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I am lying on a tiny settee, no bigger than a bathtub when I wake. My eldest son had dragged the settee along the road for me from outside a neighbour’s house. Even when I have had money, I’ve remained a scavenger. Waste not, want not, a lesson learned from my grandmother who survived the hardships of the war by using newspaper as toilet roll and hiding her hair loss under a scarf – alopecia caused by the stress of raising four children alone.

When he left, the husband of thirty-or-so years, I floundered in No Man’s Land beneath a duvet for a while. With a large family and a sudden plunge in capital, it wasn’t possible to flounder for long. 

In order to cover the cost of living, I had taken on five foreign language students. This is why I lie on a settee that’s not helping my sciatica. I might be an old lady in Syria, I suppose: foodless, having to burn my furniture for fuel. Fortunately, the students are nice young men who try to keep the place clean and who wolf their dinner back in the evening, appearing to appreciate my on-a-budget slop. It cheers me up to have them there.

My youngest son, his partner and their little girl live on the top floor of the house. This is also where my son James is to be found. They want to move out but they don’t have the money to do it. This is Oxfordshire, where house prices are as ridiculous as they are in London and young people cannot afford to buy their own homes.

On the floors above, my children, granddaughter and the students sleep; the student from Vietnam sleeps in what was our marital bed. I hope his dreams are happy ones. Towards the end of our marriage, mine were not. 

I have a new partner; he lies upon the floor beside my scrounged settee. Jack the collie is the new man in my life. He is Harry’s dog, a handsome and affectionate beast. I bought him years ago for fifty pounds from a Cornish farmer. Jack is obedient, but currently he seems a little confused about pack order. Once upon a time, I was at the top of the house while he slept in an old armchair downstairs. Then, all of a sudden, my income fell with my status and I started to sleep in his kennel. Jack’s snoring is louder than my ex-husband’s.

Last night Jack went too far. When I came into the room having cleaned my teeth to apply a layer of face cream, he was grinning at me devilishly from my settee.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” I snapped, trying to restore order. He leapt off my bed instantly, slinking across the room to his chair.

I wake, looking from the bright stars still twinkling in the winter sky, to my mobile phone. I wonder why I am now waking regularly at five a.m. It could be the nicotine making my brain race, or the cheap Lambrini which tastes like fizzy pop (but is low in calories, or so my friends tell me). He left me with a hankering for wine. These things have to stop, but I’m not quite ready yet.

“Can you come and unblock the toilet?” Bleary eyed, I squint to read the text on my phone.

Oh, joy. Not again. I roll from the uncomfortable settee.

When the children were young, I was an early riser. I loved and appreciated a time of day when I could think my thoughts, plan my plans, catch up on housework – a time without the voices and demands of the children at home, swiftly followed by the voices and demands of the children at the school where I taught. 

The days when I was pretty and my husband loved me. Not much use in dwelling upon that, now. 

Perhaps the fact that I was waking earlier was a sign of recovery, or maybe a need to retrace problems and find solutions.

There were no solutions to some things. 

Our mother was dying. Having got over the loss of him, it had hit me with a sudden rush of pain and panic that now I would lose her. She was, undoubtedly, my best friend. I could not bear to suffer the loss of her, to live without that unconditional love and that friendship. 

As I put out the students’ breakfast and wash the plates from the evening before, I think about Mum and last Christmas. In just over a month, it will be Christmas again. 

I’d wanted to take our parents to Venice. They had never been to Venice. She would have loved it there. He was right about one thing, that life is too short.

Last Christmas, I had been morose, depressed. I did my best to hide this from our children. Although they are adults, they suffered their own heartache and insecurity at our parting. They lost faith and confidence and I worked very hard to show them that everything would be well in the end. But I did not manage, sometimes scarcely tried, to keep sadness from Mum, always my confidant.

Then, I had wrapped presents alone, for the first time ever, drinking cheap wine as I did so and watching an Agatha Christie murder mystery. I confess that I actually smoked in the living room in my large dark house. What did it matter? I told myself. He had gone. 

The photographs of laughing family faces mocked me. I was afraid of my own movements in the house, afraid of my own shadow. Left creeping around my home in fear of… what? A ridiculous fear. He had stayed away often and yet I had never feared ghosts and burglars before this. 

Knowing how miserable I was, my tiny mother, reduced by chemotherapy and lack of appetite to six and a half stone, said, “Let’s go into Oxford, have a cup of coffee and a cake.”

I hadn’t wanted to go anywhere near Oxford City. When young and confident, I felt I owned Oxford, but now I was afraid of the place of my birth; afraid we might bump into someone who would ask how he was and that I would have to explain the situation. 

We went on the pretence of buying presents that I had already bought. We went because she had cancer, because she wanted to go.

She walked beside me, her arm through mine, a tiny woman, now. She wore a scarf to cover the hair that had once been beautiful. She wore leggings beneath her coat and warm boots. In the face of death, she still cared about her appearance. She walked slowly, carefully, leaning upon my arm. I wore the camel coat that he had bought for me two years before. 

We must have made a sad pair as the shoppers walked briskly past us, clutching their purchases. The likelihood was that nobody noticed us. We were like ghosts. She was the positive ghost with the beautiful, smiling face, the ghost who always carried herself with pride.

I pull on my boots and the same camel coat, mud spattered now, and I no longer care. I am becoming a different person, maybe the person I used to be, long ago. I would walk proudly through Oxford with my mother in a dressing gown, if need be. I am so proud of her, proud to be her daughter.

Walking around the field in the semi-dark with Jack, before the day’s work, I read the text messages from Louise.

“Can Patrick come at four and take Ned to the park? Could you take the children to the dentist at 2pm tomorrow?” There were unread texts from the day before. “Could you have the kids overnight so I can go to the staff do?”

“Could I borrow some milk and bread?” Who the heck was that? Not our daughter. Now strangers are asking me for bread and milk.

When he loved me, he used to warn me not to walk around the field in the dark in case someone pounced on me. I took to carrying a short, sharp knife in my coat pocket. When I tried to imagine the instance of using it against an assailant, I knew I couldn’t do that. By the time the ethical debate had taken place in my head, the mugger would have sent me sprawling in the mud. He, being a lawyer, had said, “I don’t think you’d get away with it in court… unless you carried a piece of fruit with you as well, then you could say you used the knife for that purpose.” He’s very clever, oh yes.

For the first time in ages, my eyes are opened to the sunrise setting fire to the trees, to the early winter sunshine caught in the hedgerows of bright red berries, to the beauty of it. 

I pick some of the branches to take to Mum. 

When he left, I noticed nothing about the changing seasons of the year. Spring ran into summer and all I thought about was his going. I am waking up early again, noticing things. His grip on my heart is growing weaker at last. My love for her grows stronger, makes me stronger.

I reply “yes,” to all of the messages, then shut the garden gate and chop up meat and vegetables in the kitchen to slow cook them in a casserole pot. I toss the remnants to the rabbits that I never wanted but inherited. I have thought about slow cooking them in a casserole pot at financial low points over the past year. Then I drive to Louise’s house for the school run. 

Louise thinks that she is not like me. She prefers to think that she’s like her father. Once I preferred to think that about my father. Perhaps it’s the way of little girls. 

The most complimentary text she ever sent me, apart from ‘I love you’, of course, was a text that said, “I look like you, you’re my Mum xx.” 

But she now does many things ‘like me’. One of them is to keep chickens, although, unlike me, she will not go as far as to slide around in the mud of their pen in office shoes. On countless occasions, I have fed them and collected their eggs. 

I kept chickens. My father kept chickens. That’s where it came from, Bletchingdon, in the Oxfordshire countryside.

Dad’s dementia has worsened and without Mum he is more anxious and confused than ever. My sister and I have taken turns to stay with him since she went into hospital. He forgets to eat unless one of us is there to tell him to do so. We take it in turns to prepare evening meals or to take him a pre-packaged meal. He forgets to have baths, to wash his hair and to change his clothes so we tell him to do this and many other things besides. He asks repetitive questions and it is cruel to try to prompt his memory with “Think about it, Dad; where do you think Mum is?” So, we try not to do that any longer. 

He forgets what is wrong with Mum, forgets the countless hours spent in chemotherapy at the Churchill. He asks the same question five times in an hour and he is still deteriorating. Neither Marion, Howard or I want to see him in a home; he wouldn’t cope. He knows us, but he is so lost. He is in a time machine that jumps forward and backward without remorse. We take care of him, but if we have to go anywhere for a short while, he will ring us repeatedly to ask when we are taking him to see Mum. It’s the first time he has used the phone in two years.

What will he do when we can no longer take him to see her? He is so anxious and this will worsen.

If I develop dementia, I am determined to don a wet suit, get pissed and walk into the sea in Polzeath. I am not pro-suicide, but I don’t want my own children to have to care for me with this horrible disease – with any horrible disease. We are our memories, and without them we are nothing.

Before Mum got cancer, diagnosed in 2014, and despite the fact that we saw our parents almost every day, we had no idea how bad Dad’s memory had become. Mum would grumble about it and we would gently chide her for ‘having a go at him’. But we had no idea how difficult it had become for her. She wanted his company, his physical help, but with the most active brain on earth, being with him had become a kind of torture for her. We simply didn’t understand, then.

Sometimes she would be rude to him and we would tell her off. 

“He’ll forget it in a minute,” she would say. Of course, he would, but it can’t have been reassuring to be talked to like that. So much can be disguised from the world in a close relationship.

Dad is standing at the window of his house, waiting for me, waiting for someone he might recognise.

Marion has gone to work and he has made himself a cup of tea. He is dressed in a clean shirt and sweater. I let myself into the house and greet him with a kiss.

“Chris, tell me, where is Mum?” This is the first thing that he says to me.

“She’s been moved to the care home in North Oxford, Dad.”

“Ah, yes.” A pause, I know exactly what he is going to say next. 

“When do you think she’ll come home?”

I kiss his cheek. Every time you tell him something he isn’t going to want to hear, you hate yourself. But you can’t lie, or perhaps you can, I don’t know.

“She can’t come home, Dad. She’s too ill.”

“Don’t tell me that,” he says for the millionth time. So, what can I tell him? 

“Dad, we have to get used to it Mum will die soon and she knows that…” Is that what I must say? That she has rewritten her will? That she has told my ex-husband that she loves him? That she has seen a priest? That she has said she wants her ashes to be buried in the same plot as her father and mother?

Their living room is strewn with equipment provided by the palliative care team. Once we dreamed of her coming home, lying on a couch, watching the television programmes she loved with us. I dreamed of taking her to Venice. It was too late. Her daily care, lifting and turning her, meant that too many nurses would be involved. She would never see the home she loved and cared for again, never see her little treasures or photographs. 

I start to cry, biting the inside of my lip to stop it. It would only distress him.

I make him a bowl of porridge with jam and he eats it. Then I help him into his jacket and we get into the car.

I have driven to one hospital or another two or three times a day, every day for four weeks, since she tripped over the chair and broke her hip. She had blood poisoning after the operation. That was when she gave up hope.

“Chris, remind me, where is Mum?” Dad asks, as he pulls on his cap and gloves.


	

Fine Day for a White Wedding 
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I went to a wedding in the February after he left, a family wedding to which my husband was invited. My family are all very fond of him, still. I don’t know whether I feel that way; it’s all a bit fresh in my mind.

I was reluctant to go in the same way that I had been reluctant to go to many events without him at first, with a feeling of being foolish, of being watched in some way. People were used to seeing us together. The fact that we were going to divorce left some people visibly shocked.

Paula once said, shortly before we married, “You’re swopping one mother for another.” It made no sense to me then, but it does now. She was right.

I drove us to the wedding, Mum and Dad and Aunty Steph, to my cousin’s wedding. I had always been so enthusiastic about weddings and parties but this was so different to me, a hurdle that I had to leap across rather than the simple, pleasurable thing that it ought to have been.

The wedding would be lovely, I knew that. It was a chance to have fun with Mum, with my family. But I had been married to the same person for such a long time, and I was scared without being sure of what it was that frightened me.

I suppose that I could have made an excuse. I didn’t for several reasons. I felt that I was being silly; that was the first reason. Secondly, I am very fond of all of my cousins and didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. Thirdly, having avoided so many things that would have been fun for her, through sickness and exhaustion after long chemotherapy sessions, the idea of the wedding had kept Mum going. It had been something she could look forward to and she was excited about it, as though her cancer didn’t exist. 

She had dressed so carefully and looked lovely, had made her face up and was smiling, and in the rear of the car she laughed excitedly with her sister. How could anyone deny her this? If I had been prepared to stay all night, I think that she would have danced all night.

We drove into the Cotswold countryside and stopped at a pub on the way to ask for directions. We had plenty of time, so Dad suggested that we have a drink.

Just before pulling into the pub car park, I had started to feel cold. At first it was a small, hard lump of ice melting inside me and then gradually it spread through my veins. I said nothing. You tend not to complain about physical ill health when someone has endured session after session of chemotherapy.

As we waited for our drinks, I caught Aunty Steph staring at me. Mum asked, “What’s happened to your nose?”

Putting my hand to my face, I could feel the swelling. In the bathroom, I examined my face in the mirror. The right side of my nose was swollen red; I thought there was a boil beneath the swelling so I tried to conceal it with some foundation.

Returning to them I was still shivering and I ordered a whisky. I hadn’t drunk whisky since I used to gargle with it as a young teacher unused to the demands upon my voice. There was something happening to me, and I wasn’t sure what it was.

This was a second marriage for the bride and groom and they had chosen a hotel rather than a church. As we drove toward the reception area and parked the car, my heart had begun to palpitate at an alarming rate; a gerbil appeared to be trapped inside my rib cage. I smiled and tried to steady my breathing in a way I had been taught years ago when in labour. It didn’t appear to be working. I widened my smile as I held the umbrella for my mother and aunt, and we crossed the pathway to the hotel entrance in the rain.

The service was modern but lovely, the bridesmaids utterly gorgeous, the bride elegant and composed, but I was not composed. I had expected to find it hard to listen to the vows they made while remembering our own wedding; I had believed that we would last for eternity, but there had been no warning about what would happen.

I hadn’t expected that the right side of my face would start to twitch, collapsing as though I were about to have a stroke; that I could now look cross-eyed at the offending swollen nostril coated in glorious redness, brighter than lipstick.

During the service I put up a hand to steady my quivering cheek and Mum, who thought that I was crying, stretched out her hand to cover mine. I wasn’t crying, but somewhere inside of me I was suffering a kind of breakdown which had affected my heart rate, my temperature, my outward appearance and I had no control over it.

I longed to lie down, to be free of the constriction of clothing and had begun to wonder whether I was about to have a heart attack. Please, not now, dear God, I prayed, not before the financial settlement.

I sat with close family and friends, doing my best to assume normality. By the end of the meal, my parents and aunt were having a wonderful time and were ready to hit the dance floor. They put me to shame, these older relatives in their eighties, with such energy and love of life while I wanted to collapse. And Mum, with cancer, had looked forward to this for so long.

In the bathroom at the hotel, I stared in horror at my red swollen nose and the blotchy rash which had appeared on my cheeks. Little wonder the cousin seated next to me at the table had stared, politely saying nothing but so obviously fascinated.

So, we left earlier than planned and it was my fault. I told Mum that I felt unwell and was concerned about driving us home, which was the truth. At this point, I felt so hot and so unwell I didn’t think I could drive at all. She smiled and said that she understood, but she must have been so disappointed.

Returning to the dark house, I collapsed into the bed, fully clothed. I slept fitfully, sleeping and waking to the continued thumping of my heart, shivering through my sleep like somebody with a flu virus, and dreaming nightmarish dreams.

When I awoke early on that Sunday morning, I knew that I couldn’t drive a car to buy medication. I called Marion, my sister.

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t know for sure. I feel as though I have the flu, but it’s worse than that. I need medicine, I think, but I can’t drive,” I said.

She knew then that it was serious. I drive everywhere; I’m a taxi service to my family. I drove after an operation on my uterus and I would probably drive with a broken leg, if I really had to.

She let herself in with the key that I had given her. I felt too ill and, by now, too frightened to move.

“What the heck happened to you?” was her cheerful greeting. “You look as though you’ve been punched on the nose.”

She didn’t drive to the chemists but called a doctor, and, because of my symptoms, the doctor called out the paramedics.

They were very kind, these paramedics – one younger and one about my age. They both wore beards and, if not for their uniform, they would have resembled members of an American Civil War society, which was somehow reassuring.

They told us that they had to come because the symptoms I’d explained could be the symptoms of a heart attack or of a stroke. They asked whether I had been under any stress or duress and I explained about the divorce and ways in which it had taken its toll. They listened sagely and asked me to take my outer garments off so that they could listen to my back and chest.

I sat up in bed then. Marion sat at the foot of the bed. Then I realised that I was still fully clothed in my wedding gear and that, because I was so cold when I arrived home, I was wearing a full body stocking which I couldn’t remove unless I went beneath my skirt to undo the popper.

As I bent down to attend to this, the older paramedic remarked, “I don’t think we are going to find your lungs down there, madam.” He sounded like an actor in one of the Carry On films. Marion giggled.

After examining me, they said that I had to go to the hospital for further tests and asked whether I would like an ambulance, but I didn’t want that, and anyway, Marion said that she would drive me there. 

Simply the act of waiting at the hospital with my sister calmed me.

I had tests for my blood pressure and heart. Both were fine. The doctor sitting opposite me told me that I had not wasted her time. She said that I had been having a panic attack and that the symptoms caused by ‘flight or fight’ chemicals can be dangerous. It was right to go to the hospital.

Almost as soon as we left, the swelling in my nose subsided. Just like that, like magic. A panic attack, how ridiculous.

Marion took my arm and gave it a firm squeeze. “Carry a paper bag in your handbag and breathe into it,” she told me. She knows about these things. She has a greater right than I do to have panic attacks.

I should simply have loved my husband. I should never have argued with him. Of course, I reason, it was necessary to argue with him. In the circumstances, Mother Theresa would have argued with him. Things changed.

Thoughts are spinning, going around and around in my head as Dad and I drive together to visit Mum at the care home.

“Tell me Chris, where is Mum?” A part of me wants to groan aloud, but I reach out my hand to cover his gnarled gardener’s fingers before replying for the umpteenth time. He has fine fingers. They like to touch and stroke things: bedcovers, shelves, the cheeks of the people who love him.

“Put your hand on the wheel,” he says, a little sharply. He always was a careful driver. He likes to tell visitors that he drives his own car. Out of love and respect, we don’t contradict this. His driving licence wasn’t renewed after the dementia diagnosis. He hasn’t driven in ages.

We draw up to the gates of the care home in North Oxford and I key in the code. I take Dad’s arm and he follows me, unsure of himself and where he is. A friend told me that as dementia worsens, the brain resembles a rotting cauliflower. We can read the effort in his face as he ploughs through the pictures of the people he knows or once knew. At times, recently, he has mistaken me for both Mum and his cousin. His brother, Don, who also had dementia, once mistook me for their mother, Louie. 

The woman at reception greets us with a smile, recognising us. She leads us to the lift. Mum is on level one, in a little room that is strange and new to her. Everything has suddenly become threatening. She was convinced she would outlive our father, being younger by a few years. She was fearful for him, worried about how he would cope if she died first. 

“Months, Cynthia, not years,” was the doctor’s brutally honest reply to her question. 

There were tears in her eyes, then. All I could do was to clutch at her hand. But she would come away from the Churchill still determined to fight the tumour, and that spirit worked to extend her life, that bloody mindedness her children needed now. 

We tried to bring things into her hospital room, her photos and treasures and knick-knacks, decorating the small spaces of the room to comfort her. The doctors and nurses tolerated large paintings of the sea, ornaments, photographs galore, but they had to say no to the seaweed from Polkerris beach.

When Dad and I enter the room, she is sleeping. I help Dad to take off his cap and coat and I watch Mum breathing peacefully. She has aged suddenly, over a period of three weeks. When I first took her to the hospital after the incident of the broken hip, she resembled a tiny ballerina with a scarf wound about her head to hide her lack of hair. She had always been beautiful and dressed with pride. Now, anaemia has turned the naturally olive brown skin she had since childhood to the colour of chalk. 

She has her favourite blue bedjacket on. She sleeps with her mouth slightly open and her hands resting underneath the bedclothes; she never liked to have cold hands.

Dad moves the chair closer to the bed, dragging it noisily. In a voice too loud for the room, because he has poor hearing, he asks, “When do you think she’ll be able to come home, Chris?”

“Sit down, Dad,” I whisper, with the authority that Mum uses, and Mum opens her eyes. Her eyes, at least, remain sapphire blue.

“Oh, hello…” she says, so quietly that you can hardly hear her. “Howard was here; you’ve just missed him.”

I kiss her very gently on the forehead. She used to love it when I hugged her, but because she is so frail and because her joints hurt so much after the chemo, I’ve not been able to hug her for over a year.

“Pass me a drink,” she says, gesturing towards the bedside table.

I lift one of the small juice bottles – she no longer has the strength to lift them on her own – and squirt a little into a small plastic cup. 

When she entered the hospital, she could hold a cup of tea. Then it became impossible for her and she had to have a cup with a straw; then, finally, she could only manage a baby cup with a teat. 

Generally, if anyone, nurse or family, suggest holding it for her, she is irritable. She was an independent, dynamic woman in control of her life and the only autonomy left to her now is to push and rearrange things around her tray and to hold a baby’s beaker.

“How are you feeling?” Dad asks as she drinks. The question is meant with love, but is so fatuous that she arches her eyebrows at me in a way that makes me smile, as if to say, “How exactly do you think I am feeling?”

“She doesn’t feel good, Dad,” I say gently, answering for her.

I walk to the foot of her bed to examine her swollen feet and legs and to peer beneath the under sheet. Things are becoming difficult, now. Of course, she wants to be kept clean, but changing the under sheet requires two or even three people and every small movement has started to hurt her. The nurses have increased her pain killers, now she takes morphine. We are careful as a family not to say ‘morphine’ because we know, and more importantly Mum knows, that it is the beginning of the end, so we call them painkillers.

Her feet were like a geisha’s once, tiny in comparison to mine. Her legs were always slim, devoid of cellulite. Now her legs and feet are horribly swollen. The shiny skin over them is stretched too tight. In the hospital, we had to cut a slit in a pair of socks to place them over her toes. Her feet are always cold to the touch. A nurse told us that morphine does that. The days have become a series of minuscule actions which make all the difference to the quality of her life.

“Don’t wrap them too tightly,” she says, as I pull up the bedclothes.

I was afraid that the room would be cold for her when she came here. It is an old building, a private care home although Mum is an NHS patient. Howard found the place and we were pleased; but there are gaps between the window and the frame that let in the November draughts, so I covered the glass with cling film. The system of radiators is old, and being the first patient in the room for some time, it took a while for the heating to kick in.

A nurse enters the room, knocking first at the door which is propped open. She is called Miriam and she is from Senegal.

“Cynthia, will you have some soup?” she asks.

“No.” It is barely audible and she hasn’t the strength to shake her head.

“There’s still some of the chicken broth I made; you liked that,” I remind her.

“I drank nearly all of it; it was nice, but I don’t want any now.”

Mum was a good cook who loved watching cookery programmes. She was particular about food – is particular about food – I’m already using the past tense. Sometimes she would return restaurant meals if she felt that there was something amiss. Now, she eats so little. My instinct to feed her is strong. Food will keep her alive for longer, surely?

“Please, Mum, eat something.” Inadvisably, I add, “You aren’t a suffragette.”

“I am a suffragette,” she snaps back, with feeling, making Miriam smile.

I sigh and let it go. Dad has got up to kiss her. He is heavy handed, because he doesn’t think about her fragility, and leans a hand upon the pillow. It causes her head to slide slightly to one side. The placement of her fine neck and aching back against the many pillows is crucial to combat the pain stemming from the tumour. Now her head has fallen at a comical angle. Except that it isn’t funny at all. She withdraws her hand from Dad’s and he looks dejected; I kiss him on the cheek and rearrange her pillows, holding her head still with my left hand.

She has had enough of the torture.

Beyond the window, the trees are almost bare. The last of the autumn leaves are blowing across the lawn.

“You are still so beautiful,” I tell her, sitting on the chair beside her bed. “How come you got the Coppock good looks and not me?”

“You’re a Coppock inside. You’re like me…” 

Dad is distractedly cleaning his fingernail; it’s one of those times I’m happy that he isn’t registering anything.

“I love you so much, Mum, more than anything or anyone,” I whisper. I mean it, I do.

“Not more than him,” she says knowingly, smiling at me. She means my ex-husband.

“Yes, more than him.” I bite my lip. “I wish I had known it before, but I know it now. I love you far more than him.”

“He came to see me again, you know.” She smiled. She said it proudly, in the way that some little old ladies say, “I’m ninety-five.”

He does that to people. He has charm and status. Once, he was everything to me. I feel myself bridle at her words. Did she not understand? I’m not ready to remember the good things that he did.

“Did he?” I ask. My tone is churlish. 

“Don’t be like that…” She frowns at me. She means it. I suppose that, particularly towards the end of your life, it is important to forgive. But I can’t forget.

“It’s Halloween tomorrow.” I want to change the subject. “The staff are going to light fireworks just beneath your window.”

She casts a wry smile and I feel helpless to improve her lot. At Halloween, Mum kept a basket filled to bursting with sweets for the neighbouring children and wore a green wig and a pointed black hat. It’s already in the past. She will never do these things again.


	

The House in Headington Quarry
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“Why have you stopped here?” my father asks suspiciously as I draw up outside the house in New Cross Road. Now, he seems permanently afraid that he might have to talk to someone. I have stopped here because my past is flying before my eyes, as though it is I who am dying, not Mum. I’ve stopped here on impulse as it’s on the way home and because it matters.

“No reason,” I say. “Do you remember this house, Dad?”

“Course I do, Mum lived here before we married.”

It is nothing like the bright and beautiful house of my childhood. It reminds me of Hell Hall now, where the Dalmatian puppies were kept. It seems to cower in the dark shadows of overgrown conifer trees. There were no trees when I was a child; it had a proud face with large windows, a 1940s show home.

Nanny Edna was so proud of it. How lonely she must have felt when Gramps died. To pay the bills and fill the silence, she had to fill the place with strange young men: university students, just as I do now. After all of the laughter and joy and security provided by her own family, she lived with strangers. 

I remember visiting her after Grampy Ron’s death. I should have offered to stay overnight with her, but it didn’t occur to me. I was a selfish teenager, then. l can remember her small figure seated in his armchair, swallowed up by the large living room. She had cared for our Gramps for so long that she became exhausted at first, then so lonely. 

Christmases at New Cross Road were the best by far. There was room for everyone to stay, though I remember sleeping on the floor with Paula beside me on Christmas Eve and opening one of her presents while she slept, long after the adult laughter had died down and Father Christmas had come. It was a beautiful, home-made wooden wardrobe the size of a shoe box which Uncle Frank had made for her, while inside there were dolls dresses. Everyone encouraged Paula to play with dolls, but she was never interested, preferring pen knives and sports equipment. I can remember playing with the wardrobe in the middle of the night until I fell asleep again.

It’s the love that Nan constantly directed towards us which keeps me strong. She cared so much; every child needs that at the start of their life.

When we were young children, in the bleakness of winter, she would be the first to get up in the cold and the dark to light a fire in the grate, then bring us downstairs to sit before it upon the rug. She made us sweet porridge and, instead of watching television, we watched the orange flames of the fire, seeing spirits writhing over the coals and logs. We would sit like this for ages.

“Chris, tell me, is Mum in the hospital or did she go somewhere else?” Dad’s voice brings me back to the present.

“She’s in the care home, Dad, in Summertown,” I remind him. 

We drive home. I make him a sandwich and a cup of tea and sit with him while he eats. As I struggle with the TV controls as I always do, yearning for the days where you only had to press a button, Dad says, “When do you think she’ll be allowed to come home?”

There is stifling one’s own grief and then there’s the depression of having to answer that question again and again: calmly, gently. I hear the questions by day; Marion listens to them all evening. 

I can’t lie. We are too close to the end. I cross the floor on my knees and take his hand in mine. 

“She can’t come home, Dad. She’s too ill, very ill. She might not live.”

I have no idea about whether I should say this or not. I don’t know enough about dementia.

“What? Are you serious? Don’t tell me that… bugger me…” 

He looks away from me. He doesn’t cry. His eyes grow red but he doesn’t cry. Perhaps it’s a generational thing. His mother was very gentle; his father could be very fierce. It’s a common enough story. Men weren’t supposed to cry in his day. I can’t take away his pain or hers and I feel so useless.

“We love you,” I say. “We are going to take care of you. You are going to miss Mum, but you’ll never have anything to worry about.” I kiss his cheek. 

His questions are too much to bear. Marion’s daughter is a young woman, but we don’t want to leave her alone with him because she will have to answer his questions again and again. I looked after my grandfather at the weekends sometimes, when I was fourteen, usually on a Saturday to give Nanny Edna a break from the care. But changing oxygen bottles and making Gramps tea and biscuits was straightforward in comparison to this.

“Why haven’t you told me that before?” he asks me. 

“I have Dad, but you forget. What channel do you want to watch?”

“I can’t believe Mum is like this. She was one of the most helpful and intelligent people. I love her so much. She never did anybody any harm. Why did this happen? How did this happen?” His questions are so naïve, yet heartfelt.

“We’ll go and see her again in the morning,” I tell him.

He lost his father before he was thirty, and his mother from cancer not long after that. His wife took the place of his parents. 

I leave a note for him, on a whiteboard, saying that I’m going to get my grandchildren from nursery and that Marion will be home from her school soon. I leave him with the sandwich and tea, to watch a quiz programme, and hope he will forget where we have been. I have to collect Dan from school.

Friends at the school gates ask after Mum. I stay with the children until Louise returns from work, then go home to cook the dinner and drive in the dark once more, back to her. I want to see her without Dad being present.

At the door to her room, I watch at a distance as she sleeps, as her emaciated body struggles for peace. Her thin shoulders rise and fall; her breasts are almost flat as her chest rises and falls beneath a delicate layer of fine, paper-thin skin. This isn’t my mum.

A couple of evenings ago, I cried outside the front door of her house. She wasn’t there of course. Marion had drawn the curtains against the winter night and it occurred to me that she didn’t draw them in the same way as Mum, who used to leave a small gap where the light shone through, as though we were still welcome there. I stared at the curtains, imagining the time when I couldn’t see her there, or talk to her, or kiss her. Like a small child, I wanted to hold her hand.

Now, Mum’s mouth is open as she breathes. Her breathing is laboured as she struggles for air, her mouth is a small cave. She is still beautiful in this vulnerable state.

I cross the room to sit in the chair, trying not to wake her. Her tummy gurgles with the cancer. This year as we sat together to watch TV, her stomach would talk constantly, almost reassuringly. Now it is a worrying noise, the sound of water rushing through a broken pipe.

“Christine?” She is awake. Instantly she winces with pain. “I can’t stand much more of this.”

“Are you in very much pain?” I take her hand as lightly as I can because if I rest my hand upon her stomach, it will hurt her.

“Not much, not yet…” She sighs so softly. “No one could understand how debilitating, how humiliating this is.”

She is very proud, so independent. She hates it when she has to be changed by nurses, hates it when a well-meaning nurse says, “Shall I feed you, dear?” She has made it clear that she would rather starve, and she will.

Once, when Mum first came here, a nurse said to me, “We need to change her; she is afraid that she smells!” She said it in a half whisper with a little laugh, as though she thought I might join in with the fun. Really, she meant no harm, but I knew Mum had heard it. I think some people don’t realise that a decaying body can hold a keen brain that is functioning as well as ever.

Now, our eyes meet. I wait, watching her, holding in my breath. 

“I can’t bear this anymore; I want to go,” she says, her voice hoarse. 

“You mean, you want to get to the end of your life?” I say, falteringly. We haven’t really spoken about death. She has tried to protect us, as we do her.

“You have no idea of the discomfort and frustration. I want you all to be able to get on with your lives, but you have to keep coming here.”

That’s when I cry. Until now, I haven’t, for her sake; trying to be strong as I was when the doctor told her she would not have long to live. How can she possibly think we want to be anywhere else but here with her?

“Don’t…” she says.

I grab a tissue from her box. “Sorry, Mamma. You’ve got it so wrong. I want to be here all of the time; we all do, all of us. We don’t want to spend a moment away from you, even if we sit here while you sleep.”

She nods. The frayed corners of her mouth attempt a smile. 

“I had a lovely dream yesterday. I was standing outside an open gate in a wall, a bit like the gate at the Helligan Gardens, and I went through. There was the most beautiful garden on the other side.” A wistful sigh, then, “I want to come home, I want to sit in the kitchen and drink coffee and watch the sunrise over the trees…”

Now is the time to talk about death. She wants to talk about death with someone, I think.

“You will go through a gate. There’s no brochure, so I don’t know what heaven is like, but you will go to God, and you’ll see them all again: Nan and Gramps and Christine, all of the people you love, and it doesn’t matter what you did or didn’t do, who you liked or didn’t like…”

My voice trails away; I am starting to sound like a vicar, but she smiles and gives a very small nod. I hope I have given her some hope and peace as she sleeps again.

The nursing home is very tolerant. We, her children, and Aunty Stephanie, her sister, are taking it in turns to sleep on her floor or in the armchair beside her bed. We don’t want her to be alone; she is frightened in a way she never seemed to be in life. Perhaps she’s afraid that she won’t go to heaven, that there is no heaven.

“There is no such thing as hell, except on earth, Mum. We will all go to heaven, even murderers go to heaven and there we have to love everyone, even the people we disliked on earth.” 

How do I know this? I don’t. I won’t know until it’s my time. I would say anything to comfort her and her faith in me is childlike.

She asked to see a priest from Holy Trinity Church, the church that her grandfather and great grandfather built. The congregation have been saying prayers for her there.

After an evening in November, when it was my turn to stay, I came home in the early morning having slept on the floor beside her bed. My brother and sister arrived to sit with her as I left the care home.

There is a mist rising from the river Cherwell as I drive toward home. I have been at home for an hour and a half when my phone rings.

“The nurse says she is dying. Hurry, come back,” Marion entreats me.

I call James, our eldest son to come with me. He puts his arms around me, but I pull away impatiently because we have to go quickly, in a race against time. We drive to where she is and, as the roadworks prevent us from moving any faster, I cry quietly, in frustration and desperation.

I pull out of the traffic to drive the car into a one-way street, mercifully it’s a short street. Since he left, I have been so cautious, neurotically clutching my handbag to me, locking doors repeatedly, that kind of thing; but not now. In the passenger seat beside me, James retracts his head like a tortoise disappearing into a shell and closes his eyes to it all.

Mum is everything and I couldn’t see it. Now I want to be everything that she is. I want to be her, and to protect the people I love. I am crying without any restraint. James massages my shoulder as I pull into the road. He doesn’t know what else to do. I chew against the inside of my mouth in an attempt to stop the choking noises escaping from me.

The phone nags me from my pocket. I take it out and lift it to my ear.

“She’s gone.”

No. It isn’t true. I am one block away from the care home. I wanted to be there, I wanted it so much. We are too late; her last breath mattered so much to me. She had told me that, as a newborn baby in the 1950s, I had jaundice. I was taken from her for a week and for the first few days I was kept from her. That would not happen in this day and age. Perhaps, removed from my mother at such a young age, I have found distance from her hard. Now I will be distanced for ever.

Followed by James, I walk and then run through the corridor to the lift which stops outside of her room. We are watched by various sympathetic staff members. I don’t stop, not wanting to talk to anyone. At the open door to her room, we both hesitate. 

There is rigidity about her skeletal figure. The thin fingers which worked constantly against the coverlet are still. Her head rests against the pillows; her mouth is open. 

Dad and Marion are seated on either side of her bed, and Ruby, Marion’s daughter. Dad will call Ruby ‘Little ’un’ for eternity. Last January it was Ruby’s eighteenth birthday and I danced with Mum and her friend, Aunty Dorothy. 

I’m glad that we danced.

They are silent. All eyes are fixed upon our dead mother’s face. Ruby, sitting next to Marion, is holding her hand very tightly.

It is too warm in the room. When Mum came here, I stuck cling film all around the sills where the wind blew inside, and complained that my mother’s skin was icy cold. They said she didn’t feel it because of the morphine.

I go to Marion’s side of the bed, and she gets up to give me space. After that everything gives in to instinct. We haven’t been able to sit upon her bed for fear of causing her pain. When they said she felt nothing and was completely unconscious, we had felt that it wasn’t so; this was our mother and she had a lively mind. We felt that the twitching of her fingers was her attempt at communication. Their agitation meant that she needed her pads to be changed and once, when Marion took her hand and she was supposedly unconscious, she pushed and pushed at Marion’s hand until it rested upon the tumour, as big as an elephant’s ear. 

I sit beside her and for the first time in forever I put my arms fully about her and draw her fragility against me, feeling the bones of her tiny figure, burying my face in her neck and smelling her. She loved to be hugged by us, and we couldn’t do that all the while she was ill because it hurt her.

I cry loudly then, without dignity, without care. I must have squeezed her body too hard, and for a moment I pull my face back, shocked, half believing that she isn’t dead after all, as the last warmth of her breath comes out of her lungs in a whisper against my cheek. A blessing, or the gift of love and strength. I shall never forget it.

A week or so before Mum’s funeral, we meet with the vicar of Holy Trinity Church. I don’t know whether it’s a coincidence that he resembles Jesus, but it rather suits him. 

He is a very spiritual man, but unlike some priests, you couldn’t accuse him of being sanctimonious or giving advice based upon a sheltered life, or of being boring. His sermons include references to the works of Leonard Cohen and the questionable antics of Donald Trump.

To say that he is spiritual might also seem odd. After all, he is a vicar. It’s simply that he doesn’t pretend to have answers to everything; he doesn’t produce any kind of brochure telling people what to expect when they go to heaven, whatever heaven may be. He has a faith in God without claiming to know all of the answers.

We meet at Dad’s, which was recently Mum and Dad’s house. Marion lives there with her daughter, now, to stay with Dad in the evenings, while I care for Dad in the day. Every day he wants to be taken to the hospital to see Mum. Despite holding her hand when she died, he still believes that she is alive.

Howard arrives for the meeting, with Michelle, who has made a delicious sponge cake. Marion makes the tea. The vicar arrives on his bike as vicars are wont to do. We introduce him to Dad, who shakes hands with him but frowns at him with suspicion. Perhaps because he doesn’t want to or can’t face that Mum has died and that the vicar may be party to the cremation. Dad glowers at the vicar as though it is all his fault before burying himself in the living room. At the time, none of us really considered how depressed our father might become. Dementia and depression, too much for the soul to bare, really.

We plan the order of service, which takes a long time and almost all of the cake. We decide upon ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, which everyone knows and because our nan used to sing it. Apparently as a child she used to think the words went ‘All things bright and blue before.’ The vicar reminds us about the politically incorrect verses endorsing people on welfare benefit to accept their lot and not be disgruntled about those in celebrity mansions, so we drop those verses. 

But I am cross when the vicar mocks me gently, saying that I should write down what I want to say about Mum because he knows that I like to talk. I glare at him a bit. 

“I think I can talk about Mum without needing notes,” I coldly remark. “She was my mother and I was a teacher. I don’t need notes.”

“With all due respect, a cremation service has to be kept strictly to a timescale because one service follows another. I’ve done many such services before and it’s far better to write down what you want to say beforehand, then practise it and time it,” says the Jesus lookalike.

I’m annoyed then, because he is probably right. So, I don’t agree anything right there and then, but a few days later, when I babysit for my daughter’s children, I give in to this suggestion.

After reading to the youngest and playing Bananagrams with him, having got them supper and watched Legally Blonde with the girls, there is the usual weekend fight about whether anyone should ever go to bed at all. Eventually, safe in the knowledge that they are all asleep or drifting off, I sit down at the little table to write what I want to say at Mum’s funeral.

There is so much to say about her love and enthusiasm and the brilliant colour of her life, it takes me a while to put pen to paper, until at last I decide to talk about three events in her life, in our lives, that show these things. I sit at the kitchen table, head bent over the paper until the light outside dims and I rise to turn on the lights in the kitchen. I am completely focused upon the task, unaware of the lateness of the hour in one of those rare moments, recently, of inner peace and quietude.

Our daughter’s house is one that I know very well. She grew up there, along with her two brothers. I’m very fond of the old place. I know every corner, know the noise the pipes make when the heating winds down, know the creaking sound from the branches, blowing in the wind outside. I feel safe and warm there, as she and her children do. 

I feel as though I have become my mother, as though she was inside me as I sit alone at the kitchen table writing her eulogy.

“I knew you’d come through,” she had told me.

“I love you so much, Mum. I hope this is okay and I hope you approve,” I say.

And in the total silence, the washing machine starts to whirr. 

I look up from my writing, startled. No one has turned it on.

A little hesitantly and feeling slightly foolish, I walk into the kitchen in the manner of a woman waiting to be coshed at any moment, hearing the creak of the great fir trees that surround the house. I can see the branches, long, creepy fingers moving in the wind through the darkness of the garden. 

Before I reach the machine, it stops as suddenly as it started. The red light is off. I’m being silly, must have imagined it. My heart beats rapidly as I make my way back to the table. 

When I reach the chair, glancing down at the notes once more, I feel a sudden rush of happiness that I can’t explain. I look upward, staring at nothing in particular, wondering about this odd feeling inside of me. And in this draught-free house with its closed doors, an icy breath reaches my cheek, in exactly the same place as the kiss after her death, the last sigh of carbon dioxide from her body as I held her in my arms. 

Colder than cold, an icy draught directed at my right cheek, seemingly coming from nowhere. I press my fingers to the place and feel her arms about me.
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7th January, 2020, almost four years later
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It’s Harry’s birthday. According to the Greek and Russian church, it’s the correct date for Jesus’ birthday, too. Jesus was a Capricorn. Other than a tendency for compassion towards people with mental health problems, Harry is not like Jesus. He is a rapper who used to DJ for an Oxford based radio station. He’s also a mental health worker, which was, at first, a trial by fire.

Christmas seems long ago. After Christmas, my entire family went to the Lake District. We stayed in a cosy house in Coniston with wonderful views of the mountains. It was ridiculously busy – so very packed with tourists that we had to walk some way to find any isolated spots. In the towns there were no spare parking places. We did a lot of dog walking and played games in the red-walled living room before the fire. This time, Dad didn’t go with us. 

Dad is almost ninety-two and has dementia. Last year, when we took him to Coniston, he kept getting out of bed at night to ask where the hotel receptionist was. At times, we could have believed we were on the set of Fawlty Towers. This year we decided the whole holiday experience was now disorientating for all of us, including Dad, so we left him with a carer from a care agency instead.

The carer was lovely, but there were some initial teething problems. She arrived from Hungary, a lady of about my age who looked rather careworn (resembling me a good deal). If carers are having to come from Hungary, this means there aren’t enough carers in this country. Private care costs an arm and a leg, as we’ve discovered since Mum died and we began to look after Dad ourselves.

To settle the carer in, we had asked that she arrive the night before we left. This proved to be a very good idea. She told Marion and I about her Jewish background. Her mother was a survivor of the concentration camps. We ate a meal with her and listened to her family stories of courage and fortitude with respect and admiration. 

She also lit nine candles to celebrate Hanukkah and left them to burn beneath Mum’s chintzy curtains. 

Marion, the sister who lives with Dad, had to tell her that potentially this might burn Dad’s house down and that we couldn’t go away if she was intending to do this for eight days. She agreed that it wasn’t the best of ideas and admitted there is a great need for the fire brigade in Israel around the time of Hanukkah. 

She certainly took good care of him; he was well fed and very calm when we returned. Also, there was a lot of chicken soup in the fridge but he couldn’t remember her name half an hour after she had left us to return to Hungary.

No sooner had we arrived back from the Lake District, than it was Harry’s birthday. Louise told me he wanted to go to a restaurant called Tycoon, at least that’s what I thought she said, as that’s what Harry would like to be; but in fact, it was called Thaikhun. 

I’ve been a bit worried about money, having spent a lot on family at Christmas and in the Lake District. My pension adviser tells me I’ll have nothing at all by the time I’m seventy, but a birthday is a birthday and you only live once, or so they say, although I’m not sure I agree. This time, we took Dad with us to the restaurant and Harry’s best friend, George. George was sent from Cameroon as a child without choice in the matter; his parents wanted to protect him from something dreadful. He is waiting to see whether he can remain here and finally become British. He has waited a long time; it’s a travesty.

The restaurant was loud for Dad, who is now extremely hard of hearing, but it’s very popular with young people. He seemed happy enough, however, even though it must have been confusing for him as he often forgets who we all are. He had a good appetite and didn’t appear to notice that we were squashed against one another on a boat-shaped table. He nodded and smiled a lot, a bit like me in France; but I’m not sure whether he heard a single thing we said.

Other than the fight in the car park – where Jess, who can be both kind and irritated with her brother in the space of seconds, slapped him across the back of the head for “kicking her in the butt” and threatened to leave our company when she was told off – all went well. Ned is a six-year-old risk taker. His action was unwise. 

Louise has brought the children up as a single Mum; fortunately, she is far more effective a parent than I was as a young woman. Had it been Louise at fourteen, she would have kept to her word and I would have lost her in Oxford. I remember entering a well-known night club once, in slippers and a cardie, pushing my way past the security man to find her.

I had brought a cake with me so we sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to him. In previous years, Lucy and the two girls would have been there, but last year, Harry and she parted company. On this particular evening, the girls were with Lucy. He is nervously waiting to hear whether he has joint custody. I am trying to teach him to cook, something he has never shown the slightest interest in before, despite my encouragement. Both his older siblings can cook, I hasten to add.

Walking back to the car, Lou tells me that her father is unwell and off work. It’s rare that he doesn’t go into the office where they both work as lawyers. “He has sickness and diarrhoea, and a kind of brain virus,” she adds, with the concern of a loving daughter. I’m very fond of my ex but was married to him for thirty years and let’s face it, men get man flu while women get on with it. Brain virus seems a little extreme to me.

“Try not to worry,” I say. “Tell him to sip water and take diarrhoea powders.” 

I slept in the cabin at the end of the evening, after the festivities. It’s an occasional retreat and needs attention. Ironic that after the big house I shared with my ex, I now choose a cabin to sleep in. It isn’t that I did badly in the divorce settlement, I did rather well thanks to my own input and some rather good lawyers; it’s to give my family a home, homes costing as much as they do everywhere. Truthfully, the cabin is getting damper by the day with the rain we are having. Painting it with deck varnish isn’t enough. I’m not afraid of spiders and insects, never was, and as a teacher, I often handled creepy crawlies, but I don’t particularly want them as bed fellows. I don’t want any species of bed fellow any more, other than old Jack, the faithful collie. When my uterus fell out recently, and was skilfully patched up with mesh, I asked the lovely Russian doctor whether she could sew up my vagina at the same time. She said emphatically that this couldn’t and shouldn’t be done.

So, after the meal I sit on the cabin doorstep with a glass of wine and a forbidden cigarette and feel glad that the rain has stopped at last. There are stars above. Jack investigates the large hedgehog I recently tripped over in the dark, almost falling into the pond. Then, I put on my dressing gown, pulling it over my clothes, and Jack and I settle down for the night, he on the rug and I on the small bed.


	


8th January
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Rose, my cat loving neighbour, comes into the garden and Jack wakes me with his barking. I let him out and he goes to find her.

I have two cats who I neither love nor hate, but having taken them on five years ago, I am ultimately responsible for them and they are happy cats. They have returned to being companiable after shredding my arm to bits when I tried to separate them in a scrap. (Charlie picked a fight with Tiger a year ago.) I didn’t think quickly enough to chuck a bucket of pond water over them, reacting by sticking my hand into the fray instead. Disloyally, both cats gripped my forearm with vicious claws. My skin burned red for two days and I had to have an injection. Both cats are now spayed, which serves them right, but it worked to calm them down.

Rose volunteered involvement because she could see that, struggling to cater for the needs of my family as I was, I hardly had any time for cats. Since Rose came along, Tiger and Charlie are loved as they should be, but in Tiger’s case, a little overweight.

The vet tells me to, “advise Rose to cut down on the treats”, as though he knows her well.

I chat with Rose for a bit, mostly about the cats, then excuse myself to pull on my coat to race to Louise’s, and let myself in. 

Firstly, I shoo away the crazily irritating, self-obsessed pug, Luna, into the garden for her business. I empty the inside bins into the outside bins and try to coax Jess out of bed. Being a teenager, she leaves this to the last moment and grabs a pain-au-chocolate to eat on the way, or, on a bad day, a packet of crisps. “No, no” and “Go away,” are her usual greetings. 

Lauren is up, applying make-up, which she assures me all of her friends do. She is twelve.

I then empty the dishwasher, stack plates away and do some general tidying up which includes tutting a lot in Lauren’s room at the crisp packets and chocolate wrappers strewn across the floor, later banging on to her about mice and cockroaches, all the while knowing that it’ll make no difference at all. 

When Lou and the girls are gone, I go up to see Ned who has already had a bowl of porridge. I tell him to get dressed and he might get a second breakfast and then I often run a shallow bath and get into it. After he has had a second breakfast, I bribe him with biscuits to read to me, which he does as a rule. I write in the little reading record book which the LEA use (sometimes I think they use it to beat exhausted parents up) that Ned has read and what he read. On occasion, I just lie about it, as he is not always keen.

Sometimes we go to school with Ned riding his bike and sometimes he rides a scooter. This morning we catch up with Zohaib and his grandfather. On Friday of last week, Ned was playing a silly game with Kira and threw his water bottle on the playground like a Greek celebrating a wedding. He said it was an accident, but I’m not convinced. Zohaib often gives him a kind of wide-eyed, surprised look that I have empathy with. He is loving, clever, has a kind heart; but still tends to do surprising things.

After seeing him into his classroom, I walk briskly to Dad’s house to arrive there before Donna, one of Dad’s carers. He has to have a bath this morning. He only has two a month, otherwise we give him a body wash. As Mum used to say, “He has always hated water.” Bath time is the only time Dad becomes obstreperous and argumentative. 

When Mum died from cancer, Dad coped with depression as well as dementia. How hard it must have been for him that, although she died with him holding her frail fingers, on a daily basis he can’t remember that she had gone. As Marion and I were only just getting used to his state of mind, we sometimes wondered whether he was in denial.

“Where’s my lovely wife?” he would ask, scratching his head.

“She’s in heaven, Dad,” we would say, patiently, lovingly.

But once, a frustrated Ned, having heard this a million times, snapped, “She’s dead, Grampy!”

He was only five, good with Dad, as a rule; his companion in the supermarket and the park while I had care of them both. Relatively uncomplaining when Dad gave him a cuff around the ear for doing next-to-nothing, or, once or twice, absolutely nothing at all. It’s just that Dad was remembering what adults did to him as a boy. Maybe he feels that it’s restorative justice.

I was taken aback and then rather impatient when I first tackled Dad about bathing. It was probably fuelled by my own frustration at Mum’s horrible death, at my horrible divorce, at being a constant carer, then. Now, I have acclimatised to my care role, knowing that I am lucky to have this large family who loves me and for whom I have my uses. What I did to Dad was appalling, and it was only one month after Mum’s funeral.

I went up to his bedroom and gently stroked his white hair and asked him if he would like a cup of tea as he lay beneath the duvet. Then I said he needed a bath. That was enough. He refused, point blank, gripping the duvet with root like fingers, opening one eye to glare fiercely at me.

“No. I had one yesterday.”

“You didn’t, Dad. You don’t want to be smelly, do you? You have to take a bath sometimes.”

“I’m not getting up.”

I had to think on the spot; it was clear that he wouldn’t release the duvet.

“Please, Dad. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be…”

“I’m not having a bath. If you run one, I’ll pull out the plug. I’ll have one tomorrow.”

I know that this means we will simply have the same argument tomorrow; anyway, we have an appointment with his doctor.

“I’ll make it nice and warm,” I coaxed. But things deteriorated, to me tugging at the duvet and his tugging back. His mind may be frail, but his body isn’t. Then I used threats.

“Look Dad, you’re not having any beer if you don’t get up.” 

I had no right to say this. His doctor has said he can have two cans per day but no more. He was the landlord of a popular pub and beer is his lifeline. Telling him he can’t have it is tantamount to depriving a vampire of blood. The threat does nothing to change his mind, beer time isn’t until this evening. Too far away.

Never wind up an old man with dementia, the first rule of dementia care. A man who is generally kind and amenable, but that’s what I did. I got the flannel, ran it beneath the warm tap and squeezed it over his forehead. The speed at which he rose was dangerous for his age. Then I grabbed the duvet so he couldn’t get back into bed and threw it onto the landing.

He was extremely angry. He only ever hit me once, when I was six and I believed he was my best friend, so it was a bit of a shock when he put me over his knee and whacked me with a slipper.

“Bugger me…” he said. But sat up and started to unbutton his pyjamas.


	


9th January
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At Louise’s, I pick up a postcard from Cape Town to Lou and the children from my ex and his new partner. 

“Having a lovely, relaxing time. We have hired a car and are following the coast, visiting the wine region…” etc, etc. 

I grunt with irritation, saying, “Lucky old you…” aloud, before acknowledging to myself that if he had at least ten working breaks last year, I had three holidays with our family, so I am luckier than most. However, in the meanwhile, I nurse a toothache which will cost me dearly to fix, thanks to a dentist who did a bodge job in my mouth some years ago. Also, my car requires some serious attention. 

I should really go back to teaching.

Today, Dad has a new carer I haven’t met before. It happens. I don’t suppose that Dad remembers. He has carers every day; they come for forty-five minutes, twice a day. 

This young woman is Muslim. She has two children, she tells me, as I instruct her in the making of porridge. This should be a pretty basic instruction; but he won’t eat it unless it’s loaded with both sugar and jam. As carers are not allowed to insist that he eats, and porridge is a good way to start the day, it has to be made in a way that he can’t resist.

As we chat in the kitchen, Brandy, the docile-with-humans but specifically not with poodles, shar pei, trots into the kitchen to smell the stranger. The new carer squeals at the dog and clings to my arm.

“It’s okay. I promise you, Brandy is a gentle dog; she’ll never hurt you. Didn’t they tell you at the agency?”

“No.” She releases my arm but still looks terrified.

“Really, I promise you, she just plods about the place until someone lets her out for a wee. She’s just curious…”

I notice that Sana is wearing rubber gloves. This will certainly worry Dad. 

“You don’t need to wear those,” I smile. “The house is very clean.” 

I remember my Muslim students and that it is Haram, forbidden by Allah, for Muslims to have contact with a dog’s saliva. The carer appears a little downcast by the dog and my reference to the gloves. 

“It’s okay. I’ll explain that you need them to do the washing up,” I tell her; “not to give him a lobotomy.”

She stares blankly at me, not getting the joke. “I have a severe eczema,” she says.

“Ah, sorry,” I say. I make her a coffee to make amends, telling her a little about Dad and the kind of conversation she could try out on him. Then I leave her to it, going to Louise’s to put some washing on and to Harry’s house to take his dog for a walk with Jack. 

In the Shotover woods, I call Teachers’ Pensions and wait until the recorded message says that I’m number seventy-seven in the queue. I decide to call back later, on the basis that if life is too short to stuff a mushroom, it’s certainly too short to wait that long.

“Where are we going?” Dad asks, as soon as I return. He asks this roughly every five minutes, even if he has just spent an hour in the supermarket, an hour having coffee with Aunty Dorothy and then an hour in the pub; because he forgets that we have been anywhere. When you remind him, he says “Did we? Have we? I don’t remember.”

This morning we are going to the dump. It’s one of his favourite places, familiar, easy. He used to go there with Mum, and the blokes are always friendly towards him, offering to help him and trying to engage him in conversation. It makes him feel respected in a world where he can’t remember. On occasion I’ve been annoyed with people who have known Dad for most of their life but cut him out of the conversation when we meet them in the street. They make him feel so stupid. I can sense it. I suppose that some people are self-conscious and unsure about the disease.

I never expect Dad to pick up heavy things, of course. But he carries the smaller things for me and I thank him profusely and sometimes take him to one of the pubs he knew when he was a driver for the Ministry of Agriculture during the war. The Seven Stars near Nuneham Courtenay, The Talkhouse at Stanton St John, the White Horse at Forest Hill, where he talks about a landlord called Freddie Munday who he liked during the war; although he speaks of him as though he argued with him about the price of beer only yesterday. He talks about his brother, Uncle Don, as though he is still alive; although he is buried in Holy Trinity churchyard close to Mum’s grave. Every time we pass his grave, I say “Morning, Uncle Don.” Dad and I visited his brother often in the home; he had a very dry sense of humour and I was fond of him.

Before the dump, we pick up all of the things that Louise has thrown out. Then the stuff that has still not been removed from Harry’s house since he moved from Kidlington to Sandhills. The car is filled with so much rubbish that I have difficulty shutting the boot.

“Where are we going?” Dad asks from the front passenger seat, bearing in mind that there are planks of wood hovering over his head and that his feet are wedged in by a paint pot and a cracked potty. He has been there a million times before but asks it repeatedly; he also asks whether I have enough petrol.

Driving towards the dump, inland seagulls swoop above us, escaping rough weather and to scavenge from the supermarket car park. I open the window to hear them and Dad tells me to shut it because it’s cold. 

“Can you hear that, Dad? Do you hear what they’re saying? Maurice, come to Cornwall!”

He laughs at me and I sing the Cadgwith anthem. A mistake, because he asks, “Where’s my lovely wife?” Mum and Dad would go to Cornwall as often as they could.

Later, after their school day, I take Jess and Lauren to the cinema to see the new Little Women, with Emma Watson. Jess tells me I mustn’t talk through the film, not a word. She’s read the book as I once did and is looking forward to it. The tickets are relatively cheap, the popcorn and fizz not so. At first, I dislike the flashbacks. After a while I approve of how they work without changing the story. 

I cry when Beth dies. When we were younger, I imagined myself as Jo, while Paula, loving the piano, was Beth, and we labelled Marion as Amy. Really, I was crying about Paula, I suppose.

At least the girls appeared to enjoy it. When I last took them to the cinema to see Dunkirk, they spent most of the time in the toilet. Still, they were a bit younger then.
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There are times when my garden cabin is very useful. There are not many instances when I can use it nowadays, but on the rare occasion when there’s no family care, I can be entirely alone to sort out all kinds of things. At the moment, it’s pretty damp; the front walls are inhabited by woodlice. I wake smiling at the thought that it would make a grand coffin one day, like the Neolithic tomb on a farmer’s field in Orkney that I once lowered myself into on a skateboard. “Don’t worry about a funeral, guys. Seal me up in the cabin and talk to me sometimes through the walls.”

I pace myself today. I have a week of helping Harry with the girls and it’s knackering. 

I do the shopping for Harry at the co-op, Dad pushing the trolley until he gets tired; then he sits down by the tills. Somehow, he realises it’s Friday because when we emerge, he asks, “Are we going to the pub?”

“It’s ten o’clock, Dad. Too early; anyway, they won’t be open.” 

I drop off the shopping, then collect Jack and Monty for a run on Shotover, once a royal hunting ground for boar and deer, now the closest thing we have locally to the Lake District and Cornish woodlands. Dad knows it well. Up to a year ago, he would agree to a short walk with us. Now he makes a fuss; he’s getting older, so we buy the Daily Mail, which was Mum’s choice, instructing him to stay put in the car, which he does. I don’t think that Dad reads the paper any more. He flicks through it, but familiar things reassure him. He was a driver for years, firstly for the Ministry of Agriculture and then for the army in Egypt. He loves driving and it’s sad that he can’t do it now. He used to love reading books about military strategy, books about the wars, gardening books and especially books with maps in. He could memorise the route from one place to another in a country far away that he had never been to.
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