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      Introduction

      
      This book is dedicated to our parents. Yet in a sense, it’s about all of us too. Because, although the book is aimed at families
         who might be concerned about what will happen to their parents as they grow older and need more help, the reality is, of course,
         we’re all getting older. And times are changing. By 2030 over half of the UK’s population will be over 50. Life expectancy
         is rising. And the year 2007 was an important anniversary: for the first time in our history, pensioners outnumbered children
         in the UK. So it’s in everyone’s interest to know more about growing old.
      

      
      Yet until recently, our attitudes to ageing have been far from enlightened. It’s not exactly a topic that most of us focus
         on in the frantic rush of modern life. When I started researching this book, I repeatedly found myself being told by age care
         or health professionals that most families meet or contact them in a state of total shock – completely unprepared for the
         reality that parents may have grown perilously frail or can’t manage at home any more.
      

      
      Why this ignorance? I put it down to human nature: a tendency to distance or separate ourselves from the starker truths. It is, after all, much easier to focus on the here and now and push the difficult or unappealing thoughts about old
         age, sickness and mortality to one side. And who can blame us? In the main, our society is in thrall to youth.
      

      
      Yet, in another way, maybe the prevailing emphasis on youth and energy has served a good purpose, since many of today’s seventy-
         and eightysomethings are awesomely independent and youthful in their attitude: as people live longer and once life-threatening
         conditions become treatable, they’re no longer prepared to fade into the background or behave like previous older generations.
         It is more than likely that your parents are currently leading independent, active lives, travelling often, living abroad,
         experiencing lifestyles their own parents would have found unimaginable. That sweet, bespectacled, sock-knitting, white-haired
         granny of yore may still exist, but she’s not always readily recognisable nowadays.
      

      
      Blame entrenched social attitudes to youth worship if you will, but I’m no different to most people. Until recent years, I
         remained pretty ignorant about matters relating to growing older. Old was another country and a distant one at that. I certainly
         hadn’t spent much time around my elders. My maternal grandparents died not long after I was born. My father’s parents were
         around until my early teens and, as a toddler, I saw them regularly. But their impact on my life was distant, even fleeting.
      

      
      I lived abroad for many years and my father died while I lived in Australia. Even my work as a journalist rarely brought me
         into contact with the realities of later life like care homes or age-related illnesses (that says something about many editors’
         attitudes to enlightening readers, but that’s another story). It was only some years after I’d returned to live in the UK, when my mother, Molly, then 82, fell over
         and broke her hip – a typical scenario for many families with older parents living independently – that my own journey began
         into learning about the myriad issues that emerge when a parent needs your help.
      

      
      And there can be many issues involved: NHS hospitals, social workers, local authorities, primary care trusts, care workers,
         sheltered housing, residential care, let alone age-related complaints or illnesses. How many of us, other than those whose
         work brings them into contact with these areas, know much about how such organisations work – and, most importantly, how they
         can help us support our parents?
      

      
      I had one big advantage: I could juggle my working hours as a freelance and had time to visit my mother frequently, track
         down information, hassle local-authority staff, liaise with social services, hire independent help and eventually inspect
         care homes.
      

      
      I live alone, I’m self-employed and I don’t have children. So the demands on my time are less than they are for many others.
         But through it all, I wondered: how did people like me, wanting to do everything possible, help one – or even both – parents
         cope with all this emotionally, as well as practically when, almost overnight, your parent becomes almost a child? You love
         your parents. But how do you – and they – cope with a sudden role reversal? And if so much of your time is already taken up
         by partners, adult children and grandchildren, let alone busy jobs or careers, how can you maintain some sort of balance,
         rushing from hospital or care home to work and back, trying to do your best, hoping against hope that your efforts are not
         in vain?
      

      
      
      I have tried to answer these difficult questions in this book. In my own case, as I struggled to handle the increasingly complicated
         logistics of helping Molly, living alone in sheltered housing but gradually losing the ability to fend for herself, I discovered
         that the general ignorance about the topic of helping ageing parents extended even to people who had already lived through
         this difficult time.
      

      
      I talked to friends, many of whom had already been through similar experiences. Some had lost their parents. Yet their stories,
         while often poignant, were of scant help to me in a practical sense. Why? Because each person’s story is a little bit different;
         each relationship with loved ones has its own nuance or subtlety. And while this book endorses the value of sharing your concerns
         with relatives or close friends, it was all too apparent, when I poured out my frustrations, that discussing your feelings
         will help – but only up to a point. You still need to be hugely resource ful when it comes to going out and finding help on
         a day-today level. And the emotions involved in looking out for a parent with failing independence can sometimes overwhelm
         you and hinder your progress. So you do need to understand more about your own reactions to what’s happening.
      

      
      This book has been born out of a strong desire to pass on what I did learn and give you the information to help enhance your
         parents’ later years, whatever your circumstances. (You might, of course, be looking to help an aunt, a cousin or even a grandparent
         or friend, but for simplicity’s sake I’ve used the term ‘parents’ as a catch-all description.)
      

      
      So many different topics are involved, I have had to abbreviate some of the information out of sheer necessity. Certain medical topics, for instance, merit an entire book to themselves. The same goes for the two million plus people in
         the UK who care for elderly relatives in their home on a full-time basis. They deserve every bit of recognition and respect
         society can muster. But from the outset, I’ve been aware that not everyone who reads this book will find themselves in this
         situation. So I have also had to abbreviate the section regarding full-time caring, but I have included pointers to valuable
         sources of advice. The information you might need is out there – it’s just a case of knowing where to go for it.
      

      
      What you will find in this book are ideas for tackling key topics, such as diet, hospital, family relationships, sourcing
         help/care and, of course, the dilemma of moving. Most people want to remain in their own home in later years, no matter how
         frail they might become. It’s a right that very few would dare to challenge. And it’s certainly foremost in government thinking
         as it looks ahead to the changing needs of an increasingly older population.
      

      
      After spending many years visiting my mother in residential care, one thing stands out: when residential care works properly
         and focuses squarely on every aspect of helping older people live dignified, happy lives, despite frailties, then there are
         good ideas there to be taken away and used in the home.
      

      
      Those ideas are often everyday things but they can make a significant difference to an elderly relative’s life – provided
         someone cares enough to think of them. Of course everyone should have a clean, secure, safe environment to live in and good
         healthcare available as they grow older. But frequently, it is the ‘smaller’ things like laughter, music, communication, shared memory and a sense of belonging that enrich people’s lives, wherever they live, no matter how
         restricted they might be physically or mentally. All that’s required is a bit of thought and input from family or friends
         into making these ordinary pleasures happen. So this book also includes many of those suggestions: tips that might help your
         parents get that much more out of life.
      

      
      The major decisions, of course, like deciding to move, can’t be set down in black and white terms. Most people fear change.
         We worry about the responsibility of steering our parents in the wrong direction. This book isn’t about telling them to do
         anything – it’s about trying to help them reach a comfortable frame of mind, whatever their choices. As for decision making,
         I have placed due emphasis on the need for good communication between parents and children. At any age, if people don’t express
         their needs or feelings to each other, what’s left unsaid can leave a dangerous void.
      

      
      Of course, in later life, that willingness to share feelings becomes even more important. Yes, every family is different in
         the way it behaves and the way its members interact with each other. And people do sometimes face incredible resistance when
         they endeavour to steer parents into getting more help: it’s a fact of life. But the families I talked to in my research whose
         parents are happy with the big decisions they’ve made all said the same thing: ‘We discussed it with Mum and Dad and they
         said they wanted to do this.’
      

      
      Throughout my research I’ve also been conscious of the varying circumstances families face. Different lives need different
         approaches. Many people can’t afford to give up work to look after a parent; others find themselves trapped in the ‘tyranny-of-distance’
         situation. Some may be dealing with their partner’s health problems or are disabled themselves, limiting their ability to help. Whatever your own circumstances,
         or your relationship with your parents, I sincerely hope some of the information in this book is relevant to your life.
      

      
      With this in mind, you will find that the chapters in this book are organised in an order of growing awareness that parents
         might need help from you and your family, to providing information on helping them maintain their independence, through to
         leading active lives and eating well. Then, if larger problems do arise, the chapters in the second half of the book will
         help you tackle the more complex issues of waning independence, such as hospital admissions, moving, financial matters and
         the practical and emotional aspects of end of life issues. So whatever your situation, you should be able to find the information
         you need, with details of relevant organisations listed in a comprehensive Resources section at the end of the book.
      

      
      There is, of course, a strong political element associated with the topic of growing old in the UK and obtaining state-funded
         help. I have tried to retain journalistic neutrality on this. Thankfully, the major issues of government funding and greater
         awareness of the needs of older people and their carers have started to creep up the political agenda. This is due in no small
         part to dedicated and unstinting lobbying from the relatively small number of charitable organisations involved (listed in
         the Resources section). So there could well be changes ahead that will improve things for many. But right now, it’s fair to
         say that the more you can find out about what the situation involves, the better placed you will be to help your parents.
      

      
      
      Let’s face it, these are the people who nurtured and loved us when we were tiny and helpless; they gave us life itself. For
         that reason alone they deserve the very best we can possibly do for them.
      

      
      Jacky Hyams

      
      
      Note on benefit payments

      
      Throughout the book current sums for benefits and allowances are quoted. Please note that while correct at the time of going
         to press, these are subject to change. Contact details of all the organisations involved are listed at the end of the book
         if you need to check for updates. (see Resources, pages 229–263).
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      Are there changes
ahead?

      
      Take a look in the mirror. Same familiar face, same blemishes, lines, marks of living and experience. Study it too hard and
         you might end up thinking of facelifts or expensive pots of miracle creams. Ignore the evidence and you might save yourself
         a lot of futile angst: nature will have its way. But whatever your feelings about the ageing process, it remains as inevitable
         as night follows day.
      

      
      Today we often resist the very idea of ageing. Yet a hundred years ago, we accepted life’s natural cycle. Back then, average
         life expectancy was around 45. It was accepted that young women often died in childbirth, teenage boys went off to fight,
         perhaps die, in wars. There was no NHS to cushion the blow of sickness, no counselling for bereavement or break-up, no pill
         option for women to limit families, no part-time jobs to pay for the holidays abroad or the new conservatory.
      

      
      If people reached their sixties or beyond, there was no question of selling up to move to a retirement complex. They remained where they lived, usually with their relatives. If they became frail or ill, their care was mostly the responsibility
         of their families – right to the end. And, of course, families were much larger: even when children left home to marry, they
         often remained near each other, sometimes in the same street.
      

      
      Today the family unit is quite different: greater affluence and scientific advance have created a world where work now dominates
         everyday life in the way family once did. People frequently move cities or continents to live where their career takes them.
         It’s taken for granted that families are scattered, often dotted across the country or across the globe.
      

      
      Alongside these huge changes, we are living much longer. Current life expectancy is 86 for women, 76 for men and tipped to
         increase in the not too distant future.
      

      
      So if we’re contemplating a lifespan well beyond the allotted three score years and ten, what about our parents, the people
         who nurtured us and taught us about life? And, most importantly, how can we make sure that their old age is as comfortable,
         happy and secure as possible, so that their later years are not spent in some kind of miserable twilight dotage?
      

      
      When is it time to step in and help?

      
      It’s likely that you don’t even view your parents as ‘old’ in the traditional sense. Many of us have parents who may have
         technically retired some time ago, but remain fit, active, and independent irrespective of the calendar.
      

      
      
      Today’s seventy- and eightysomethings – and beyond – are often just as likely to be visiting grandchildren in Australia or
         surfing the net as they are to be sitting at home knitting or pottering around the allotment. Dramatic medical advances, better
         living conditions and improved economic circumstances have completely changed the lives of many people: elder independence
         has soared recently. Often, they’re having as good a time – if not better – than the rest of us. Isn’t that the way it ought
         to be?
      

      
      Of course it is. The world is now everyone’s oyster. But no matter how proudly independent our parents might be right now,
         what about the future? What happens if they start to lose some – or all – of that independence, either through failing health,
         circumstance – or just as a consequence of growing very old? How will they cope? And when do we, as their closest relatives,
         step in to help them continue to enjoy their lives and families, despite their frailties?
      

      
      There are no clear answers. Judging precisely when it’s time to step forward to help parents is not always clear-cut. You
         can’t predict when it will happen, if, indeed, it will happen at all. And their wishes come first. You might already feel
         that they need to change things, downsize or move closer to you – and you may be right. But if they are independent and happy,
         they’re not likely to want to relinquish any part of that independence in a hurry. Which makes a timetable for any major changes
         even more difficult to plan.
      

      
      Because we are all unique in our genetic make-up, no geriatrician could ever tell you for sure exactly when your mum or dad
         will face deteriorating health and need much more of your help and support. It may never happen in quite the way you think – or it might happen quite soon.
      

      
      Nature is even more capricious in the way it chooses to disable us as we age: the mind may stay alert and clear while the
         body deteriorates – or it might work the other way round. Some people suffer from memory problems and forgetfulness in their
         sixties, others remain sharp as a tack, playing bridge and finishing The Times crossword into their nineties. No two individuals will experience old age in exactly the same way. Which makes it doubly
         confusing to understand, let alone predict.
      

      
      Don’t expect to be asked to help

      
      In most situations, you are probably going to have to rely on your own insights, observations and instincts to tell you when
         it’s time to step in, rather than waiting for someone to say: ‘Right, today’s the day: your mum/dad/grandma/ aunt needs more
         help from you.’ And it’s equally unlikely that your parents will suddenly opt to enlist your support; in most cases, they’d
         prefer to muddle along, telling you what you want to hear. So be warned: ‘We’re fine’ can sometimes mean ‘It’s all a bit too
         difficult but there’s no way we want to bother our kids.’
      

      
      For most families, the realisation that a parent (or both parents) can’t cope with everyday life at home any more comes as
         an unexpected shock: the big ‘moment of truth’ for many families follows a sudden emergency, often a fall at home, followed
         by a hospital stay, when it becomes evident that health problems mean that full independence is no longer on the agenda.
      

      
      That sudden knowledge, in itself, is often difficult for younger family members to adjust to, let alone the realisation that
         they will be required to help their parents handle the changes ahead. Perhaps you have decided to be there to support your
         parents through any big changes. Yet you also need to be aware of the more subtle but hugely significant emotional aspects
         that accompany upheavals to daily routines. Most people have an enormous emotional attachment to their world. So handling
         those swift and irrevocable changes to what happens to your parents’ home, their garden, their pets or their possessions requires
         considerable sensitivity on your part.
      

      
      On the physical side, even doctors admit that dealing with the medical conundrums of old age can be complicated. One consultant
         told me: ‘Geriatrics is a really challenging area of medicine because all the stuff you learn in medical school doesn’t quite
         present itself in the same way in an elderly person: drugs work differently, everything is different. Even junior doctors
         and GPs sometimes find it too difficult to work with.’
      

      
      Why advance homework is important

      
      Because the ageing process is not easy to get to grips with, logic dictates you should prepare yourself. By being alert and
         informed, in advance, of what you should be looking out for in your parents’ lives, you might be able to mitigate the effects
         of what lies ahead.
      

      
      
      ADVANCE PLANNING CHECKLIST

      
      [image: image] Start by researching the specific areas you think you might encounter down the line. For instance, if you think a move might
         be necessary eventually, use an Internet search to find out about alternatives, such as sheltered housing in their area (see
         Chapter 9, Moving, page 160). Keep printouts in a special file.
      

      
      [image: image] Talk to other people about their elderly relatives. Communicating with others will play a big part in this situation; you
         could glean good ideas for your advance planning from colleagues or friends.
      

      
      [image: image] Obtain Internet or printed information about local authorities, primary care trusts, local hospitals or GP surgeries. Most
         public authorities now produce a wide range of free literature with useful information and contact details for local elderly
         residents. These can be picked up in GP surgeries or local authority offices (see Chapter 6, Getting help, page 93).
      

      
      [image: image] If possible, compile a file of personal information about your parents and keep it on your computer. Print out copies to
         hand to others, if necessary. You might not need it now but it could be handy in an emergency, especially if you live some
         distance away from your parents.
      

      
      The file could include:

      
      •   Information about your parents’ health (keep it brief, but include any regular medication details if you have them)

      
      
      •   National Insurance numbers

      
      •   Contact details for their GP, including an after-hours number, if possible

      
      •   Contact details for their local pharmacy

      
      •   Contact details for your parents’ solicitor

      
      •   Names and phone numbers of neighbours or relatives nearby who are willing to help in an emergency

      
      •   Domestic details, i.e. landlord, housing association, mortgage lender, building society or bank account numbers

      
      •   Information on all sources of income, e.g. social security or state pension payments, private pension details, details of
         investments
      

      
      •   Documents relating to the home, e.g. insurance policies

      
      You might not be able to obtain all this information: some parents’ attitudes to their finances, for instance, can be reserved
         or defensive (see Chapter 11, Financial issues, page 196). But some detective work, especially in the area where your parents
         live, will usually produce quite a lot of information. (You may need to update the file from time to time, particularly if
         your parents move).
      

      
      For further information, contact the National Centre for Independent Living (see Resources, page 229).

      
      This ‘homework’ is something practical you can do at any time. What you can’t do, of course, is pre-empt the unforeseen; nor
         can you be overprotective of an independent adult who might be quite resistant to the idea of you ‘interfering’ in their daily
         routines.
      

      
      Nonetheless, if you can be attuned to pick up the small yet significant signs which indicate that a parent might need more
         help – or even requires immediate medical attention – it’s an important practical step towards helping them.
      

      
      Wanting to believe their repeated assurances that everything is ‘fine’ is perfectly natural. But sometimes you must look beyond
         the assurances, especially if the evidence before you is too compelling to be ignored …
      

      
      THE SIGNS YOU CAN’T AFFORD TO IGNORE

      
      •   Tell-tale indications, in phone conversations, that a parent is becoming increasingly forgetful or less mentally alert

      
      •   Neglect of personal appearance – especially in someone who has always previously been scrupulous about their appearance

      
      •   A home that is not being looked after, especially a once-neat, tidy, spotless home that is clearly becoming chaotic

      
      •   Obvious confusion around money, e.g. bills not being paid. If you are repeatedly being told that money is going ‘missing’
         or ‘stolen’, don’t take it as gospel: the chances are, it’s unlikely to be true. You will probably find the money hidden under
         a cushion or tucked away in a side drawer
      

      
      
      •   Behavioural changes that are out of character – and go on for some time, i.e. a fairly lively person becoming withdrawn
         or exceptionally quiet whenever you see them
      

      
      •   Repetitive behaviour that is also out of character, like baking cakes for a forthcoming event, noting it down, yet repeating
         the baking session afterwards
      

      
      •   Conversations in which they tell you they got ‘lost’ driving the car or while out walking

      
      •   A dramatic loss of weight since the last time you saw them. Look out for small signs, like a change in clothes size – or
         clothes that suddenly look far too big
      

      
      •   Food that would have normally been consumed but is clearly out of date. If there’s lots of out-of-date food in the kitchen,
         mouldy bread or untouched milk, it could be they’re forgetting to eat, especially if they live alone
      

      
      •   Medicine bottles that are out of date – or repeat prescriptions lying around

      
      •   A change in social habits, e.g. a marked reluctance to get out and about. Or frequent excuses not to see or visit people
         whose company they used to enjoy
      

      
      
      •   Letting unknown people, such as door-to-door salesmen, into the house, when they’d previously been diligent about security

      
      •   Strange smells of urine around the home. Incontinence problems are common in elderly people – but often very difficult for
         them to own up to
      

      
      •   Any mention of a fall – or more than one fall

      
      •   Signs of depression. This can be common in elderly people and can sometimes be a symptom of dementia

      
      •   Personality changes or difficulty in completing normal household tasks (one or both of these could be signs of undiagnosed
         dementia)
      

      
      •   Poor appetite and sleeping problems (one or both of these could indicate either depression or early dementia)

      

      You might not recognise any of these signs. There may be annoying little things that happen when you visit, like your mother’s
         unfailing ability to lose her glasses or the shopping list, that might bother you. But such minor things are frequently just
         a consequence of getting older and more forgetful. So if you don’t believe there’s any real cause for concern, it may well
         be that things will stay that way for some time to come.
      

      
      
      ‘Our decision was the right one’

      
      Shirley, 94, lives alone in a small garden flat in north-west London. Her husband, George, died eight years ago. She worked
            as a part-time physio till she was 90 and is relatively fit and healthy.

      
      Her three children, Dan, Ann and Jackie, live nearby, work full time and respect Shirley’s iron will and independence. But
            they’ve had to be very subtle about helping her.

      
      ‘We started noticing little things like her walking wasn’t quite the same,’ recalls Jackie. ‘Then, she started having falls
            at home. It obviously cost her a lot to tell us.’

      
      Shirley was still driving. ‘The driving was getting dangerous. It had to stop. After a couple of months of gentle nagging,
            I started saying: “Oh, I’ll drive.” She was OK about that – she just didn’t want to admit it was too hard.’

      
      Crisis point came 18 months ago when Shirley fell over outside her home. ‘She told us later that she immediately started shouting;
            luckily someone came to help quite quickly.’

      
      Shirley had shattered the head of her femur. She needed two operations and spent three months in hospital. The doctors discovered
            angina – yet she refused an angioplasty.

      
      ‘She said she didn’t want to be fiddled with any more and we felt it was right to respect her wishes,’ says Jackie. ‘But how
            could she could go home again?’

      
      Dan wanted Shirley to move to a care home; his sisters wanted her to try to stay independent at home. Shirley insisted she
            wanted to go home.

      
      Back in her home, Shirley slowly regained her mobility. Now, the family continue to support her there, helped by a daily morning
            carer.

      
      
      ‘She is getting frailer – her short-term memory is going and the angina makes her wheezy. But our decision was the right one,’
            says Jackie. ‘Mum says the only way she’ll leave her home is feet first. She’s not maudlin – just very pragmatic. To her,
            that little bit of independence is very precious.’

      
      The changing relationship

      
      Arming yourself with the right information is a practical exercise. But emotions are involved too. Your relationship with
         your parents is set to change if their independence does wane. And your own innermost feelings or concerns about growing old
         are bound to surface too (see Chapter 10, What about me?, page 181)
      

      
      The parent–child relationship is unique in itself but, like all relationships, it has its nuances and complexities. Clearly
         a good, close relationship with parents is a wonderful plus in life, an enduring positive.
      

      
      But not everyone looking to help or care for elderly parents is in this situation: there may be events or memories from the
         past that have hovered over the relationship or diluted any closeness. Perhaps you have always been much closer to one parent
         than the other, and have held back from much involvement in their lives over the years. Maybe your parents don’t get on well
         with your partner, creating a less-than-easy atmosphere at family visits. Or your parents are quite a self-contained little
         unit – proud of the fact that they don’t need any outside help.
      

      
      Whatever the state of your relationship, if you are going be more involved with their lives – even if it is something as practical as helping move them – then it’s important to accept that the relationship will change gear, because
         of the shift in responsibility. And if you’ve already consciously made a decision to help, any strong feelings about the past
         may need to be put to one side, for now at least, if you want to be supportive for the future.
      

      
      Adjusting to change can be complex. If, for instance, you suddenly go from occasional phone calls and visits at Christmas
         to a two-hour visit, three times a week, there may be difficulties for everyone to overcome, simply because neither side is
         used to spending so much time in each other’s company. It could take a month or two to adjust. By understanding that this
         transition might initially be difficult – and by explaining this to your parents, if you communicate well – any awkwardness
         can be smoothed over.
      

      
      Coping with the frustrations

      
      Emotionally you may experience initial frustration as you tackle the issues to do with helping a parent on a regular basis
         or spending more time with them. And it’s quite likely you will get irritated by some of the smaller things that can crop
         up.
      

      
      A friend’s 86-year-old mother, living in a sheltered complex with a warden and an internal alarm in her flat, had an annoying
         habit of not replacing the receiver on the phone after my friend’s daily midday call. This often resulted in frantic calls
         from my friend to the warden – or to the central call centre operating the electronic alarm system into her mother’s flat.
      

      
      Once the phone was back on the hook, my friend would end up yelling down the phone at her mother in sheer frustration. And
         her mother would be in tears.
      

      
      Of course she was wrong to lose her temper. At 86, her mother didn’t realise what she was doing. But after my friend had a
         long talk with a sympathetic professional, who explained that her reactions were natural but not to let her guilty feelings
         haunt her afterwards, the shouting and tears stopped.
      

      
      It’s wasted energy to let relatively minor upsets affect your relationship – or to worry afterwards about your reaction. What
         really matters is the bond between you, the love and care you have for your parents, not the tensions caring can create.
      

      
      If a parent does accept your help and understands your desire to smooth the path for them, as it were, your relationship can
         only strengthen. Even if mum or dad (or both) goes on to become heavily dependent on your presence, it won’t lessen or diminish
         the love you have for each other.
      

      
      And rather than feel uneasy about the changes, look at it this way: once, they were the care givers, the nurturers when you
         were tiny. Now you’re there to do the same for them. Instinct alone tells us that caring for parents you love is a very natural
         process and just nature’s way of rounding things off.
      

      
      
      The time-poor society

      
      But what if you can’t be there for them most of the time? The work factor, so dominant in our lives, truncates our existence
         – and frequently makes any kind of continuous visiting an exercise in planning and prioritising.
      

      
      As an only child without offspring, I initially saw myself as being hugely disadvantaged in that there were no other close
         family members to support me when it came to helping my mother. Over time, I changed my view. Even in the largest, most caring
         families, many people are at some kind of logistical or practical disadvantage when it comes to being there to help on a regular
         basis.
      

      
      Maybe you’re still working full time, your partner is working too – and one or more of your children remains at home. So time
         spent helping your parents has to be fitted around the rest of your life. This is fine if you live near your parents, but
         not so good if you live even an hour or more away and work long hours in a stressful environment while your partner is equally
         preoccupied with work – or even their own parents’ problems. Like it or not, many of us now live in a hideously ‘time-poor’
         environment.
      

      
      Then, of course, there is the tyranny of distance. Your parents may have retired and moved to live in the sun. Or to Scotland
         or Cornwall, making regular visits restricted – and stressful. We may live in a small island but it’s incredibly overcrowded:
         a weekend’s long motorway drive, a packed train ride or a cross-country coach trip don’t exactly make for a relaxing prelude
         to a visit you’ve planned for weeks.
      

      
      And even if your infrequent visits make you increasingly aware that something positive has to be done to help your parents before disaster strikes, how do you approach tackling it if you can’t pop in frequently?
      

      
      Why the phone is so important

      
      In such a situation, regular phone calls are your key resource. If you are really worried, upping the ante on the calls –
         i.e. daily, rather than once a week – is sensible, especially if you can make the call at the same time each day, perhaps
         in the morning before going to work.
      

      
      Organising something as simple as a daily phone call with military-style planning might sound odd. But the payoff, in many
         cases, is reassurance – for everyone. Keeping the flow of communication going will help considerably, provided you are realistic
         about what you can contribute if time is really tight (see Chapter 2, Family relationships, page 23).
      

      
      ‘I wish I wasn’t so far away’

      
      Beatty, 93, was widowed five years ago. She lives alone in the small house in Kent she has lived in for 50 years. Her daughter
            Jane, 62, is a 45-minute drive away. Her other daughter, Sonya, 60, has lived in Australia for over 20 years.

      
      ‘Mum has always been an independent, active sort of person,’ recalls Sonya. ‘She travelled regularly, well into her eighties.’

      
      When her father died, Jane hoped Beatty would move into her large house with a separate granny flat, purchased years before
            with Beatty in mind. Jane and her partner work full time. But this way, they could keep an eye on Beatty.

      
      
      But Beatty refused. So the sisters devised an alternative plan: ‘Jane visits Mum once a week, does the shopping and laundry,
            checks everything and rings her every night. I ring from Australia every morning at exactly the same time. I fly over to stay
            with Mum twice a year,’ explains Sonya.

      
      Beatty has remained physically active. But her mind is deteriorating. She often insists that money is being stolen from her
            – in fact, Jane recently found a large wad of cash hidden in a bedroom cupboard. Two home carers visit daily to help. But
            her daughters are worried.

      
      ‘Mum needs to be somewhere safer with people around but she refuses to live with Jane,’ sighs Sonya. ‘She did say, for the
            first time, that she wants to move to sheltered housing. So we’re looking for a sheltered flat for her.

      
      ‘The way we’ve shared this works. But in my heart of hearts, I wish I could be here for her all the time. Jane thinks it’s
            hard, doing the domestic stuff. But it’s just as hard sitting by the phone in Australia, knowing that if she does need me
            urgently, I’m over 24 hours away.’

      
      CHECKLIST: IF YOU CARE – BUT CAN’T
BE THERE

      
      [image: image] For your own peace of mind, try to set up some sort of plan. It might mean changing or amending your normal schedule for
         visits. If you can’t do that, negotiate by phone with outside help – or other family members who are willing to help.
      

      
      
      [image: image] If you do live a long way away, e.g. Australia or the US, recognise the limitations of distance. Getting frustrated or angry
         about the situation won’t help. If there’s no possibility of you moving back to be closer, then accept things as they are
         – not how you wish they would be.
      

      
      [image: image] Try to replicate what you’d do if you lived nearby by phoning regularly, at a set time. Your parents may remember when you’re
         due to ring. Or they may forget that you ring regularly. But the sound of your voice is always reassuring.
      

      
      [image: image] Send photographs frequently. If parents are computer literate for emailed photos, all the better. Aim to show them, through
         regular and frequent communication, that you’re still a strong presence in their lives.
      

      
      [image: image] Maintain contact with other family members who see your parents regularly. And don’t be scared to contact them out of the
         blue if you’re worried about something.
      

      
      [image: image] Don’t be daunted by the changes that may come about without you being there, e.g. if your parents move house.
      

      
      [image: image] Try to deal with it all in bite-sized pieces, rather than trying to do everything all at once. Panicking and flapping doesn’t
         help anyone.
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