.’

He then took one of her hands in both of his and said: ‘Ahh, I owe you my life.’

From then on in, Walter’s life belonged to my mother. Wherever she was in the garden, his eyes followed her. When he tended it now, he looked round to see if she was out and about, his gaze shadowing her to make sure she was safe. Luckily for the welfare of the garden, she spent most of her time in the kitchen, but when she came out to feed the hens, collect eggs, to pick flowers or to hang clothes on the line, Walter’s eyes were on her.

The first I knew of the second snake incident was being woken in the night by a strange high-pitched sound, like a cross between a whine and an out of tune violin. It was coming from the bathroom next to my bedroom where a strange scene confronted me. In the bath was a spitting cobra, its hooded head swaying back and fore, its body coiled beneath.

Sitting on the floor facing it was one of our dogs, a dark-brown brindled boxer, and it was he who was making the sound. The snake had hypnotised him and, as best he could, he was imitating its swaying motion. But since he had such a short neck, the whole of his squat body wasn’t so much swaying as lurching from side to side with the snake. At the same time he was making this strange high whine.

The snake, however, was poised to strike and my father, standing in his pyjamas next to the dog, acted swiftly. Knobkerrie in hand, he brought it down on the head of the snake. Another clean blow.

But he was more rattled than my mother had been when she saved Walter’s life for, in the kitchen a minute or two later, Mum with her hand on a kitchen surface, head down, Dad shouted. ‘It’s her,’ pointing to where I was standing in the doorway, ‘her with her lizards and things. She’ll be the death of us.’

Shaken by my father’s rage, as if I’d been slapped, things started to come apart for me after that.

I knew he was speaking the truth, for I was, indeed, the guilty party. The solitary nature of my schoolwork had driven me to hiding small lizards and chameleons in my dress pocket, letting them loose in the living room. They gave me something to do, watching them as they walked along the curtain rail, or darted up a wall. But they were food for snakes and with a door left open – again, no doubt by me – a cobra had slid in.

Arguments between my parents followed, increasing trouble under our heavy thatched roof and I was told soon after we would be leaving. While this was a relief, I also felt disturbed inside, as if something bad I didn’t quite understand was my fault, too. Not just the cobra in the bath which had not, in the end, harmed anyone, but something much bigger.

I remember saying when we arrived, ‘I could live here forever.’ Well, this wasn’t true. And I had been brought up always to speak the truth. I had been told by both my parents, but especially by my father, that lying was a terrible thing and that however difficult it might be, speaking the truth was the only way to make things right in the end. And they weren’t.

There was Walter, first of all, who, having become devoted to Mum, had come to see in her what others either didn’t notice or took for granted: her kindness; the way she worked hard; and her generosity. She would have made sure that the vegetables Walter grew in our garden fed his large extended family as well as our small one and both my parents would have made sure he was properly paid.

Then there was her courage in killing the snake. He didn’t want her to leave and took my mother’s hand again when she gave him the news that we were moving on, more than 2,000 miles north, to Tanganyika in East Africa.

‘Madam, I don’t want you to go,’ he said, his voice deep with emotion. ‘We will all miss you,’ he added, turning to wave an arm at his family hidden among the tall grasses. We had stayed in Ncema Dam less than nine months, yet Mum was in Walter’s heart in a way which was irreplaceable.

The other heart breaking aspect of our departure was Paddy, our favourite dog. A black and white cross between a terrier and something a bit bigger, for she was a good size, she had become the family pet.

Dad had made a rare visit to the people in the bungalow below to ask them to look after the animals till the next engineer arrived. Having tethered the three dogs, he told the neighbours not to let them loose until we were well on our way.

We were about to set off when, sensing what was happening, Paddy broke free, raced round the corner of the house, down the track and in a huge flying leap jumped into the back of the truck.

Dad at the wheel, it was Mum who had to take her back, who had to half coax, half pull the beseeching animal by the collar, tie her up again and walk away.

As she came back towards us, Paddy was howling, I was sobbing, and Mum’s face was closed down. In this manner, howls behind us, a 2,000-mile journey into the unknown in front, we drove away.

I don’t think any of us looked back as paradise disappeared from view round a bend in the track.


Chapter Three
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Needing to Belong

July 2006

Travelling back to London from the hospital in Llanelli, I return to my sunny flat at the top of a five-storey Georgian house and catch up with my life.

The plan is for me to stay with my mother roughly half the week till Dad is stable and have the other half in London to keep up with a freelance career. My latest book published a couple of months back, I’m free of the pressure of writing to a deadline and am grateful for the timing. With Chris in Bristol and the prospect, for me, of summer walks on Carmarthenshire’s long sandy beaches, we should be able to manage between us.

But being in Wales is conflicted, a tug between a longing, the Celtic hiraeth I feel for the place where I was born, and an old sense of despair from the two years I spent there as a child, shortly after we left Ncema Dam.
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