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TELL ME AGAIN  
 
 
At ten minutes to midnight in a raging storm on the last Christmas Eve of the millennium, 

Gilly’s first child is born by emergency C section. At the same time, on the other side of London, 

her brother, Jonathan, undergoes emergency brain surgery. In the after glow of them all 

surviving, Gilly wonders how her mother, Aileen, had felt — torn between her two children. It 

isn’t long before she learns the agony of divided loyalties for herself. 

 

After helping her mother care for her brother, Gilly sees Aileen become increasingly forgetful 

and erratic. For three years she allows herself to believe Aileen’s eccentricity is due to grief, until 

she has to face the truth — having lost her brother, she is now losing her mother to Alzheimer’s.  

 

Gilly and her father, Tom, care for Aileen at home, but Tom’s childhood in foster care has left 

him with a pathological fear of strangers so they must do this alone, without professional help. 

To meet Aileen’s growing needs Gilly increasingly relies on her husband to parent their two 

young sons. Wracked by guilt, and convinced she is letting everyone down, she tries to juggle 

her time between the people she loves. Her dream of becoming a successful sculptor fades. She 

sacrifices her own agency so her mother can have what is left of hers.  

 

But being a care-giver is not without reward. Together, they rediscover a world made new 

through Aileen’s forgetfulness — she may not always remember where she lives or even her 

husband of five decades, but for a while she also lets go of grief and fear, and embraces life. 

Gilly discovers she excels as a care-giver — the code for her mother’s happiness is hardwired in 

her DNA. 
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As Aileen’s disease progresses however, Gilly’s world shrinks — her only respites become 

alcohol and food. Exhausted, overweight, and hungover she believes her future holds nothing 

except the grief her mother’s death will bring. But seeing Aileen’s strength even in the depth of 

illness, she appreciates her mother has never given up on anything or anyone; finally she swaps 

alcohol for dance lessons, manages to lose 42 pounds and, sober for the first time in over a 

decade, sculpts her mother’s portrait before it’s too late. 

 

Aileen becomes increasingly frail, and no longer able to keep her safe, Gilly admits her to a care 

home. In a remarkable act of rebellion, Aileen refuses to stay and crawls out. From this moment, 

in spite of advanced dementia, Aileen takes control of her fate in the only way she can — 

rejecting both food and water. 

 

Aileen dies in the same hospice room where, eight years earlier she and Gilly sat vigil over 

Jonathan. Although grief stricken, Gilly knows no one could have done more. Feeling neither 

guilt nor remorse, she is able to see herself as the confident and resourceful woman her mother 

believed her to be. With Aileen’s portrait a constant reminder of their bond, Gilly resumes her 

life as a wife, mother, and sculptor. 
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Prologue — Getting Ready  

September 2014 

 

In the half gloom of Mum’s bedroom all I can hear is the drone of my own voice. 

Mum is in bed, her eyes pinched shut, a faintly defiant smile on her face. I’ve been 

pleading with her for so long the sun is beginning to set. 

“Please sit up and drink something Mum, you’ll feel so much better if you do. You don’t 

have to eat anything, but please have something to drink, just a sip. Just a tiny little sip.” 

But she doesn’t move.  

A narrow beam of sunlight falls through a gap in the curtains and travels across the 

squares of her crocheted blanket  - gold, blue, magenta, gold, blue, black. 

Then out of the stillness comes Mum’s voice, clear, calm. Utterly lucid.  

“Don’t worry about me darling, I know what I’m doing.” 

I can barely breathe. That was the voice of a whole person — my mum, returned to me. 

Have the last seven years been a test? And now she’s caught me in a spectacular act of betrayal. I 

strain my eyes. I can’t see her face properly in this half light but I’m scared to move. It feels like 

a seance and I daren’t break the spell. 

“What are you doing Mum?” I ask. 
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The pause is so long I wonder if she has fallen asleep, but then she says, 

“I'm getting myself ready.” 

 

Two days ago, in desperation, I did what had always been unimaginable — I took my 

mum to a Care Home to have her admitted. She has late stage dementia and at eighty-three is so 

frail, both physically and mentally, she needs better care than I am able to give. She, Dad and I 

are all of us at the end of our rope. 

Every day for the past two years I’ve collected Mum from her own house in Laleham and 

driven her the twenty minutes to mine on the other side of the river, where I’ve done my best to 

engage, entertain and care for her, before returning her home to Dad just in time for me to collect 

my two boys from school. 

For the longest time it worked — Dad got a break and it was easy to care for her in my 

own home. But in the last few months what once brought us all relief has become a torment. 

Every morning I have found her in her bedroom shaking like a scolded dog, lost and terrified in 

the home she used to love, “Can you get me out?” she’d beg me, “I hate it here, I’ve got to get 

out.” 

But no matter where I take her now, no matter how far I drive, I have no way to ease her 

terror.  

 

I’ve done my best for seven years. As her faculties faded, I stepped in. I spoke for her, 

tried to keep her happy in the way I know she would have chosen for herself. 

Dad has done a better job than I ever imagined possible, he’s been patient and kind, but 

his childhood in foster care left him damaged. He feels an almost pathological discomfort around 
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strangers, so having outside help has been impossible. 

I am exhausted and lonely; mired in grief, torn in half. When I’m with my family I feel I 

should be with her, when I’m with her I want to be with my husband and children. 

But she needs me — I’ve become her whole world. And I love her, I don’t have words to 

say how much. She’s never given up on anything or anyone. How could I give up on her because 

I’m tired? Because I miss my boys? 

 

The Care Home was the worst mistake I’ve ever made. While I was in the office signing 

papers, Mum grasped why she was there, and dragged herself along the corridor by the handrail, 

determined to escape. No amount of begging or persuading would make her stay.  

 I had no choice but to take her back home to Dad and try to carry on. 

 

That was two days ago and since then, when either Dad or I have given her a drink she’s 

turned her head away and pursed her lips.  

What does ‘getting myself ready’ mean? Is she planning to deprive herself of liquids until 

she dies?  She’s forgotten her own name, for God’s sake. How can she be the agent of such a 

plan? 

If she does this it’s because she thinks she’s a burden. She’ll be doing it for me. 

“Do you love me Mum?” I whisper. She's motionless, her eyes closed. Did I only dream 

her voice? 

“Mum?” I shuffle my chair closer to the bed. 

 

“Do you love me?” I ask again, my throat suddenly as dry as hers. I need her to sit up. I 
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need her to forgive me.  

Outside, beyond the closed curtains, it’s summer, the grass of the park scorched golden. I 

can hear a gang of boys kicking a ball about. I can see my heartbeat in my wrist. 

“Mum. Do you still love me?” 

She opens her eyes and finds my face.  

“Yes,” she says and for a second she holds my gaze with a smile. 

It’s such a fragile moment, this lucid connection between us, a possibility I’d given up on 

long ago. Now that it’s happened I’m left aching for more. But her focus starts to drift away from 

me, her eyelids begin to droop and this time when her eyes close, I know she’s fallen asleep. 

 

 

�  
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Chapter 1 — Christmas 1999 

 For as long as I can remember Mum has hated winter. The cold, the damp, and the dark 

are bad enough but the rising tide of seasonal good cheer brings with it a flotsam of bad 

memories; of being evacuated during the war and left to the mercy of an unkind family, of losing 

her father too young and of being cast off by her first husband. All these were December gifts so 

it isn’t hard to understand her dread. 

Growing up, I felt her sadness though she tried to conceal it, and made it my job to cheer 

her up, quietly envious of my friends whose mothers didn’t weep at carol concerts or hold tinsel 

in contempt. Mum worked through her gloom and got on with Christmas cooking; cakes and 

puddings, mince pies and sausage rolls, jars of pickled red cabbage from my Nan’s recipe — 

though if she miscalculated the ginger and chili only she and I would dare to eat it, laughing and 

choking, the heat enough to blow off our ears. 

 Meanwhile Dad retrieved our artificial tree from the loft, and disguised its balding 

branches with our collection of equally tatty decorations. My brother, Jonathan, and I ate too 

much chocolate, watched too much TV, stayed up way past our bedtimes and were blissfully 

content. Some version of this would be Christmas forever, I thought. Innocuous. Boring. Safe. 

And until the Christmas of 1999 it was.  
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Back then my husband, Gavin, and I lived in California in a beach side apartment. I was 

thirty-five. We’d been there for three years, emigrating for Gavin’s career as a composer and 

conductor in the film industry. I had the luxury of running on the beach alongside dolphins, of 

watching pelicans from our balcony as they dived for fish. It was everyone’s idea of paradise, 

though I’d never entirely shaken off feeling homesick. 

When we discovered I was pregnant for the first time, my nesting instinct sent me home 

to England to have the baby. There had been zero planning involved. We calculated our dates, 

October, November, December, 23, 24, 25. Christmas Day. What happy idiots we were. We 

made arrangements for a birth in the UK, and booked a private midwife who came with glowing 

recommendations and her own birthing pool. At my final appointment with my American 

obstetrician I shared our plan for a home water birth and was astonished when he exploded, 

“You’re giving birth to a baby, not an otter!” and slammed out of the room without a goodbye. 

Well, I thought, how typically rude of a male physician, so insistent on medicalising a natural 

event. 

I’d had morning sickness throughout and after eight months I was a weepy wreck. I 

wanted to be back in our little Victorian house in Surrey which Jonathan lived in and looked 

after while we were away. I wanted the reassurance of my three closest girlfriends, I wanted 

proper tea, I wanted to go outside in December and be chilled to the bone, to shop at Marks and 

Spencer and listen to the shipping forecast on Radio Four. But more than anything else — I 

wanted my Mum. For months I’d dreamed of basking in her approval and eating her roast 

chicken dinner and apple pie, her food, the only food I could imagine enjoying. I flew back at an 

uncomfortable 35 weeks knowing Gavin would follow as soon as work allowed.  
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Landing at Heathrow, I expected to be received, not unlike the mother of Christ — 

behold unto you a first grandchild is given. Slowed to an undignified waddle by my belly I 

waited for the fuss to begin. Mum and Dad were pleased to see me, of course they were, but 

something was off with my brother. He hadn’t come to the airport, and I felt hurt and confused 

when he didn’t come down from his bedroom to say hello. 

I wondered if  he was annoyed by having to go back home to Mum and Dad’s. He was 

twenty-eight, tall, skinny and good looking with a mop of unruly hair, but still as painfully shy as 

Dad, so I was never going to get a gushing welcome. When he kept himself scarce I thought he 

might be with a girlfriend, but Mum said he was single. I’d often suspected he resented me; the 

way I’d tried to parent him when we were younger and I was left in charge; the fact that Gavin 

had whisked me away to what must have looked like a glamorous life in California.  

Like me, he was dyslexic, but whereas I’d earned a degree, he, though undeniably 

smarter had fallen through the cracks at school, playing truant in his last year to work full time as 

a motor mechanic’s assistant, unbeknown to any of us. 

When he came to visit us in America and saw the work I’d been doing as a sculptor for 

the first time, he managed to dismiss me with three words, “Very arty farty,” he’d said, 

completely bursting my balloon. I was aware my lifestyle had a lot to do with luck. The luck of 

being with Gavin, whose talent and success brought me great freedoms. I’d always felt an 

undercurrent of guilt; Jonathan and I came from the same humble beginnings but here I was 

living by the beach in California while he was still at home in Laleham with Mum and Dad. He 

did jobs he tolerated; for a while he’d been a car courier and was now a telephone engineer, but 

he hadn’t yet found his passion. I was sure it was only a matter of time before he got going, 

before his life took off. 
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Now I was back, demanding attention, I wasn’t surprised he wasn’t jumping up and down 

to see me. But Mum thought something more than sibling rivalry was going on. He was acting 

strangely; he had mood swings, wouldn’t eat. He came home from work and lay silent and 

motionless on his bed for hours. She’d tried to talk to him. Was he depressed? Was he in love? 

Was he taking drugs? Headaches he told her. Headaches he couldn’t shake. Mum and I nagged 

him into seeing a doctor who prescribed migraine tablets and advised him to see an optician. 

 

I’d caught a cold on the plane, so I took myself off to bed where I tried to work my way 

through a huge pile of Christmas cards. Feverish, lonely and overwhelmed, I phoned Mum, 

determined to elicit some sympathy.  

The next morning Dad drove her the twenty minutes to my house and she helped me 

address the stack of envelopes. When I asked her if she’d finished writing her own cards, she 

shook her head, “I might as well tell you now, I’m not doing Christmas. I’m sorry, I just can’t 

face it.”  

I didn’t hide my disappointment fast enough. “Gavin will be here in a couple of days, 

you’ll be alright,” she said, plumping up my pillows. “I’m just so worried about Jonathan, I need 

to concentrate on him.” After she left I pulled the duvet over my head and sobbed hot, angry 

tears of self pity.  

 

Mum was right. When Gavin arrived I felt safe. Invulnerable. He’d asked me to marry 

him when we were just sixteen, on the steps of our sixth form college practice rooms. Looking 

back I realize we were not much more than children, our parents had been skeptical and 

understandably appalled. But we were adamant and in love. We weathered separate universities, 
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spent every spare moment together, and were married at twenty-four. 

Gavin and I made ourselves busy — organizing the endless paraphernalia expectant 

parents are so easily persuaded to buy. Gavin put together the cot, and hung the mobiles I’d 

amassed in his absence, while I read and re-read all the recommended books and stupidly 

imagined we were ready to be responsible for a brand new life.  

In the meantime Jonathan’s headaches had become unbearable, his moods grew black. I 

sent him to an osteopath who worked on his neck and concluded nothing sinister was wrong. 

Two further doctor’s appointments only merited more painkillers. One particularly bad evening I 

drove to Mum’s and arrived in time to witness the out of character behavior Mum had been 

describing.  

“You know I know I need a glass of water!” Jonathan roared at me as I walked into the 

living room. “Dad knows I need a glass of water! The only person who thinks I don’t need a 

glass of water is Mum!” 

 This ludicrous statement, a total nonsense, was the equivalent of a slap. Even Dad, who 

managed to ignore most things with a pretense of watching TV, looked alarmed. 

“I’m just going to go for a walk,” Mum said quietly and slipped out the front door. 

“Why are you having a go at Mum?” I yelled. It was crazy, if such a thing were possible 

he was more protective of her than me. All the yelling made the baby turn a barrel roll inside me.  

When Mum came back, I took her into the kitchen.  

“I think we should get him a brain scan,” I said.  

“And what will that achieve?” she asked, her face grey with worry — trying to push 

away the dawning suspicion which by now had taken hold of us both. Mum had lost her father, 

Titch, at the age of fifty-two to an aggressive brain tumour. Jonathan had all the same symptoms; 



Tell Me Again - 10 

irresolvable headaches, personality change, weight loss, mood swings. Though Mum knew the 

gravity of the situation, she’d been frozen to the spot with fear, but the following morning she 

rang the surgery and insisted they take Jonathan’s headaches seriously. He was given an 

appointment for an emergency scan at our local hospital the next day. 

 

By then I was in early labour and Christmas Day was breathing down our necks. Our 

reassuring midwife Andrea, with her warm hands and years of experience had just examined me 

on our living room floor. The baby was in the perfect position. The phone rang.  

Gavin answered and I watched as he listened. His expression darkened. After a minute he 

hung up and turned to me, carefully adjusting his face. 

“That was your Mum. Jonathan’s scan has found a brain tumour and they’re going to 

operate tomorrow.” 

I gasped. I tried to get up, I needed to go to Jonathan, to be with Mum.  

“No,” said Andrea firmly, “he’s going to be fine, it’s going to be ok.” 

I looked up at Gavin. “Yes, it’s going to be fine, much easier to treat than depression,” he 

agreed. It was gaslighting and I knew it, but as a contraction took hold of me there wasn’t much I 

could do to protest. 

Outside the light faded as afternoon became evening. A cold wind began to blow as 

England braced for a storm. My contractions came and went but never seemed to build or find a 

pattern. Andrea pressed her hands against my belly, “My goodness, this baby’s completely 

turned around!” she said, “We’ve got ourselves a little star gazer, no need to worry,” her tiny ear 

trumpet of a stethoscope pressed against me. 
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Hours later Mum phoned, desperate for help. Jonathan had been banging and slamming 

things in his bedroom.  

“He says he can’t find his blanket,” she told me, “I don’t know what he’s talking about, 

he doesn’t have blankets. Gillian he’s raging, I’m scared to go in there.”  

I told Mum to put him on the phone and adopting my bossy big sister voice managed to 

establish that the ‘blanket’ was his TV remote, which had disappeared beneath his pillow. His 

loss of language was terrifying to Mum and me. 

By now my contractions had grown more intense but nothing changed. I wasn’t dilated 

enough to be allowed in the pool. We tried walking up and down, we tried a bath. “Let the baby 

hear your voice,” Andrea said. “Come on baby,” we called and tried to imagine his face.  

Mum phoned again in the early hours of the morning. Jonathan’s headache was 

unbearable. He was demanding more painkillers, but she couldn’t reach their doctor and feared 

he’d overdose before she could get him to the hospital in the morning. Gavin relayed our 

conversation as I panted through a contraction. Eventually we reached the out of hours doctor 

who okayed a higher dose. 

When dawn broke on Christmas Eve reality had began to unravel in my mind. I closed 

my eyes and tried to concentrate on the baby. I could hear traffic, the wind snatching at roof tiles. 

I felt as if I was leaving the world behind and travelling deep within myself.   

“Where’s Jonathan?” I asked, curled up on the floor. “How’s Jonathan?” I whispered 

hanging from the banisters, desperate to relieve the pain in my back. “What’s happening to my 

brother?” I panted, rocking against Gavin, as Andrea listened to the two hearts beating inside me. 

All I knew was that Dad had driven him and Mum the twenty miles across London to Charing 

Cross Hospital. I hadn’t even wished him luck. 
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Outside the storm grew. Christmas Eve morning blew itself into afternoon and the baby 

was still no closer to being born. I hadn’t eaten. I hadn’t slept. Andrea’s hands circled my belly. 

“This baby is moving in the wrong direction,” she said. “We’ll try the pool, but if something 

doesn’t change soon we’ll need to get to hospital.” Exhausted, she and Gavin rushed around with 

buckets and kettles of hot water for the now stone cold birthing pool. 

 But no change came. My body had become a thing that was happening to me, not 

something I could influence or control in any way. Naked in an ocean of lukewarm water I was a 

fish who couldn’t swim, a mother who couldn’t summon her child. 

Gavin drove us to the hospital through sheets of rain, the wind grabbing and shoving the 

car. With my eyes tightly closed as we drove away from the peace and quiet of our home, I felt 

dismal — I’d failed at this most fundamental task. Though I trusted Andrea’s judgment and 

believed her when she said it was time to get help, the hospital filled me with dread.   

But once there we were embraced by an army of women. One nurse held me up, another 

brought a wheel chair. I’d been afraid of disapproval but it never came. No one was angry or 

thought me reckless or mad for trying to have my baby at home. Andrea explained I couldn’t pee 

and within minutes I was in a bed, and catheterized — something else I’d feared and the 

electrifying pain which had seared through me for hours vanished. A cheerful young female 

obstetrician examined me while Andrea explained the change in the baby’s position and my 

long, unproductive labour. Exhausted, I happily agreed to an epidural. I should rest, they told me, 

while we waited to see what the next few hours would bring.  

With all pain and even sensation gone I felt myself drift in and out of my body. Gavin 

and Andrea, slumped in chairs next to me, closed their eyes and tried to sleep. Outside the 

hospital windows the moon was a giant silver disc. Clouds ripped across the night strobing the 
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room black and white. A monitor was strapped around my stomach and despite it being turned 

down I could hear the frantic whoosh of the baby’s heart. I talked to him in my head. I talked to 

my Mum. I floated round the room and danced with the leaping shadows of the wind whipped 

trees. I talked to my brother. I talked to my Dad.  

That night the unusually close proximity of the moon to the earth had brought with it the 

highest tides in living memory. Rivers burst their banks, sea defenses failed, men drowned. The 

hospital windows shuddered and buckled in their frames. I waited for them to shatter. I 

wondered, was this the end of the world? Forty miles away a surgeon had just taken a saw and 

removed a section of my brother’s skull. Perhaps it was. 

As the whoosh of the baby’s heart grew faster and faster our obstetrician became 

galvanised. At eleven pm on Christmas Eve with Gavin and Andrea jogging along beside me, I 

was wheeled into a tiny delivery room for an emergency Caesarean. Sounds bounced off the 

walls and came back to me distorted, as if I was at the bottom of a well. With a screen of green 

fabric erected across my body to shield me from proceedings I was further removed from my 

body. I became pure thought - please let the baby be ok, please let Jonathan be ok. 

Staff bustled around me, intensely focused on their tasks, things were done to me, I heard 

snatches of explanations though very little made sense until suddenly  — I heard that first 

unmistakable inward gasp of breath and the resounding outward cry and a healthy, but furious 

baby was held aloft, his arms outstretched in the manner of a king.   

“My people!” he seemed to announce to the assembled crowd. Hands shaking, Gavin lay 

him on my chest, too close for my eyes to focus but my hands found him, warm and strong. I 

held him tight. 
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Back in our hospital room we marveled at our new title — Parents, and dismissed every 

word of every parenting book we’d ever read. We couldn’t take our eyes off the tiny stranger in 

my arms, except to grin stupidly at each other, drugged as we were with adrenaline, exhaustion 

and joy. A little while later Gavin passed me a phone. It was Mum. 

“How’s the baby?” “How’s Jonathan?” we asked each other simultaneously.  

“He’s back with us,” Mum said. 

“He’s beautiful Mum,” I told her.  

“Of course he is. So were both of you.” 

Outside the wind had begun to drop. The clock on the wall announced it was Christmas 

Day though I didn’t think Mum would care. The baby opened his perfect rose bud mouth and 

yawned a perfect yawn. Now I had him in my arms, I couldn’t imagine ever letting go.  

I couldn’t imagine how Mum had held herself together. I knew Dad would have taken 

shelter from the storm, the emergency, and the threat of having to speak to strangers by staying 

outside, alone in his car. Mum was used to that. She wasn’t used to both her children undergoing 

emergency surgery, in separate hospitals, on the last Christmas Eve of the millennium, and all in 

a hurricane, but she’d survived it.  

“Happy Christmas,” she said, taking me by surprise.  

And given how much we could have lost that night, to be able to call ourselves happy, 

felt like a Christmas miracle in its own right. 
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 Chapter 2 — Six More Summers 

 There are seven years and seven days between my brother’s birthday and mine. I 

remember being told about his nascent existence by Dad. We lived in Fulham back then, in a 

ground floor flat on Wandsworth Bridge Road with a tiny back garden and an outside loo. I was 

playing ‘hospital’ with my dolls and had them lined up on the carpet behind Mum’s sewing 

machine. I didn’t want to be interrupted — some of them, especially the ones I’d had a go at with 

red paint, looked very ill indeed, but I knew Dad had something important to say from the way 

he kept shifting from foot to foot. 

“You know how you’re always saying you want a baby brother or sister?” he said, “Well, 

it looks like you’re going to get your wish.” 

“When?” I asked, scrambling up. “Am I getting a sister or a brother? Can it be one of 

each? Can it be twins?” I wanted to know, imagining the possibilities of live patients on my ward 

for amputee dolls and bears. 

“We’ll have to see,” Mum said, “it might not even happen, it’s early days.” 

That was confusing, first there was a baby, then there wasn’t. They needed to understand 

— if a baby was coming I would want full, unsupervised access. I stood up tall, adjusted my 

nurse’s hat and told them — if they didn’t let me bath this baby when it arrived, I would drown it 

in the toilet. Apparently my protective, sisterly instincts took a while to kick in. 

A few days after his brain surgery, I asked to speak to Jonathan’s doctor. Normally 
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doctors will only discuss outcome with a parent, but Mum was caught up in the minutiae of 

caring for him in the moment; persuading him to eat, helping him to the bathroom, sitting 

uncomfortably on his bedroom floor all night to watch him sleep, now that titanium screws were 

holding a large part of his skull in place, and it was pointless trying to imagine a world where 

Dad might get involved in speaking with doctors. 

I was tethered to the bed, recovering from a C section, and banned from car travel for six 

weeks because of my stitches. But I needed to know about Jonathan’s future. If there was going 

to be one. What we could do to make sure there was.  

His doctor told me the surgeon had removed a grade four astrocytoma the size of a fist. 

Jonathan now had a five percent chance of living for one year. Stunned, I put down the phone 

and turned to Gavin. “He’s not going to make it,” I said. 

“We all have to go sometime,” Gavin said. Perhaps he was attempting an air of pragmatic 

stoicism, or trying to prepare me for the inevitable, or maybe he was simply sleep deprived too, 

and caught off guard. Whatever the reason for his uncharacteristically clinical appraisal, I 

reached around for something heavy on my bedside table, I don’t remember what exactly; an 

alarm clock, maybe an empty glass, and I threw it at him. 

 

We’d planned to return to Los Angeles a few weeks after the baby was born, but we 

stayed to help Jonathan through the radio and chemotherapy. The words, “look after your brother 

— mind your brother — keep an eye on your brother,” had been the constant soundtrack to us 

growing up. Seven years was too big an age difference for us to be friends as children; I was 

forever bossing him, he forever trailing after and annoying me. But when his hair began falling 

out in clumps, I was the person he trusted to shave his head. 
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His doctor put him on a drug trial for Temozolomide which showed promising results. 

Dad and Gavin took it in turns to drive him to chemotherapy. I took him for check ups and scans. 

Each time we arrived at the hospital I went directly to the shop in the lobby and bought the 

family sized bag of chocolate buttons. Jonathan wasn’t interested in them, he still felt sick. I 

would put one in my mouth letting it melt on my tongue, the taste an anesthetic against the pain I 

felt. The instant it was gone I needed another. It was the only way I could find the strength to 

pretend I was the adult he needed me to be. To pretend that being here with my brother whose 

hair was gone, a massive rectangular scar across his skull, and a five percent chance of being 

there next year, was all normal and ok with me. Because it wasn’t. Inside I was screaming.  

Meanwhile Mum took up the fight from home where she cooked his meals with every 

cancer curing food she’d ever read about. She fed him such quantities of broccoli his doctors 

asked her to stop as it was doing something peculiar to his blood. But scan after scan showed 

what little cancer remained was shrinking. We were ecstatic. The drug worked. 

 

Forty-four years earlier Mum’s father had died from the most malignant of all brain 

tumours; a Cerebral Glioma, the same disease that Jonathan now had. Nicknamed ‘Titch ’

because of his diminutive height, my grandfather had started out as an apprentice jockey, but 

declined to get back on the horse after a bad fall. By all accounts he was funny, intelligent and 

kind. Mum had worshiped him. 

The contrast between Jonathan’s prognosis - terrible though it was, and that of my 

grandfather who didn’t leave the hospital alive once he’d been admitted, is a testament to the 

progress of medicine. 

Mum had told me stories years before of how she’d visited Titch in hospital every day on 
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her way to work at the London School of Economics. She’d been proud to be a thorn in the side 

of the officious Matron who forbade entry until visiting hours had begun. Mum watched through 

the glass doors as breakfast was laid out. After his surgery, Titch lacked the coordination to lift 

his spoon. In the next bed his neighbor, bearing a similar scar on his shaved head, rocked 

hopelessly towards his food which was always placed just slightly out of reach. As breakfast 

time came to a close the trays were removed, untouched.   

“They were hungry!” Mum told me, fresh tears of rage in her eyes even though decades 

had passed. She’d pleaded with Matron, “I’ll feed him, let me help.” But apparently rules were 

rules. Then days later Titch brought his hand out from beneath the sheets and it was covered in 

his own mess. With this as leverage, Mum marched to Matron’s office and laid down a few rules 

of her own. From that day on she fed both Titch and the man in the next bed, until there was no 

longer any need.  

 

Things were better for Jonathan. His scans continued to improve. Eventually he was well 

enough that Gavin and I flew back to L.A. with Callum, our three-month old baby. I phoned 

home daily for updates. Jonathan, still taking hesitant steps into an unexpected future, returned 

part-time to a desk bound version of his job as a telephone engineer. We were full of hope.  

By the time I was expecting our second child, Jonathan had made a fool of the doctor 

who’d given him at best a year to live. I measured his extra years by the number of candles on 

Callum’s birthday cake; three. 

It would have been a nightmare to fly home to have a baby with a toddler in tow, so our 

second son, Finlay, was born in Santa Monica. Jonathan was well enough by now that Mum 

could leave him in Dad’s care, and though a nervous passenger, she flew alone across the 
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Atlantic to meet her newest grandson. This time I didn’t feel ashamed to be happy. 

The sun shone, the boys grew like summer weeds. Gavin wrote and conducted music for 

Hollywood films. I studied sculpture and made portraits of anyone I could persuade to sit still.  

Then one morning we realized Callum was almost old enough for school. Not wanting 

our children to put down roots which we would one day be forced to rip up, we decided it was 

time to go home to England for good. America had been extremely good to us, welcoming and 

expansive, truly a land of opportunity, but I can’t lie — I was thrilled to be going home.  

We packed up the house, watched as our American possessions were loaded aboard a 

container and wondered how any of it, not to mention our boys, now aged four and eighteen 

months, would fit into our small Victorian house in Surrey. We hugged and kissed our friends 

goodbye and drove to LAX. 

 

While we waited in the Business class departure lounge I spotted the bottles of 

complimentary wine laid out for customers to help themselves.  

I’d first realized my problem with alcohol when we arrived in L.A. years before the boys 

were born. I’d been homesick and lonely with few friends in a vast new country and Gavin was 

often away, working. I felt abandoned in our empty apartment, an ocean and an eight-hour time 

difference between me and the people I loved.  

I sought the help of a therapist to improve my spiralling negative mood. Though I didn’t 

admit to it then, I’d privately thought drinking vodka until I passed out on lonely evenings was a 

solution — not a problem. At the end of our first session my therapist suggested, “Try not 

drinking for a week. See how you feel.”  

I felt like I was going to die. It was a shock. 
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I went to AA meetings, and saw how far it was possible to fall; the people sitting next to 

me had lost jobs, houses, children and spouses. They’d lost themselves. My hands shook. I 

managed to stay sober for five years. 

But on that day flying home to England, it seemed so reasonable to me; once we were 

back nothing would trigger my binge drinking — I’d be happy. My family and Gavin’s would be 

round the corner, all my old friends just down the road. Surely it was ok to celebrate with half a 

glass of complimentary red wine? I’d never been a public drinker and besides we had two small 

children to corral, something I prided myself we did exceptionally well. I was more than sober 

when we landed and imagined myself forging a new, more grown-up relationship with alcohol. 

 

 

I phoned Mum as soon as we landed. She said she’d meet us at the house. I couldn’t wait. 

We pulled up outside our blue front door, my chessboard garden of rosemary and lavender 

tangled and overgrown. 

Inside the familiar scent of the old pine floors, the smell I’d tried to remember on hot 

Californian nights when I couldn’t sleep, greeted me. We were home. Home! I could have kissed 

the ground. I sent Callum and Finlay outside to explore the back garden. Through the kitchen 

window I watched Callum lift a frog from the long damp grass into Finlay’s outstretched hands 

and laughed to see him recoil as it leapt away. Over the shrieking I heard Dad’s car pulling up 

outside and rushed to open the door before Mum’s hand was on the bell.  

I knew something was wrong right away. 

“Mum, you’ve broken a tooth!” I said, trying to make sense of her gaunt face, dark 

circles under her eyes, “you look terrible.” 
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“Never mind me,” she said, Dad looking somber, walked slowly up the path behind her. 

“It’s back Gillian. Jonathan’s cancer. He’s on chemotherapy. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. You’ve 

got so much on your plate, but I can’t hide it from you now.” 

I don’t remember what I said. The memory of that moment leaves me speechless. I 

remember fury. To find myself at home, exhausted, jet lagged with two small children, utterly 

unprepared for the enormity of this news and grappling to understand how she could think telling 

me now, like this, was better.  

And too, I knew I’d taken the cork out of the bottle. My genie was out. 

 

The next two years were a catalogue of horror interspersed by very occasional rays of 

sun. Jonathan endured without complaint; chemotherapy, radio therapy, blood clots, massive 

weight gain due to steroids, thinned skin all over his body which split and bled when he moved, a 

permanent ventricular catheter inserted directly into his brain and worst of all - frequent 

terrifying grand mal seizures which left him contorted and thrashing wherever he fell. 

Fear of those seizures petrified us; we would sit together in the living room, Mum, Dad, 

Gavin, Jonathan and I — pretending to watch Callum and Finlay play, but we were each of us 

locked inside our own separate hell, waiting for it to happen again, watching his every twitch, his 

every change in expression. 

Eventually Jonathan was admitted once again to the oncology ward at Charing Cross 

Hospital where he stayed for three long months. There was nowhere else for him to go. Everyday 

I drove Mum the thirty miles so we could sit by his bed, speak for him when he couldn’t, try to 

make him comfortable when the nurses and doctors failed.  

I ached to be with my children. Every morning when I left they asked me,  
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“Mummy, when will you come home?”  

Perhaps I should have been honest and told them, “When he’s dead.”  

But you don’t say that to a child.   

 

We all knew he was dying now, though no one said it out loud. 

I once stopped one of his doctors on the hospital stairs and asked, awkwardly, if he could 

give me an indication of how long he had left. Somehow in my clumsiness, I made my brother’s 

waning life seem like an inconvenience to me. 

“Weeks,” he’d said to me, “possibly a month,”  and he turned away, not bothering to hide 

his disgust and clattered down the stairs, his feet tapping out the rhythm of my frantic heart. 

Each night I went home to my sleeping boys, and I drank so that I could cry. Then I 

drank more, so I wouldn’t feel. I liked to drink until my face went numb. I liked to harness all 

my guilt, anger and sorrow and sit with it, a tangible vibrating force within me — until I could 

have killed someone with my bare hands and not given it a second thought.  

 

Finally in June, six years after his initial diagnosis, a place was found for Jonathan at our 

local hospice where he, and we were cherished by a coterie of nurses, passionate about making 

the unbearable, bearable. They cared for him for three more months, making a nonsense of yet 

another doctor’s prognosis.  

Dad visited once, standing silently in the doorway of his room. Mum had tried to 

persuade him to come sooner. Jonathan was in a coma by then. 

“Hello Jonathan. It’s Dad,” he called out eventually, looking as white as a sheet. He left a 

few minutes later. To be honest I was surprised he managed to come at all.  
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For the last three days Mum and I never left him alone — keeping vigil, sleeping in 

chairs by his bed at night as his breathing slowed. 

 On the last evening it was muggy, a summer storm was promised. We’d been going 

home briefly in shifts to wash and eat. It was my turn to go home. I was so sleep deprived I could 

barely walk in a straight line. I felt drugged, I certainly wasn’t safe to drive. Gavin was on a late 

recording session so I called a taxi to take me the few miles back to our house. 

 At home, my mother-in-law, Brenda, was babysitting Callum and Finlay.  

 “How’s he doing?” she asked as I let myself in. “About the same. They’ve said it 

won’t be long now,” I said.  

 In the bathroom I peeled off my clothes and stepped into the shower, hoping the water 

would wash away my exhaustion. Afterwards, I stopped to kiss my beautiful sleeping boys; 

Callum on his back, his blonde hair slicked to his forehead with sweat, and Finlay, an open 

mouthed, sleeping downward dog. 

 Back downstairs Brenda had made me tea and toast. I called a taxi to take me back 

to the hospice but without realizing it we’d fallen into conversation. “Where’s that taxi?” Brenda 

asked suddenly. Half an hour had passed and there was still no sign of a car to take me back. 

      

I went barreling back into Jonathan’s room, having been gone far longer than I’d 

intended. 

 “I’m so sorry, the taxi didn’t come and I kept phoning them…” 

Mum was sitting in the same position by his bed. Without turning round she held out her 

arm, the same gesture you’d use to stop someone from waking a baby. 

“Shhhhh.  He’s nearly gone,” she said. 



Tell Me Again - 24 

“No!” Immediately I was crying. 

“No tears, now,” she whispered softly, “we don’t need tears, they don’t help.”  

All the time they’d been alone together, the room had been an oasis of calm, Mum’s 

voice reassuring him, selflessly wanting him to be free of his pain. She didn’t want my tears to 

hold him back.  

Jonathan’s chest rose and he took a long slow breath. The torture had gone from him. The 

breath left slowly and easily. 

“All right my darling, I’m here,” Mum said. 

She spoke so softly I could barely hear and I realized I was an observer at a scene of 

shocking intimacy; here was a mother saying goodnight to her child for the last time.  

“Night night my sweetheart.”  

She stroked his hand. 

He took one more breath.  

Though he had been in the depths of a coma for the last three days, I knew he’d waited 

for me, so Mum wouldn’t be left alone. 

The room felt like a sanctuary, it was warm, the lights dimmed. There was an 

extraordinary sense of peace. We waited. No more breaths came. I felt whatever it was that had 

made up my brother gently move away from us. 

“He’s gone,” Mum said. She held herself with such dignity, there were no hysterics. 

I began talking to him as if he were leaning from the window of a train as it pulled away 

from the platform, “Jonathan, you did so well. I’m so proud of you, you fought and you fought, 

and you never complained, it’s so unfair, I love you so much and I’m so sorry.” 

Tears streamed down my face and I spewed a useless stream of consciousness, all the 
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things I should have said, but didn’t or couldn’t, poured out of me like steam from a kettle. If I 

was quick enough he might still hear me.   

But I felt his absence. 

Mum didn’t cry. She and I sat talking to him, like guests back stage at a play after curtain 

down. Slowly the colour began to fade from his skin, and I understood that death has a look all 

of its own — not like sleep or unconsciousness but an actual absence of spirit. 

“Do you think we should let them know?” Mum asked, and I went into the corridor to 

find someone. A nurse I had never seen before and who hadn’t known my brother came in. 

“Excuse me, but I think my son has died,” Mum said.  

The nurse took his hand and searched for a pulse,   

“Yes, he’s gone. Are you alright?” she asked.  

She seemed concerned that we’d waited to get help, that we’d been alone. 

“I’m just going to go outside for a walk,” Mum announced. 

I was stupefied, “No, you can’t, it’s dark and it’s been raining. You could fall,” I said. 

“Let me go. I won’t be long. I just need to be on my own for a bit.”  

The nurse walked with us along the deserted corridor to the rear of the hospice.  

Outside there was no moon and the sky was pitch black. It had rained heavily, a sudden 

monsoon after days and days of heat and an almost tropical steam was still rising off the tarmac. 

The nurse unlocked the door and put her hand on my shoulder. The night air smelled fragrant and 

exotic. We were in a different world.  

I stood by the door as Mum stepped out into it; the dark and deserted car park, and I 

watched her come and go through the yellow puddles of lamp light, silently communing with the 

spirit of her newly dead son.  


