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In memory of Paul Stanley Moore:
Dad extraordinaire.
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Of this at least I feel assured, that there is no such thing as forgetting possible to the mind; a thousand accidents may and will interpose a veil between our present consciousness and the secret inscriptions of the mind; accidents of the same sort will also rend away this veil; but alike, whether veiled or unveiled, the inscription remains for ever, just as the stars seem to withdraw before the common light of day, whereas in fact we all know that it is the light which is drawn over them as a veil, and that they are waiting to be revealed when the obscuring daylight shall have withdrawn.


Thomas de Quincey
Confessions of an English Opium-Eater
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My granddad was pretty much the cleverest person I ever met so it was strange in the end to see the way people treated him – as if he was a complete moron. We were waiting for a train one day, not bothering anyone, when this boy said to me,


‘Hey. Hey you. What’s wrong with the old man?’


In fairness, my granddad did happen to be in the middle of quite a long conversation with a lamp post. But still, it didn’t give the boy the right to be so nosy.


I walked a bit closer to the boy and I whispered: ‘He suffers from a rare condition that makes him randomly violent to anyone who asks stupid questions about people they’ve never met.’


That very same week, me and Granddad saw this programme all about how Albert Einstein was always looking for his keys and wearing odd shoes and not brushing his hair for weeks on end.


‘See, Granddad,’ I said to him, ‘Einstein was exactly the same as you are. And no-one ever thought there was anything wrong with his brain.’


‘No-one except for his teachers who apparently thought he was an imbecile,’ my granddad replied.


Next day he asked me where the toilet was. And the day after that he looked at me suddenly and he said, ‘Maggie, Maggie, what’s the plan of action now? When are we all going home?’ which was kind of confusing, seeing as there was no plan of action, and seeing as we already were at home. And also seeing as my name is not Maggie.


My name is Cosmo. When I’m a legal adult I’m going to change it by deed poll. I’ve checked it out and it’s fairly straightforward.
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The first time Granddad peed in the dishwasher was when me and my gran realised we were going to have to make a few changes. For one thing, we got into the habit of putting the super hot cycle on twice.


He began to repeat things over and over and I knew that there was definitely something wrong, because he hadn’t usually been a repetitive sort of guy. It got to be pretty annoying. He began to forget the kinds of things that you’d never imagine anyone could forget, like for example that my brother Brian was dead, even though by then he’d been dead for quite a while. Granddad got this idea that Brian was actually in the kitchen, completely alive, and ready to make cups of tea for anyone who shouted at him.


‘BRIAN! BRIAN!’ he’d yell. ‘DO US A FAVOUR LIKE A GOOD FELLOW, AND BRING US A CUP OF TEA!’


So then I’d usually have to go off and make the stupid tea. Granddad always said, ‘Ah, fantastic,’ straight after he took the first sip, as if drinking a cup of tea was the best thing ever.


When he started to get up in the middle of the night and wander around the house, poking about and searching in drawers and stuff, me and my gran kept having to follow him. We’d have to think of quite clever ways to convince him to go back to bed, which usually took ages. He’d sometimes have gone out into the garden before we even woke up, and we’d run out to him where he stood shivering, thin and empty. Like a shadow.


I’d say, ‘Granddad, what are you doing out here in the dark like this?’ And he’d say, ‘I don’t know really. I used to love the dark.’


And after that my gran would sit with him as if he was the one who needed to be comforted, even though it was me who’d been woken up in the middle of the night. He would say, ‘Oh my girl,’ in a way that made it sound like Granny Deedee was someone quite young, which obviously she isn’t. And she’d look down at his hands and stroke them and she’d tell him how beautiful they were.


Don’t get me wrong – I mean you could say a lot of nice things about my granddad, because he was a great guy and everything – but I really don’t think you could say his hands were beautiful. For one thing they were old and brown and bent like the roots of a tree. And for another thing, instead of an index finger, he had a kind of stump on his right hand that only went as far as his first knuckle. It wasn’t that noticeable except when he was trying to point at something.


Whenever I asked him what happened to that finger, he would look down and his eyes would go all round and he would say, ‘Good God! My finger. It’s missing! Assemble a search party!’


It was kind of a joke that me and him had before he got sick. Nobody else got it.
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I tried to talk to my gran about Granddad’s memory but she pretended it really wasn’t that big a deal. She said we would do our best for him for as long as we could, but eventually we’d have to tell Uncle Ted who at the time was living in San Francisco being a scientist and never answering his phone.


‘Aren’t there brain pills or something that Granddad can take?’


‘Cosmo love, he’s already on lots of medication.’


‘Well, no offence, Gran, but you’d better go back to the doctor with him and change the dose.’


‘It’s not the dose,’ she said, ‘it’s the illness.’


I didn’t think that was a very constructive attitude. I told her I knew for a fact that there were loads of doctors who didn’t have that much of a clue what they were even talking about. I started telling her about this one guy I’d seen on the True Stories channel who’d had a heart attack because they’d given him rat poison instead of cholesterol pills, but all Gran said was, ‘Oh for goodness sake Cosmo, will you please stop it?’ which was quite cranky of her if you ask me. She never used to be grumpy like that, no matter how many things I told her about.


Later that night I googled ‘memory loss’, and I honestly didn’t know why I hadn’t done it sooner. It turns out there’s a load of information for people in our situation. The very first link I clicked on was a website called:


THE MEMORY CURE


Proven strategies to delay and reverse age-related memory loss when someone you love starts to forget.


Those glittery words of hope shone from the screen, making me blink, and I could feel pints of relief pouring through my body, right down into my toes.
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The memory cure website had excellent advice written out in handy actions and clear language that anyone could understand:


ACTION NUMBER 1


• Talk to your loved one about times gone by.


• Use old photos of family and friends to initiate conversations about the past. You’ll be surprised the things that such conversations will awaken.


In the corner of the living room there were photographs of all of us – pictures of my mum and my uncle Ted when they were young, and there was one of Granddad Kevin and Granny Deedee when they were not that young, but not that old either, both of them looking into the distance in the same direction. There were also quite humiliating shots of me when I was a naked baby, with my brother Brian.


I wouldn’t have minded being called Brian. But it was my brother who got the non-pathetic name, not me. I said to my gran that I thought it wasn’t fair, especially now that he didn’t need his name any more because he was dead. She said, ‘Darling, I know you don’t mean that about your lovely brother whose name will always belong to him,’ and I said, ‘No, no of course I don’t,’ even though I actually did.


‘Granddad, who’s this?’ I said to him, pointing at one of my baby pictures.


‘I don’t seem to be able to recall,’ he said.


‘Do you know who I am now?’ I said, prodding my chest.


‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m really very sorry.’


I told him not to worry, that it was OK, even though obviously there’s nothing OK about forgetting your own grandson.
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People go through phases, and a lot of them come out the other side perfectly fine. I don’t think you should write someone off just because they occasionally get a bit mixed up and have to be shown where the toilet is.


At dinner that night, Granddad frowned and chewed his food very slowly, not saying anything for ages. Then he looked up at my gran and he said, ‘Where’s Brian?’


‘Oh dear now, don’t distress yourself,’ my gran said to him, which was kind of condescending as far as I was concerned.


‘Brian fell out of a window,’ I said helpfully.


‘Did he?’ said my granddad.


‘Yes, my dear,’ my gran said, moving closer to him and softly patting him on the hand, ‘I’m afraid he did.’


‘He’s dead now, isn’t that right?’ he said.


‘Yes, he is,’ my gran replied.


‘Oh,’ my granddad said. He clenched his jaw and he kept brushing something invisible off his jumper. ‘Yes, that’s what I thought. I mean of course. I knew that.’ And he put his hand flat on his forehead and let out this shuddery sigh and we all stayed quiet for a while listening to the ticking of the clock on the wall.


There was nothing on the memory cure website that showed you what to do if talking about the past made the person you love start to cry, so me and my gran tried to move quickly on to cheering him up by talking about other people that Granddad loved, which was a bit difficult seeing as many of them had disappeared off to San Francisco or Australia.


ACTION NUMBER 2


• Label common household items and images clearly.


As long as your loved one’s reading capacity remains, this is a good way to help out with their day-to-day functioning.


I set up this quite good system by writing instructions on Post-its, and sticking them all over the place. They said things like: ‘open the fridge and take out the CHEESE’, or ‘This is the TOILET, which is for PEEING into’ and, ‘this is the DISHWASHER (for washing DISHES)’.


I also wrote out people’s names and stuck them on all the photos:


‘Brian (your grandson – DEAD)’


‘Uncle Ted (your son – in San Francisco)’


‘Sophie (your daughter – drumming up business in Sydney)’


On my gran’s picture I wrote, ‘Deedee, your wife’.


Those signs worked pretty well, except for Brian’s, which didn’t have that great an effect on any of us. I had to take it down quite quickly. It’s one thing knowing that you’ve got a dead brother. It’s another thing having to read it every single time you sit down to eat a bowl of cereal.


So I wrote a new sign that said: ‘Brian, your grandson. Gone away for a while.’


That seemed to comfort Granddad and in a funny kind of way it comforted me too. If you read something often enough, part of you can start to believe it. Even if it is a lie and even if you’ve written the lie yourself.
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My gran said I worried about the strangest of things, like the house falling down. Everyone said it was because my brother had died. They thought that me worrying all the time was my way of being sad. I disagreed. Tragedy isn’t the thing that makes the world a stressful place – it’s the chance of tragedy that makes it stressful and I guess that’s what tormented me. Constantly being frightened about losing the things that I needed most – it was exhausting.


But it was never so bad when I was with my granddad. Whenever I started to get freaked out about something or other, he always used to notice. He would spot this little bead of worry rising from somewhere deep inside me before I’d even noticed it myself. And whenever he saw that, he would come over a bit closer to me and then he would say, ‘Cosmo my old pal, I think it’s time for a bit of rest, don’t you?’ And he might suggest that perhaps I’d like to have a bath. And sooner or later I would say, ‘Yes, I think I would.’ And then I would have a bath and he would light this big ancient old candle and put it on the shelf.


He’d have lit a fire by the time I came out of the bathroom, and I’d feel all clean and warm. Granddad liked to read stories to me from old books with hard dark covers by people like Charles Dickens. The stories usually had children in them who were stuck in orphanages or who were sick and poor but very cheerful all the same. They were about people who were forced to work in terrible conditions but loved each other and were polite and did not complain and were very loyal to their family members no matter what.


I would listen to his croaky old voice and I’d feel pretty cosy and I would have been led away from whatever it was that was making me feel panicky, and instead I would feel soothed and minded. I’d look at his old face and the shadows would flicker and flash all around us because the fire would be big and lively by then. I’d feel calmer and more OK. I’d go to bed, and by next day I’d be more or less fine again.
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There was clattering and banging in the kitchen. I came down to see what all the noise was about, ready for the next emergency. But Granddad was making a cheese sandwich for breakfast. He grinned at me. I was delighted. My memory cure tactics were obviously beginning to kick in and he was suddenly making fantastic progress.


‘Trust you to keep me on the straight and narrow,’ he said, munching away, pointing at my signs.


Gran was pretty pleased too, even though she usually preferred me to take zero initiative when it came to helping out with the Granddad situation.


‘Thank you, Cosmo, for the new signage system, that’s such a kind thing to have done, isn’t it, Kevin?’ she said and Granddad nodded with his mouth full and Gran patted me on the head as if I was a kitten or a dog or something.


Later that night when I was helping to tuck him into his bed, he looked at me. His eyes had a paleness about them that I’d never seen before. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’


And I said, ‘Granddad, it’s me. Can’t you see it’s me? Me, Cosmo.’


‘Well, hello Cosmo, it’s very nice to meet you. My name’s Kevin, Kevin Lawless.’


I pulled the duvet right up over his shoulders. I told him to try to get some sleep. He said he’d do his best.
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Some people might think it would be depressing and miserable to live with people as old as my grandparents – all ticking clocks and hot chocolate and radio quizzes. But it wasn’t like that at all. Mostly it was excellent. They bought a big green lava lamp for my room, which made the light in there look wobbly and interesting, and when I told them the blankets on my bed were a bit scratchy, they immediately got me this huge soft white duvet and a whole load of green cushions. They said that this was my home now and I could bring my friends over whenever I wanted. I decided not to mention the fact that I didn’t have any friends. I didn’t want them to know that their only living grandson was a complete loner. They already had enough on their plates without having to worry about things like that.


My granddad did a lot of nice things for me, but the best thing of all was this: the exact same day I moved in, he drove off to a farm and when he came back he had a horse. He reckoned there was no sense keeping his money in the bank any more.


‘There’s nothing quite like owning a horse to take your mind off your troubles,’ is what he had said then, and he was right. If you take horse ownership seriously, you have lots of responsibilities, like feeding and exercising and foot care, so you can’t waste your time worrying. Whenever I started to brood on anything, my granddad told me how the past is frozen, like ice, and the future is liquid, like water. And how the present is the freezing point of time.


‘Make the most of the present,’ he said. ‘It’s usually the only place in which you can get anything worthwhile done.’


I still like to think about that sometimes. The entire human race – all of us – warriors of the present, every moment turning liquid future into solid past.
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At first Granny Deedee was raging with Granddad about my horse. She asked him whether he had ‘utterly lost his marbles’ and said that at the very least he should have consulted her. But he kept telling her that everything was going to be fine, and for a good while, she kept believing him. We both did.
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I’m not sure if I’ve mentioned it already, but the reason I had to move in with my grandparents was that my mum had to go to Sydney. It was something to do with how the market had dried up over here.


‘At least she has her mobile phone,’ my gran had said cheerfully, just after Mum left. And I said, ‘Yeah, great, thank goodness for that.’


Every time Mum rang to say hi, I told Gran to let her know that I was a hundred per cent fine. Gran would say, ‘Sweetheart, why don’t you tell her yourself?’ holding the phone out towards me like it was some kind of weapon. But I was usually too busy, to be perfectly honest. And anyway, you’re rarely in the mood to talk to a person who goes off to Sydney when there are still loads of people over here who’d have found it sort of handy if she’d stayed where she was.


I don’t mean to be nasty or anything, but I had begun to think that my mum wasn’t really a proper parent. Not only had she given me a fairly stupid name, she also left me to cope with a lot of things that I shouldn’t have had to deal with at all. I was only a kid. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t pack my bags and say I was leaving, however much I would have liked to. You don’t take off like that just because times have got a bit rough. I happen to believe that when you have responsibilities, you should stick around.
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I would have much preferred to keep my granddad’s memory problems to myself, but it turns out that the guy I’d met at the train station was in my school. He told some of the people in my class about what he’d seen my granddad doing and then those guys went round saying that my granddad was a psycho. They told everyone that he talked to lamp posts and peed in public, which was true, but it sounded a lot worse, the way they said it.


And then the whole entire school seemed to be in on the news that my granddad was a proper mentaler, which was getting more and more difficult to disagree with.


You’d think that having a mental granddad might make people want to be slightly nice to you once in a while, but it doesn’t work like that. DJ Burke started to call me ‘Loser Boy’. It’s not like I cared what anyone thought about me – it was just that ‘Loser Boy’ happens to be exactly the kind of name that is quite hard to get rid of, especially when DJ Burke starts calling you it.


‘Don’t give him any oxygen,’ Granny Deedee said when I decided to tell her about it one night.


‘Dee, that’s the most ineffective advice you can give a boy in those kinds of circumstances,’ said Granddad.


I was thrilled. More proof that my granddad’s brain was still working fine.


Granddad took me by the shoulders and looked at me with a load of focus and enthusiasm, and he said, ‘Bring that boy to the ground with all the energy you have. Stand on his chest and point your shoe towards his chin, and tell him that your will is greater than his. Keep him on the ground like that until he agrees not to call you names any more. That should do the trick.’


After my granddad was in bed, Gran said that I was not for a moment to consider taking that advice, and she explained that Granddad wasn’t really himself when he’d given it to me. I said that OK, I wouldn’t, even though in my head I was thinking that it seemed like quite a good strategy. It felt like it would work much better than Granny Deedee’s metaphorical oxygen-restricting guidelines.
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Not long after that, DJ spent an entire break shouting, ‘Hey, Loser Boy,’ at me. He walked over and stood for about ten seconds staring very closely at my face and breathing quite loudly. Then he spat his bubble gum at me and pulled my bag off my back so that everything in it, like my compass and ruler and pens, clanged and skidded and slid all over the floor of the corridor.


‘Flip off,’ I said as he was walking away, but I may have said it quite quietly because I don’t think he heard.


‘Cosmo, why does chaos appear to accompany you wherever you go?’ asked Mrs Cribben, my history teacher, who happened to be passing by. And I felt like telling her to flip off with herself as well. But in the end I didn’t bother.


Later in class when Mrs Cribben asked each of us what our special skill was, I said ‘riding’.


The Geraghty twins both started to laugh in this identical way they have, showing off their oddly small teeth, and DJ Burke did a mocking kind of snort until snot came out of his nose.


I didn’t see what the problem with telling the truth was, even if it did sound hilarious to the three biggest idiots in my class.


My granddad taught me all the things he knew about horses, including how to gallop really fast on them. It’s a pretty difficult thing to do, but he always said I was a natural.


At least that’s what he used to say until he forgot my name and started asking me who I was and what I was doing in his house.


[image: image]


It was excellent to be the owner of a horse, even though everyone kept having a huge convulsion about it because of the expense of renting the stables, but as far as I was concerned it was well worth it because otherwise we wouldn’t have had anywhere to keep him.


My horse’s name was John. I took him out after school every single day. I used to shout in for Granddad as soon as I got home and then he’d put on his coat while I threw my bag at the door. And Gran would stick her head out of the window when we were already on our way.


‘WHEN are you going to do your HOMEwork?’


Me and Granddad would both say, ‘Later,’ so that our voices sounded like we were one person, and then we’d walk down to the stables and Granddad would tell me that I was learning a million important things every time I went for a run with John – ‘Better than any homework,’ is what he used to say.


Granddad would look carefully at each one of John’s feet and he would trace his stump of an index finger around the grooves of John’s shoes and feel every single one of the little bolts to make sure they were fine and tight. If there was even the slightest thing loose, or frayed or wrong, then Granddad would replace the shoe, filing down any scraggy bits because only by doing that can you be a hundred per cent sure that your horse is going to stay sound. He showed me how to do it in case, he said, there might be a day when he wasn’t able to.


We’d carefully put his saddle and bridle on and then my granddad would watch me as I jumped up. John was able to move extremely fast. He was a thousand per cent better than a lot of humans I knew. For example, he never called me names or asked me nosy questions or gave out to me for being neurotic. Obviously. Because he was a horse.
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Not everyone deserves to own a horse. It’s not like having a Nintendo Wii or a skateboard or anything. People with short attention spans like most of the idiots in my class wouldn’t have been able to take care of a horse in a million years. I mean, you can’t throw them in the corner when you’ve finished with them. They are a massive responsibility.


Horses’ feet are shaped like cups and when they are galloping, the ridge of the cup connects with the ground and it expands ever so slightly to absorb the impact. So then the blood rushes to the horse’s foot which is exactly what the horse needs when he’s running. Especially if there’s a full-sized human on his back.


If you keep a horse enclosed in wet conditions then his feet can get all soggy and if they get like that, they will eventually become horribly sore. If you change his shoes too often then you can put too many nail holes in the rim of his hooves and wreck them. If you ever see a horse that’s lame or limping, chances are that its owner didn’t care enough about his feet.


Just by looking at the way a horse is standing, I can immediately tell you what’s wrong and which foot needs attention and why, and I can file down parts of the rim of the hoof that have grown too much, and I can replace shoes or take off ones that are faulty.


Even though he was the expert horse man, Granddad said that I taught him a few things too. He said I was able to get horses to trust me. They never freaked out when I came near them.


He said that being worthy of trust is half the battle in life, no matter what it is that you’re trying to do.


Me and John often galloped so fast that the people at the stables took stopwatches out. They told my granddad that I should definitely think about entering some of the competitions in my age group.


But we never wanted to win any prizes. Granddad didn’t keep track of our progress or our speed or anything like that, no matter how often people kept saying that he should.


‘When ambition lifts its nasty nose, joy creeps away,’ is what he used to say.


‘What does that mean?’ I asked him.


‘It means that when you’ve found something that’s worth doing for its own sake, you don’t wreck it,’ he replied.


It was great when John and me were out there flying around the place. My granddad would watch us, as he leaned up against the fence, resting his chin on his arms with a smile on his gentle old face. We never knew how far we had galloped. We never knew how fast we had gone. It didn’t matter. We just did it for the sake of it.


And when we were going really fast, I talked to John the way anyone might talk to someone who cared about them. I told him some of the mean things that people said to me which was the kind of stuff I would have told Mum if she’d happened to be around at the time. I explained to him how Sydney, Australia was roughly seventeen thousand four hundred and twenty kilometers away, and about what happened to Brian. I’m not saying he understood all the details or anything but he definitely listened to me, unlike a lot of other people I know. As we thundered along, I sometimes whispered a song to him that my mum used to sing to me when I was smaller. I don’t really know why because it was all about seeing a baby for the first time and wanting to kiss the baby and relatively embarassing stuff like that, but I know he liked the sound of it. John was warm and strong and full of power. I always had this feeling, even when we were going very fast, that somehow he and my granddad were keeping me safe.
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