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To Mr B
Because you are my kind of happy
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Hello dear reader!


Before you dive into the story, I thought I’d give you the background to ‘My Kind of Happy’…


In July 2018, I was sitting on the terrace of a hotel in Scotland shortly before my sister’s wedding and a TED talk by someone called Sebastian Terry popped up on my Facebook feed. I watched it, completely entranced. Following a life-changing incident, Sebastian had asked himself a hypothetical question: If today was my last day on Earth, would I look back and think that I’d lived in a way that made me proud and happy? There was much more to it than that, but even this basic question made me think about my own life. What are the things that make me happy, and am I doing them?


My sister Nikki married Tim and we all had a lovely day, and in the background my brain was whirring away, thinking about that talk. Sebastian’s slogan is what’s on your list? and when I got back home I started to write my own happiness list. There are lots of things on it, but the one which spoke to me most of all was volunteering overseas. I didn’t know where or when I’d achieve this, but I was determined to do it.


And miraculously an opportunity came my way! In November 2019, I set off to Nepal alone to meet up with a group of volunteers. We’d raised money to build a computer classroom for a small rural school and for two weeks, we joined the building contractors to finish the project. It was probably one of the happiest, most fulfilling things I’ve ever done, and I can’t wait to do it again!


In ‘My Kind of Happy’, Fearne is at a crossroads in her life and needs to discover her own path to happiness just like I did. I hope you enjoy her story and maybe it’ll inspire you to write your own happiness list too!


Much love,
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Part One






Chapter One


‘I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,’ I said with a contented sigh.


Laura looked at me uncertainly and whistled under her breath. ‘Talk about glam. Hope they let us in.’


We were gazing around the foyer of the Enchanted Spa, Derbyshire’s newest luxury health resort.


There was something special in the air, as if the staff knew just what a fabulous day you had in store and could hardly contain their joy at sharing their workplace with their clientele. Young, old, fat, thin; gym bunnies or couch potatoes, everyone received the same warm and celebratory welcome at the front desk. I could feel my body slowly unfurling at the prospect: a spa day with my best friend. What a perfect way to spend a grey Saturday in March.


‘Oi, speak for yourself.’ I tossed back my blonde hair. ‘I can do glam.’


Although having said that, I had noticed a rather unattractive dark parting this morning. Time to book into the hairdressers for some overdue highlights. I hadn’t been for ages. In fact, I’d hardly been anywhere for ages.


Perhaps today would mark a fresh start? A chance to get my life back on track and moving forward again …


Laura snorted. ‘Tell that to your joggers, I hope that’s only mud up the back of your leg.’


‘Whoops.’ I peered down at the mark; almost definitely mud. It had still been dark and damp when I’d taken Scamp for a walk this morning, I could have splashed through anything. I wiped the front of my trainer against the back of my leg and prayed I wasn’t making things worse.


Although I was only half an hour from home, it felt like I was a million miles away from reality. Crystal chandeliers glittered above us, the polished marble floor sparkled and harp music played softly in the background.


I caught the perfume from two enormous flower arrangements and exhaled with pleasure; my shoulders dropped from their usual place around my ears. ‘I feel relaxed already.’


‘Ditto.’ Laura squeezed my arm as we both gazed around us, taking it all in. ‘I’ve got loads to tell you later.’


‘Can’t wait!’ I answered contentedly. ‘And we’ve got all day, nothing to rush for.’


Just then the sliding glass doors behind us swished open and a huge group of women entered, all kitted out in sashes and tiaras, and we were pushed towards the reception desk on a tidal wave of over-excited hen party chatter.


Ten minutes later, we’d been handed fresh fruit smoothies, fluffy gowns and slippers and a lady called Bernice, one of the smiley young receptionists, was showing us to the changing rooms.


‘Is today a special occasion, ladies?’ Bernice glided ahead of us along a thickly carpeted corridor as if she was floating on her own cloud of happiness. Her lipstick matched her nail polish exactly, I noticed. I tucked my own ragged nails into my palms and tried to remember the last time I’d even worn make-up.


‘Not really,’ I answered, straightening my spine to copy her immaculate posture. ‘Just spending a day together. We haven’t seen each other for ages.’


‘Celebrating life then.’ Bernice turned and gave me a twinkly smile. ‘Can’t fault you.’


‘Er … I guess so,’ I said vaguely.


Today was about escaping my normal life. And here, where no one knew me except Laura, I was hoping to forget my sorrows for a few hours. Or did that make me sound uncaring? Because I cared very much. Always would. Oh God, now I could feel tears pooling in my eyes. Fresh start, Fearne, remember?


Bernice gave me a quizzical look and I felt Laura’s reassuring hand on my arm.


‘I’m an accountant,’ she said, forcing Bernice to divert her stare from my less than celebratory face. ‘So the start of the year is always hectic for me, doing people’s last-minute tax returns. I’m exhausted.’


Poor thing, I thought, snapping myself out of my reverie to note the dark shadows under her eyes. We’d been friends since we were sixteen, so I was used to her ridiculously long hours in January. Mind you, this year must have been exceptionally busy because I’d scarcely seen her in February either. And seeing as I’d become a bit of a recluse over the last seven months, so far this year had been pretty quiet. If it wasn’t for her and my brother’s best friend Hamish checking up on me regularly then the majority of my conversations outside of work would be with the dog, Scamp. And he wasn’t even mine, I was looking after him for my elderly neighbour, Ethel, while she recovered from a broken hip. Scamp did his best to keep up his end of the conversation, but I must say I was looking forward to chatting with an actual human for a change.


‘Tax returns. Urgh.’ Bernice pulled a face as she opened the door to the changing rooms and led us inside. ‘Sounds tough.’


‘It’s over for another year though, thank goodness!’ said Laura, doing a fist pump. ‘Besides, it’s Fearne who’s most in need of some pampering, she really has had a tough time.’


A knot of frustration tightened in my stomach. She was half right. But I hadn’t had a tough time; I was still having one. If my best friend didn’t understand how I felt, what chance did anyone else have, I thought glumly. I’d been there when her mum died ten years ago just before we graduated from university and it had been a full year until she stopped bursting into tears at the most inopportune moments. Grief was inconsiderate like that, it didn’t work to a deadline and my grief appeared to be going on long after other people thought I should be over it.


‘Oh? Sorry to hear that.’ Bernice tilted her head, waiting for me to elaborate.


‘Thanks.’ I looked down at my muddy trainers. No way was I going to open up to a stranger.


‘So how do these lockers work?’ Laura asked, coming to my rescue again. She sent me a look of apology.


Bernice demonstrated how to activate the wristbands we’d been given to open the lockers. Then she gave us a smile. ‘Righto, ladies, now all you have to decide is what to do next.’


‘I fancied doing a class first,’ I said, scanning the activity schedule. ‘Before getting into my dressing gown.’


Laura’s brow lifted with shock and I felt a flush of warmth to my face. I’d resisted her attempts to get me to go to Salsa (and every other sort of exercise class, and I’d bailed out of book club). I didn’t know why she bothered with me these days: I’d always been the sociable one, always up for a drink or a shopping trip, an impromptu party. Now I avoided group situations like the plague.


‘Great idea.’ Laura looked at the fluffy robe over her arm longingly. ‘As long as it’s nothing too strenuous.’


We both looked at Bernice for ideas.


‘Hula-hooping at eleven?’ she suggested, circling her hips.


Laura shuddered. ‘Tried it once at the gym and my hips wouldn’t gyrate like everyone else’s. I looked like Mr Bean dry-humping his imaginary friend.’


I giggled. Laura was petite and pixie-like, with short coppery hair and large brown eyes and looked absolutely nothing like Mr Bean.


‘Hmm, OK, let’s have a look.’ Bernice peered over my shoulder at the sheet. ‘How about Nordic Walking then? Fresh air and a tramp in the woods?’


‘Who’s she calling a tramp?’ Laura muttered wickedly.


I coughed to cover my mirth.


‘Nice thought, but I’ve already done some of that this morning,’ I said, showing Bernice the dirt up the back of my leg. My trainers must have been muddy as well because now there was a mess on the spotlessly clean floor around my feet.


‘That’s mud, allegedly,’ Laura piped up.


Bernice laughed nervously and took the schedule from my hands.


‘I’ve got it!’ she said triumphantly, a moment later. ‘Crystal Healing. It starts in a few minutes in the dance studio; you could do that if you hurry?’


Laura and I exchanged dubious looks.


‘That’s a real class?’ I asked.


‘Oh yeah.’ Bernice nodded earnestly. ‘Crystals are powerful things. They can do wonders for your physical and emotional needs. You get your chakras balanced and everything. All you have to do is sit down for an hour with a blanket over your knees. It’s fabulous; you’ll feel like new women after that.’


‘Sounds interesting.’ I nudged Laura. ‘I was saying only last week that my chakras were all over the place.’


‘Ditto.’ Laura was chewing her lip, trying to keep a straight face. ‘And I’m sure one of mine is heavier than the others.’


‘There you go then.’ Bernice pursed her lips. If she was aware she was being teased, she was too professional to comment on it. ‘It’ll be perfect for you.’


She glided back to reception and Laura stared at me in amazement.


‘You nut job. We’re not really doing it, are we?’


‘We are,’ I said shoving my stuff in the locker. ‘It might be a laugh. It’s ages since I’ve had any fun.’


Neither of us was into any of this new-age, deep and meaningful stuff normally. But I reckoned it had to be worth a try, I’d been stuck in a rut for months now and couldn’t see a way out of it. Perhaps getting my chakras shaken up would do the trick.


Laura opened her mouth, a protest forming on her lips. I grinned at her and her face softened.


‘You’re right, let’s do it. And then we do need to talk about something.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Something important.’


I smiled indulgently at my dearest friend, watching while she folded her own belongings neatly into the locker below mine. It would probably be another self-help book, or website or support group. Laura was on a one-woman mission to mentor me through my loss and while I knew it wouldn’t help me, I loved the fact that she kept on trying, because it meant that she still cared.


‘Sure.’ I locked my locker and linked her arm through mine. ‘Straight after this. Promise.’


The dance studio we’d been directed to appeared to be empty at first except for four chairs which had been arranged in a circle, a folded blanket placed squarely on each seat. But as Laura and I entered, we saw a woman with a head of tight white curls crouched over a CD player on the floor. She pressed a button and the sounds of wind chimes and waves softly lapping the shore filled the room.


Laura cleared her throat and the woman turned, her face lit up with a welcoming smile.


‘Hello, come in, come in, take a seat!’ She stood and waved us to the chairs. She was wearing what looked like a long tapestry rug and her fur-lined boots squeaked on the rubbery floor as she crossed it to close the door behind us and dim the lights.


‘I think it might just be us,’ I whispered, tucking the blanket over my knees. ‘This is going to be so awkward.’


Laura eyed the door shiftily. ‘We could do a runner?’


‘We can’t do that to her,’ I said with a horrified giggle.


‘I can,’ she muttered.


Just then the woman joined us in our circle of two. She smelled of cloves and eucalyptus; it was exotic and mysterious and exactly how I imagined a crystal healer should smell. She sat down, placed a velvet bag on the floor by her feet and regarded us both intently.


‘I’m Maureen Sinclair,’ she said in a voice as smooth as warm honey, ‘welcome to this crystal healing session. You are good friends, I think?’


We nodded.


‘Then this will be a wonderfully intimate session for you both.’ Her fingers were adorned with silver rings and her thumb was stroking them rhythmically.


‘Great!’ Laura announced with a note of hysteria in her voice. She’d pulled her blanket up to her chin and looked about eight years old.


‘Yes, lucky us!’ I pinched my lips together, trying not to laugh.


Maureen lifted her velvet bag onto her knee and looked at me as if she could read my soul, as if my innermost thoughts were etched on my heart in bold for her perusal. I felt a flush of heat to my cheeks. It already felt intimate and she hadn’t even produced a crystal yet.


‘Introduce yourselves and tell me what you are hoping to get from this session,’ she asked softly.


Laura gave me a look as if to say good question.


‘Well, I’m Fearne,’ I said confidently, trying to remember what was on the write-up about this class, ‘I definitely think my chakras needed balancing.’


Laura let out a snort and quickly turned it into a cough.


Maureen leaned towards her and gave her an intense look. ‘We can certainly do that. Any particular issues you’d like to address?’


‘I’m Laura and I need my brain to calm down after a busy month and I haven’t been sleeping well,’ Laura said meekly.


Maureen listened so carefully, it was almost as if she was straining to hear another voice, inaudible to the two of us. She nodded slowly before turning her attention back to me.


‘And you, Fearne?’ she said softly, ‘I’m sensing a sadness behind that smile.’


I shrank back in my chair, feeling an instant prickle of perspiration under my arms; I wasn’t comfortable being under this kind of scrutiny. I didn’t want her to be able to read me like this.


‘I’ve had a lot to deal with recently,’ I said in a small voice.


Maureen held my gaze for a second longer than I’d have liked and delved into the bag. Getting to her feet, she placed a large pink stone on the floor in the centre of our circle and around it she dotted others in white, green and more pink ones.


She tipped some smaller crystals out into her hand and held them out to us. ‘If you’d like to hold one during the healing, help yourselves.’


Laura and I exchanged sceptical glances. Maureen’s eyebrows flickered with interest as we made our choices. Mine was a smooth white stone shaped like an egg which seemed to have a light coming from its centre. Laura’s was blue flecked with gold.


‘Close your eyes and relax …’


I did as I was told. This is what I had come for: complete relaxation, for body and mind. A rest from the angry thoughts which had been tormenting me for the last eight months.


Let them go, Fearne, just let them go …






Chapter Two


Maureen asked us to imagine a sandy beach, a hammock, the gentle sound of the waves and warm sun on our skin, her words soft like a lullaby. My breathing slowed and I felt the steady beat of my heart in my ears.


‘And now, I will come to both of you in turn and begin the healing,’ Maureen murmured. ‘Concentrate on the area in your life or in your body where you need my help.’


As I let go of all the remaining tension in my muscles, I could sense that she had crossed the circle and was behind Laura. Normally this sort of thing would send me into a fit of giggles, but this felt really important. Laura had put up with my mood swings, my tears, my listlessness without comment and I’d done very little to repay her. Now I sent her my love telepathically and thanked the universe for her friendship.


I don’t know how much time passed but suddenly, I felt Maureen’s light touch on my shoulders. It was my turn; my stomach fluttered with nerves.


All at once, colours danced inside my eyelids: red, green, blue like fireworks exploding in my brain and all the doubts I’d had at the start of the session melted away. Even if these crystals didn’t have any effect, just sitting here, meditating and thinking good thoughts felt like a very good way to pass the time.


I sensed Maureen moving behind me, that heady aroma growing stronger and I heard the faint chinking sound as she selected crystals from the bag. After that initial contact, she didn’t touch me again, but I knew she was there and I knew she was trying to help me, to ease the sadness which she’d sensed so intuitively.


When will I feel normal again, Freddie? When will I wake up in the morning without my stomach dropping, remembering that your room is empty and you’re not coming back? When will I stop fearing for everyone I see riding a motorbike, wanting to shake them and tell them how stupid, how dangerous they are? Life just isn’t fun any more, grief feels like such a heavy load to carry day after day. First Dad left us and now you. I can’t bear it; I can’t bear losing people I love. Perhaps that’s the answer, perhaps I shouldn’t love anyone at all and save myself the heartache.


An image floated through my mind, a memory of my big brother and me playing on the altar in the little Welsh chapel where Granny was in charge of the flowers. We were obsessed with a board game called Operation at the time and we would take it in turns to operate on each other while Granny created huge arrangements of lilies and gladioli and chrysanthemums with the other ladies. I missed Granny so much, but her death had felt like the natural order of things. Not like Freddie’s stupid, stupid accident. I didn’t think I’d ever reconcile myself with that, no matter how long I lived.


Other memories began to flash up, happy ones: summers spent making daisy chains in the meadow behind Granny’s cottage, making the journey at dawn to the market in a van bursting with the perfume of cool fresh flowers, pinching pieces of fern – my favourite foliage of course – and other small flowers and making fairy bouquets with offcuts of ribbon from the haberdashery stall …


The sound of rustling fabric interrupted my thoughts. Maureen had moved away and was back in her own chair. She spoke soothingly, bringing our attention back to the room and after a few moments, invited us to open our eyes. Laura stretched her arms above her head and I blinked to refocus my vision.


My face was wet with tears and when I looked across at Laura, so was hers.


‘How do you feel after that?’ Maureen held out a box of tissues and we both took one.


Laura wiped her cheeks. ‘Good. Relaxed. I didn’t realise it had made me cry.’


‘And what brought on those tears?’ she probed.


Laura twisted the tissue round and round and stared down at her hands. ‘Guilt, I think.’


My heart melted for her; what could she possibly have to feel guilty about? She was good to her dad, a hard worker and a saint when it came to dealing with me.


‘You have a good heart and a great capacity for love,’ said Maureen kindly, ‘but don’t forget that you are also worthy of love. It’s fine to let others lean on you, but value yourself and remember that your happiness is just as important as theirs.’


Laura flushed and a fresh crop of tears appeared in her eyes. ‘Do you think?’


Maureen inclined her head. ‘I know.’


‘I’m probably to blame.’ I gave my friend a watery smile. ‘Laura has been my rock just recently.’


‘I can tell,’ said Maureen. She tilted her head. ‘Fearne, what was going through your mind during the healing?’


‘Oh …’ I shrugged casually, not meeting her eye. ‘Memories. Games I played with my brother. Things I used to love doing. Happy times.’


‘Would you say your life is happy now?’ she asked in a soft voice.


Her direct question put me on the back foot. I felt the familiar constricting of my throat.


‘I can’t … I don’t …’ I flicked a glance at Laura, hoping she might step in but she simply nodded encouragingly. I took a deep breath. ‘No, it isn’t.’


‘Perhaps you’ve lost sight of what makes you happy,’ she persisted.


I nodded, tears blurring my vision. My brother had lost his life and I hadn’t worked out how to fill the gap he’d left behind.


‘My advice to you is to be kind to yourself, allow yourself to find your way back to happiness. Maybe you’ve put up barriers to protect yourself but don’t be scared to connect with people and let them into your heart.’


I stared at her, unable to voice my feelings. A wave of annoyance flared in my chest: if only it was that simple. I was ready to leave now, I needed some air. I hadn’t expected to be affected as deeply by this session, but I felt totally exposed as if my skin had been peeled back and Maureen could see everything about me.


‘Thank you, that was really … useful,’ I said hurriedly, getting to my feet. I handed her back the stone I’d been holding. ‘Is that quartz?’


She didn’t take the crystal from me, she held my gaze instead. ‘You chose selenite. It’s a calm stone. It brings a deep inner peace, perfect for someone who might be grieving.’ She folded her hand over mine. ‘You keep it. A gift from me. I wish you well for the future, Fearne.’


My voice had evaporated but I managed to smile and nod my thanks.


‘And this?’ Laura held out her blue stone. The metallic flecks twinkled where they caught the light. ‘What did I choose?’


Maureen smiled knowingly. ‘Sodalite. It eliminates mental confusion and improves communication to help you verbalise your feelings. I hope it has helped?’


Laura’s eyes flicked briefly to mine. ‘I think so. I’ll certainly try.’


Maureen insisted on Laura keeping her crystal too and after clasping both of our hands and wishing us well, she sent us on our way.


Once we were out in the corridor, we headed for a squishy sofa and both collapsed onto it with relief.


‘Never again.’ I groaned, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyeballs. ‘How weird was that? So apparently I’m a misery guts and you need to work on your communication skills.’


I shoved Laura’s arm playfully, expecting her to join me in poking fun at what had just happened. But when she met my eye, her face had gone deathly pale.


‘There’s something I’ve got to tell you.’ Her voice shook. ‘Something I’ve been trying to tell you but I haven’t had the courage.’


A trickle of fear ran down my spine, a hundred awful possibilities whirring through my head.


Please don’t be ill. Please.


My mouth had gone dry. ‘What is it? Tell me?’


‘It’s not a bad thing, it’s a good thing, at least …’ She swallowed as if she might be sick. ‘I hope it is. Because if you didn’t think it was, then …’


‘Jesus, Laura, my heart is going like the clappers here.’ I gripped her hands. ‘Put me out of my misery.’


‘It’s Hamish and me,’ she blurted out. ‘We’re seeing each other.’


I was lost; what was so earth-shattering about that? ‘Well that’s nice for you, when?’


‘No,’ she said slowly, ‘I mean we’re together; as in I love him.’


Laura and Hamish? My Laura, and my brother’s best friend.


My jaw dropped open. Of all the things she could have said, that one hadn’t even crossed my radar. They’d known each other for years, but not well and there’d never been a spark between them. Or at least so I’d thought. And I saw them both separately all the time and neither of them had mentioned it.


Laura was staring at me, waiting for my reaction, but I was so stunned I couldn’t react.


‘Well, that’s unexpected,’ I managed shakily. ‘Since when?’


There was a beat of silence.


‘We swapped numbers at the funeral and—’


My gasp stopped her in her tracks.


Freddie’s funeral. July last year. The worst day of my life. Correction: second worst. The day I found out he was dead was off the scale.


I sat back against the sofa, taking this in. Laura squeezed my hand but I slid my fingers from her grasp and turned my face away. While I was burying my big brother, our two closest friends were setting up their first date. I felt physically sick.


‘How could you?’ My voice was barely audible, and tears spilled down my cheeks. I shook my head, trying to remember the events of the day. ‘Of all the places. And as for Hamish, I thought he was genuinely cut up at the funeral. But now it turns out he was working on his chat-up lines.’


‘It wasn’t like that, I promise.’ She held her hands up, pleading with me. ‘Initially we thought we should stay in contact because we were worried about you. I didn’t even see him again after that until December. We just texted each other or talked on the phone.’


‘What happened then?’ I said stonily.


‘Hamish found tickets to some Christmas party he’d been supposed to go to with Freddie and he got really down. He rang me to tell me how much he missed his best friend and I suggested we met up.’


I folded my arms. ‘He could have rung me.’


‘How could he?’ Laura sighed. ‘You were suffering yourself, he didn’t want to burden you with his grief.’


My heartbeat was thumping so loud that I could hear it whooshing in my ears. ‘And all that time you never thought to tell me?’


‘A million times,’ she groaned. ‘But we wanted to be sure that it was serious before we told you. It hasn’t been easy to find the right moment.’


We, we … already they were a couple. A pair. And three was a crowd, everyone knew that.


I should have been happy for her, for them both. But all I could feel was betrayed. The two people who’d been my closest allies, by my side, helping me through the last few months, had secretly been dating, laughing behind my back, having fun, having sex even … Bile rose in my throat. I’d never felt so alone in my life.


I glanced around the spa pointedly.


‘And you think this was the right moment?’ I tried to keep the emotion from my voice, which resulted in an icy staccato tone that sounded nothing like me at all. ‘When we’re supposed to be having a nice day together.’


She reached towards my arm. ‘Maureen gave me the courage …’


‘Stop.’ I shrugged her off me and jumped up. ‘I can’t listen to this. I’m going to be sick.’


I stormed off along the corridor and Laura ran to catch me up.


‘Fearne, wait! Please be happy for me. Remember what Maureen said, that I deserve happiness.’


It was true. Even through the mist of my anger I knew it was true. Laura did deserve to be happy. I hated that I was behaving like this: angry and selfish. But right now it felt like another loss. Only this time I was losing both Hamish and Laura, to each other.


‘Please leave me alone,’ I said in a shaky voice, reaching the door of the changing rooms. ‘I’m going home.’


‘Maureen was right,’ Laura said sadly. ‘You have forgotten what makes you happy. And until you find it you’ll never be able to move on with your life.’


I whirled round to face her.


‘Why are you so obsessed with me moving on?’ I drew air apostrophes over the words. ‘And what exactly am I supposed to be moving on to, anyway?’


‘Oh, Fearne.’ Laura’s shoulders slumped.


I pushed the door open and went inside; the wounded look on her face nearly undid me. If she spoke, I didn’t hear her, which was just as well. Because I simply wasn’t ready to hear it.






Chapter Three


The row hovered over me all the way home like my own personal rain cloud. I felt wretched; I’d never quarrelled with Laura before. If it hadn’t been for Scamp, I’d have probably made a den under my duvet and stayed there for the rest of the weekend, curled up with my own misery.


I was ashamed of my reaction to her news; of course Laura deserved to be happy and she deserved my support. But I was hurt too. We’d always been there for each other; I didn’t have any secrets from her and I couldn’t believe she had fallen in love with someone and not confided in me. And not only was Hamish in on the deception, he was the cause of it, which made me feel more isolated and despondent than ever.


My spirits lifted a little as I pulled up outside our – my, I corrected myself automatically – house, a pretty little Victorian terrace on the outskirts of Chesterfield; there, perched in the front window was Scamp. Ears pricked and front paws, one white, one black, resting on the back of the armchair I’d put there especially for him to keep a lookout. I was pretty sure that he was waiting for Ethel to come home, which melted my heart and made me perhaps a bit over generous with the dog treats to compensate.


Freddie and I had bought the house between us seven years ago; we’d had the best fun doing it up and for a time it had been known as party central among our friends. For the months following his death, I’d hated the special kind of silence Freddie had left behind him. Having Scamp to come home to had helped No. 78 Pineapple Road feel like home again.


‘Hello, you gorgeous boy.’ I crouched down to let Scamp give me his usual enthusiastic welcome and felt my phone buzz in my pocket. I took it out and read the screen: text messages, from both Laura and Hamish. I wasn’t ready to listen to them. Not yet. Instead, I cancelled the dog walker who’d been due in at lunchtime and took Scamp out for a long walk.


‘You’re the best thing to happen to me this year, you know,’ I told him as we stopped at a pedestrian crossing. He looked up at me adoringly, two chocolate brown eyes under expressive bushy eyebrows. The crossing started to beep and Scamp tugged me across the road, eager to get to the park on the other side. Once through the gate, I let him off the lead, laughing as he lolloped off to the spot where two months ago he’d found a discarded sausage; he never gave up hope of finding another. I envied him his optimism.


Ethel had left me a letter asking me to look after him if anything happened to her. A dog fills a space in your heart you didn’t know was there, she’d written. And she’d been right; Scamp had quickly worked his way into my affections as well as my home, and I was simultaneously looking forward to and dreading the day that Ethel returned to her house next door. Scamp ran back to me, his tail wagging wildly, and dropped a filthy tennis ball at my feet. I picked it up gingerly and Scamp yelped with glee as I threw it for him. Part Border collie, part Jack Russell, he had longish legs, wiry fur and perky ears. Despite his arthritic hips and advancing years he raced after the ball with all the enthusiasm of a puppy. At least I was making someone happy today, I thought wistfully, thinking of Laura alone at the spa.


So much for our lovely day of pampering. I wondered whether she’d left after I did, or maybe she’d phoned Hamish and asked him to join her. I shook the image of them both from my head for now. At some point I’d have to get in touch with them, but until I worked out what I was going to say I needed to keep myself occupied.


There was one obvious job I could do: sort out Freddie’s room. Until Christmas, I hadn’t been able to clear any of his belongings; his coats had still hung on the hook in the hall, a heap of discarded trainers below them. The shelves in our little living room had bulged with his books and DVDs and his dumbbells still served as a doorstop. Since the start of January, I’d been tackling a room at a time, gradually removing traces of my big brother. All that remained was his bedroom. I’d been putting that off until last; it was such an intimate space and it was going to feel like such an invasion of Freddie’s privacy. Hamish had offered to help me and I’d accepted. Now it looked as if I was going to have to do it alone.


Or …


I could get some work done instead. Perfect, I thought briskly. Work it was; Freddie’s room could wait for another day.


I called to Scamp, clipped his lead back on and we set off for a lap around the lake before heading home. Data crunching might not be the most thrilling way to spend the day, but at least I’d get ahead on the big project my team was delivering to clients next week. And, maybe working on a Saturday would give me some extra leverage with my boss, Bernie, because I had a favour to ask. Again.


By six o’clock that evening my eyelids were beginning to droop from staring at the screen for so long. But as a distraction tactic it had worked – every time I’d found my thoughts returning to Laura and Hamish, I’d given myself a shake and focused hard on my report. I’d squirrelled away in comfort: in front of the fire, with Scamp pressed to my thigh and my laptop on my knee. I’d work this way every day if I could, I thought, stretching my arms above my head before composing an email to Bernie, my boss, to give him an update.


Tuesday was D-Day for our big annual presentation. Clients from Japan, Portugal, Germany and South Korea would be tuning in to a video call to watch what we at Zed Market Trends were predicting would happen in the world of office paper over the next five years.


Being a senior market analyst in the paper industry might not sound thrilling; in fact, everyone I told about my market niche had a habit of glazing over. Until, that was, I got them thinking about the supply chain (or paper chain as I jokingly described it). From forests in Indonesia, to paper mills in Scandinavia right through to the UK’s stationery retailers, billions of pounds were invested to keep our home printers supplied. And it was the trend-predictions made by my company that helped steer that research and development across the world. Heady stuff …


OK, well, I found it interesting anyway.


I emailed Bernie my PowerPoint slides ready for Monday and a second later a reply pinged into my inbox:


Working on a Saturday? Very dedicated! All we’re waiting for now is the data from Seattle and I can work on the summary.


I typed one back:


That should be in by Sunday night. There’ll be plenty of time on Monday for the team to have a run-through before the presentation on Tuesday.


The presentation which I had no intention of delivering. The prospect of all those international boffins hanging on my every word filled me with dread. Giving presentations used to be a piece of cake for me, but now I abstained from cake completely whenever I could. My heart sank as another email popped up from Bernie:


Fearne, you are going to deliver this presentation, aren’t you? Because it’s time you got back in the saddle. It’s been a long time since Frankfurt.


Frankfurt.


I shuddered so violently at the memory that Scamp scooted closer and pushed his nose onto my lap.


It had been on a work trip to Frankfurt that I’d felt the full force of losing my brother. After Freddie’s funeral I’d crunched up my grief into a tight ball, pasted on a smile and headed off to a trade show in Germany with Bernie to give a talk to Norwegian engineers about 3-D printing. As I stepped from the taxi outside the conference centre, a motorbike courier pulled up in front of me. He swung his leg over the bike and pulled his helmet off to reveal a close-cropped blond head. He could have been Freddie’s twin.


‘Freddie?’ I’d gasped, grabbing the sleeve of his leather jacket.


As the complete stranger stepped back from me in alarm, the world had spun and gone black.


I came to, clammy and confused, surrounded by a group of Germans and a very worried Bernie with his arms around my shoulders. I recovered quickly, or at least I thought I had, until an hour later, when Bernie and I had commenced our presentation to the Norwegians. Grief exploded like an airbag in my chest and I couldn’t breathe, let alone talk. Bernie had been brilliant. He’d organised a taxi to take me back to the hotel and given the presentation without me. Since then, the thought of speaking in public brought me out in a cold sweat.


My stomach was still churning as I typed a response to Bernie.


I could, but I’ve been thinking. Gary wants more responsibility and he knows this project inside out. Why don’t we give him a chance to shine? This presentation is standard stuff; I don’t think there’ll be any surprises for the client. Perfect opportunity for Gary to cut his teeth in the boardroom.


I bit my lip, waiting for his return message, but instead my mobile flashed up silently with Bernie’s number.


Damn it. There was no way I could avoid answering his call.


‘Hi, Bernie,’ I said wearily.


‘We need you there, Fearne.’ Bernie cut straight to the chase. ‘You can’t cherry-pick the parts of the job you like the most forever. I can’t keep making allowances for you.’


This sounded like a reprimand. An official one. The subtext here was: OK, your brother died, it was awful and you were grieving, we cut you some slack, but enough is enough.


‘Of course you can’t, not forever,’ I said forcing a smile into my voice. ‘But just this once?’


Bernie sighed down the phone.


‘The clients are expecting you. You’re the senior analyst.’


‘I can’t, I just … can’t.’


There was silence down the line and I held my breath, hoping he’d take pity on me.


‘Maybe if getting back in this saddle is beyond you just now, then maybe you need …’ He paused and gulped so loudly I could almost see his Adam’s apple bobbing. ‘To look for another saddle.’


‘You mean another job? Are you sacking me?’ I was stunned; I hadn’t seen that coming.


‘No. And I don’t want you to leave. You’re a brilliant analyst. In ten years’ time you could be eyeing up my job. Imagine that!’ Bernie enthused.


‘Yes, imagine,’ I said faintly.


The prospect horrified me. I’d worked at Zed Market Trends for a decade since leaving university; I liked routine and I felt comfortable there, but the thought of another decade and then another: suddenly it felt like a life sentence.


‘Exactly. But at the moment …’ He hesitated again and when he spoke, his tone was more gentle, ‘Let’s just say, your current behaviour hasn’t gone unnoticed by the directors. Your unwillingness to give client presentations, I mean. Yours is a client-facing role and when you abstain from delivering the end result of the project, well, you’re not fulfilling the terms of your contract. The rest of the team can’t carry you indefinitely. You’re either on board. Or you’re not.’


‘I understand.’ I felt the blood drain from my face. So much for Saturday working giving me extra Brownie points; instead I felt like I’d been given an ultimatum.


We ended the call shortly after that with him telling me to think about it carefully and me promising I would. I powered down my laptop and sat for a moment in shock.


This was dreadful; I wasn’t up to thinking about a new career at the moment, I was just about coping with the one I’d got. Or maybe I wasn’t even doing that.


Your current behaviour hasn’t gone unnoticed …


I reached automatically for my phone to call Laura and tell her what had happened before remembering. Not only had I alienated two of my closest friends today, on top of that it seemed I was in danger of losing my job.


‘What a mess, Scamp,’ I groaned, smoothing the fur back from his face.


His anxious expression reminded me of the look Laura had given me just before I’d turned my back on her and stormed off.


Poor Laura, I’d treated her terribly; I was consumed with shame. I was envious, plain and simple. Her life was sailing full steam ahead on a sea of love while mine was marooned on misery island and rather than be pleased for her like a true friend would have been, I’d shouted and stomped off in a huff.


‘Right,’ I said, purposefully, picking up the phone yet again. ‘I’m ringing her. This situation has gone on long enough.’


Before I’d even had a chance to scroll to her number, Scamp began to bark. He leapt up from the sofa and onto his look-out chair. The curtains were drawn against the dark evening, so he couldn’t see out and he did an impatient dance until I opened them for him. But other than the headlights of a passing car, I couldn’t see anything.


‘Who’s there, Scamp? What did you hear?’


The dog jumped down and went to the door, his tail circling enthusiastically just as the doorbell rang.


I went out into the hall and grabbed hold of Scamp’s collar before opening the door. A sharp gust of cold air greeted me, as did one of my favourite people in the world: Hamish.


My heart pattered nervously while I tried to gauge his mood.


Scamp strained to get to him, almost dragging my arm out of its socket. I let him go and he launched himself at Hamish’s legs.


‘I come in peace.’ Hamish thrust out a bunch of black-eyed pink and purple anemones and eyed me cautiously.


‘Thank you. They’re gorgeous,’ I said staring at the flowers awkwardly. Scamp sniffed the air hopefully.


Hamish scratched behind Scamp’s ears and then pulled a leathery-looking chew from his pocket. ‘And I believe you like these?’


Scamp sat down in a flash, managing to be as still as a statue and yet quiver with anticipation at the same time. We both laughed and some of the tension dissipated.


What would I do without that dog, I thought, with a stab of love: he could diffuse a sticky situation, simply by being there. He kept his eyes trained on Hamish until the treat was his and then padded off to enjoy it in private.


‘I’m probably the last person you want to see right now, but may I come in?’ Hamish, hunched up in a ski jacket, blew on his hands, reminding me that he was still standing out in the cold.


‘Of course.’ I stood back to let him pass.


He kissed my cheek as he drew level with me. ‘I knew bribing you with flowers was a good idea.’


‘Oh, Hamish. You’d have been welcome anyway.’ I dropped my head on his shoulder and he wrapped his arms tightly around me. ‘I’m so ashamed of myself, I’ve behaved appallingly today. I’m happy for you and Laura really. It was just a shock.’


Hamish peered at my face. ‘Do you mean that?’


I nodded. ‘I think you’ll make a great couple. I’m so sorry.’


I really meant it. They were well suited: both kind, loyal, hard-working and good fun. I wondered why it had never occurred to me before.


‘No apology necessary,’ he said. ‘Laura can’t forgive herself for letting our news ruin your spa day.’


A rush of shame flooded through me.


‘I was just about to ring her when you called,’ I said. ‘Because I do need to apologise. She didn’t ruin the day. I did.’


Hamish ran a hand through his thick mop of red hair. ‘Laura and I don’t come out of this well either. We’re not proud of keeping our relationship secret from you. In hindsight, perhaps we should have involved you right from the very beginning. Truth is, we felt guilty that Freddie’s funeral led to something so wonderful.’


I nodded slowly, appreciating how difficult it had been to tell me anything recently. There was so much about my brother’s death that didn’t make sense. I had questions that I’d probably never get answers to. What he’d done that night was so out of character that I didn’t think I’d ever understand what had been going through his mind. Sometimes it made me angry, at others I was simply heartbroken. But now Hamish and Laura had found love through him and while it wouldn’t mend my heart, it certainly helped.


‘You know something?’ I said with a watery smile. ‘This is the first positive thing that has come out of losing him, so I’m going to celebrate it. Come here.’


I hugged him again, this man who’d become like a surrogate big brother to me. Not just since last summer but ever since Freddie had first introduced us after meeting Hamish at uni.


‘I’ve never loved anyone like I love her,’ he said now with a goofy grin.


‘You’d better look after her,’ I warned, tapping a finger to his chest. ‘Or you’ll have me to answer to.’


Just then Scamp pushed his bony head between us and breathed his hot chew-flavoured breath up at Hamish.


‘And him,’ I added.


‘I promise,’ he said, pressing a fierce kiss to my forehead. ‘So are we good?’


I nodded and sent up a silent thank you to the powers-that-be for the gift of Hamish McNamee in my life.


‘Thank heavens for that,’ he said with evident relief. ‘Because Laura’s in the car. I was sent ahead as the peace envoy. If I’d got short shrift we were …’


I didn’t hang around to hear the rest. I handed him the anemones and fled from the house.


My best friend was here and I couldn’t wait to make it up to her.






Chapter Four


I ran out onto the pavement in the dark and looked left and right, searching the line of parked cars along Pineapple Road until I found Hamish’s. Laura was already out of the car by the time I’d reached it, her worried face lit by the orangey glow of the street lamps.


‘Friends?’ she asked softly.


‘Always.’ I threw my arms around her neck and drew her close. ‘Forgiven?’


‘Always,’ she replied.


And we both sighed with relief.


My spirits lifted. Sometimes things could be that simple. We headed back, pausing to collect Scamp who’d gone to sniff his old front door. In the kitchen, Hamish had put the flowers in the sink in water and was making tea. Laura went straight to him, touching the nape of his neck tenderly and then pulled me into their orbit for a group hug.


I pushed down the thought that from now on I’d be the third wheel in this relationship and concentrated on the happiness that was radiating from them both.


‘I’m glad we’ve cleared the air,’ I said. ‘But sad it needed doing.’


‘Ditto,’ said Laura. ‘And I promise if we go to that spa again, I’ll even go hula-hooping with you.’


‘Deal.’ I grinned and we both laughed at Hamish’s startled face.


‘And now we’re going to clear Freddie’s room,’ he said, clapping his hands together. ‘Because that’s another thing which needs doing.’


I blinked at him. ‘Right now?’


‘Yep.’ He handed us mugs and strode purposefully out into the hallway and up the staircase.


‘No time like the present,’ said Laura, grabbing my hand. ‘Before you have a chance to talk yourself out of it again.’


Scamp, excited by such unusual activity, danced ahead of us.


My pulse speeded up as Hamish paused outside Freddie’s closed door. He was right; I’d been avoiding this job for months. And doing it spontaneously meant that I wouldn’t have time to think about it.


He looked at me steadily. ‘Ready?’


‘Ready,’ I said gruffly.


Laura’s comforting hand squeezed my waist.


Hamish twisted the doorknob, the heart of my brother’s domain opened up and a tremor of emotion rippled through me. Laura and I followed him inside. She snapped on the light and Hamish crossed to the window to close the curtains.


It was cold in here; the radiator had been turned off and both Laura and I shivered.


The leather and aftershave and engine oil that had made up my brother’s unique scent still lingered.


‘It smells like he’s still here,’ I murmured, turning around to see everything.


His double bed had been stripped and the duvet and pillows had been piled at one end of the mattress. Mum had done it the week of the funeral, before I’d begged her to leave the rest of his room intact. The magnetic board above his desk had overlapping layers of notes and ticket stubs and photographs pinned to it; a row of battered trainers formed a border underneath the window. A wardrobe, some drawers and a bookshelf, all crammed with Freddie’s possessions, possessions which I’d never in a million years have rifled through without his permission.


I felt dizzy thinking about it. Laura appeared back at my side.


‘You OK?’


‘Not really,’ I said, with a ghost of a smile. ‘Maybe we’ll just do one drawer tonight if you don’t mind?’


‘I’ll go and find bin bags from the kitchen,’ said Hamish and bounded back out of the room.


The thought of piling Freddie’s things into a bin bag stole the breath from my lungs. I sat down heavily on the chair at his desk. Suddenly I just wanted this over with as quickly as possible. Scamp slunk in and after investigating the only room in the house he’d never been in, he flopped down at my feet. By the time Hamish had returned with a roll of bin bags, Laura and I had pulled out the bottom drawer of Freddie’s desk and were staring into it.


‘On the basis that the bottom one has the least interesting stuff in it, this seemed like a good place to start,’ I said.


‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Laura cheerfully. ‘Shall we make piles to keep?’


I made a face. ‘Keeping things is easy, it’s choosing what to get rid of which will hurt.’


‘We shouldn’t find anything of great importance,’ Hamish said, tearing a black sack from the roll. ‘I’ve already dealt with his financial stuff and passport, etcetera.’


‘But it’s all important,’ I replied, gazing at the melee of loose photographs, countless pens and keyrings and at least three torches. ‘Because it’s all I have left of Freddie.’


Hamish winced. ‘Yeah, ’course. I didn’t mean … I just meant—’


‘I know what you meant,’ I said, sighing. ‘This is just hard, you know? Letting go. And being in here seems such an invasion.’


Laura’s hand found mine. ‘I felt the same when Mum died. Listen to your heart and if you don’t feel ready, we’ll walk away and do it another day.’


I nodded, grateful for her experience. Her mum had passed away only weeks before our university graduation ceremony and her dad had gone to pieces for a while, leaving Laura to deal with the arrangements.


My fingers found a small box, I pulled it out and removed the lid to reveal a pair of silver cufflinks. Freddie was a T-shirt, jeans and leathers man; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him in a suit.


‘They’re gorgeous,’ whispered Laura.


‘I remember those, I had a matching pair,’ said Hamish. ‘For a mate’s wedding. All the ushers had the same ones. I lost one of mine.’


‘Then take these.’ I handed him the box quickly as if it was scorching my fingers. ‘He’d be pleased about that. And you’re more of a cufflinks man than he ever was.’


A sharp pang twisted at my insides, threatening to drag me back to the darkness of grief.


Freddie would never get married in a suit wearing silver cufflinks, he would never turn to watch the girl of his dreams walking down the aisle to meet him, would never do all of the things that Hamish no doubt would achieve so easily in the years to come. And the sheer waste of his beautiful life stung.


‘I’ll treasure them.’ He tipped them out and turned them over in his hand, twisting his mouth into a smile. ‘Laura says I look hot in a suit. I’ve bought two new ones since our first date.’


‘Have you!’ Laura gasped with embarrassment and covered her cheeks. ‘That is so sweet!’


It was on the tip of my tongue to ask about their first date but I held back. It would be something she and I could giggle about over a glass of wine one night.


‘A word of warning; Laura also thinks Spiderman’s hot,’ I said. ‘If she starts talking about all-in-one Lycra bodysuits, run for the hills.’


Hamish and I teased Laura for blushing and I felt the first hopeful shoots; maybe them being a couple wouldn’t be as bad as I thought after all.


‘So far we’ve removed only one item and the bin bag is still empty,’ said Laura. ‘I think we’re going to have to be a little more ruthless.’


For the next few minutes, we delved through the bottom desk drawer and managed to clear it out, salvaging only a university keyring which Hamish wanted to keep and a pen with four coloured inks in it which Laura said would be handy for work. Scamp had shown an interest when we’d uncovered half a biscuit but I’d quickly disposed of it before he could snaffle it; goodness knows how long it had been there.


Laura and I both eyed the middle drawer of the three while Hamish stuffed the rejected items into the black bag.


‘Only if you’re up to it,’ she said.


I puffed my cheeks out and opened the drawer. ‘If not now, then when, as the saying goes.’


At first glance the contents seemed similar to the last drawer: a mishmash of things which, although not obviously important, clearly were important enough to Freddie to warrant drawer space.


Underneath a pile of leaflets that Freddie had had printed when he’d first started as a motorbike instructor was a small hardback notebook. It had lots of pieces of paper slipped between the pages. I lifted it out and Hamish’s eyes widened.


‘No way!’ he whistled. ‘I remember that book, he wrote all the details of our India trip down in there: flights, hotels, things we definitely wanted to see.’


At the end of their degree course, Hamish and Freddie had gone on a crazy road trip across India on motorbikes and had had the time of their lives. When they returned, tanned, thin and brimming with stories, Freddie announced that he was never going to work in an office or be weighed down by corporate life. The thrill of discovering the world on a bike far outweighed the prospect of job security and a pension. For the next fifteen years, he had worked as a motorcycle instructor, earning just enough to pay for the next trip. Hamish, on the other hand, said he never wanted to ride a bike again. He worked in London for a talent agency before returning to the north to set up on his own. He was now a successful sports agent with a roster of footballers, cricketers and boxers on his client list. Despite their different life choices, they’d remained close.


I flicked through the pages, my heart twisting at the sight of Freddie’s terrible handwriting: all in capitals and written so firmly that I could make out the indentations of the letters on the back of each page.


‘Can I see?’ Hamish was itching to take the book from me.


As I handed it across, something papery fell out from inside the back cover and landed on the carpet. Scamp’s nose was on it immediately. Laura rescued it before he had a chance to chew it.


‘It’s a letter to you.’ She handed it over, puzzled.


The envelope had my name on it but no stamp. I turned it over in my hands, intrigued.


‘I think I remember him writing that,’ said Hamish, nodding thoughtfully. ‘We definitely bought paper and envelopes with the idea of writing proper letters home.’ He laughed. ‘I never did in the end. A few postcards were all I managed. It looks like Freddie might have written that and never posted it.’


It sounded plausible; and knowing Freddie, he’d have been so caught up with telling everyone about his adventures when he returned to England that the notebook and the letter within it had probably slipped his mind.


‘Shall I open it?’ I whispered. My heart had begun to race. A letter from Freddie. Written over a decade ago. It was like uncovering hidden treasure.


Hamish put an arm around my shoulders. ‘If not you, then who? As the saying goes.’


I set it on my lap, my hands already clammy, and took a calming breath. ‘OK. Right. I will then.’


Hamish got to his feet. ‘I’m ready for another cup of tea.’


‘I’ll help,’ said Laura, scampering after him.


They were giving me some privacy and I was grateful for their thoughtfulness, although part of me didn’t want to be alone.


Come on Fearne. I laughed at myself under my breath. Stop over-dramatising it; it’s probably just a bog-standard ‘wish you were here’ holiday letter.


But as I removed the flimsy sheets of paper with fluttering hands and began to read, I realised that this letter from beyond the grave might just change my life.


5 July 2004


Hey little sister!


We’ve reached Agra and it is OUT OF THIS WORLD! You have to travel. You HAVE TO! And when you do, come HERE I think you’d love it.


Being so far from home, with no one else to rely on but ourselves has opened my eyes to what a safe and cosseted life I’ve had until now. Everything here is different, even the air, the sun and definitely the food – I love it all (although what I wouldn’t give for one of Mum’s Yorkshire puddings right now). The skies are vast, the roads either gridlocked or deserted and as far as modes of transport are concerned – anything goes. The other day I saw an entire family including the dog clinging on to a scooter. Cattle pull wagons, bicycles pull carts, lorries with bald tyres are held together with string and sticky tape; every day is like some crazy episode of the Wacky Races cartoon show.


I wish you could have seen the maternity hospital we came across yesterday on the outskirts of a town. It wasn’t much more than a hut made from a patchwork of materials and a wriggly tin roof. About twenty or thirty pregnant women were squatting down calmly at the side of the road outside in the blistering heat. We stopped our bikes to have a drink and asked what they were doing. Someone told us that they were all in labour but weren’t allowed inside until the baby was actually coming, because there wasn’t room for them all. Some even had younger children with them. Imagine that!


I think about how we in Britain complain about waiting times when we go to the hospital, about the quality of the food, or the lack of nursing staff. Next time I will remember the quiet acceptance of these mothers and I will shut the hell up. We have no idea how lucky we are.


This morning, we stopped to buy fruit from a street-seller who was probably only about fifteen years old. He must have grown out of his shoes because he’d cut open the toes to give his feet room. The shoes looked so uncomfortable that I gave him my spare pair of trainers and Hamish gave him a T-shirt. The boy shouted out so loud that I thought we’d done something wrong and when two older men appeared we almost jumped back on our bikes and rode off. But they turned out to be the boy’s uncles. They shook our hands and insisted on piling as much fruit as we could carry into our rucksacks – they were so grateful for our simple gesture. Fearne, I have about eight pairs of trainers that all fit me, it was nothing to me but to them it was a massive deal. I can’t tell you how good that made me feel. This trip has thrown my own greed and vanity into sharp focus.


But that’s normal for us. Having stuff is what everyone does. You earn money and you buy stuff. You and me and millions of other British kids have been conditioned to work hard and get good grades, so we can get good jobs, so that – you’ve guessed it – we can buy more, bigger, better stuff. Leaving home to go to uni seemed like such a huge deal. I thought I owned the world when I moved out. I had the best time. Three years away from home, living with my mates and studying English. Now I realise that until I came to Asia, I knew nothing. I am twenty-two and I have spent those years wearing blinkers, staring straight ahead and sticking to the path that I am expected to be on.


Now the blinkers are off and the future I thought I wanted for myself seems far too small. The idea of coming home to start working a forty-hour week in a job which doesn’t excite me fills me with dread. I don’t want to waste my life.


And here’s the thing: I don’t have to. Because I get to choose. We get to choose. What we do, where we go, who we love, it’s all up to us and no one else.


(Are you still reading this epic letter? Are you thinking I must be drunk, or high? I bet you’re wondering why I’m telling you all this stuff!)


I’ve made a decision about the rest of my life and I’m so ecstatic and that’s why I’m writing it down. I’m ignoring what family and society and the university careers office expect of me. From now on, it’s MY moral code which matters. I’m going to live my adult life doing what makes me happy. Some of the things on my list –


Riding my motorbike through new places


Sunrise from mountain tops


Barbecues on the beach


Buying fresh food in local markets


Meeting people from other cultures


Putting a smile on someone else’s face


And a million other things I haven’t even thought of yet


So there you have it. Your big brother has a plan and it’s not the one I thought I’d have. I might be an ordinary human, but I’m determined NOT to have an ordinary life.


And I want you to promise me, little Sis, that you’ll think about this. Don’t just settle. As the saying goes, go big or go home. I think you only chose to study Business Studies at Manchester because Laura was going there.


But what does Fearne Lovage REALLY want??


If I could give you one gift it would be to choose happiness over habit every time – do things because they make you happy, not just because it’s a habit you’ve fallen into. I know it’s a cliché but we really do only get one life and you and I are only just beginning ours, so let’s live it to the max.


Be happy, Sis, don’t let me down on this.


Lots of love\nYour slightly crazy brother


Freddie xx


When Hamish and Laura returned with our tea I’d pulled Scamp onto my lap, my tears soaking his fur, Freddie’s letter on the floor beside me.


‘Oh, Fearney.’ Laura dropped to my side and hugged me close.


‘You need to read this.’ I handed her the letter and she and Hamish read it together while I mulled over Freddie’s words. What a powerful letter. At the age of twenty-two, Freddie had set out the code for his life. And for the rest of his time on earth, the short fourteen years which had followed, he’d lived his life exactly as he’d planned.


But as well as that, Freddie had asked me a very important question: what does Fearne Lovage want? Perhaps the time had come for me to find out.






Chapter Five


I could easily have walked to the graveyard where Freddie was buried; it would only have taken me half an hour from Pineapple Road. But Scamp was still getting used to travelling by car and the ten-minute journey was a good length for him: long enough for him to have a nap and short enough for him not to get anxious.


‘See,’ I said, releasing him from his seatbelt harness and clipping on his lead. ‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’


I was bleary-eyed and shivery after getting very little sleep last night. Hamish and Laura had stayed with me for a couple of hours after the discovery of Freddie’s letter. We’d talked and shared our happiest memories and funny stories about Freddie and I’d woken with a sudden urge to put some flowers on his grave.


The morning had a bite to it, there was a layer of frost on the grass and I was glad I’d brought my gloves and put Scamp in his new fleecy coat. Ethel would be outraged, I thought, smiling to myself, she didn’t believe in ‘dogs being dressed up as dolls’.


I lifted the bunch of flowers I’d brought with me from the back seat, locked the car and together Scamp and I made our way to the far side of the cemetery, the new bit, the saddest bit. Scamp was delighted to be out in the fresh air; he snapped at tufts of long grass at the edge of the path and stopped every few paces to sniff something interesting.


There were a few other people about but I managed to avoid eye contact and reach Freddie’s grave without entering into conversation. There was a man on a bench deep in thought, another with a camera zooming in on a Gothic monument, an older lady kneeling in front of a newly dug grave and a woman rocking a pushchair backwards and forwards to soothe a crying infant inside it.


The floral tributes dotted here and there, on the other hand, always caught my eye: fresh funeral wreaths, little bunches with notes tucked inside, gaudy and bright artificial bouquets, bowls of narcissi. I loved the messages conveyed within the blooms – I’ll never forget you, you are still loved, we will always care. The cemetery may be a place for the deceased, but there was also a lot of life and love to be found here.


And now here I was with a message of my own. For the brother I’d never forget.


At thirty-six, with so much of life still ahead of him, or so he’d assumed, Freddie hadn’t left any special wishes about his funeral. I was sure he’d have wanted to be cremated, quick, fuss-free, efficient, or maybe that was just because it was what I wanted for myself when the time came. But Mum had insisted on having him buried. The pain of losing her child was already so much for her to deal with, I didn’t have the heart to contradict her.


But now, as I looked down on the tidy pea-gravel covered plot with its simple white granite headstone, I was glad to have a physical place to be near him. Mum had moved away from Derbyshire soon after he died. She lived by the sea in Norfolk now; ‘a new start with new faces’ had been her way of moving on with her life. That and the support group she’d set up for other women her age who had lost children.


It had been the same after their divorce. Witnessing her gradual metamorphosis from a besuited loss adjustor for an insurance firm to a purple-haired vegetarian café owner had been baffling for me as an eight-year old. The café hadn’t lasted long and since then, Freddie and I had grown used to Mum changing jobs as often as her hair colour. Perhaps that was why I’d stayed in my job so long, I mused; a subconscious rebellion against the instability I’d felt growing up.


Her current job was in a second-hand bookshop and she was so busy these days I hardly saw or spoke to her. Her efforts certainly seemed to be helping her to get over Freddie’s death. I was proud of her achievements and although Freddie and I had moaned about her at the time, I missed the way she used to interfere in our lives at every opportunity.


I didn’t especially miss Dad. He’d never featured very strongly in my life, even before he’d decided that married life wasn’t for him. Within eighteen months of leaving us, he’d moved in with a dental nurse and they were expecting their first child. I didn’t resent Dad starting again, but I’d probably never forgive him for missing Freddie’s funeral because he couldn’t get a flight back in time from his holiday.


There was a tap near the end of the row. I filled the vase I kept there and took the flowers out of their plastic bag.


‘Hello, Freddie,’ I murmured, brushing some fallen leaves from the gravel. ‘I’ve come for a chat. Hope you don’t mind.’


My breath misted the air as I arranged the bouquet in water: early tulips from the corner shop, plus daffodils, pussy willows and evergreen foliage plundered from Ethel’s garden.


Scamp lay down on the path patiently. I felt in my pocket for a treat and told him he was a good boy.


Later in the year, perhaps I’d plant some bulbs: snowdrops and tête à tête and cyclamen, or maybe grape hyacinths and perhaps sow some nigella seeds for summer flowers. Anything to detract from the stark truth: beneath this cold frozen ground lay Freddie. I took his letter out of my pocket and scanned the words, although I almost knew them by heart already.


‘So, I found your letter. Bit of a shocker.’ I spoke quietly even though there was no one within earshot. ‘I was going to say I wish I’d found it sooner, or that you’d actually posted it at the time you wrote it. But maybe it wouldn’t have had the same impact. It was a fantastic letter, it made me so happy to see your handwriting again. And I know this is a bit cheesy but it felt like the perfect gift at the perfect time. It’s made me hold a mirror up to my life and I don’t like what I see.’


I lifted up the vase to check the arrangement for symmetry and then settled it into the gravel where it would be steady. The sight of flowers brought a smile to my face as ever. Fresh flowers in the house had been a regular indulgence of mine, although I hadn’t bothered for months. Freddie had always marvelled at my creations; he loved flowers but reckoned his fingers were built for motorbike handles, not easily bruised flower stems. But now, with Hamish’s bunch of anemones brightening up the living room, it reminded me how much I missed them.


Scamp nudged my leg with his wet nose and brought me back to the moment. I squatted down beside him and felt for his wiry ears.


‘You, on the other hand, Freddie …’ My voice came out as a croak. ‘You cracked it. All my memories of you are happy. All of them. You had a bloody short life, but you lived it to the max just as you wanted. But you got one thing wrong in your letter: you weren’t an ordinary man, Freddie, you were extraordinary. And I loved you.’


I felt in my pocket for a tissue. Scamp licked his lips hopefully. I gave him another treat.


‘What do I do, Freddie? Is my grief just a habit that I can kick? I hate feeling like this. I hate that every time I think I’m taking a step forward, I manage to take an even bigger one back. My emotions are up and down like a see-saw and I’ve cut myself off from most of my friends because I’m afraid of bringing the mood down. Even Maureen the crystal lady worked out that I’ve forgotten how to be happy. I feel like I’m stuck in a rut. I wish you were here to help me. Can’t you send me a sign? Like a robin landing on your headstone or the sun breaking through the crowds or something, so I know that you’re listening?’


Scamp retched and coughed up a ball of chewed grass and I grinned.


‘Not quite the symbolic gesture I was hoping for,’ I said, bending to stroke his head. ‘But it’ll have to do.’


The dog wagged his tail, proud of himself.


‘So that’s it, Freddie, I just wanted you to know that your letter has given me plenty to think about. I don’t know what comes next, but I do know that I don’t want to let you down. I’ll come and see you soon, tell you how I got on.’
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