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Introduction

Before

I was lucky enough to be a little girl who idolised her daddy. There was much to idolise. My dad, David Coles, was a charmingly intelligent, self-made man who made people laugh and did great things. He was a civil engineer and he built power stations all over the world. He gave people power, isn’t that great? He brought light into people’s lives, and light into mine, in a different way.

He himself was quite a powerful man, not in an American president kind of way, just short and stocky, the sort that looked like he could handle himself if the situation might call for it. Welsh men are often short, or so my mother would tell us, and by age 14 I was as tall as he was – a grand 5 foot 8 and proud of it. Though where I was a long and lanky streak of piss (Dad’s words), he was thickset and muscular, with a beard and moustache combo that had seen him through the decades when that was considered a good look, as well as those years that did not celebrate it with quite so much fervour. As he turned from young man to old, the only thing that changed about him was the colour of his facial hair, gently fading from mouse-brown to steel to placid pale grey. I remember being round at a friend’s house and having fish fingers for our tea, and when she got the card container out of the freezer she pointed at the smiling chap on the logo and doubled over with euphoric childish laughter. ‘Ha – look, it’s your dad!’ she exclaimed with glee. Captain bloody Birds Eye.

Dad’s work spread far and wide, his fair and well-skilled hands touching projects all over the world, and, as a result, our family upbringing, especially in the early years, was peripatetic. We moved from country to country, from strange place to strange place, from desert to jungle, and then to Wales (Pontypool, to be precise), where my brother Gareth and I went to school. Wales, where a large part of my heart still lies, irrelevant of my current postal address. It seemed like an odd choice considering my brother had been born in Kenya and me in Dubai, but Dad had got some consulting work with a local company and they had both wanted us to be schooled in the UK. Dad was Welsh, so it seemed as good a choice as any as we approached school age. They hadn’t bought into the idea of international schools for us, and I’m glad about that. They wanted us to have proper roots, and that’s what they gave us. We always knew he was proud of the green green grass of home, and we all feel a strong connection with the land of song and the home of dragons.

My mum, Marjorie, as always, played the great supporting actress role. A Scot by birth and heritage, she had her own attachment to hills and valleys; well, lochs and glens, I guess, the countryside of her childhood bathed in heather and views of Aran. I suppose their upbringings kind of mirrored each other, at different ends of the country, where the working classes were just the same – strongly moralled and mute in the face of parental authority, but with the gusto and courage that puts fire in the belly and a backbone in the workforce. A wonderful and fiercely intelligent woman in her own right, Mum left bonny Scotland after school and graduated from a London university with a degree in botany. Mum and Dad met in Chelsea in the late 1960s, a fact that almost made me think they might once have been cool. They were married in a church just behind Harrods. At my first job as a buyer’s assistant with Armani (you can only imagine how that news went down in Pontypool!), I would look out from the kitchen window while making tea for my boss and would always see a Scottish flag protruding from the vast, urban rooftop vista. One evening on a phone call to Mum, I told her so, and she replied, matter-of-factly, that it would be the church they married in, just behind my Knightsbridge office. After that, I would take my packed lunch and sit in the church on a Friday, thinking of them.

In the early years of their marriage, she would often take a call from our father when he would say where he had been posted to or stationed, initially as part of the Merchant Navy – his route out of the Rhondda Valley and his path to global discovery. Then she would proceed to ‘pack the things and bring the children’. She put her career aside to join him on his life adventure – and what adventures we had.

Once we had settled in my father’s native Wales, he continued to travel, consulting for international organisations and developing his own companies and initiatives. He was ever the entrepreneur. His desire to learn, to know, to travel and to experience was something we all lived with and shared. We would go with him, as far as school schedules allowed. This proved to be something of a novelty at a state school in a relatively poor area. My tales of trains across China for days on end, where the only loo was a rickety hole over the rails, speeding fast just inches away from my terrified little clenching bottom, and roaring lions in Africa hungrily prowling the grounds of my dad’s Ugandan home always amused my schoolmates, but many of them never truly believed me. Yet when people met Dad they knew; they knew he was the real deal. He knew stuff that so many people didn’t; he had been there, seen it, done it, lived it, breathed it – not in an arrogant way, he just … had.

You know when you grow up you think everyone is pretty much the same, that you’ve got what everyone else has, that beautiful and youthful innocence that is blind to difference? Well, that was tested the first time I had a group of friends come round to our house when we settled in Wales. We had a house on a nice street overlooking some fields, big enough to accommodate all our weird and wonderful artefacts from our worldly travels. Mum opened the door and in we tumbled, all messy hair and dirty jumpers, ready for racing around in the back garden before sandwiches and milk. And I watched as their childish eyes widened and their mouths fell open, stubby teeth protruding and chubby brows furrowing. ‘Why do you have weapons?’ one asked, pointing at the tribal spears hanging by the dining table. ‘Are these things dead or alive?’ asked another, breath steaming up the glass cases of Papua New Guinean butterflies and beetles. ‘Can I play that guitar thing?’ another one asked, with their clammy stubby fingers reaching for a rare sitar above a fireplace. Fortunately, I was a quick thinker, and I spun it so that it got around I lived in a ‘fun-house’, not that our family was a freak show.

The next year, I had a birthday party in the house, and while my dad sat alone in the child-free quiet of the shed drinking cans of Brains Bitter, my mum created the most magnificent treasure hunt around the house, where we had to count animal statues, list colours of exotic birds on paintings, and name countries from the globes in our bedrooms. They are the reason why my brother and I have such an en­cyclopaedic knowledge of the bizarre and unrelatable: capital cities of forgotten countries, Latin names for rare flowers, collective nouns for extinct species.

The older I get, the more people say I look like my mum. I guess this happens to many people and it’s better than saying I look like my dad. No young woman wants that, especially when your dad looks like Captain Birds Eye. Mum’s tall, slightly taller than Dad on a good day, especially with heels (her, not him) and an all-round good sort; clever, kind, charming but not afraid to speak her mind. A classic mum, homely and resourceful, kind and nurturing. I would say, though, that personality-wise, I am Dad and my brother is Mum.

Having a brother nearly five years older served me well. He was popular at school and around town, and had lots of friends. Everyone liked Gareth, and they still do. From quite early on, Dad referred to him as ‘big G’, and so he was usually that, just G. With an old head on young shoulders, he’s responsible and caring, forward-thinking and wise. He got a paper round as soon as he was able, always wanting to work, to earn, to self-sustain. I would hear him getting ready, putting on his tracksuit and trainers with Madonna’s ‘Dear Jessie’ a distant murmur in the background. I guess it was a radio hit at the time but I later recall him having Immaculate Collection on tape (he also has a penchant for Simply Red, which is, frankly, unforgivable). As the song would end he’d gently push open the door to my room, dim lamp glow from the hallway seeping onto my pillow, and ask me if I wanted to go with him. I always would. He’d wheel me to the shops on the crossbar of his bike in the pale, quiet light of morning, and would buy me a can of 7Up, because I liked the Fido Dido character, and a Marathon (before they became Snickers – a disastrous move, if you ask me). He would also give me half of his wages, despite the fact that I never delivered a single paper. That kind of sums him up: he is my protector, my strength and shield, the most perfect embodiment of a big brother. All that is good about that term was made for him.

In time, both G and I left home for university. I couldn’t wait to leave home; I never wanted to stay in Pontypool indefinitely. I loved the thought of learning more, of meeting new people and seeing new things. I loved being around people from different backgrounds and hearing their stories. Being in halls at Royal Holloway University in Egham, so close to London, was exactly what I wanted, taking the train into Waterloo at weekends and just wandering round town, even with no money, was fun. Mum and Dad encouraged us to go to uni and it felt like they couldn’t wait to be alone again, though I now know that after they dropped me at the haughtily beautiful Royal Holloway University Mum stopped the car at the top of the campus and cried helplessly onto Dad’s shoulder. Later, Mum told me she suffered with empty nest syndrome. While gardening her way through the lonely late autumn of my first term away, she befriended a little robin who got bolder each day until he eventually sat on her basket, then trowel, then hand and tweeted kindly. She said that he made her feel like I was still there, saying hello.

I guess my parents instilled in both my brother and me the desire to seek out more than what you are raised with, encouraged us to learn about the unknown. It never occurred to us to stay put. I suppose when you travel a lot as a youngster it isn’t scary to get out there; finding ways to communicate with people in a different language was an amusing and entertaining skill (we are all also highly successful at charades), and eating new foods, seeing new things and smelling new smells was so normal that the thought of never seeing ‘new’ probably scared and bored us in equal measure. Many of our friends who didn’t move away eagerly at 18 had more roots, I guess, living on the same street as aunties and uncles, grandparents and godparents – that must make moving on more difficult, more political.

And so, from the age of 18, I lived in London, first at uni and then working as a fashion buyer after I graduated with a degree in Politics and Economics. Meanwhile, my brother chose a career as a hotelier, working in some wonderful hotels across the UK. Mum and Dad stayed in Wales but moved to a slightly smaller house further up the valley. Mum worked for a local charity, the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service (WRVS), while Dad retired in his late 50s, spending his time running and keeping fit, watching club rugby, tracking his speed at The Times crossword and reading Private Eye, his head bent over our dining table, which was strewn with newspapers, pens, papers and an open dictionary. Although he relished this time to himself, we all knew he hadn’t wanted to step down from work, but certain changes in him meant he simply could not continue. For a while now he had seemed … like a different, disconnected, distant Dad. The man who brought power to so many had become powerless, his light slowly dimming at the end of his performance.

At some point the cared-for become the carers. This is true whether you have children or pets or loved ones. The only way to avoid this is to live alone in the wilderness. So we end up having to care for the people who once cared for us; this isn’t a shame and it isn’t a tragedy and it isn’t a chore. It is an honour. To be able to return the gift of love that someone bestows upon you is a gift in itself.

This is a story of caring …
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