It’s early October 2019 and I’m leaving my office in Bracknell to drive to Brighton.  
When I set off from home in Wales this morning, I didn’t intend to make this trip. The possibility was just there in my mind, knocking around at the back with the other difficult stuff. Then somewhere between me leaving Powys and telling my manager that I need to go to see my dad who is dying in the Royal Sussex, ‘could’ and ‘might’ have clicked somehow into ‘will’ and ‘must’.   
Saying ‘my dad’ is unfamiliar and feels wrong: it’s too homely and intimate for this particular relationship and the phrase feels thick and dry in my mouth; unpractised. Lynda was kind and concerned, her close and loving relationship with her own father lending a wholly inaccurate colour to her perception of how I’m feeling. She sent me off with more love and best wishes than this daughter-father connection has ever previously seen. 
My own feelings are mostly anxiety about parking, but nevertheless I’m going, which must mean…what? All the rational reasons of distance, both physical and emotional, would have me chatting in the office still; yet here I am, deciphering the route to the motorways and reacquainting myself with the M25. It’s nearly two decades since it was my highway to everywhere, its drone a backdrop to everyday life. Like a song heard again after many years, it’s at once both familiar and unknown: well-remembered when each line is reached, but I couldn’t tell you what was coming next.
Back then, when I regularly surged around this western section at 85MPH (slowing for the thoughtfully well-marked speed cameras), I had all the confidence and decision-making clarity that comes easily to a twenty-something with little life experience and no responsibilities. Relationships were filed crisply into Good and Bad folders, and actioned accordingly. Now, as I stick conscientiously to a mild 72 (think of the environment! the asthmatics! the people who calculated the variable speed limit rules - they have feelings, too), I’m less sure about, well, everything. Who is bad and who’s just misguided? How can you apportion responsibility for unintended consequences? My Good and Bad folders lie dogeared and unused; relationships are a massive, unsorted pile; a to do list that I don’t know how to do.
Still, there’s a shallow pleasure in being back on the motorway, music and fruit gums at whatever volume I choose, and in a newer and posher car than I’d have had back then. Heated seats, eh? Who’d have thought it. And as it almost always is outside of lazy comedy sketches, the M25 is heavy but moving well. Before I’ve even had a chance to get bored, I’m rummaging through my memory for the road to Brighton and then off down the M23.
By the time the road has slimmed into the A23, the cloudy nothingness of the day has dissolved into a truly wet night. I battle to demist the car as I run the unreliable relay from one sign for the hospital to the next. I know the Brighton area reasonably well - as a child I spent many miserable hours on nearby Worthing beach - but I’m out of practice with city driving and the multitude of roads and signs seem superfluous to my tired eyes. 
However hopeless my navigation, the Royal Sussex County Hospital cannot be missed: a town-sized jumble of disparate buildings looms out of the darkness. I have no idea where the ward is but ominous tales of car park gridlock at the end of visiting time see me park away from the hospital, on a road beside the sea. Now it’s raining hard. At home I would be fully laminated in raincoat and wellies, but here at the southernmost edge of England, where it shouldn’t be this wet, I’m wearing impractical city shoes and the lightweight emergency raincoat from the boot of the car.
I squelch to the hospital site and begin the next phase of my quest: the search for the entrance. The layout has all the coherence and planning of a throng of emergency vehicles at the scene of a major incident, the buildings crammed in haphazardly wherever there was a space. 
Inside, getting people to their destination in the hospital feels strikingly like a crude metaphor for life. First, study the huge map marked with routes in colours that are echoed in lines painted on the walls. Pick your goal: you might seek friends and family, require emergency aid, or cancer care. Perhaps you need to know that you can listen, or suspect that you are broken somewhere inside; are you looking for God, or worried that you can’t see to find your way? I find my colour and join the plodding stream of people. Only the hospital staff navigate their way serenely, while the rest of us: ill, anxious, exhilarated, relieved, nearly or newly bereaved, concentrate hard on our journey and don’t deviate from our line.  
The way is long and winding, and unpredictable, too: Victorian stone stairs to a lift that opens onto a glazed corridor of the 1960s, and unmarked doors that lead unexpectedly into different buildings. The destination is further than ever seemed possible, but push down doubt and don’t turn back; where would you go if you did? We must go forward and can’t rewind time, though there are glimpses of the past as we travel. 
Then, unexpectedly, one last lift ride and the journey is over.
As I enter the ward and give my dad’s name to the nurse, I’m suddenly anxious: I’ve spoken to him once in over 30 years, what if I can’t recognise him? What if he doesn’t know me, or doesn’t want to see me? 
I approach the bays and scan the identically robed old men in the beds. Immediately I meet my dad’s hard blue eyes; chips of aquamarine, bluer than any of his four children’s. 
He is pleased to see me.
