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To Martin, Nat and Mackenzie – the men I love.

I don’t dedicate to you the story of loss that this book tells.
Instead, I dedicate the good times and laughter we have shared.

Treasure those memories for me.






Foreword

Fiona
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Autumn 2023

In front of me, on the glossy white kitchen table of our family home lies a huge pile of old magazine and newspaper cuttings. They are interviews with me over the past forty years of my life as a television presenter and journalist. There’s a picture of me in a very nineties red power suit with my GMTV breakfast show co-host Eamonn Holmes’s arm draped around me (who thought that was a good pose?!). And there are some hilarious snaps of me, all hot and sweaty, when I appeared with Brendan Cole as my partner (for a few weeks, at least) on the BBC’s Strictly Come Dancing. Then there are the neatly snipped-out and filed pages of the Daily Mirror, where my weekly opinion column appeared each Saturday.

On the whitewashed shelf along the kitchen wall, between a spider plant and a pomegranate-scented candle, are framed pictures of my family. There’s me and my husband, Martin, smiling outside a film premiere. And another of the pair of us with our gorgeous boys, Nathaniel and Mackenzie, when they were little on the beach in Dorset, where we used to go on holiday.

I look up through the kitchen windows, out to the shady patch of grass surrounding our south London home, where the boys used to play football hour after hour after hour until every last blade of green had been trampled to mud.

Everywhere I look there are memories. I know they are there. They must be there . . . That’s what a home is – a house built from memories.

And yet so many of them feel out of my reach now.

It’s like I stretch out to touch them, to recall the photo shoots I see in the magazines or the moment we took that photograph on the beach by the windbreaks in Dorset, but then just as I’m about to grasp it, the memory skips away from me. And I can’t catch up with it. Like trying to chase a £5 note that’s fallen out of your purse on a gusty day. Each time I think I’ve caught it, it whips away again and then I’m left frustrated and confused. Or imagine having a nightmare where it’s pitch-black and you are desperately searching for someone you love in a house you’ve never visited before. I feel like I’m wandering from room to room in that house, looking for the person, then when I finally think I’ve found the right room, I start scrabbling in my handbag for the door key. There’s so much stuff in my bag that it takes me ages to lay my hand on the key, but eventually I can feel it, pull it out and try to fit it in the lock. I push it in one way and then another. Finally, it clicks in place and I turn it. I gently push the door open, but then, in that very moment, I sense the person I love has disappeared again.

They’re gone. The memory has gone. And I’m all alone.

And that’s how it is for me now, living with Alzheimer’s.

That’s what ‘they’ (whoever ‘they’ are) call it: ‘living with Alzheimer’s’. Not that there’s any choice. It’s not like living with ugly curtains or living with noisy neighbours. You can rip down curtains or move away from a rowdy house next door, but I’m not able to escape Alzheimer’s. It’s staying right here with me.

I’d just turned sixty when I was diagnosed with the disease in early 2022, although it was probably stalking me long before that. I feel now like Alzheimer’s had been coming my way, secretly, stealthily creeping into my brain, for years. Who knows? Maybe it was within me somewhere since the day I was born, just waiting for the moment to explode in all its awfulness.

There are few families anywhere in this country who haven’t been impacted by this terrible illness in some way, be they parents, partners or children. Certainly, my family has had more than its fair share of it.

Alzheimer’s has been in my life for almost as long as I can remember. That really isn’t meant to be a joke, so maybe instead I should just say it’s always been there. My grandma, Mum, Dad, my Uncle Barry . . . They were all taken by it. It’s like a curse that keeps coming back to claim us.

For those of you fortunate enough not to have been touched by this disease, let me give you a brief explanation. Alzheimer’s disease is the most common form of dementia and it affects people’s ability to remember things, their behaviour and their ability to think. Generally, it starts with feeling a bit confused and then little by little, day by day, it becomes harder and harder to remember things or to function in a normal way.

It’s caused by a build-up of plaque (like you get on your teeth if you don’t brush them) around cells in the brain. After a while the brain cells are destroyed or die and then, well, you can imagine what happens then. But if you’re thinking, Hang on, this is an old person’s disease, well, you’re quite right. There’s about a million people in the UK with dementia at the moment, according to research by the Alzheimer’s Society. Just 70,000 of them are under sixty-five and are described as having ‘early-onset’ dementia so I’m part of a pretty exclusive set! Although it’s a set I’d have done anything to avoid.

In this book I hope to explain how month by month, Alzheimer’s has changed my life. I say that ‘I hope’ because as I begin now, I cannot be certain whether I will be able to finish the book myself or whether the confusion that seems to be growing thicker all the time will block me before I can tell you all that I want to say.

And there’s so much I want to say. About all the wonderful times I’ve had, my kind, brave sons, the tremendous fun I had on TV, about meeting Martin – the man I love, the love of my life – and all he has done for me over the past couple of years.

I hope this book can show people a little about what it’s like to live with Alzheimer’s, how frightening and confusing it is, but also how much of life can still bring joy and a feeling of being valued. I used to hear so many people say, ‘Well, if I get Alzheimer’s, take me in the corner and shoot me.’ But I don’t want to be shot. I want to go for dinner with my husband to a quiet restaurant or walk through the park when the autumn leaves are coming down from the trees. I want to watch Chelsea beat Arsenal 3–0 at home. I want our son Nat to come home on leave from the army and give me one of his bear-like hugs. I want our youngest son Mackenzie to bring me a cup of tea and a biscuit when we sit watching TV together.

I want to be me.

I’m not going to be sugar-coating anything in this book – this is a shit situation that I’m in and I’ve just got to deal with it. Apologies if my language isn’t very ‘Breakfast TV’ but my life isn’t very ‘Breakfast TV’ these days either. And it happens to so many people. So many families are having to cope with the fear and confusion that comes when the illness sweeps in, changing everything. Which is why, more than anything, I want this book to encourage everyone to treasure the memories they have, as well as the ones they are yet to make, because you never know when these may be taken away from you. Memory is such a huge part of what defines us as people and when it starts to ebb away, much of what we are goes with it.

Above all, I want to plead, demand, beg that the work and funding into research that will prevent others from being hit by this disease continues. It’s good to know how much progress is going on scientifically that might slow, or even one day stop altogether, the progress of Alzheimer’s for future sufferers but, I’ll be honest, it bloody hurts too, knowing most likely that it will be too late for me.

Here, I also need to be honest about the extent of my illness for those of you reading this book. You might be thinking, Well, she can’t be that bad if she’s sitting down and typing a 300-or-so-page book. The reality is I couldn’t be writing this at all without my husband Martin and my closest friends, who are nudging me to remember moments of my life that I have forgotten. And they are helping me articulate more clearly the thoughts I once had that are now harder for me to reach. I used to be able to talk to anyone about anything (a skill inherited from my mum) and then I made a career out of chatting to people on television. Nowadays, I can find talking about my life agonizingly difficult. Sometimes I get halfway through a sentence and I can’t remember where I was heading with it or the word I was looking for. It feels awful.

A lot of people these days have ghostwriters to help shape their memories and thoughts into a story that makes sense. Usually, it’s all a big secret and the readers are led to believe that some great Love Island star or teen pop sensation has just knocked out 90,000 words in their spare time. I could have done the same, but that wouldn’t have been honest, so I want you to know that a ghostwriter, Alison Phillips, is helping me put together the memories I do have for this story. Alison and I have known each other for more than twenty years, since I started writing a weekly column at the Mirror, where she worked. In the old days, we would enjoy long, gossipy lunches together and, more recently, we’ve been going for walks around Clapham Common as I try to make sense of this illness. I know if there comes a point when I can’t continue with this book, she will work with Martin to make sure it tells my story honestly – the way it has to be told.

Events from years ago are easier for me. Maybe that’s because they’ve been lodged in my head for longer and so they’re stuck there more firmly. It’s the recent stuff that seems to shift around my mind, refusing to stay still.

Alzheimer’s disease gets progressively worse, so I have to be aware that as I write this story over the next year or so, my memory will probably deteriorate. I’ve given everyone strict instructions that no matter how things progress, I want to keep on trying to give an honest account of how I’m feeling. I want it to be in my own words and, if my own words don’t always make sense, that’s just how it is. No point in tidying up my words to give a false impression of how I am!

During all those years sitting on the sofa presenting GMTV, the thing I tried to do above all else was be honest with my viewers. And I’m not going to stop being honest with people now, even if things become a bit messy. If it does all start to get really messy . . . well, that’s where Martin steps in. Hopefully he’ll explain the bits that I can’t. It’s he who has got me through all this and continues to do so each day. Hopefully he’ll help you get to the end of this book without giving up too!

If you or someone you love is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, please don’t compare what you can write or say or remember with what I’ve put together in this book – there has been a lot of help! I just hope it brings you some comfort.

Twenty years ago, I looked after my lovely mum when she had everything stripped away from her by Alzheimer’s. And then I did it again when my dad also fell into its clutches (I’ll tell you all about this as this book goes on). I can still remember how tough it was to care for someone with this illness and how utterly bloody terrifying it is when you get the diagnosis yourself. In both situations, maybe the very worst thing was that aching sense of being completely alone, even when I was surrounded by people I loved and who loved me. The nature of this illness is that it isolates its sufferers. So, if this book achieves one thing, it’s that I want you to know that you are not alone. There are hundreds of thousands of us dealing with this illness, and together we are not alone.

Remember: you are not alone.





Foreword

Martin
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Autumn 2023

As Fiona starts work on this book, towards the end of 2023, I really hope you won’t be hearing too much from me! This is Fiona’s story to tell. She is the one who has worked so hard to support her parents through their battles with Alzheimer’s and now, in some supreme act of cruelty, she is having to face the same challenge herself.

Fiona and I met back in 1995, when we were both working for the breakfast show GMTV. We’d known each other vaguely earlier than that, but it was in 1995, when she was the show’s Los Angeles correspondent, that we became a couple.

There are many things I loved and admired then – and now – about the woman who became my wife, but one of them was that she was a truly great journalist. More than most, Fiona understands the importance of telling difficult stories to a huge audience in the hope it might do some good. When her parents were both ill in the early 2000s, she frequently wrote about Alzheimer’s disease – the struggles to get early diagnosis, the lack of support for loved ones and the slowness in finding treatments compared to research into other diseases. Fiona believed that by shining a light on the way Alzheimer’s is regarded, she could help sufferers and their families in the future. Now with this book, once again she is determined to use her experiences to bring comfort to others and to help answer the questions with which sufferers are faced when they get this terrible diagnosis. And let me tell you, if Fiona is determined to do something, she does it. Never in my life have I met someone more determined – or, as I more usually describe it, stubborn.

Until the past couple of years, nothing ever stopped Fiona from doing what she wanted when she wanted. Not my best attempts at persuasion, encouragement or even the occasional shouting match could make a difference. But Alzheimer’s has changed all that, along with so much else. And so, despite Fiona’s determination to complete this story of her life, I know there are parts that are now lost to her, which is why she has asked me to fill in some of the gaps in her memory for this book.

The nature of this illness as it progresses means that those suffering with it are sometimes unable to see situations in the way that people around them do, so I will try to give you the perspective of Fiona’s friends and family and show what it’s been like for us – her family – watching things change. At first there was our confusion, irritation and a sense of hurt as her behaviour towards us changed over many months. Then came the shock, anger and devastation after her diagnosis in 2022.

Writing this is strange, and I’ll be honest, a little uncomfortable for me. I am more used to being ‘behind the scenes’ than sharing my own thoughts and emotions in public. For almost a decade – since July 2015 – I’ve been the editor of ITV’s This Morning, so if you’ve ever sat down to watch Cat Deeley and Ben Shephard in the mornings, then somewhere behind the scenes will have been me. My job is to constantly come up with a stream of ideas to keep the show fresh and interesting. Over the years we’ve had our fair share of dramas, some of which I’m sure you’ll have seen, but until now I’ve always liked to stay firmly in the background. Just as I’ve tried to stay in the background while supporting Fiona.

I never really wanted Fiona and me to become the poster girl and boy for Alzheimer’s disease. Despite us both working within showbusiness, we have led a very private life as a family and have always regarded ourselves first and foremost as journalists who report on the news, rather than people who are actually in the news themselves. But we understand that Fiona has a public profile and the outpouring of support since she first shared her diagnosis has been incredible. That’s why she’s writing this now. When we’re out for a coffee, people will come up to say hi and ask Fiona how she’s getting on. So many people want to talk about how this illness has touched their family. I think it can be so traumatic for them that they just want to share their story with her.

When we went on holiday to Italy soon after Fiona shared her diagnosis publicly, I was a bit anxious about how she would cope on the flight, surrounded by so many people she didn’t know. But the crew were so kind and took so much care of her, bringing her water and guiding her to the toilet, even inviting us up to the flight deck to meet the captain. I didn’t need to tell them about Fiona’s diagnosis – I’m sure they must have read about it in the newspapers – and that took so much stress out of the situation. Over the past couple of years we have both felt incredibly supported by the public.

We know our family’s experience is shared by hundreds of thousands across the UK. Seeing the person you love slowly slip away is agonizing, exhausting and often frustrating. Fiona and I have no magic solutions for how to deal with this car crash of emotions – because there aren’t any. Our only hope is that the scientists looking for treatments for this truly awful disease will be successful soon and the suffering can be ended. And our enormous pride is in Fiona for her innate determination (OK, stubbornness!) that means her story will be told.
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Fiona
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June 2018

I strode out across Clapham Common with the mission of making it all around the edge and back home again before Martin got in from work. How I loved the common, with its expanse of heath, dotted with woodland like a piece of countryside picked up and dropped onto the streets of south-west London.

It’s a stone’s throw from our home and even when it’s full of young mums pushing buggies, joggers and skateboarders or teenagers playing football, there’s still space enough to be alone. To get your head straight, away from the noise and commotion of the city.

How many years have I been going there? I remember taking Mackenzie in his pram around and around when he wouldn’t sleep and pushing Nat on the swings in the children’s playground. It’s incredible to think that they are both grown men: that summer, Nat had turned twenty and even my baby Mackenzie was sixteen.

As the boys got older and I wasn’t constantly rushing from pillar to post after them while trying to balance childcare with my TV work, I’d wander down to the common for peace, quiet and the sense of freedom it gave me.

That day, the grass was already turning brown after a few weeks of dry weather. A group of kids in school uniforms were sprawled out, enjoying the warmth and a bag of Greggs donuts. A young mum, still with the energy and enthusiasm to bother in the heat, was chasing her giggling toddler around in circles. All about me there was a sense of relaxed summer chill, that sort of ‘shoes off, grass beneath your feet, laughing in the sunshine, nothing really matters’ feeling.

Well, that’s what I saw, but it wasn’t what I felt.

It was like looking through a double-glazed window onto another world of which I had no part. It was a strange sense of disconnection. Of seeing others laughing, enjoying the moment, while increasingly I felt, well, nothing. Just flat. Utterly flat.

I hadn’t felt completely myself for years. So much of the time there seemed to be a lingering sense of anxiety within me. It was hard to explain to people what the problem was or what had caused it. I just felt uneasy, different and the thought of going places I didn’t know or meeting people who were new filled me with dread.

I’d always been very independent and enjoyed my own company, but this was different. That day was particularly bad. I’d hoped that a brisk walk and some fresh air might help. Sometimes it did. But nothing seemed to totally shift this weird sense of unease that had lodged somewhere just below my chest.

It’s hard to explain anxiety to someone who has never experienced it, but imagine the kind of sick feeling you might have before an exam or a job interview – and that’s just the beginning. Of course what’s so odd is there is no exam or job interview, no real reason to feel like this at all. It’s like all my nerves are constantly screeching; I’m on high alert as if something really bad is about to happen, like that feeling you get if you hear a crash in another room when you’re home alone and you’re terrified someone has broken in. But in reality there is nothing to be worried about.

That summer’s afternoon I was a fifty-seven-year-old woman with a great husband, whom I loved, and two amazing sons. I lived in a beautiful house and, despite my age, I was still getting regular offers of TV work and writing a weekly column in a national newspaper. But, for the first time in my life, I wasn’t snapping up all of those offers. If anything, I avoided having to go anywhere I’d not been before or meeting people I didn’t know. Even at home with Martin and the boys, I knew I’d lost my sparkle. I just didn’t feel ‘up for it’ in the same way I used to, though that’s not to suggest that before summer 2018 I was always out painting the town red. With Martin and I both spending our careers working in television, we were often invited to nice restaurants or glitzy awards ceremonies, but that had never really been our bag – we’d rather have a few drinks in the local pub or a quiet dinner at home. We worked in showbiz worlds, but our home life had always been very ordinary and settled. Or at least it had been until the anxiety set in and I found even the thought of going out for dinner a bit overwhelming.

You’ve just got to pull yourself together, Fiona, I told myself that day as I walked around the common. I realize that is a terribly unfashionable thing to say nowadays and we are all encouraged to talk about how we are feeling, but I couldn’t really explain how I felt. And I wasn’t brought up that way either.

My mum loved me and my two brothers, David and Andrew, to bits, but we weren’t spoiled and we certainly weren’t encouraged to make a fuss. ‘Stop making a spectacle of yourself,’ she would have said. ‘Just get your coat on and put on your best face for the world.’

Looking back to my childhood – particularly my teens – I can now see how Mum suffered from years of depression and anxiety herself, but she never talked about it and neither did we. None of us ever discussed it. We thought it must be ‘her nerves’, whatever that was supposed to mean. It was something people used to say in those days. So we just watched silently, horrified and awkward, as she gradually shrank into herself and would quietly cry in her bedroom during ‘one of her turns’.

Maybe that sounds strange to people now, but it was entirely normal in the 1970s. It might have been all about free love and free feelings on the West Coast of America, but in the suburbs of Southampton it was, ‘Keep the noise down – your mum’s got one of her headaches.’

That sunny day in 2018, I was probably feeling similar to the way Mum often felt when she went to lie down in her bedroom. At the time, though, that didn’t occur to me, but there was no doubt my sense of anxiety was getting worse.

The previous morning, my agent, Jan, had called me out of the blue. We had worked together for more than a decade and she was responsible for sorting out contracts and deals for any work requests that came in for me. I didn’t use an agent in the way that lots of television presenters do to find them work on TV shows or events because most of the time I was able to find my own work. Still, Jan often called with opportunities or suggestions for shows she could put me up for. By then it had reached the point where each time I saw Jan’s name pop up on the screen of my mobile phone, I instantly hit the red button to reject the call. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to speak to her – I loved our chats and having a good old gossip about who was ‘in’ and who was ‘out’ in the TV world – but I felt sick at the mere thought of how I was going to come up with another excuse as to why I couldn’t do whatever job I’d been offered now.

This time I had plucked up all my courage and accepted the call.

‘Hi, Jan, how are you?’ I trilled in my very best ‘on air’ voice.

‘I’m great – but how about you? I’ve got about three different offers for you here . . . A TV ad, a new consumer investigation series and some promotional work. Take your pick!’

‘Ha,’ I laughed weakly. ‘That all sounds . . . well . . . great. Yes, I’d love to do it . . . all of it . . . But I’m just getting on the tube and I can’t really talk – can I ring you back?’

Quickly turning the phone off, I stuffed it to the bottom of my handbag. My hands had gone all clammy and my heart was racing at a million miles an hour.

Of course I wasn’t on the tube. Or anywhere near it. And of course the reality was there was no way I would be ringing Jan back. I just couldn’t do what she was asking – I couldn’t work at all. I wanted to so much, but the thought of meeting a whole crew of strangers, having to turn on the old performance for them all . . . It made me feel sick. Physically sick, like I could throw up right there and then.

At the same time, I felt so guilty. Of course I should be working. So why couldn’t I just ring Jan back and say, ‘Yes, great, sign me up’? She must have been wondering too. But I didn’t know the answer and that was what was so truly terrifying.

But the most terrifying thing of all that kept going over and over in my mind like a nightmarish advertising jingle was ‘What if you never work again?’

When Martin got in from work that evening, I tried to explain to him how I was feeling. Once again, he suggested we go out for dinner at the weekend to talk it through. Again, I couldn’t face it.

‘I just feel so, so . . . eurgh,’ I said.

‘I know,’ he said, ‘but you might enjoy it when we get there.’

‘I won’t,’ I snapped back. ‘I can’t face it. You don’t understand. I haven’t worked now for nearly a year and the longer it goes on, the more I can’t cope with the idea of trying anything new. There’s nothing wrong with the work I’m being offered, I just don’t want to do it.’

‘Maybe you need a bit of career time out while you think what you’d really love to do next,’ said Martin, ever the TV professional. He was used to dealing with high-maintenance showbiz personalities!

But that annoyed me even more. Because I absolutely was not one of those people and I didn’t particularly want his good advice either – all I wanted was to go back to being me.

‘It might be time for a change of direction,’ he went on. ‘You just need some space to work out what that direction should be.’

‘It’s more than that,’ I attempted to argue. ‘I feel as though I’ve lost my oomph – and what if that oomph has upped and left for ever?’ I tried laughing to hide what was actually becoming my greatest fear: what if this feeling was permanent?

‘I’m sure that’s not the case, Fiona,’ Martin replied calmly. ‘Everyone goes through phases of feeling down and it will come back – I’ve never met anyone with such energy and such an incredible work ethic as you. But if you’re feeling like this, why don’t you go to the doctor?’

‘Hmm,’ I replied, frowning at him across the top of my wine glass. ‘I don’t want to do that – a load of doctors in white coats peering at me like I’ve gone mad.’

‘I don’t think it’ll be like that,’ he said, adopting that mock patient tone all blokes seem to be able to put on after a couple of decades of marriage.

‘Well, I’ll decide what I do about it,’ I snapped.

‘I’m sure you will,’ he replied. ‘As well as being the most hardworking person I’ve ever met, you are of course also the most stubborn.’

He always said that. And, to be fair, he was right.

Over the next few days I went over and over what was going on with me. I didn’t feel anxious all the time – it came and went in waves – but I knew that even when I was doing something I loved, like going for a walk or cooking, it could reappear at any moment. It was sort of there, beneath the surface, like the muddy depths beneath a still pond.

The only thing I could think of that might be causing the change in the way I was feeling was age and the menopause. I had had what were perhaps periods of depression in my forties and early fifties when the stress of working flat out on breakfast TV combined with caring for my mum and children all became a bit too much for me, but I’d never consulted a doctor about how I felt. In fact, I’d never go to the GP unless one of my limbs was falling off – I didn’t like them and I was dead set against popping pills! So I muddled through those periods of depression and I was kind of OK. It was only when I hit fifty-five or fifty-six that I started to really feel not myself. I knew that was quite late for menopause – most women’s periods stop when they’re about fifty and that’s when they notice other symptoms such as hot flushes, difficulty in sleeping, dry or itchy skin, weight gain and brain fog.

I’d been lucky and dodged some of the worst symptoms. The hot flushes could be annoying, but at least they were manageable and my weight was stable. All my adult life I’d been a size eight, despite my only exercise being the occasional brisk walk around the common. As for mood swings? Well, it’s hard to spot them in yourself. There were times when I’d completely lose it with Martin and the boys, but tell me which woman doesn’t lose her rag when living with three big men who still can’t work out where to hang a wet towel or leave their trainers?

The worst menopause symptom was without doubt the brain fog. I’d be chatting away to Martin or a friend and then have no idea how the sentence was going to end. Or if I was out, I’d forget whether I’d brought my door key. I’d check my handbag and it would be there but ten minutes later, I’d have to check again. It was so frustrating. But so many women in their fifties complain of brain fog, I just had to hope it would pass.

I spent hours googling menopause symptoms and brain fog. Everything I read appeared to confirm what I was already thinking. There were stories from other women who seemed to be suffering exactly the same things as me – being unable to recall the name of someone I was talking about or walking into a room then forgetting why I was there or going to Tesco and returning home with half the things I needed. But because it was all happening so frequently now, it was making me anxious.

Deep down, I knew I had more reason than most to worry. My family history was littered with Alzheimer’s disease. For years my greatest fear had been that one day it might come for me. But the more the brain fog persisted, the less I considered Alzheimer’s might be the cause. I was convinced it was the menopause.

Maybe I did need some heavy-duty hormone replacement therapy (HRT) or something that might ease the symptoms, untangle the knots in my brain and get me back on track?

Back to work . . .
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I’ve never understood people who don’t like to work. I’ve always loved it. I love feeling useful, achieving something each day, and let’s be honest, I enjoyed earning the money too. It meant I could live my life the way I wanted to without being dependent on anyone. I guess my strong work ethic and craving for independence all come from my dad, Phil.

I want to tell you about Phil and my mum, Amy, so you can understand a bit more about me. We’re all shaped by the major characters in our earliest years, maybe me more than most. I remained very close to my parents right up until they passed away – Mum in 2006 and Dad six years later. I wonder if that’s maybe because on some deep level I understood my life would be shadowed by Alzheimer’s too. Maybe I needed to be close to the problem.

Also, I think you need to understand who I was so you can see the impact this illness has had on me. And, to be honest, I find remembering my childhood way easier than the events of the past few years. I can tell stories of our mad dog Rufus escaping out to sea when we lived near Brighton with absolute clarity. I can even tell you the colour of his collar – blue. But here today I sometimes look out of the window and I can’t even remember what season it is. Is it spring or autumn out there? And that’s not just because it seems to always be raining!

Fifteen years ago, after Mum died, I wrote a book that told a lot of the story of my early life. This makes it easier now – it’s like a crutch for my memory to lean upon. But there are still parts of my childhood, my working life and being a mum that remain crystal-clear. I want to share my memories with you, as best as I can, so you know what came to pass before I was struck by Alzheimer’s. It’s so important for me – and for all of us coping with this illness – to be more than just our diagnosis.

So yes, let me tell you what I remember about my life . . .

Dad’s real name wasn’t Phil – Phil Phillips would have been a bit mad, wouldn’t it?! He was christened Neville when he was born in 1934, but when Tory Neville Chamberlain became prime minister three years later his raving socialist mum, Edith, refused to ever use the name again. So Phil it was.

He had a pretty tough childhood with a no-nonsense mother in a working-class area of Sheffield. I think the word ‘battleaxe’ was probably created for women of that generation, but I guess they needed to be strong to survive, bringing up kids while the men were away serving in the Second World War. After the war, the family moved all over the place; to Germany, Egypt, Malta and Scotland, following Grandad Reginald, who was a warrant officer in the British Army.

Maybe it was the constant moving in his childhood and being thrown into different schools that made Dad always feel like an outsider with few close friends and a deep disregard for authority. Grandma Edith always said he was a stubborn child or, to use her words, ‘a little devil’. Hmm . . . I wonder if anyone else inherited that stubborn streak?

Grandad’s dream was that Dad would follow him into the army so you can imagine how much of a ‘devil’ they thought he was when at eighteen he signed up for the navy instead. Dad joined the Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm and while the navy gave him the freedom to travel, it probably wasn’t the best place for someone who had issues with authority. His application to become a pilot was rejected because of ‘attitude’.

Later, he would tell us kids how, if only he’d had the chance, he could have been a pilot or a policeman or a teacher. There were to be a lot of ‘if only’s from my dad as he got older and more bitter about how his life had turned out.

What he did do after he left the navy in 1960 was fix TVs, which was a good job. I thought it was the best job in the world – who wants a TV that doesn’t work? But Dad seemed increasingly frustrated that he hadn’t achieved his dreams. He had no end of people to blame for his failures – Mum, us kids, ‘them’ in authority, society, you name it. In reality, the only person he had to blame was himself.

It was when he was based with the Fleet Air Arm at Haverfordwest in Pembrokeshire, West Wales, that he met twenty-six-year-old Eleanor Morris as she then was – before her entire identity became ‘Mum’. Eleanor was known by her middle name, Amy, and she was out with friends at a dance at the local Masonic Hall when Dad and some of his mates turned up. She too had a fearsomely strict mother whose life’s work was to protect the virtue of my mum and her four sisters.

Anyone who ever met Mum would talk about her wonderful, wide smile. After Dad died, I found some notes he’d made in his house. I had tears in my eyes when I read what he had written – but never told us – about meeting Mum: ‘I saw her at a dance. Her and her dazzling smile. She’s mine, I thought.’

Mum was the seventh of eight children from a tiny village called Dwrbach in Pembrokeshire. My grandma Mam Noddfa (Noddfa was the name of the house where she lived) had been twice-widowed by her mid-forties and was left alone to bring up all those children.

At fourteen, Mum had had to leave school and start work to help support the family. Later in life she’d laugh and say she’d always been ‘tup’, which was the Welsh way of saying stupid. That couldn’t have been further from the truth. She might not have had a long list of qualifications, but she could talk to anyone and instinctively read situations and people; she had a warmth that meant everyone who met her loved her. And she was lovely to everyone. But she wasn’t a pushover – she knew who she didn’t like or who needed to be watched. And she was always right.

There had been sadness and trauma in Mum’s childhood and later I wondered if that might have sparked the depression that blighted her final years. Her dad had died when she was very young and he was still only in his forties. And then, when she was fourteen, she was sexually assaulted by a local pig farmer while out playing in fields.

It was the 1940s and there was absolutely no thought that the crime would be reported to the police. The shame of such a thing was so great it wasn’t even discussed. Even years later, when I was a teenager, Mum could never talk about it. Instead, I picked it up through half-stories and listening in on her chats with my aunties. Mostly, though, I think I learned about it from the sense of shame that seemed to emanate from Mum, particularly when it came to anything to do with sex.

She’d warn me if I wasn’t ‘tidy’ (the Welsh way of saying respectable) then I’d get ‘dragged’. For me growing up in Brighton, what did ‘dragged’ even mean? But I really didn’t need to be told. The sense of menace of that word coupled with the message that if this were to happen it would be all my fault said it all.

Later, when I was old enough to think it through, it broke my heart. All her life my mum was so kind, so chatty and giggly, so sweet and with an incredible innocence, but beneath all that she clearly still carried a sense of being dirty and shameful.

Mum had worked in a draper’s store in Fishguard before training as a nurse. She was working as a nurse that evening she went to the dance and met Dad. And the rest, as they say, is history.

My history.

Within months, Dad had left the navy and moved to Canterbury in Kent, where Mum soon joined him for their wedding on 26 March 1960 at St Paul’s Church in the city. I don’t think their relationship was ever plain sailing. Dad even went missing for a couple of days after they first got engaged – goodness only knows why he did it or where he went. But despite all that, somehow their relationship worked. As a married couple, they lodged in a two-bed Victorian terraced house with a widow called Mrs Wilson. Then, just a smidge over nine months after their wedding, I arrived on New Year’s Day 1961.

Dad really wasn’t ready for me. How do I know? Well, somehow over the years Mum told me the whole story: how he’d been so shocked when he found out she was pregnant that he made her go to the doctor and ask about an abortion. I don’t really know how Mum felt about that, but I do know the local doctor sent her home with some Valium and a few stern words for Dad.

He must have come around in the end, I guess, or maybe he just accepted it as his lot? It’s a strange story to know about your entry into the world, though, isn’t it? Would it have been better if I’d never known? Probably. But in later years, when Mum was depressed and upset, those little insights into her life and marriage that were kept so tightly shrouded in secrecy for years gradually began to emerge. Like how he’d never turned up at my christening. Mum’s entire family and Dad’s parents were all in the photos, gathered around me in my white satin gown, but Dad was nowhere to be seen – he’d just upped and gone again.

Still, he reappeared at some point – I’m not sure when or where he went – and they must have muddled through because twenty months after I was born, my brother David turned up. By then we’d moved into new digs in a nearby council house with Mrs Wilson, or ‘Narnie’ as us kids knew her. Dad always said, ‘She thinks she’s the Queen of Sheba,’ but Narnie was like a parent to Mum and Dad, and a loving but strict granny to me and David.

My earliest memories are of that house, of Narnie and her blue-rinse hair (what was that colour all about?), her peep-toe heels and a confected accent that made her appear a bit posher than the late Queen Elizabeth. I think it was Narnie who taught Mum how to look after two demanding little kids and a frequently difficult husband – but like so many women of that era, Narnie could also be fiercely critical and judgemental of other women.

Poor Mum must have felt she was constantly under attack for some perceived failing in her life, be it from Narnie, her own mum, her mother-in-law or her husband. And while I was way too young to realize it at the time, maybe this had an impact on her mental health.

The phrase ‘mental health’ hadn’t even been invented in the 1960s. Mum would just call it ‘trouble with my nerves’, but my brother and I could tell when she was struggling. She went from being so warm and loving to becoming withdrawn and snapping at me and David for no reason. And every couple of months she would suffer crippling migraines that made her physically sick. Us kids would be left to play in the front room while she shut herself away in her bedroom with the curtains closed. It felt like it went on for days on end.

The joke in our family was that Dad worked in TV long before I did. There was nothing he couldn’t tell you about transistors, resistors and circuit boards. And while fixing televisions is very much a land-locked job, he never lost his need to be free, which he must have found in the navy. He was constantly away fixing televisions, sometimes for days on end. Christmas was particularly busy when everyone wanted their tellies working in time for The Morecambe and Wise Show or Val Doonican. Most were still black and white – only the well-off had a colour TV – and they were so expensive that everyone hired them from the rental shop Rediffusion, where Dad worked. All day he’d dash around from one job to the next, then come home completely exhausted, sit on the sofa and watch telly.

I don’t think my brother David and I were left in much doubt that Dad preferred television to us. It was a different time though and dads back then didn’t spend hours playing with their kids or taking them to clubs and playdates like they do nowadays. They are much more hands-on these days. Back then, dads went to work and brought in the money while mums stayed at home. Our dad was particularly driven by the need to earn enough for us to move out of Narnie’s and into our own house.

When David was about three and I was five, Dad did it. He’d got enough for us to buy a three-bed semi with a pillar-box red front door in St Stephen’s Close, Canterbury. Soon after, we had our very own car too – a bright red Mini parked out the front. We’d become like one of those ‘proper’ families we saw on one of Dad’s TVs.

Dad was incredibly proud of what he’d achieved through sheer, hard graft. Neither of my parents had the luxury of the Bank of Mum and Dad – they did everything themselves – and for an independent man like my father that meant everything.

But getting on the housing ladder just made Dad work even harder for all the ‘mod cons’ a family of that time needed – a three-piece suite, a fitted carpet, and if we were really going up in the world, an avocado-coloured fitted bathroom! And so he only really passed fleetingly through our lives, getting in from work as we went up to bed or sitting in the chair on a Sunday afternoon. Everything else was work, which meant all the burden of organizing our family life fell on Mum. It must have been lonely and exhausting for her with Dad rarely there and us kids constantly messing around, fighting and generally causing carnage.

But for us it was a pretty idyllic life. When David was still in the pushchair, I’d walk alongside as Mum pushed, stopping to chat to absolutely everyone she met. She’d say it was a Welsh thing, but everyone loved her because she was so chatty. ‘What a lovely day,’ she’d comment to a total stranger as we passed them in the street. Half an hour later, she would still be talking to them, having extracted their life story and commiserated or congratulated them on everything they had going on. It drove me and David mad although as I grew older and was dragged around on Mum’s trips for cups of tea with her friends in the afternoon after they’d finished the housework, I started to enjoy listening to the women’s conversations; the laughter, the stories shared and the gossip exchanged. For me it was like a tiny window into what women really thought.

David and I had loads of friends who lived in our close and we’d play with them after school and during those long summer holidays. Being so near in age meant we always had someone to hang around with – when we weren’t fighting! On hot days we would walk down to the bottom of the close, across the main road and down to the River Stour, laden with yellow fishing nets, buckets, Mum’s old jam jars and the absolute certainty we were about to catch our dinner. Much to Mum’s disgust, we’d return home with eels and all sorts of tiny fish, then have to take them all back to the river the next morning.

There may not be many five-year-olds nowadays who can read a knitting pattern for baby booties or the recipe for a hearty mid-week chicken casserole, but I could! Because I pretty much learned to read from studying the pages of Mum’s Woman and Woman’s Own magazines. We weren’t one of those homes with shelves lined with books – although Dad was very proud of his Encyclopedia Britannica – but from an early age I loved absorbing new information. And if that was the problem page of Woman’s Own, then so be it!

Dad had bought me the Peter and Jane Ladybird books with their lovely pictures of a brother and sister just like me and David (without the wrestling and screaming and wailing!) when I was first trying to put together sentences. Like so many men a bit frustrated with their daily life, Dad loved books and the idea that they could transport you to another world, but perhaps also like others who feel their life hasn’t matched their dreams, he put pressure on me to do better. When my friends’ dads bought them copies of Bunty magazine, my dad came home with copies of Look and Learn: ‘If you read, you can learn anything,’ he’d say. And he was right. He was adamant that education was the jet plane to a better, independent life and he was determined that my brother and I should be educated and, of course, be independent.

At first, that went well. I was still at junior school when I won a national poetry competition run by Brooke Bond Tea and I’d be the girl made to stand up in assembly to read out my latest story or poem. By the age of six I had a reading age of eleven. I still messed around and had a ‘silly streak’ as my school report said, but I loved reading and so learning came easily to me. And it turned out that Dad was absolutely right – my love of reading and discovering information became my passport to a career in journalism.
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