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      For those who believe in the unbelievable…
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September 2001

      ‘What ya listening to?’ the new girl asks, sitting down next to me on one of the benches that surround the schoolyard.

      I look at her suspiciously, wondering if I should say. I usually got teased mercilessly when I admitted what was playing in my earphones, but something in the expression on this girl’s face tells me she might understand.

      ‘Wham!’ I say hesitantly, still not trusting her or my judgement completely. ‘Actually it’s a compilation of eighties music.’

      ‘Ooh, I love eighties music!’ she exclaims happily. ‘No one at my old school got it. They were all into the Backstreet Boys, NSYNC, and’ – she pulls a face – ‘Westlife.’

      I feel her pain.

      ‘I’m Daisy,’ she says, introducing herself. ‘I’m new here.’

      ‘I know,’ I tell her. ‘I’m Ana.’ I shyly offer her one of the earphones. Daisy takes it and in that moment we begin a friendship that will last for the next seventeen years.

      Until the day it ended.
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      ‘And that concludes the will reading for the Estate of Rosalind Mary Williams.’ The elderly, sombre man we’d been listening to for the past fifteen minutes shuffles the papers in front of him on the desk like a newsreader at the end of a bulletin and looks up at us.

      There’s silence in the small office we’re all crowded into, not because there had been anything particularly shocking about Daisy’s will, but what other way are we supposed to react? Our loved one has still been cruelly taken from us, and no words read by a solicitor with white hair and a questionable taste in ties were going to make us feel any better.

      I turn to Peter, Daisy’s grieving husband. He gives me a half smile which, just as quickly as it has appeared, disappears immediately from his face. I glance around the room at the other few people who have joined us today: Daisy’s parents, Katherine and Tim, and her brother Elliot, all looking equally as upset and distraught as Peter and I felt.

      ‘Thank you, Jonathan,’ I hear Peter telling the solicitor. ‘We appreciate everything you’ve done.’

      Jonathan gives a dismissive shake of his head as he takes Peter’s outstretched hand. ‘Not at all,’ he says, placing his other hand over the top of Peter’s. ‘Daisy was a fine young woman who sadly left us far too soon.’

      Peter simply nods, and his head drops.

      I stand up and go over to him. ‘Pete,’ I say, placing my hand on his shoulder. Peter turns to face me, allowing the solicitor to release his hand and move discreetly away to Daisy’s mother, who is dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

      ‘Ana,’ Peter says, and he kisses my cheek. ‘That was fun, eh?’ He pulls a wretched face, and the lines under his eyes that I swear have increased threefold since Daisy’s death are pulled taut for a second.

      I nod. ‘She certainly knew what she wanted.’

      ‘Daisy always knew just what she wanted from the first moment I met her.’

      I smile in agreement. ‘I know exactly what you mean. For someone who was so free-spirited, a rod of iron definitely ran right through her.’

      ‘To my detriment a lot of the time,’ Peter says wryly, and he smiles now too as we remember her.

      ‘Try being her friend – Daisy was always the one who made the decisions on what we should do and where we should go on nights out. I never got a look-in!’

      ‘Best friend,’ Peter corrects me.

      I shake my head. ‘Only until you came along, Pete.’

      ‘Will you do what she asks?’ Peter enquires eagerly. ‘She was adamant she wanted you to have it.’

      ‘I – I don’t know,’ I say, looking away. ‘I’m not sure it’s really my thing, and the will said it’s currently down in Cornwall.’ I say the word ‘Cornwall’ like it was Mars.

      ‘I know, in St Felix. Daisy loved it down there. She was never happier than when we took a holiday there with the boys. She called it her magical place.’ Pete’s eyes get a little misty as he talks, and I regret coming over to chat to him. Seeing Pete getting emotional only made things worse. ‘This meant a lot to Daisy – you know it did. It was the only thing she talked about towards the end… the one thing that kept her going… gave her hope.’

      I reach for his hand.

      ‘Please, Ana,’ he asks imploringly, looking into my eyes. ‘Please do this one thing for Daisy, and do it for me too. It would mean so much… to both of us.’

       

      I should have driven, I think for about the hundredth time since I left London this morning. What possessed me to take the train, all these trains down to Cornwall? It was taking for ever to get there.

      But when you live in London, or on the outskirts like I do, public transport becomes your norm and I’d thought this would be the easiest option. I’d use the travelling time productively to get on with some work – it would be ideal. But as so often happens in life, what I’d planned and what actually transpired were two very different journeys.

      It had started like most of my days did, with a train into Liverpool Street Station. I’d then hopped (well, I say hopped, I’d actually been dragging a small suitcase and carrying a rucksack) on to a Circle Line tube across to Paddington Station. This would have been fine – I’d allowed plenty of time to make my changes – until I discovered there had been a security alert and Paddington Station had been evacuated.

      Again, this wasn’t anything new as it happened a lot these days. The security breach could be anything from a hoax phone call to a stray bag left on the platform, and even overcrowding was reason to evacuate a station nowadays. I roll my eyes – another delay – but I try to keep myself calm. Better to be safe than sorry. Anyway, at least by travelling later in the day than I usually did, I’d saved myself money on my ticket – something I always liked to do. Daisy, rather than being impressed, would have laughed at my thriftiness; she always found my penny-pinching hilarious. I just called it good sense.

      I drag my case across the road to a nearby coffee shop. As I wait in line with some of my fellow delayed passengers, I think about Daisy. She was the reason I was here today about to embark on this journey down to Cornwall. I shouldn’t complain – Daisy had been such a good friend to me over the years that this was the least I could do for her in return.

      Travelling later in the day had not only saved me money but it had allowed me to avoid too many commuters as well. An excuse not to have to push on to a busy tube platform followed by standing in an even more crowded train was always welcome. Daisy had always been so good about my ‘little problem’ as we often called my anxiety. There had been many a time when we hadn’t been able to go somewhere because of it: school discos in our teens, busy nightclubs in our twenties, mosh-pit-style pop concerts when we were just about old enough to know better. Only a few years ago, I’d had a bit of a wobbly when in a mad moment we’d decided to hit our local shopping centre on one of the first Black Friday sale days in the UK and it had been absolutely rammed.

      But every time my little problem had occurred, Daisy had understood and never complained. She’d simply found another way for us to deal with the situation, and it had always worked out fine, if not better, as a result.

      God, I missed her so much.

      Eventually the station is opened again without a reason being given for its closure, and by the skin of my teeth I just manage to board my train before it leaves for Exeter.

      I find my seat, grateful I’d booked one in advance, and flop down into it with my untouched coffee, drinking it fast before it gets cold.

      But just as I’ve emptied my cup and I’m thinking about getting my laptop out of my bag, we stop at a station and a grandmother and her two grandchildren board and sit in the three reserved seats opposite and next to me.

      I smile politely at them and hurriedly retrieve my laptop from my bag before they cover the table between us in their comics, crisps and electrical gadgets. This was the longest stage of my journey – I would be on this train for over two hours and I’d planned on doing a fair amount of work in that time so I didn’t waste it.

      ‘What’s that?’ one of the kids asks, as I arrange my equipment on the table.

      ‘It’s a drawing tablet,’ I reply, quickly plugging it into my computer.

      ‘Cool, can I see?’

      I look at the grandmother in the hope that she might intervene, but she’s already absorbed in the pages of her Woman & Home magazine.

      So the rest of my train journey is spent fending off questions from the children about what I’m doing. They take a bit of a break when they’re allowed their crisps, but once the munching has stopped they then turn their attention immediately back to me again.

      I could ask them to leave me alone or even ignore them in the hope they’ll go back to their own gadgets, but I haven’t the heart to do that because they remind me so much of Daisy’s two children. They were always inquisitive too and fascinated by my life, so different to their mother’s, and they would never seem to tire of asking me questions about it.

      I’m relieved when we reach Exeter, but also a little sad to say goodbye.

      ‘Thank you,’ the grandmother says, as we all get up to leave the train. ‘You’ve been very good with them. I do hope they haven’t bothered you too much?’

      ‘Oh no, don’t worry,’ I lie. ‘They’ve been fine. Are you stopping in Exeter?’ I ask, desperately hoping they aren’t going to be on my next train.

      The woman nods. ‘Yes, I’m returning them to my daughter. They’ve been on holiday with me for a week.’

      I smile, relieved to hear I won’t have to answer any more questions on the next part of my journey. Perhaps I’d get some peace at last? I wave goodbye to the family then attempt to find the platform my next train is leaving from.

      My change this time is smoother, and as I board my fourth train of the day for St Erth, I’m glad to see my seat is one of two and not four. There is no one in the seat next to me so I settle down again and get out my laptop, but I barely get my latest project open on the screen when I feel my eyelids begin to droop. I reach for the can of Red Bull I’d bought at the station and sip it, but even that fails to give me the energy or the inclination to stay awake.

      I sigh. I’ll have to close my eyes for a few minutes. I won’t fall asleep, I’m sure of it. I barely slept at night these days, let alone nodded off in a public place, but just the simple act of calming my mind for a few minutes was usually enough to freshen me up.

      It was a technique Daisy had taught me. She, unlike me, was completely into alternative healing. Usually I’d listened politely to her ideas then immediately dismissed them, but she had persuaded me to try this particular technique and I had to admit this one actually did work. However, whereas usually I would simply close my eyes, do some deep breathing and then open them again a few minutes later feeling revived, today I actually fall asleep and I don’t awaken again until I feel someone tapping me on the shoulder.

      ‘Wake up, dear. The train has stopped – you need to get off,’ an elderly lady says in a strong Cornish accent. ‘This is the end of the line.’

      I glance bleary-eyed through the window and to my surprise see a small station with a few people making their way from the train to the exit, where a guard is checking their tickets.

      ‘Tha – thank you,’ I tell her, looking from the window up into a pair of cornflower blue eyes.

      ‘Are you changing for Plymouth or St Felix?’ she asks, as I stumble to my feet and gather my things.

      ‘St Felix.’

      ‘Ah, lovely, that’s a wonderful part of the line. It runs right along the coast. You’ll have some gorgeous views along the way, especially on a beautiful day like this.’

      ‘Great, thank you,’ I mumble, as I make my way along the carriage behind her and lift my case – the last one – down from the luggage rack.

      ‘Holiday is it, dear?’ the lady asks, carefully climbing down from the train in front of me.

      ‘Er, no, not really – it’s a bit complicated.’

      ‘Matters of the heart, eh?’ she continues, as I follow her across the platform.

      ‘No, definitely not. Well…’ I think about Daisy. ‘Not in the way you mean anyway.’

      ‘Ah, matters of the heart come in many guises,’ she says knowingly, as we reach the guard.

      I’m not sure what to say so I just smile.

      ‘Well, have a lovely time, dear, whatever you’re going there for. St Felix is enchanting at any time of year.’ She walks straight past the guard, who doesn’t seem to notice her, and then as she enters the small ticket office she turns back. ‘Some might even say magical,’ she adds, before giving me the briefest of waves and disappearing around the corner.

      The guard reaches for my ticket. ‘St Felix, is it?’ he asks, looking at my case.

      I nod.

      ‘That’s Platform Three, just over there.’ He points to show me. ‘You the last?’

      ‘Yes, the lady and I were.’

      The guard looks at me strangely. ‘Okay, then… the next train will be along in four minutes. You’ve just time.’

      My fifth and final train journey is the easiest and by far the prettiest. I’m grateful the Cornish weather has been kind to me so I can appreciate the spectacular sea views as we travel the short distance down to St Felix, which looks picture postcard perfect as I get my first views of the little harbour town from the train window.

      Right, I think, as we arrive and I drag my case along the platform behind a few others doing the same. Now I’m actually here at last, I just need to find where I’m staying for the next few nights, then hopefully I can get this over with as quickly as possible and head home again.

      I glance up into one of the bluest skies I’ve ever seen.

      The things you make me do, Daisy. You’re not even here any more and I’m still following your orders! 

      But I find I’m smiling as I leave the station and head down into the little town still dragging my case behind me. From what I’d seen so far, St Felix certainly wasn’t the worst place in the world I could have had to visit to collect this thing. In fact, from what I’d seen so far, it was exactly the opposite.
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      I check into my room at one of the local pubs on the harbour front – The Merry Mermaid. A jolly woman with a beehive of red hair and vintage fifties clothing introduces herself as Rita and shows me up to my room – a light, bright double with a great view of the harbour from a comfy-looking window seat.

      ‘It’s a lovely room,’ I tell her, placing my suitcase and rucksack down on the floor in front of the bed.

      ‘One of our best,’ Rita says proudly. ‘You’re lucky we had a late cancellation or I’m afraid you might have been in one of our rooms without a sea view. Still beautiful, of course,’ she adds. ‘But this room is always booked up a long time in advance. We’re very busy.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Last minute break, is it?’ she asks, looking at my case.

      ‘No… not really.’ I hesitate. ‘I wonder actually if you might be able to help me? I’m looking for a garage, er…’ I scrabble about in my rucksack for a piece of paper. ‘Bob’s Bangers?’

      ‘Yes, my love, I know it. It’s on your way out of town. Just off the main road up on Duke Street.’ She looks puzzled. ‘But if you’re after one of Bob’s cars, you’re out of luck, I’m afraid. I happen to know he’s away at the moment.’

      ‘What?’ I exclaim a little too loudly. ‘But I rang a few days ago to check someone would be there. I’ve come such a long way for this.’

      Rita waits expectantly for me to continue, but when I don’t she offers, ‘Bob often gets someone in to cover if he’s away. Maybe that’s who you spoke to on the phone?’

      ‘Oh.’ I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘That must be it. He was quite insistent I come down to collect. I thought there might be some way to have it delivered, but he said no.’

      Again, Rita waits hopefully.

      ‘I’m here to collect a vehicle,’ I tell her.

      ‘Ah.’ Rita sounds almost disappointed, as though something else much more exciting was taking place. I get the feeling Rita knows a lot about what goes on in St Felix. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll find it okay. Like I said, just off the main road.’ She looks around the room. ‘So I’ll leave you to it then if you’re happy. Let me know if there’s anything you want, my lovely, won’t you? My husband Richie and I are always on hand to help.’

      ‘I will do, and thank you, Rita, you’ve been very helpful.’

      After I’ve unpacked and settled in to my room it’s already getting late – too late to walk to a garage that would more than likely be shut for the day now – so I decide to take a stroll and discover more about this little seaside town that I’m staying in and that Daisy was so keen for me to visit.

      I walk back down through the pub, which is already busy serving early dinners to families with small children, and I head through the front door straight out on to the harbour.

      It’s early July so the light is still good as I walk along the harbour front, stopping to look occasionally in the many shop windows I pass. I’m pleased to see most of them aren’t selling the usual seaside fare of plastic windmills, rock and silly hats, but instead paintings, ceramics, and artistic bits and pieces.

      You snob, I hear in my head, as I imagine Daisy’s reaction to my thoughts. What’s wrong with a bit of seaside rock and a Kiss Me Quick hat?

      I shake my head and smile as I continue walking past the shops all the way to the end of the harbour wall, right out to a little lighthouse that stands at the far end. I pause for a bit, leaning on some iron railings to watch the waves crashing against the wall below me as they roll in towards the harbour. The tide must be on its way in, I think absent-mindedly, as I gaze down into the blue-grey water.

      After I’ve stood and allowed my thoughts to race for a few minutes – something that was never a good idea these days – I turn and retrace my steps, weaving my way back through the holiday-makers still out enjoying the evening sunshine. A waft of fish and chips laced with salt and vinegar pleases my senses, and I realise as I pass a third family eating them with wooden forks from white polystyrene cartons that I haven’t eaten for quite some time. In fact, I haven’t eaten much at all today. Walking on, I spy that it’s Mickey’s Fish Bar from which so many are enjoying food and I head over to join the queue winding out of its door.

      When I’ve paid for and received my delicious-smelling parcel, I look around for a bench on which to sit and enjoy my meal, but the lovely evening weather seems to have brought everyone out tonight and every single seat seems to be taken. So I wander a little further away from the crowds, and to my joy a seat suddenly becomes available as a family vacates a bench that looks directly out to sea. I rush over and sit down, delighting in the gorgeous view I’ll now be able to enjoy with my dinner. I’m surprised in the few minutes I’ve taken my eyes away from the sea how far it has progressed into the harbour, so that nearly all the boats that I saw earlier moored with huge chains are now bobbing about happily in water instead of looking like they’ve been abandoned on the sand.

      ‘Watch out for the seagulls!’ a young man walking a small dog warns, as he passes by behind my bench. I turn around to see him better, and as I do I hear fluttering by my ear. I turn swiftly to see a huge seagull hovering next to me, about to pounce on my newly opened meal.

      ‘Shoo!’ I call, swiping at it with my hand to see it off, but the seagull is undeterred.

      The man claps his hands, and his little dog barks. The seagull, realising his mission is impossible now I’ve re-covered my food, takes the hint and soars off into the evening sky again.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say gratefully to the man. ‘I should have known better.’

      ‘No worries at all. They’re devils for it around here. They’ve snatched many an unsuspecting holiday-maker’s treat away from them. Not just fish and chips – pasties, ice creams – they’re not picky. That’s partly why they’re so big. Keep your food covered and your wits about you, and you’ll be fine.’

      I smile at him.

      ‘Enjoy your chips,’ he says as a parting gesture, but his little dog has other ideas. She decides at that very moment to do her business right by my bench. ‘Oh lord, Clarice,’ he says, groping for a plastic bag in the pocket of his cord trousers. ‘Did you have to do it right here when this lady is having her dinner.’

      ‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it,’ I tell him, as I watch him expertly scoop the little mess up. ‘My friend had a Burmese Mountain dog. Now, when he goes that is trouble!’

      The young man knots the bag, then he pushes his glasses back up his nose where they’ve slid down while he bent over. ‘I can imagine. What on earth made your friend get a dog that big? Clarice is enough trouble and she’s only a small breed!’

      ‘Company,’ I say without thinking. ‘She was ill. I mean she didn’t get a dog that big because she was ill. She’d just always wanted one and we tried to do everything she wanted before…’ my voice trails off, ‘before…’

      The man nods hurriedly. ‘I completely understand. I’m sorry about your friend. Was she young?’

      ‘Yes, well, my age.’

      ‘Too young then,’ he says knowingly. ‘Makes you wonder sometimes, doesn’t it, what it’s all about?’ He looks out into the distance as though he’s searching for the elusive answer.

      ‘Yes, it does.’

      ‘Anyway, we should be on our way,’ he says suddenly, looking back at me again. ‘Enjoy your dinner. I’m sorry if we’ve disturbed you.’

      ‘No, not at all. Thank you for saving me from the mutant seagulls.’

      The man smiles. ‘It was my pleasure.’

      I can’t help but watch him as he continues on his way with his little dog trotting along happily beside him. How nice everyone seemed here. It made a change from London, where if you tried starting a conversation with a stranger they thought you were mad, sad or about to mug them.

      I try to eat some of my dinner, keeping an eye out for any errant gulls, but after my encounter I find I’m not that hungry after all and my mind is racing again.

      Why have I spoken about Daisy to a perfect stranger? I never usually spoke about her to anyone – I found it far too upsetting. I might not have said much, but what I had surprised me.

      I toss the remains of my dinner into a nearby bin, which annoys me – I don’t like waste – but thoughts of Daisy often put me off my food these days and I’d lost a fair bit of weight as a result, not that that was an issue for me. I’d been trying, usually unsuccessfully, to lose weight for years. Daisy and I were always trying the latest diet craze in an effort to become what we thought would be the perfect version of ourselves. Sadly, in the end, we both got our wish and lost far too much weight – Daisy due to her illness, and I due to worry and now grief.

      They say be careful what you wish for… It was not a weight-loss plan I’d recommend to anyone.

      Before heading back to the hotel for an early night, I decide to explore a little more of the town. No doubt a strange bed in a strange room tonight wouldn’t do anything for my insomnia so some fresh air first might be a good idea.

      St Felix, although busy, is quite a small town so it doesn’t take me long to look around. Other than the harbour, there are several beaches, which are still being frequented by holiday-makers even though it’s now getting late in the evening. The beaches are linked by narrow, winding, usually cobbled streets, and it’s one of those streets I now find myself on as I try to find my way back to the hotel.

      The aptly named Harbour Street leads down from the more modern part of town, which among other things has a small supermarket and a bank. Like so many of St Felix’s streets it is cobbled, but this one, instead of being full of holiday cottages and flats, is filled with shops – old shops – many of which I can imagine have sold the same types of goods for decades.

      In addition to more galleries and gift shops, Harbour Street boasts a post office, a beach shop and a rather cute-looking florist called The Daisy Chain. Nice, I think, pausing for a moment to look up at the sign. A bit further along is a bakery intriguingly called The Blue Canary, its window now empty of all the delicious cakes and bread I imagine it’s usually filled with in the daytime. Unlike the shops directly on the harbour, which have stayed open to make full use of the holiday-makers still wandering around the town, these shops are now closed for the day, but I decide I’ll definitely pop back tomorrow, especially to the bakery…

      I feel myself yawn. It’s been a long day and I’m now quite tired. For me, this doesn’t necessarily equate to the need for sleep, but I head back to The Merry Mermaid and up to my room in the hope that I might nod off early. I get into my pyjamas and decide to sit in the window seat for a bit, sipping the water I’d picked up from the supermarket earlier and gazing out at a spectacular blood-red sunset.

      ‘Daisy,’ I say out loud. ‘I’m still not sure about the reason you made me come all the way here. But I definitely see now why you loved this place so much.’

      I feel myself yawn for about the seventh time in the last five minutes so I close up the curtains, and ignoring the constant cry of the seagulls and the faint drone of a singer down in the bar of the pub, I climb into bed, assuming like always I’ll simply lie awake in the darkness trying to calm my overwrought mind.

      But the speed at which I fell asleep is not the only thing that surprises me when I awake the next morning – it’s the fact that I slept right through the night too.

      It’s the first time this has happened since Daisy left us.
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      The next morning I’m up early, feeling surprisingly refreshed after my night’s sleep.

      I eat a hearty breakfast down in the bar of The Merry Mermaid with some of the other residents, and then I decide to head straight up to the garage; much as I was enjoying being in St Felix, the sooner I got this part over with the better.

      Like Rita had said I might, I find Bob’s Bangers easily, situated up a hill on the outskirts of the town. The large iron gates are, to my relief, unlocked and open to receive customers. So I wander through to find a neat, tidy yard with vintage vehicles for sale lined up all along one side of the fence that surrounds the garage.

      As I walk over to take a closer look at them, I realise what fantastic condition all the cars and vans are in. They’ve all been beautifully restored, and their shiny bonnets and chrome bumpers gleam in the morning sunshine.

      ‘That’s a real beauty, that one,’ I hear a voice behind me say, making me jump.

      I turn around and see a tall but youngish man in navy blue mechanic’s overalls wiping his hands on an oily rag. He’s looking not at me but at the car I’m standing in front of.

      ‘1964 MGB Roadster,’ he continues. ‘She’s in great condition. If you’re interested, we can take it out for a test drive?’

      ‘Oh no, I’m not here to buy a car. I’m here to collect one. Well, it’s a camper van actually.’

      The mechanic looks at me curiously for a moment, his green eyes scanning me up and down.

      ‘I did phone…’ I say, feeling most uncomfortable under his intense scrutiny.

      ‘Ah,’ he says, still looking at me peculiarly. There’s a distinct Celtic lilt to his voice when he speaks, the lightness of which is at complete odds with the look he’s giving me. ‘That would be you now, would it?’

      I nod.

      ‘Hmm…’ he says, looking at me again, this time with his head tilted slightly to one side.

      ‘Is there a problem?’ I ask, feeling myself starting to bristle. ‘Only I’ve come ever such a long way for this. All the way from London.’

      ‘London, really?’ he says, not sounding all that impressed. ‘Now that is a long way.’

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      ‘Australia, now, that would be a long way to come,’ he says, thinking about this. ‘Or America maybe? But London, nah, not so much.’

      Is he deliberately being rude? Or is he just a bit simple? I couldn’t decide.

      The mechanic grins at me. ‘Ah, don’t mind me, I’m just havin’ a laugh. No, there’s not a problem, you just don’t look the type, that’s all.’

      What is he going on about now? What type? 

      ‘I’m not sure I follow… The type?’

      ‘Ignore me!’ he almost sings. ‘Me mam said me sense of humour would get me into trouble, and it does that – a lot.’

      ‘Look,’ I ask rapidly, beginning to tire of all his nonsense. ‘Is the van here or not?’

      ‘Oh, it’s here all right. But it’s round the back.’

      ‘So…’ I add deliberately, hoping to prompt him into action. ‘Can I see it?’

      ‘Of course you can, follow me!’ He sets off across the yard, so I do as he asks, trailing along after his skippy step. ‘Me name’s Malachi, by the way,’ he says, as I follow him around the back of the garage building into another yard. ‘I’d shake your hand, but as you can see’ – he waves his grubby hands at me – ‘I’m sure you don’t want engine oil all over yours.’

      The yard at the back of Bob’s Bangers is much messier than the one at the front. Whereas all the vehicles at the front of the building are in a pristine and perfect saleable condition, the ones at the back are very definitely in the process of being repaired and restored. Some of them are barely recognisable as any type of vehicle – let alone a vintage one.

      ‘Parts,’ Malachi explains, seeing my face. ‘Sometimes Bob buys old vehicles and strips them down to use as parts for other cars.’

      ‘Oh, I see.’

      ‘So, here she is,’ Malachi says, as we pass a large truck missing one of its front wheels. ‘Your new best friend!’

      I look at what he’s gesturing to, but all I see is a rusty dirty old van. It too is missing tyres and several other parts of its ‘anatomy’, including a steering wheel, a windscreen, a door, one of its front lights and number plates. It’s in such a bad state that I can barely make out its colour under the dirt. I think it’s red, but it could just as easily be a murky brown or a dirty grey.

      ‘No… You – you must be mistaken,’ I say, gazing with horror at the junk heap in front of me. ‘I’m here to collect a vintage VW camper van and drive it home to London in a couple of days. This can’t be the right one.’ I look around. ‘Do you have others?’

      Malachi laughs, then immediately corrects himself and attempts to look professional. ‘This is definitely your van, I can assure you. I checked Bob’s records when you rang the other day. But I very much doubt you’ll be driving it anywhere in a few days. Maybe a few months…’

      I stare at the old camper van, and as I do its one remaining door swings open and then promptly half falls off as one of its rusty hinges fails to support it.

      ‘Ah, don’t you be doing that,’ Malachi says, rushing to support the door. He gently swings the door back to its shut position. ‘The lady won’t be taking you if you start those shenanigans.’

      ‘This can’t be the one,’ I say half to myself, half to Malachi. ‘Daisy wouldn’t have left me this old thing.’

      ‘Daisy?’ Malachi enquires. ‘Yes, that’s the name on the docket – Daisy Williams. I remember it now.’

      ‘But why would she have bought this?’ I ask, as Malachi hurriedly covers the vehicle’s wing mirror like he’s covering its ears. ‘It’s a heap of junk.’

      ‘Shush, or you’ll offend her,’ Malachi says, looking worried. ‘These old vehicles are very sensitive – especially camper vans. They’re the worst, very temperamental they can be.’

      I look at him to gauge whether he’s joking with me again, but his expression suggests he’s being serious.

      ‘Sure…’ I agree, deciding the best way to deal with Malachi is to humour him.

      ‘The look on your face suggests to me you were expecting to drive this little beauty away with you today, is that right, Ana?’ Malachi asks.

      ‘How do you know my name?’ I stare at him in surprise.

      ‘You told me on the phone?’ Malachi replies in a Well, duh voice.

      ‘Oh yes, of course. Er, maybe not today. I’d arranged to have a little break down here for a few days and then I’d planned on driving it back home.’

      ‘I see…’ Malachi says thoughtfully. ‘But you weren’t expecting to find this poor soul.’ He pats the van as if he’s comforting it.

      It’s me that needs comforting, I think, not a scrapyarder of a van. What was Daisy doing buying something that was clearly going to need as much work as this vehicle was?

      ‘Do you know when Bob is back?’ I ask, wondering if I can negotiate some sort of refund on this. Daisy clearly hadn’t known what she was buying, so perhaps I can get another van somewhere? One that’s actually roadworthy to begin with.

      Malachi shakes his head. ‘He’s away indefinitely. He’s gone up north to look after his mam who’s not too well – it sounds pretty bad if you ask me. I’m covering for him.’

      ‘Ah, I see. That’s a shame.’

      Malachi nods. ‘Isn’t it? So, do you still want the van? It’s obviously not what you were expecting?’

      I look at the old camper van in front of me, and I’m about to say no, can I possibly get a refund, when I spot something in the window of the door Malachi had saved from falling a few minutes ago.

      I walk over to it and take a closer look. It’s a small, but brightly coloured sticker that says I ♥ the 80s.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Malachi asks, watching me with interest.

      I nod. ‘Yes, everything is fine.’ I think for a moment and then turn to him. ‘I’m assuming that since you’re working here while Bob is away you know how to do up old vehicles?’

      ‘I do indeed.’

      ‘Would you be able to do up this one?’

      Malachi studies the camper van again. ‘That depends.’

      ‘On?’

      ‘On what exactly you want doing to it, and how much you want to spend.’

      I look at the van again. This was what Daisy had wanted… though heaven knows why?

      If something is worth doing, Ana – I hear one of her favourite sayings echo in my ears – it’s worth doing well.

      ‘I want everything doing,’ I suddenly announce. ‘When this van leaves St Felix, I want it to look and run like a brand new vehicle.’

      Malachi looks impressed. ‘Nice one.’

      ‘And, I’d like it doing as soon as you possibly can.’

      Malachi nods. ‘Not a problem at all. I can do it up all right. As it happens I’m a bit of an expert on VW camper vans – they’re a specialist subject of mine. But it will cost you.’

      ‘That’s not a problem,’ I say, swallowing hard. Spending the sort of money I expected this renovation would cost wasn’t going to be easy, but Daisy had left me quite a large sum to cover the van’s restoration. At the time I’d thought it far too much, but now, seeing this – I had to stop calling it a ‘heap of junk’ – this project, I wondered if it was going to be enough?

      ‘Are you absolutely sure about this?’ Malachi asks, as if he’s reading my mind. ‘It’s quite an undertaking?’

      I wince at his choice of words. Then I glance at the sticker again.

      Daisy was always right, and if this was her final wish for me then I had no choice but to go through with it.

      ‘Yes,’ I say with more confidence than I actually feel. ‘I’m one hundred per cent sure.’
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          To my best friend, Ana, I leave the VW camper van that sadly I will now never get the chance to drive and enjoy. Ana, you know how much I always wanted to own one of these wonderful vehicles and what plans I had to enjoy spending time in it, and now I would like you to have those special times for me. Make sure you enjoy the camper van, enjoy the town of St Felix and everything I know you will find there, and above all, enjoy life!

        

      

       

      As I walk back down towards the town, I think about what’s just happened. Even though I wasn’t too keen on this project, I was lucky to have stumbled upon Malachi. He might be a bit odd but he certainly seemed to know what he was talking about when it came to restoring an old van. After I’d agreed to go through with the restoration, he’d immediately started spouting all sorts of terminology at me that I didn’t understand – something about bay windows versus split screens, and T1s and T2s. I’d just been pleased he’d agreed to do it. Apparently Bob hadn’t left him all that much work to do while he was away because he’d had to leave so suddenly, and Malachi seemed ecstatic to have a project such as this one to get his teeth into.

      Annoyingly, though, he’d been unable to give me any immediate prices or a timescale for the restoration. He said he needed to work it all out, but we’d agreed to meet in the pub later tonight to discuss everything, when he said he hoped to be able to give me more of an idea what was needed.

      The weather isn’t quite as bright now as it had been when I’d left the pub this morning; there are grey clouds beginning to cover the blue sky and I can feel a cool wind starting to blow in off the sea. But I like it – it feels fresh and breezy – so I decide to take a walk along the coastal path. I had ages until I had to meet Malachi later, so why not spend it blowing away a few cobwebs.

      I walk for about an hour, dividing my time between enjoying the spectacular views along St Felix’s coastline and worrying again about my decision to spend a lot of money doing up an old camper van.

      After a while I sense there might be rain in the now quite dark clouds that are fast approaching across the sea, so I head back into the town in case shelter is rapidly required.

      I pause at one of the shops as I enter the top of Harbour Street and glance at the pretty postcards that are displayed in a rack outside, but it isn’t the sunny photos of St Felix that catch my eye, just how many of the postcards contain artists’ impressions of camper vans.

      None of the jolly, colourful vehicles look much like the one I left back at the garage though. These vans shine and gleam as the sun beams down upon them – they look happy and jubilant to be at the seaside, not wretched and miserable like mine. Malachi really would need to be some sort of wizard to work enough magic on it to make it look anything like these glorious specimens.

      I sigh, and wonder again if I’ve done the right thing.

      It had been the sticker that had changed everything. One sticker – probably stuck in haste to the van window by the previous owner – had made me change my mind. I’d been on the verge of giving up on the whole idea before I saw it.

      I didn’t really believe in these things, but I had to admit it did seem like a sign.

      After Daisy and I had bonded at the start of the millennium as two slightly unusual teenagers, we had continued to love everything eighties throughout our friendship. In recent years the eighties had come back into fashion again, and this had made it much easier for us to continue our passion. One of the best things had been the many bands that had re-formed for come-back tours, and one of the last outings we’d had together was going to see Spandau Ballet in concert at Wembley Arena. Daisy had loved every minute of that night even if it had exhausted her for days afterwards.

      Leaving the postcards, I walk further down the street and pause again outside the window of the bakery that last night had been empty but now was filled, as I had rightly predicted, with delicious-looking cakes, breads and Cornish pasties. Like the fish and chip shop last night, there is a queue winding its way out of the door on to the cobbles outside.

      I hesitate.

      ‘It’s worth the wait,’ a friendly American voice says.

      I turn to see a flamboyantly dressed young woman smiling at me. She’s clutching a white paper bag in her hands.

      ‘We try not to buy cake every day,’ she explains. ‘It’s not good for the figure,’ she pats her stomach. ‘But my boss is heavily pregnant and she gets these weird cravings for Cornish pasties!’

      I smile at her.

      ‘The boys’ baking is delicious – I thoroughly recommend it. Got to dash!’ she says, waving her bag in the air. ‘We’re almost as busy as they are today. The town is jam-packed right now.’

      I watch her as she walks a few doors down and heads into the florist, then without further hesitation I join the queue at The Blue Canary, which I’m pleased to see has lessened slightly.

      ‘I’ll have a wholemeal bap with tuna and cucumber please,’ I tell the jolly-looking man behind the glass counter, when finally I reach the front of the queue. I’m secretly pleased with myself that I’ve been able to resist the scrumptious cakes and pastries that cover the shelves and display cabinets inside the shop.

      Instead of agreeing with my request the man cocks his head to one side and looks at me suspiciously. ‘Are you sure about that?’ he asks.

      ‘Yes…’

      ‘Sure it’s not a Belgian bun you’re hankering after?’

      It was actually, but I’d been trying to give up sugar lately. Well, at least cut down…

      ‘How do you know that?’ I admit.

      ‘Call it an occupational hazard!’ He chuckles at his joke. ‘I can match the cake to the person ninety-nine per cent of the time.’

      ‘What about the other one per cent?’ I ask, playing along.

      ‘They’re good liars!’ he winks.

      ‘I guess I’d better order a Belgian bun then!’

      ‘Good choice!’ he grins. ‘Declan will be bringing some fresh buns out at any minute – you can’t get better than that, can you? Are you okay to wait for a second while I just serve this gentleman, who by the look of him’ – he glances at the old man, who seems to be a holiday-maker judging by his shorts and sandals – ‘wants a traditional Cornish pasty. Am I right, sir?’

      The guess is obviously correct, because the man is as surprised as I had been.

      I look around the shop while I wait for my bun, and I notice a sign behind the desk that reads: Welcome to the Blue Canary Bakery where your hosts Ant and Dec will be pleased to serve you today.

      While I’m smiling at the sign, a smaller man wearing kitchen overalls appears from the back of the shop carrying a tray of freshly baked wares. ‘Another tray of custard tarts on their way in a few minutes, Ant,’ he announces, putting the tray down. ‘Anything else we’re running low on?’

      ‘Chocolate tarts and mincemeat lattice, love,’ Ant says, without having to look. ‘We usually only have a run on mincemeat in December,’ he tells me, expertly bagging up my Belgian bun, ‘but people are buying everything at the moment! Dec can barely keep up.’

      ‘Then I’ll pay you for this and get out of your way,’ I tell him. The shop was getting very full now, and I was keen to escape out of the door again. I hand him the right money.

      ‘Make sure you come back!’ Ant says, passing me the bag. ‘You’re here for a while, yes?’

      ‘A few days,’ I say non-committally.

      Ant looks at me knowingly. ‘Hmm… we’ll see. Now enjoy your bun and we’ll see you soon, my lovely!’ He turns away to deal with his next customer.

      I take my bun, buy a takeaway coffee from a stall by the harbour, then find a bench to sit down on and enjoy them.

      Like yesterday the town is busy again today, and even though the sun has chosen to hide itself behind a bank of dark grey cloud, with its pretty bunting fluttering gaily in the breeze and the fishing boats bobbing about the rapidly filling harbour, St Felix still manages to remain bright and cheerful.

      ‘Clarice!’ I hear a voice call, when I’ve just finished my bun and am enjoying my coffee. ‘Clarice, you come back here!’ The voice manages to penetrate through the cries of seagulls and holiday-makers’ chatter.

      I look around to see a small dog running along the harbour with its red lead trailing behind it along the ground. It races along in front of where I sit, so I quickly put my foot out and step on the lead, pulling the dog to an immediate halt.

      Then I reach down and pick up the lead, and encourage the dog over to me. She comes willingly, allowing me to stroke her and acting as if there’s nothing wrong with her behaviour at all.

      ‘Thank you!’ I hear the voice pant, as a pair of shiny red Doc Marten boots arrive next to me. ‘Thank you so much. Noah would have killed me if I’d lost her.’

      I look up past the boots to see a young woman. She’s wearing black tights and black shorts with a white T-shirt that has Choose Life emblazoned upon it in black letters. Her dark hair is cropped short, and she has a nose piercing to match the several she has in each ear.

      ‘We’ve actually met before,’ I tell her, ruffling Clarice’s head. ‘Last night. Is Noah her owner? Youngish chap, glasses?’

      ‘Hmm.’ She screws up her face. ‘I wouldn’t call him young, but he does wear glasses. About your age, I guess.’

      I smile at her unintended insult.

      ‘Whoops! Sorry,’ she says, realising, her pale face blushing as her hand clamps over her mouth. ‘I didn’t mean – I’m always being told I need to think before I speak!’

      ‘It’s fine. We both likely seem old to someone of your age.’

      ‘Actually, you don’t really,’ she says, considering this. ‘Not in the greater scheme of things…’ She appears to think about this for a few seconds, then she shakes her head hurriedly. ‘Sorry, now where were we? Oh yes, you’re right, Noah is Clarice’s owner, but I’m walking her today because the shop is really busy.’

      ‘Which shop do you work in?’ I ask, amused by the girl’s quirky nature.

      ‘It’s called Noah’s Ark – it’s just up off Harbour Street. We sell junk —’ She slaps her hand over her mouth again. ‘Noah says I’m to call them antiques or’ – she smirks – ‘vintage treasures.’

      ‘It does sound better than “junk”.’

      ‘But that’s what it is,’ she says matter-of-factly. ‘Other people’s old junk.’

      ‘I’ll have to come and have a browse sometime. Do you sell more modern stuff, like things from the eighties?’

      ‘The eighties? That’s hardly modern is it – it’s like decades ago!’

      She was right, of course. ‘But your T-shirt is from the eighties,’ I point out, ‘and you’re wearing it? Well, maybe not the actual shirt, but the slogan is. It’s an iconic eighties design.’

      The girl looks down at her top. ‘Is it? Well, I never knew that. My mate Angie knocks them out and flogs them on the market. I wonder if she knows?’

      She goes off into another dreamlike state and Clarice impatiently shakes herself next to me.

      ‘Oh, I’d better be getting her back,’ the girl says with a start. ‘Thanks again for rescuing her.’ She takes the lead from me. ‘Pop in and see us in the shop sometime, won’t you? I’m Jess by the way.’

      ‘Thanks, Jess, I will. Goodbye, Clarice,’ I say to the little dog. ‘Be good now, won’t you?’

      I watch them walk back the way they came, and as I do I feel something cold and wet on my arm, and then on my face too as I turn to look at it – spots of rain.

      Then I notice how dark it has suddenly become, and how few people there are about now. Mainly because the dark grey rain clouds that hovered ominously in the distance a short while ago have now come all the way in with the tide and are directly above St Felix.

      Quickly I gather my things and hurry back to the pub, but I can’t quite outrun the weather, and by the time I get there huge raindrops are pelting down from the sky, rebounding from the cobbles like little bouncing balls of water.

      Taking shelter in the pub seems to have been the first thought of many, and the bar is crammed with people pulling off rain jackets and towelling down wet hair. To avoid them I head straight up to my room to get dried off. Sheltering in a pub in wet weather could be fun if you were with a group of people you knew, but I was on my own and didn’t fancy trying to make small talk with strangers this afternoon, especially not in a bar as packed as the one downstairs. No way.

      So I get changed, wrap myself in a warm sweater and settle down in the window seat with my book, intent on reading for the next half hour or so while I wait for the rain to stop. Then, if it was still raining, I would catch up on the work I hadn’t done on the train journey yesterday.

      Happy that I’ve planned my time accordingly, I open my book, but the slow, steady, rhythmical sound of the rain on the window makes me feel quite drowsy and I find my head drooping forward several times before I give in and drift towards my comfy bed, where very quickly I doze off and find myself dreaming of arks, floods, camper vans and a dog called Noah.
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