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Freedom. it isn’t once, to walk out
under the Milky Way, feeling the rivers
of light, the fields of dark – 
freedom is daily, prose-bound, routine
remembering. Putting together, inch by inch,
the starry worlds. From all the lost collections.

Adrienne rich
from ‘For Memory’, 1979
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richard and Barbara Mosse on honeymoon in Guernsey, 1954
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1

Christmas 1975

my sisters and i are sitting in the back of the car, our 
legs touching, and the seat scratchy.

Street lights flash by in quiet suburban towns, then 
we’re out into the darkness of country roads in the 
South downs. Sleepy after a long day, a visit to my 
mother’s favourite cousin and his wife, somewhere in 
Surrey. Sandwiches for the journey home. edam cheese, 
something i’ve never eaten before. i want to like it, but 
it doesn’t taste of anything and it’s the texture of my 
swimming hat.

it’s winter and we’re wearing flared jeans and striped 
polo necks, itchy at the neck. Beige and mustard yellow, 
the colours of the 1970s. Lava lamp prints. Or maybe not. 
Memory is a fickle friend and there were many journeys 
to relatives at Christmas.

But if the image is slightly blurred, i’m certain it’s 
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Boxing day or thereabouts, coming up for six o’clock. 
We’re in our usual places – me behind our mother on the 
passenger side, my middle sister perched and looking 
straight ahead, my youngest sister curled up behind our 
father, a folded coat against the window for a pillow. in 
the compartment beneath the handbrake, there’s a packet 
of tissues and a metal tin of car sweets – Fox’s Glacier 
Mints and barley sugars, the brittle taste of day trips.

i wipe the inside of the glass with my sleeve and ask if 
the radio can be turned on. The relief! We’re just in time 
for the tail end of the Top 20 and the Christmas No. 1.

in those days before personalised playlists and twenty-
four-hour sound, the radio 1 countdown on a Sunday night 
was a ritual. One of those things that made girls growing 
up in villages in Sussex feel connected to something 
bigger, beyond the realms of our lived experience. For the 
fifth week running, it’s Queen with ‘Bohemian rhapsody’. 
i’ve seen the video on Top of the Pops and, as i listen, i 
picture that split screen dividing into boxes, then dividing 
again and again. Singing along under my breath to words 
i don’t understand, yet relishing the sound of them, the 
spirit of them, the promise of them.

i am fourteen and young for my age, but wanting to fit 
in with the more popular pupils at my 2,000-strong girls’ 
comp, the ones who smoke and have boyfriends, who roll 
their skirts up and wear platform shoes to school.

Blue eyeshadow. imagine.
i’m not sure why i remember this journey so clearly, 

when in truth it could have been any other december in 
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christmas 1975

the 1970s: perhaps visiting my maternal uncle and aunt 
in Addlestone (though i think that year the Christmas 
No. 1 was Slade) or an afternoon spent with my paternal 
grandparents in Hove. Memories fragment, slip and slide, 
put themselves back together like a kaleidoscope. Playing 
‘i Spy’ to pass the time until we’re bored of it. The ritual of 
seeing which of us could count the most Christmas trees 
in the windows of all the houses and flats as we drove 
along the old coast road from east to West Sussex, until 
the spire of Chichester Cathedral welcomed us home. 
knowing that, because it was the holidays, we’d have 
supper on our laps in front of the television. knowing 
my father would have left the light on in the porch so we 
didn’t come back to a dark house and that our Christmas 
tree would be sparkling red and blue. A holly wreath on 
the front door. knowing all this in advance because this 
was how it always was.

i didn’t, then, realise how exceptional this quiet, 
ordered childhood was, how ordinary and how precious. 
knowing that i was loved. And because of those very 
many years of being loved unconditionally, and supported 
unconditionally, that what was required some thirty-five 
years later would be both possible and a privilege.

This is not a ‘how to’ book for the 8.8 million adults in the 
Uk who find themselves carers, nor a social analysis of the 
structures and inequalities in the Uk care system. Though 
there are common challenges, everyone’s experience is 
unique. My husband, our children, my sisters, my brother-
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in-law would write different stories of these same times 
and their roles as carers.

rather, it’s a tribute to three extraordinary people – my 
father, my mother and my mother-in-law – and my own 
personal reflections about what it means to find oneself, 
in middle age, as an ‘extra pair of hands’. it’s about the 
nature of memory, about celebrating older people and 
ageing, about gentle heroism, about invisibility, about 
family and history, about complexity, about trying 
and failing simultaneously, about the juggling of work 
deadlines, about unreliability, about exhaustion and 
never getting a full night’s sleep, about the numbing 
repetition of everyday tasks, about grief, about patience, 
compassion and empathy, guilt and loss, about the right 
to die with dignity, about reciprocity, about our brilliant 
NHS, about learning to embrace a different pace of life, 
about our fading selves, about regret, about absence, 
about partnership, about liberation, about being lucky 
enough to be in a position to repay a lifetime of caring.

But most of all, it’s a story about love.
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Granny rosie with Filly, Sussex, summer 1974
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1

Three Generations

it started with Granny rosie.
When my husband and i left London in 1998, and came 

home to Sussex with our two young children, we asked 
my mother-in-law if she might like to come and live with 
us as soon as we’d found somewhere permanent. At the 
time, rosie was living in a mobile home on the adjacent 
plot to her twin sister down by the water in emsworth. it 
was lovely in summer, but had no heating and, never one 
to make a fuss, she’d seen in the previous New Year in bed 
with pneumonia without telling anyone.

rosemary Turner – aka Granny rosie – was a local girl 
born and bred. Growing up in Apuldram in the 1930s, 
one of the daughters of a gardener at the big house, she’d 
lived the kind of english rural childhood that no longer 
exists. riding her beloved pony Minx to junior school and 
stabling her at her uncle’s pub until going-home time, in 
1941 rosie took and passed the eleven-plus. After that, she 
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three generations

cycled from her tiny village to the girls’ grammar school in 
the city wearing her hated home-made uniform.

She did well – she was, as she put it, ‘as clever as she was 
naughty’ – so took her Higher School Certificate early. 
Left kicking her heels before she was old enough to start 
her teacher training, and needing to raise enough money 
to pay for the course, she spent the summer of 1947 giving 
rides on Minx. She worked in the fields of Apuldram and 
dell Quay, singling sugar beet and stooking sheaves for 
11d a day. Only a little more lucrative, in the autumn she 
was employed as a pupil teacher for £3 a month until 
she could take up her place. each morning she’d present 
herself at County Hall in Chichester, to be sent anywhere 
in the district on her bicycle for a day’s work.

in the forty-odd years between then and retirement, 
there’d been a long career as a teacher, three husbands who 
hadn’t suited and three sons who did. As a consequence, 
she’d moved around a fair bit. Sometimes a little further 
west into Hampshire, sometimes further up into the 
downs towards Midhurst, but always local.

Now unattached, and with no caring responsibilities of 
her own, in the summer of 1998 rosie moved into our 
ramshackle house outside Bognor regis – more building 
site than a home – bringing with her one or two favourite 
pieces of furniture, her electric keyboard, her books and 
music, but otherwise travelling light.

She was down to earth, unsentimental, used to fending 
for herself and a much-appreciated extra pair of hands 
for two working parents – the kind of granny who did 
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cartwheels in the garden. if i was caught up at work, or 
my husband got stuck at the end of his teaching day, she 
stepped in. Standing in loco parentis at the gates of the 
same playground where my sisters and i had waited in 
the 1970s, and rosie and her twin had lined up fifty years 
before that.

Small-town life.

The NHS gives the official definition of a carer as ‘anyone, 
including children and adults, who looks after a family 
member, partner or friend who needs help because of 
their illness, frailty, disability, a mental health problem or 
an addiction and cannot cope without their support. The 
care they give is unpaid.’

All the same, it’s a tricky word. it’s a noun freighted 
with meaning and requiring qualification. it brings with 
it a hint of transaction, of an inequality, which is all the 
more uncomfortable if you’re caring for someone you 
love. By using it, however accurate it might be in terms 
of the day-to-day realities, there’s a risk that it redefines 
a partnership, a balanced give-and-take relationship, and 
turns it into an obligation: carer and patient, carer and 
client. One is active, the other passive, whereas every carer 
knows there’s nearly always some kind of reciprocity even 
in the darkest hours.

You are still you, and they are still they.

More than a decade later, in the summer of 2009, my 
parents were to throw in their lot with us too.
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A different house, in Chichester this time, it had been 
on the market for a while. Neglected and damp, with a 
strong smell of mould and stray cats, it had been a hostel, 
a home for nurses and, ironically, a care home. But it 
had a bright and airy single-storey annexe, previously a 
self-contained flat for the warden, which would suit my 
parents. Most significantly, it was wheelchair accessible – 
which was likely to matter a great deal in the years ahead 
as my father’s Parkinson’s became more severe.

This was the beginning of our two families and three 
generations living together under one roof – my husband 
and me, our teenage children, my 85-year-old father, my 
77-year-old mother and my 78-year-old mother-in-law. For 
me, it was the beginning of becoming, and learning how 
to be, a carer, though each experience would be different: 
first, supporting my mother caring for my father, then 
holding a watching brief for her as she negotiated life 
without him. Finally, as a full-time extra pair of hands for 
rosie. it’s an odd role reversal – one that creeps up on you 
– when you realise that you are now caring for those who 
once cared for you.

And here we still live twelve years later – my husband 
Greg, Granny rosie and i – with our companionship and 
our ghosts and our memories. in a house on the corner 
where three roads meet.
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2

The House on the Corner

although diagnosed with parkinson’s disease in 
his mid-seventies, my gentleman father, richard Mosse, 
continued to live as himself – a retired cathedral-town 
solicitor, a member of the rotary club and other local 
charities, a lay reader, a lover of the Sussex countryside, 
someone who enjoyed an occasional glass of white wine 
with lunch and a Glenmorangie before bed. A man of 
principle who enjoyed horse racing, Ski Sunday and 
Formula One.

But then, as so often in these narratives of ageing, 
there’s a moment when the world stumbles, then falls.

returning from a holiday in Spain in July 2004, a few 
weeks after his eightieth birthday, a virus caught on the 
plane sent my father into intensive care. Those anxious 
days were my first experience of what was to come. 
Sitting at his bedside in the iCU in the stifling heat of the 
afternoons, with motes of dust dancing in the air. Helping 
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him to take sips of water, trying to ignore the wires and 
the remorseless bleep and hiss of the machines. Holding 
on tight to the hand that had once held mine.

Secure in his faith, he spoke of dying and of the 
lightness of letting go, but of how he wasn’t yet ready to 
leave. And i, in that whispering voice peculiar to churches 
and waiting rooms, read aloud to him, stumbling my way 
through G. k. Chesterton’s ‘The Battle of Lepanto’, one 
of his favourite poems from his schooldays: ‘dim drums 
throbbing, in the hills half heard …’ i wasn’t sure he could 
hear me, but i was desperate to do something. Anything. 
Now, of course, i know that this sense of powerlessness, 
when watching someone you love struggle or suffer, is 
part and parcel of what it means to care.

Possibly to avoid my launching next into Tennyson’s 
‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, he rallied. From the 
iCU, my father was moved onto the wards of the main 
hospital, where he stayed for several months. doctors 
adjusting medications, nurses treating a secondary 
infection, it was a slow recovery. He was always courteous 
and uncomplaining, even though it still wasn’t certain he 
would ever leave.

But on a wet afternoon in mid-October, he was 
transferred to the rehabilitation War Memorial Hospital 
nearby. A subdued place, a time-suspended place of 
hushed voices and empty corridors. The names of the 
men from our patch of Sussex who’d given their lives in 
two world wars were painted on a pale oak board in the 
lobby in gold leaf and black trim.
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My father had joined up straight from school in 1942 
and in 1943 was offered a commission in the 1st Battalion 
Welsh Guards. (For a brief and glorious moment, he was 
the youngest first lieutenant in the British Army.) He 
landed at Arromanches in Normandy, a few miles from 
Bayeux, on 25 June 1944, d-day plus 19. He was part of 
the liberation of Brussels on 3 September and survived to 
return home. Others did not. Of three little boys who’d 
played together in the 1930s on the shingle at low tide in 
the new seaside parish of Aldwick, where my grandfather 
was vicar, only my father had come back. The names of 
his school friends, lost at the ages of eighteen and twenty-
one, are recorded on that roll of honour in that quiet 
hospital hall.

in early November, on a day when the air was sharp with 
the smell of bonfires and damp earth, my father was finally 
discharged. Though he was still himself, the same sense 
of humour and warm twinkle in his eye, he had somehow 
aged many years in those four, treacherous months. it was 
clear that the Parkinson’s had seen its chance and taken 
a firmer hold.

My parents’ marriage had always been a partnership 
of equals, of respect, of shared purpose and interests. 
Well matched, contented, true. They’d celebrated their 
golden wedding the previous May in the company of their 
three daughters and eight grandchildren. Now, they were 
heading into uncharted waters.

Parkinson’s is a degenerative condition, so although 
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my father was no longer ill, there were tiny declines: the 
trademark tremor in his left hand became a little more 
obvious, the stiffness in his muscles more limiting. Spring, 
summer, autumn and winter each year slightly more was 
lost. So many things previously taken for granted, some 
of the pleasures that distinguish an individual’s life, had 
to be put aside or given up.

But not all.
My father’s health improved and things returned, 

though at a slower pace, to almost normal. He was there to 
raise a glass to the publication of my novel, Labyrinth, the 
book that changed everything. He was there to welcome 
his first great-grandchild, he continued to enjoy meals 
out with friends and going to the theatre, he went racing 
at Goodwood and Fontwell, took gentle walks along the 
seafront. High days and anniversaries, a whisky nightcap 
at the end of the day, another Christmas, another birthday.

Life went on.

My mother never used the word ‘carer’ about herself, even 
though she was always there at my father’s side when 
he needed her, believing that the word ‘wife’ contained 
multitudes. A vow taken on a glistening May afternoon in 
St Mary’s Church, ewell, in 1954, and kept.

But by 2009 – after a decision delayed and delayed again 
– it was accepted that my heroic mother was going to need 
more regular support, not least if she was to continue to 
live as herself. To be herself.

For many siblings, conversations about the next step 
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for ageing parents can be complicated and fraught with 
misunderstanding or grievance. What if they live in 
different parts of the country? What if parents need full-
time, or part-time, care but won’t accept help? is sheltered 
or supported living more sensible? What’s possible? 
Who’s going to pay? Who might have the space, who might 
have the time, who does what? independence, safety and 
proximity, everything has to be discussed and negotiated, 
especially in situations where a parent or parents are not 
able to make those decisions for themselves.

in many ways, it was easier for us than for lots of 
families – not least because there were no travel worries. 
even though my parents were coming to live with us, it 
wouldn’t make a difference to their relationships with 
anyone else. We three girls lived within spitting distance of 
one another anyway – and from where we’d grown up – we 
each saw our parents regularly and independently of one 
another, they knew and loved all of their grandchildren. 
My sisters had their own relationships with our mother 
and father, which adjusted over time as did mine. My 
parents moving to our house wouldn’t change this. Greg 
and i were at a stage in our lives where we were flexible – 
we both worked from home – and we had time.

And we had, my sisters and i, a long and shared history.

i’m looking at a photograph of myself at the age of seven, 
hand on the tiller, on a boat on Fishbourne Creek. it’s 
March, or maybe April, 1968. i’m not sure who owns the 
boat, but i’m wearing a peaked blue captain’s hat, a thick 
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