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  INTRODUCTION




  Walking into the stiflingly hot room, I could feel the sweat breaking out as I pinned on a smile and mentally prepared myself for the people I was about to meet. There was

  Minnie, who would rush over, press a Malteser into my hand and then tell me excitedly that she won’t see me tomorrow as she’s going home. I’d nod and tell her that I was happy for

  her, although I know she’d be sitting in the same green vinyl armchair the next day when I’d have to feign happiness for her all over again.




  There was Aggie, who would want to know whether I was on duty that night. Whatever I answered, she would want to know again in five minutes. There was Geoff, who would whisper darkly that there

  were burglars about and urge me to keep an eye on my shoes. Truth to tell, I’d never been tempted to take my shoes off. It could have been something to do with the sticky-looking carpet

  tiles. But I didn’t have the energy to start explaining.




  There was Gladys, with the ulcerated legs so bloated that I could hardly bear to look at them. She couldn’t move very far or very fast but she would smile cheerily and call out:

  ‘Good morning,’ whatever time of day it was.




  And then there was Dad. I had absolutely no idea what he made of all this. The truth was that I was too cowardly to ask because I had absolutely no idea what to do next. Just a few months

  before, Dad was living a perfectly normal, independent life in his own squeaky-clean flat. He cooked for himself, did his own washing, and his immaculate clothes were a testament to the fact that

  he was still a dab hand with the iron. He did the Sunday Times crossword every week, terrier-like, refusing to give up until it was complete. And his idea of bedtime reading was

  Shakespeare or Dickens. As I lived two streets away I popped in every few days and Dad came for lunch every Sunday, but that was the limit of my involvement in his life and his in mine.




  Although he was ninety-five, the only thing troubling him was arthritis in his knees. It had forced him to give up golf and tea-dancing – a hobby he took up aged eighty-six after my mother

  died and which opened up a whole new life for him. But he still managed to walk to the bus stop every day – albeit with a stick – and whizz off into town where he enjoyed a cup of

  coffee and a cream cake in the Marks and Spencer café. His stiff upper lip and joie de vivre lulled me into the belief that things would carry on like this for ever. So it was as much a

  shock for me as it was for him when, in June 2010, Dad fell as he was carrying his bedtime cup of coffee the short distance from the kitchen to his armchair.




  He had landed on his bottom and hadn’t been able to get up again. Luckily, he had his Lifeline buzzer around his neck – something he’d taken to wearing quite recently.

  He’d pressed it and the call centre had rung 999 for him.




  I was strolling down a street in Paris, idly wondering which restaurant to eat in that night, when my mobile phone rang and I found myself talking to Sandra, the paramedic. Dad was lying on a

  stretcher, about to be taken off to hospital. The line crackled as I tried to ask questions, too stunned to take in the answers. But, even in my befuddled state, her words ‘I think he might

  have broken his hip’ rang out like a clarion call.




  I got her to pass the phone to Dad. Dad is incredibly deaf. Sometimes it’s comical; sometimes it’s infuriating. Sometimes, like at that moment, it’s distressing. Motorbikes

  careered past me and elegant Parisians out for an evening meander stared disdainfully as I shrieked my love into the emptiness. Would he hear? Would he know? Dad was airily dismissive of the whole

  thing. ‘Don’t worry about me, love. You enjoy yourself,’ he said.




  But how could I? I knew that if he had broken his hip, it would mean an operation, which, at his age, could be fatal. I rang my brothers: Andy was at the Glastonbury Festival, Simon was at his

  flat in Edinburgh, and both sounded as shocked and helpless as I felt. Thankfully, Andy promised that he would get to Winchester the next morning.




  As I put my mobile back in my handbag, I felt frightened. I also felt furious with myself – and with Dad. I’d only left home that morning. Why on earth had this happened now when I

  was too far away to help or to do anything about it? I’d gone to Paris for a long weekend with my daughter Ellen, who was about to turn nineteen, while Elise, her seventeen-year-old sister,

  was on a school trip to Nice. More importantly, Ellen was about to go to university. In September she was off to London to study History of Art at the Courtauld Institute. She was on the cusp of a

  new and exciting life. And this holiday was supposed to be a celebration. I’d pictured mornings spent strolling around the Louvre and the Musée d’Orsay, afternoons window

  shopping and evenings spent sipping glasses of chilled wine in chic cafés and talking in a way in which, back home, we never seemed to have the time to do – and might never again. What

  I hadn’t expected was to find ourselves huddled in a restaurant that evening, talking about death.




  Like most children – even grown-up women of fifty-one – I’d taken Dad’s presence in my life for granted. So, of course, had Ellen. An adoring and hugely energetic

  grandpa, he’d taught her everything from how to skip to how to do her times tables. I tried to crystallize all the things I thought about Dad and how he’d be feeling now:

  ‘He’s had a wonderful, rich life,’ I said. ‘If he wants to fight on, he will. But, if he decides he’s had enough, he won’t be scared of dying.’




  But the truth was that I was scared of him dying. So was Ellen. It wasn’t just that we hadn’t said goodbye. It was that we hadn’t treasured him enough. He was like my toaster:

  I can’t imagine life without it, but I don’t greet it every morning with whoops of unadulterated joy and gratitude, squealing, ‘Thank you for being here for me.’ To be

  brutally honest, visiting Dad had become just one more burden in my busy life. I’d arrive in a frantic hurry, on my way to do something else, and sometimes wouldn’t even bother to have

  a cup of tea with him. I’d check the fridge, run my fingers over the work surfaces (by now Dad had a fortnightly cleaner), and feel I’d done my duty. I told myself I’d make it up

  to him one day when I had more time – as though time was something I controlled. How stupid was I? Of all people, I should have known that time isn’t doled out in predictable parcels

  and that life never stands still. It shoots off down side roads, careers into cul-de-sacs and tears up mountainsides. And then, one day, perhaps when you least expect it, it runs out all

  together.




  Poor Ellen felt just as bad, and with much less reason. She’d been in Rome for nine months, working as an au pair. Before that she’d been studying for A levels, and before that it

  had been GCSEs. No wonder visiting her grandpa had got pushed slightly to the side in the whirlwind of growing up. She’d written to him from Rome, I knew, because he’d shown me her

  letters with such pride. But a combination of his deafness and her habit of talking at a hundred miles an hour meant that any deeper relationship had somehow foundered along the way.




  ‘But he’s always been so lovely to me,’ she sobbed. ‘Does he know how much I love him?’




  I knew he did. I hoped he knew how much I loved him too. But that didn’t make either of us feel that much better. As for Elise, I didn’t dare tell her the news. She unequivocally

  adored her grandpa and I decided that there was no point distressing her when there was nothing she, or any of us, could do.




  Andy was on the phone the next morning. He was in Winchester and Dad was about to have an operation to replace his shattered hip. Andy seemed calm. I tried to be so too. But the relief was

  indescribable when – some six hours later – Andy rang to say that the operation had gone well. Dad had not needed a general anaesthetic. He had come out the other end.




  But, although I knew things would never be quite the same again, I didn’t realize just how fragile Dad now was until I got home two days later. Propped up in his hospital bed, he looked

  shrunken and almost childishly lost. As he hugged me, he struggled to recount what had happened to him and seemed confused as to why he was in pain. ‘They tell me I’ve had an

  operation,’ he kept repeating. ‘I don’t remember anything.’




  ‘Never mind, Dad. You’ll soon be back on your feet,’ I blustered. And part of me hoped it was true. Dad had always been so active and vigorous, it was impossible to imagine him

  not pelting around the place as normal.




  But, although Dad’s robust health meant he rallied remarkably well after the operation, the toll was still huge. A combination of his arthritis and the invasive surgery meant that he was

  pathetically doddery. After two weeks, he started physiotherapy. He was encouraged out of bed and issued with a Zimmer frame.




  It seemed both ludicrous and tragic. Dad had always pooh-poohed the idea of needing a walking frame. ‘They’re for poor old cripples,’ he had harrumphed. Now here he was, meekly

  accepting his fate – only he didn’t quite. Despite tucking into his hospital dinners with gusto – the only person on earth who could eagerly lap up foul-smelling fish pie and jam

  roly-poly and custard every day of the week – he talked wistfully of getting home. ‘Once I get rid of this thing,’ he’d say, gesturing impatiently at his Zimmer frame,

  ‘I’ll be getting out and about again. I might even be able to go dancing now I have a new hip!’




  I wanted to believe him. Trusting your parent knows best is a hard habit to break. The doctors were reluctant to give a prognosis. ‘Anything could happen,’ they said. So, three weeks

  after his accident, I packed Dad’s bag, helped him into a hospital wheelchair, and drove him the short distance to a local authority care home, which was happy to provide a temporary room and

  carers while he gained the strength to live independently again in his own flat.




  Looking around his little bedroom with its en suite bathroom and kitchen, I tried to ignore the smell of old clothes and microwaved stews. Mercifully, Dad has always had the knack of making the

  best of things and letting awkward situations wash over him.




  ‘This is great.’ He grinned, examining the reading light beside his bed. ‘I’ve got every home comfort.’




  I felt a twinge of embarrassment as I rather too readily agreed.




  I told myself that it was only a temporary solution until Dad got back on his feet. But as the days merged into weeks, it became clear that Dad wasn’t getting any better. He was too

  physically frail to walk up stairs. He couldn’t stand without his frame – and even then he could only manage to hobble across a room before collapsing in pain into the nearest chair.

  Not being able to stand meant that he couldn’t manage to do the simplest tasks for himself any more. He couldn’t dress himself and, worst of all, he couldn’t wash himself. Carers

  had to do even the most intimate things for him.




  I didn’t know whether to be sad or relieved, but Dad didn’t rail against the situation. In fact, he took it all in his stride, claiming to revel in the attention. ‘The carers

  even wash my feet. I feel like an Arab potentate, surrounded by waiting women,’ he joked.




  He seemed oblivious to the rather challenging behaviour of his elderly fellow residents. Unlike Dad, who was there purely for rehabilitation, most of them lived in the home permanently because

  they could no longer cope mentally or physically by themselves. Mainly women – a corollary of the fact that women outlive men – they congregated in the sitting room from breakfast until

  tea. Needless to say, as the new arrival – and a dapper-looking man to boot – Dad was fussed over constantly. They vied over whom he’d sit with, stroked his hair, kissed him

  goodnight and told me repeatedly what a good boy he was.




  At first, when they weren’t looking, Dad would grimace and pretend to wring their necks – impatient at all their fussing. ‘They’re very effusive,’ he’d hiss.

  But, as time passed, he became increasingly accepting of the whole situation. He no longer read his books and, when I came to visit, he no longer asked when he’d be going home. It was almost

  as though he was accepting his fate and giving up on life – or, at least, on all the things he’d once enjoyed in life.




  ‘It’s not too bad here, love,’ he told me one day. ‘I could get used to it.’




  The truth was that I was coming to accept that he’d never be going home again. And – although Dad has always been given to wildly unrealistic ideas – so was he. Even with

  carers, his life would be joyless. Dad’s two-bedroom flat was up a steep flight of stairs and had yet more stairs outside the building. Once he was inside, getting out again would be an

  almost impossible undertaking for him.




  A care home – if not this one, then another one – seemed the only solution. Reluctantly, my brothers and I started talking about local options. But then one day something happened

  – something so imperceptible I almost missed it.




  I took Dad’s hand to say goodbye and, as he kissed my cheek, his hand – how did it get to be so small and frail without me noticing? – held on to mine just a little too long.

  And as I looked into his eyes, I saw all the yearning he was far too proud and far too loving to articulate: ‘I’m scared. Please take me home.’




  I’ve always hated goodbyes. There have been too many in my life. Some achingly long-drawn-out, some dramatic, some bitter, and some so sudden that I didn’t even get a chance to say

  the words. But this one was so gentle and so dignified, it took my breath away. And I hadn’t even seen it coming.




  I thought of all the reasons why Dad couldn’t live with me. I had a demanding, time-consuming job as a journalist; my house was up for sale; I’d just recovered from breast cancer; I

  was in the throes of getting divorced; Ellen was about to go to university and Elise would be following in a matter of months. What more upheaval did I possibly need? I craved my old life back,

  before all the stress and trauma turned it upside down. But somehow – compelling though they were – none of the reasons seemed good enough when faced with the blindingly obvious. Living

  with me, Dad would be happy. And, surely, I wouldn’t be too unhappy, would I?




  And so, that day in August 2010, I jumped in and offered him a home with me. It was to be many months and after a close proximity with Dad before I realized that I was simply doing what

  I’d learnt from him – following my gut instinct and charging in regardless of the consequences. Dad would come and live with me for as long as it worked. My brothers were relieved. The

  girls were excited. Many of my friends – particularly those with ageing parents – thought I was mad and worried it would be far too much for me. As for Dad, joy lit up his face but he

  still tried to talk me out of it.




  ‘I won’t be much help to you, darling,’ he admitted ruefully.




  It was the understatement of the century, I thought, as I started coming to my senses and realizing what a huge amount of preparation was involved and how many hurdles were strewn in the way. My

  list went something like this: a) tell ex-husband I am no longer selling the house; b) come up with a new plan to raise money to provide his share of the equity; c) ring Derek the plumber to

  arrange building a bathroom for Dad; d) sort out the entire contents of Dad’s flat so that it could be rented out; and e) cancel social life for foreseeable future.




  But how wrong I was. Ever since he moved in with his Zimmer frame, his collection of hearing-aid batteries and monogrammed hankies and his tins of Black Bullets boiled sweets, Dad has been

  helping me more than I could ever have imagined. And he’s done it just by being Dad.




  The brutal truth is that, when Dad moved in, my life was in freefall. Consumed by anger and fear, I was reeling from the aftershocks of all that had happened and I was frightened by all I still

  had to face. Now I was thundering down the track and smack into two more hurdles: I had to sell my house and I had to face waving goodbye to Ellen when she moved out. I’d learnt enough from

  what had happened to be sure that nothing lasts for ever – not good health, not marriages (or, at least, not mine) – and that’s why I was probably much more sanguine about giving

  Dad a home than I would have been even a few years earlier. It was a good plan for now and that was good enough.




  But I didn’t anticipate that living with Dad would provide me with a crash course in self-healing. Dad is the least guru-like figure you could possibly imagine. He can’t abide

  moaners, is given to wildly tactless remarks and, as he’s deaf, definitely isn’t the best listener in the world. But he’s taught himself how to cope with enough trauma and tragedy

  to fell most people. Looking back down the long tunnel of history of a life begun in 1915 – in the midst of the First World War – there’s very little he hasn’t seen or

  experienced.




  Every day I’ve been amazed by something new that pops out of his mouth – wise, witty or just plain common sense – a testament to a life well lived and a heart still beating

  powerfully. But it’s not just what he says, it’s what he does – it’s the very tenets by which he lives his life. When I last shared a home with Dad, it was 1977 and I was

  nineteen, heading off to Oxford University and desperate for independence. I didn’t give two hoots for what Dad thought about anything. While I loved and respected him, I certainly

  didn’t think I needed him or had anything left to learn from him.




  But – in the most subtle and delightful way imaginable – living with Dad has proved to be an education. He’s taught me how to let go of the past and he’s shown me how to

  relish every second of the present. I’ve learnt how to forgive myself for the things I did wrong and to give myself credit for the things I did right. Of course, some of the lessons I’d

  already learnt as a little girl at my dad’s knee; I just didn’t always know how to put them into practice.




  So here, courtesy of my dad, I offer you an education in happiness. I hope you don’t need his lessons as much as I did.




  







  ONE




  YOU’LL ALWAYS BE MY LITTLE GIRL




  I’ve often wondered what would have happened if I’d left Dad sitting stoically in the care home on that fateful day, gone home, canvassed the opinions of friends

  and family, and then thought long and hard about all that I would need to do, and all that I would be giving up before he could move in.




  Would I have thought the better of it? Would I have decided it was all going to be too stressful, too much of a responsibility? Quite possibly. But I didn’t and I hadn’t. I guess the

  truth is that life had been so spectacularly unpredictable over the last few years that I wasn’t scared of change in the way I once had been. I’d never planned for this moment. Dad had

  always been so fit and strong. I’d rather imagined that he would simply drop down dead on the golf course or the dance floor one day. The thought of my energetic, irrepressible dad being

  infirm and confined to a nursing home had always seemed inconceivable – and it still did. So, while I hadn’t actively planned for Dad to move in with me, I’d not ruled it out as a

  possibility either. I just hadn’t planned for the moment I would actually have to make a decision. But, here it was, and my heart was yelling: ‘Do it! Do it!’ And I knew, however

  daunting it might prove, I was doing the right thing.




  ‘The girls will love having you live with us. So will I,’ I promised.




  ‘It will be wonderful to be part of a family again, seeing all the comings and goings and the general kerfuffle,’ he said. ‘But you do know, sweet, that I’m an old man

  and I won’t be able to help much.’




  ‘Of course, Daddy. Don’t worry. I can do it all. I’ll start making arrangements now,’ I said. And, as I kissed him goodbye, I promised myself that I would make it

  work.




  Even so, the enormity of what I was letting myself in for hit me like a bolt between the eyes as soon as I got home. As Dad couldn’t manage stairs, he was going to have to live on the

  ground floor. My sitting room could be his bed-sitting room. It’s a lovely light, airy room with two huge bay windows overlooking the road, but so big and so formal that we barely ever used

  it, preferring to hunker down in the basement instead where the kitchen and family room are. But Dad would need a separate bathroom on the same floor and it rapidly became obvious that there was

  only one solution: our garden room would have to be Dad’s bathroom.




  As I looked around the room and contemplated all the work involved, I was filled with the most peculiar mixture of fear and excitement. The garden room was the last project Richard and I had

  worked on before our marriage ended. It was Richard’s favourite room. Every nook and cranny reminded me of him and of a time when I’d imagined our life together going on for ever.

  We’d chosen the yellow and cream paint scheme together and agonized together over whether we could afford the marble floor. Richard had designed the floor-to-ceiling glass doors to make the

  garden appear to reach into the room, while the little iron coffee table, the dusky-pink sofa from his bachelor days and the drinks trolley, inherited from his dad’s cousin, were all arranged

  to offer the promise of total relaxation. On the floor, huge pots of hydrangeas and rhododendrons, which always reminded me of my green-fingered mother, soaked up the sun dappling through the

  Victorian-style etched-glass windows. On balmy summer nights, we had sat on the sofa, sipping wine and sharing a bowl of olives while listening to music. I’d lain on the sofa and read my way

  through the after-effects of chemo treatment. Huge, meaty books I’d never have started otherwise: War and Peace, Anna Karenina, Middlemarch, Barchester

  Towers, Wives and Daughters. In short, all the books I’d promised myself I’d read one day – never guessing that day would arrive with a cancer diagnosis.




  It was in this room that guests had mingled on my forty-ninth birthday party, the one I’d held not to be contrary but simply because I didn’t know whether I’d reach fifty. I

  was halfway through my chemotherapy treatment, exhausted and weepy. I remembered Richard weaving around the room with champagne bottles, glancing over his shoulder every so often to smile at me and

  check that I was OK – not too tired, not too sick. And it was in this room, a year later, that my marriage ended.




  Now here I was about to dismantle it, consigning to history the life Richard and I had built together, and I was filled with the most peculiar mixture of emotions. A huge part of me felt:

  ‘Hooray. At last.’ I was elated at the prospect of breathing new life into my home, and this room in particular, which had seemed so bleak and empty since Richard left. Buoyed up on a

  tidal wave of adrenaline, I’d rushed around the house like a whirling dervish in the weeks after he moved out, stripping the house of all the pictures, ornaments and photos that reminded me

  of him. I’d hidden everything in the attic so that I wouldn’t have to see it again and then I’d collapsed. But since then I’d been living in limbo, allowing the house to

  atrophy around me because I was too wary of the emotions I might unleash by having to think too hard about any of the possessions that were once ours and were now only mine. Suddenly, with Dad

  coming, I had a burning reason to make changes. As I thought of Dad’s eagerness and excitement at moving in, I felt the thrill of a new chapter opening. The problem was how to negotiate all

  the practical things that I needed to do to get there.




  The first thing I did was ring Derek, the plumber. He’d known Dad for almost twenty years and had become the family handyman along the way. As soon as I explained my predicament he

  promised he’d get on the case. He called in the next day and, to my relief, agreed that while creating the bathroom wouldn’t be easy, it was definitely possible.




  ‘You know what Dad’s like. He’s champing at the bit to get here. So how soon can you do it?’ I asked.




  Derek smiled ruefully. ‘I know he’d like me to start tomorrow and have it done by the end of the day, but it’ll have to be next week. Any chance of keeping Mr Cunningham quiet

  until then?’




  I wasn’t banking on it. I knew Dad would be virtually counting the minutes until he could move in. To say that Dad is impatient is like describing the North Pole as being a little chilly,

  or vindaloo curries as being a tad on the spicy side. Dad has no conception of how to bide his time. Trying to stop him from doing something the second the idea pops into his head is like trying to

  restrain a pack of slavering gun dogs in hot pursuit of a fox. And as for Dad letting grass grow under his feet – it’s as likely to sprout up in the Sahara Desert as it is to grow under

  his size eight brogues. Getting Dad to stand in a queue, sit in traffic, or even wait for a TV programme to start without flicking impatiently through the channels has always been well nigh

  impossible. He’s been the same ever since I can remember. And if family folklore is anything to go by, he always has been. Then again, it’s hard to find too much fault with his

  impatience – after all, it’s how he came to marry my mother.




  My mother’s best friend, Pat, was Dad’s cousin. Her mother was Dad’s father’s sister. During the Second World War, Dad, a flight lieutenant with the RAF, was stationed

  briefly outside Birmingham, only a few miles from Pat’s home, and he promised his parents that as soon as he had leave he’d visit for the weekend.




  So one summer’s day in 1943, Dad rocked up in his smart officer’s uniform, looking like Laurence Olivier as Heathcliff – all dark hair, brooding eyes and thick Geordie accent.

  His cousins and aunt sat him down and clucked over him. Then they poured him tea, offered him rock cakes and prepared for a pleasant afternoon catching up on family gossip. Dad, however, had other

  ideas. He’d barely gulped down his tea and bolted down his bun before he was shooting out of his chair and pacing around the room, fiddling with their ornaments and asking eagerly if any odd

  jobs needed doing.




  They couldn’t think of anything to keep him occupied, so Pat decided to call for reinforcements. She rang my mother, who lived in the next street and was known for being good fun and

  quick-witted enough to handle most situations.




  ‘Tess, come quick,’ she said. ‘We’ve got our cousin Jimmy with us and we don’t know what to do with him. He won’t sit still. We’ve run out of

  conversation and we’re at our wits’ end.’




  My mother found herself marching up and down the garden beside Dad, mesmerised by this tornado of energy, so different from the buttoned-up, stuffy boyfriends she was used to from the tennis

  club.




  They might never have met again. But, perhaps inspired by Dad’s stories – he was a veteran of the Battle of Britain – Mum, who was training to be a nurse to help in the war

  effort and was loathing every minute of it, decided to ask for a transfer to the WAAF. She was picked to train as a meteorologist, tracking weather conditions, and was posted to London for a

  month’s induction. Dad also happened to be in London. Mum always claimed that Pat innocently suggested that, as they were both in London, Dad should take her out. But I suspect Mum put her up

  to it. Mum being Mum, she just never wanted to admit to anything even slightly underhand.




  So my parents found themselves enjoying tea and cake in the Lyons tea house near Buckingham Palace Road where Mum was billeted, while the bombs dropped all around them. And, after just four

  meetings, Dad – in typical Dad fashion – asked Mum to marry him.




  My mother had made the mistake of explaining to Dad that she was unofficially engaged – and had been since the outbreak of war.




  ‘But that’s preposterous. What’s he thinking of? I’d marry you instantly if I could,’ Dad said. And, as Mum was soon to be posted to the Far East, which would mean

  that they might not see each other again for many years, he suggested they do just that. Get married instantly – or at least within the week. How could Mum resist?




  Her parents were horrified. Her father, the treasurer of what was then the borough of Sutton Coldfield in Birmingham, had imagined a suitor who was somewhat more genteel and middle-class than my

  Dad, who came from an impoverished background in Newcastle. The other stumbling block, in his mind, was that Dad was about to be posted to Normandy in the wake of the D-Day landings for what was to

  prove the final push to Berlin.




  ‘I really don’t want my daughter to be a widow,’ Grandpa Connon said crisply.




  ‘I don’t go much on the idea either, sir. And believe me, I’ll do my best to stay alive,’ Dad retorted smartly.




  My parents married on 23 August 1944; Dad in uniform, Mum in a suit she had sewn herself. They honeymooned in Stratford-upon-Avon – courtesy of the local police force. Dad had asked his

  sergeant to book him a room. The sergeant was duly waiting at the station in Stratford, only to inform the happy new bridegroom that he’d had no luck. The town had been overrun with evacuees

  from the bombing of Birmingham and there was no room at the inn. Never one to be beaten, Dad marched straight off to the local nick.




  ‘I’m here on my honeymoon, officer. Any chance you can help me out?’ he asked with his usual Geordie charm. Half an hour later, Mum and Dad were ensconced in the finest hotel

  room in Stratford-on-Avon. And, three days later, Dad was in France.




  It didn’t take long for Mum to realize that Dad’s impetuosity comes as naturally to him as breathing. The war was over. My sister Hilary had arrived. It was the second day in their

  new home in Sutton Coldfield and Mum was talking dreamily about the improvements she’d like to make over time.




  ‘Jimmy, what do you think about having a hatch from the kitchen to the dining room – then I’d be able to pass food through and you could put it on the table? It would make

  everything so much easier,’ she said.




  Dad’s eyes lit up with eager enthusiasm. Immediately, he was on his feet. Before Mum could stop him, he had found his hammer and chisel and was bashing away at the wall, scattering gritty

  cement dust all over the breakfast table.




  ‘What do you reckon, love? I just need to get it plastered and it’s all done,’ he announced, a grin of boyish satisfaction on his face, before grabbing his coat to rush off to

  the hardware shop.




  Barely half an hour later, my anxious mother was watching Dad slap plaster on the gaping hole with his bare fingers.




  ‘Don’t you need a trowel for that?’ she asked quizzically, remembering her father, who would never have started even the smallest task without meticulous planning.




  ‘Oh, no need to bother,’ said Dad, who was in far too much of a hurry and having far too much fun to go hunting for more equipment. And, to be fair, the serving hatch may have looked

  rough and ready but it was in operation by lunchtime.




  Mum never managed to change him. Actually, I’m not sure that she really wanted to. Dad’s impetuosity has always been part of his immense charm. But it can also be intensely

  irritating. There wasn’t a single wall in our house which didn’t have a huge thumbprint on it because Dad couldn’t wait long enough to check whether the paint was dry. Pictures

  hung wonkily because Dad seemed to think that using a spirit level was cheating. It was the same with manufacturers’ instruction manuals – when he got his first video recorder, Dad had

  barely ushered the delivery driver out of the door before he set to work. He had the recorder set up in twenty minutes and sat back down jubilantly. He only realized that there might be a slight

  problem when he attempted to record Antiques Roadshow and ended up with a blank screen and no sound. He had no clue as to how to eject the video, and Mum found him trying to prise it out

  of the machine with a butter knife. Sheepishly, he had to agree with Mum’s suggestion of calling out an engineer to do the job properly. He promised faithfully that, in future, he would look

  at the instruction manual first. As if.




  Now Dad’s eagerness knew no bounds. According to him he could move in within the week, even kipping down on the floor in a sleeping bag if necessary, while the bathroom was being built.

  And it wasn’t just the bathroom. I also had to clear out his apartment so that I could rent it. That way I’d have enough money to pay for his care. Fortunately, as Dad’s needs had

  been assessed when he left hospital, we already had a care package set up and ready to go. A carer would come in the morning to help him get washed and dressed, at lunchtime to make him a bowl of

  soup – freeing me up to work – and again in the evening to help him get ready for bed. All I had to do was find the money – some £600 a month. My brothers agreed that

  renting out Dad’s apartment was the best option. But first I had to get the apartment decorated – another job for Derek.




  Sorting out both my home and Dad’s apartment was so all-consuming that it didn’t give me any time to think about the other huge change on the horizon. I had almost forgotten that, as

  Dad moved in, Ellen would be moving out. And, in another twelve months, Elise might well be going to university too. Ellen was going to start her three-year degree course in History of Art and, as

  the date loomed, her excitement was mounting. She had a room in a hall of residence on the Strand. I longed to share her joy but I was too scared. Not for her, but for me and how I would cope

  without her. I’d miss her. I’d miss my job as her mum. I’d guided her through every one of her school days. I’d helped her read, listened patiently as she stumblingly

  repeated over her times tables, and less patiently as she practised the violin hour after screeching hour. I’d been there when she took her first step and lost her first tooth. My first baby:

  I knew the second she was put in my arms and a shaft of late-August sun illuminated her scrunched-up little face that I had found the love of my life. After that it often seemed that we were

  learning together – a newborn baby with a novice mum.




  Taking her out during those first months, pride and joy jostled with terror. One day when I was wheeling her along in her little blue pram, we ran into a team of workmen digging up the road. I

  was so petrified that the noise of the drilling had damaged her eardrums that I raced her to the doctor, who, mercifully, managed to keep a straight face. Then there was the time when she wandered

  off at the park to look at the ducks. Finally I found her, chatting to another family. As I hugged her far too tight, I realized that she held my happiness in her hands. Just thinking about it all

  these years later, my stomach still turns to jelly.




  Watching time racing by, I was determined not to forget a thing. I bought a little book and wrote down all the funny, quirky things Ellen said, like when, aged four, she met me at the school

  gates and announced that she’d just had a ‘gym and tonic’ lesson. Luckily, the teacher was out of earshot and remained oblivious to my evening tipple. Or how she looked at my feet

  before announcing sagely: ‘Mummy, I love you. But you have ugly feet like a troll.’




  Now, at nineteen, and with the university place she had worked so hard for in the bag, she was striding off into a fantastic new life. I felt an enormous sense of relief and satisfaction in a

  job well done. But I also felt an aching sense of loss. Overnight I would be redundant.




  I couldn’t bear to think of all I’d miss without her: Ellen’s gentle way of bringing me back to earth when I get stressed. The evenings gossiping over the kitchen table. The

  clothes shopping trips when somehow she always says the right thing while still guiding me away from anything that makes my bum look big. I’d tried to shield her from the terror I felt as I

  coped with cancer, but I couldn’t hide the love I felt for her and Elise, nor my fear of leaving them. For the last eight years, at least, I’d been moaning non-stop about the state of

  her bedroom. But now I couldn’t bear to imagine the day when it would be stripped bare: posters peeled off the walls; wardrobe emptied; the tangle of tights, knickers, loose change and empty

  water bottles swept up off the floor, the mouldy coffee cups vanished for ever.




  So, instead I threw all my energy into sorting out Dad’s move, grateful for a distraction. Problems that might have appeared insurmountable a few months earlier were now a welcome

  diversion. Apart from the logistics of organizing his apartment, the biggest stumbling block was the whacking great For Sale sign outside my own house. After much fraught negotiation with lawyers,

  I’d agreed to put the house on the market eighteen months after Richard left, and to split the equity – 80 per cent to me and 20 per cent to him. The house had finally gone up for sale

  in May and I’d geared myself up to moving somewhere smaller. But now, with Dad’s fall, everything had changed and I thanked my lucky stars that no one had shown a flicker of interest.

  It meant that I could stay in the house and buy Richard out – if I could find the money.




  Talking it over with my brothers and my grown-up nieces Frances and Sibylla, my sister Hilary’s children, we came up with a plan. Simon had recently retired from his job as an economist

  with the United Nations and now lived in Edinburgh. He had just sold his property in New York and he offered to invest his spare cash in my house. It was a massive weight off my shoulders and I was

  hugely touched. I knew, unlike Andy, who lives relatively close by in Brighton, that Simon wouldn’t be able to visit Dad regularly or do much to help out practically. This was his way of

  contributing and it made me feel much less alone with the responsibility. Meanwhile, Frances and Sibylla both promised that they’d visit regularly and would help out if ever I needed them to.

  Even so, as Dad’s arrival date – 29 September – edged closer, I began to worry whether I wasn’t blinding myself to the massive job I was taking on and the huge sea change in

  my life.




  What if Dad and I simply didn’t get on? What if we couldn’t handle the roles we now found ourselves in – he the needy old man; me the bossy mother? We hadn’t shared a

  house for over thirty years. And when we did, it was his home and I was a child. Now the tables were dramatically turned in a way neither of us would ever have chosen. He was coming to live in my

  home because he needed my help. And I feared I wasn’t compassionate enough or – even at fifty-one – mature enough to handle the change.




  I railed against what time had done to him. Every time I visited Dad in the home, he seemed older and more shrunken. One day his jersey was spattered with soup and my usually meticulous dad

  hadn’t even noticed. Where once he had joked with me about the over-eager attentions of the elderly ladies who fussed over him, now he submitted without protest. In fact, he barely seemed to

  notice. And having any sort of conversation with him was proving increasingly difficult. Despite his deafness, he used to make an effort to listen. Now the effort seemed too much and I got tired of

  having to repeat the same boring platitudes time after time: ‘What did you have for lunch today?’ ‘What have you been watching on TV?’ I wanted the dad I remembered: big,

  strong and dependable. And I was terribly worried that Dad was now too far down the road for me to cope.
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