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This book is a love letter to a country that stole my heart and changed my life. India, you are majestic and magical and I will love you for ever.

To my sister. I never want to imagine a world without you. Thanks for being my person. Friends by choice always … x




I


There will come a time when you believe everything is finished; that will be the beginning

Louis L’Amour






Jacob

Jacob didn’t need to check his diary to see today’s date. There were some things that simply couldn’t be forgotten, no matter how hard one tried. And God, had he been trying. For the past five years, he had been doing his best to convince himself that it was just another day. As remarkably unremarkable as the ones that lay either side of it. A day he could pretend had little to no importance in his life. Except this year, it did. This year it fell on one of the most important days of his week: a Monday.

Jacob downed the dregs of his tea and moved the empty cup to the side, making sure there was enough space for him to work. Like every other Monday morning, he had gone to his favourite spot in town, ordered a tea and a delicious breakfast, and prepared to plan his next adventure. The tools for the job were already laid out in front of him: his tattered notebook and trusted pair of dice.

‘Are we all done here, sir?’

No sooner had Jacob’s hand released itself from the saucer than a kind-faced waiter appeared next to him.

‘Can I get you anything else?’

Jacob looked out over the terrace; he had deliberately seated himself at the front of the restaurant so as to get the best view possible. The crystal ocean lapped lazily at the expanse of golden sand. The sun, edging its way higher and higher through the bundles of cotton clouds, gently warmed his face. How lucky he was to be here.

In more ways than one.

The thought lashed him like a red-hot band across his brain, and he physically recoiled in response.

‘Sir? Anything else for you?’

‘Yes!’ Jacob clapped his hands together, forcing himself back to reality. ‘I think I will get something.’ He promised himself that the sentiment of the day wouldn’t get the better of him. ‘You only turn thirty once, after all!’

Although it didn’t seem humanly possible, the waiter’s smile grew larger on his face. ‘It’s your birthday, sir? Oh my, why didn’t you say earlier!’ He threw his hands in the air with unfettered joy. ‘Whatever you want is on the house! And may I recommend the banana bread – it’s our bestseller.’

Jacob couldn’t help but be infected by the man’s enthusiasm. ‘Well then, in that case I’ll take two slices and another tea, please.’

‘Coming right up!’ The man gave a small bow and disappeared.

Jacob settled back into his chair and let the salty breeze dance across his skin. How had this day come around so soon? It seemed impossible that he’d already spent three decades on this planet. That thirty years ago he’d come into the world kicking, screaming, red-faced and wrinkled – into a life that now felt so far away it could belong to just about anybody. Could he even count those years as his? And more importantly, did he want to?

A tug behind his navel made Jacob aware that he’d spent too long reflecting. There was no more time to waste. Sri Lanka had been beautiful, but he was ready to move on. To explore somewhere new, become another nameless face in a brand-new crowd. This would be his fifth birthday by himself; each one spent in a different place, a different country. Surrounded by different people, most of whom didn’t even know he existed. Total anonymity, just the way he had planned.

Jacob reached for the dice, clenching them tightly in his fist and allowing the worn edges to dig into his flesh. It was time to roll.

‘Haaaaappy biiiiirthday to you …’

A tray of tea and cake was suddenly thrust in front of him, along with the jubilant waiter and his very out-of-tune singing.

‘… happy birthday to you!’ he finished proudly. ‘Enjoy!’

Jacob took the tray and placed it to the side, noting the chocolate icing that decorated his plate with another happy birthday message. The sentiment was so touching that, for the briefest of seconds, Jacob felt lost for words.

‘Thank you,’ he managed after some time. ‘It means a lot.’

‘My pleasure.’ The waiter nodded. ‘Now I will leave you to enjoy your birthday treats and to play your game in peace.’

‘My game?’

‘The dice.’ The man pointed to the pair clasped in Jacob’s hand. ‘They are for a game, no?’

‘Oh – yes.’ Jacob’s thoughts were thankfully directed back to the present. ‘Well … I guess you could call it a game.’ Jacob unfurled his fingers and laid his palm flat. ‘It’s the game of my life.’

Confusion etched itself deeper on to the young man’s face. ‘I don’t understand.’

Jacob sat up taller, pulling the diary towards him and flicking to the back pages. ‘I’m a traveller, a nomad if you will. I use these dice to tell me where I should go next. If it’s an odd number, I have to stay where I am. If it’s an even number, I get to leave. Then I roll again, and whatever number I throw corresponds to a place on my list.’ He pushed the scrawled page towards the waiter. ‘See …?’

The waiter’s confusion morphed rapidly into disbelief.

‘You’re joking with me?’ he gasped, running his finger down the list of destinations.

Jacob burst out laughing; other people’s reactions to his method never failed to amuse him. ‘I’m not joking, I promise.’

‘Wow,’ the waiter breathed, his eyes wider than the plates in front of them. ‘You must be very brave. Very brave indeed, sir.’

‘Most people go for “crazy”, so that makes a nice change.’

‘Crazy people can still be brave!’ He chuckled. ‘Now I shall leave you to it. Enjoy your treats and good luck with your game. I wish you only the best.’

And with that, Jacob was left alone. He closed his palm around the dice and took a deep inhale. Excitement began to bubble beneath the surface of his sun-darkened skin, adrenaline sparking like fireworks.

Two shakes and a roll. Show me, Universe, where I should go …

As he released the dice on to the table, his heart skipped a beat. He resisted the urge to celebrate out loud as he stared down at his results.

A two and a four.

Permission to go.

Jacob reached for the dice again, feeling the sense of anticipation building once more. He knew he was leaving, but now the question was, where to?

Nerves churned in the pit of his stomach as he released the dice once more.

Two fives.

Something about that felt familiar. Number ten. What on earth was number ten?

Jacob grabbed the diary and scanned down the list of destinations. As his eyes found the answer, he couldn’t help but note his pang of disappointment. The number ten was so familiar because he had already been to the country it represented. Not once, but twice before.

He tapped his finger to the page. ‘Hello, India, my old friend.’

And a friend, it truly was. In fact, it was one of his favourite countries in the world. The chaos, the colour, the full sensory experience that greeted you around every corner. It was the perfect place to lose yourself, and it certainly wasn’t for the faint-hearted. Maybe the waiter was right. Maybe he was braver than he thought.

Jacob took a large mouthful of sweet tea and steadied himself. There was another task to complete before the job was finished. One more throw. One more answer to find. For every country came with its own specific list of places to visit. He had the diary open at his list for India. He was ready.

Two shakes and a roll. Show me, Universe, where I should go …

The dice clattered across the table.

A three and a four.

Lucky number seven.

Delhi.

A third visit to India and a third for Delhi, too. A place made for only the bravest.

Jacob leant back in his chair and let the sights and sounds of Delhi burst free from his catalogue of memories. Already he felt his heartbeat quicken and the adrenaline surge through his veins. It was a far cry from his tranquil Sri Lankan beach, but he knew deep down there must be a reason for it.

If he was to commit fully to the life he’d chosen, he had to believe that.

‘Oh, Universe,’ he sighed, digging his fork into one of the thick slabs of banana bread, ‘what on earth have you got planned for me next, I wonder …’ And as he bit down on the soft, sweet cake, he couldn’t ignore the prickle of electricity that spread through him.

It’s something big.

It’s got to be something big …




Olivia

Olivia checked the time. How was it half past six already?

‘I have to leave. I really have to leave,’ she told herself, throwing her barely eaten bowl of granola into the sink and downing the dregs of her espresso, before hurriedly shoving another capsule into the machine.

‘Right.’ She stood up tall and shot back the searing hot coffee. ‘I think we are good to go.’ She grabbed her laptop bag and slung it over her shoulder, the weight of it nearly causing her to stumble. Phil had been promising her a new computer for the past year, but so far he’d managed to spend all their technology budget on a gigantic flat-screen TV for the office, and Olivia had remained lumbered with this brick. She hoisted her handbag up and was about to open the front door when her phone began to ring.

‘Please don’t be Phil with more changes … please don’t be Phil with more changes,’ she prayed under her breath.

From the moment the board presentation had been announced, her boss Phil had been in overdrive. The entire team had been working on it for months now. In fact, they had gone over it so many times that whenever Olivia closed her eyes, all she could see were graphs and data points. Surely there was nothing more that needed to be done?

She pulled the phone free, her stomach dropping at the name flashing up on her screen.

Don’t answer it. You can call him back later.

Olivia hesitated, her finger hovering over the reject button.

But he never calls this early.

In fact, he never calls at all …

Panic gripped her and she answered the phone immediately.

‘Kyle, what’s wrong?’ she barked.

‘Wow, that wasn’t the friendly greeting I was expecting this fine Monday morning.’

‘What do you expect? It’s like …’ Olivia glanced down at her watch. ‘Quarter to seven. Why are you even awake?’

As if on cue, her brother let out an exaggerated yawn. ‘I pulled a double shift at work. The kitchen was seriously understaffed, so I said I’d help out. You know me, always a giver.’

‘And always slightly delusional.’ Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘Is everything OK? Are you all right? Is Mum OK?’

‘Yes, yes, we’re all fine. Calm down. How many coffees have you had? You sound wired.’

Olivia felt the caffeine pulsing through her.

‘I’m not in the mood for messing around, Kyle. I have a big day at work, and I need my energy.’

She checked the time again, a nervous habit which only served to make her more anxious.

‘I know you do, that’s why I was calling.’

‘Huh?’

‘I wanted to wish you luck. You’ve got that big presentation thing today, don’t you?’

‘Yes …’ A spark of suspicion flared up inside her. It was a stretch for Kyle to wish her a happy birthday, let alone remember one of her work meetings.

‘So, I wanted to call and wish you luck. You seemed spun out about it the last time I saw you, so I knew it was probably a big deal.’

‘The last time I saw you, I was “spun out” about quite a few things,’ she fired back, a little too harshly.

‘Weren’t we all.’

A pang of guilt. A surge of grief.

‘I’m sorry – that wasn’t fair of me.’

‘It’s fine. We can blame it on the espresso hitting.’ He gave a sad half-laugh. ‘On that note, though, have you spoken to Mum and Dad?’

Olivia’s guilt grew in intensity.

‘No … I’ve been meaning to, but I … I’ve just been too busy with work.’ She winced at her poor excuse. ‘Have you?’

‘Yeah, they seem OK. Well, as OK as they can be, I suppose.’

‘I promise I’ll ring them as soon as this presentation’s over.’ Olivia bent down and hauled her bags up from the floor. ‘But right now, I have to g—’

‘Have you done it yet?’ Kyle interrupted.

‘Done what?’

‘Come on, don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you.’

Olivia closed her eyes and felt her heart sink towards her feet. ‘Really? You’re going to do this now?’

‘Surely not even you can have this much self-restraint?’

Olivia’s eyes fell instinctively on the sealed envelope that was sitting on top of the microwave.

‘I think you’ll find I can.’

‘Just …’ Kyle hesitated. ‘Just don’t leave it too long, OK? I know out of the two of us, I’m rarely the one that’s right. But trust me on this. You’re going to want to open that letter sooner rather than later.’

An uncomfortable thought dawned on her.

Does he know?

When Olivia had first brought the letter home, it had stayed hidden in her jacket pocket. Then it got moved to the windowsill in her bedroom. But staring at your dead sister’s handwriting first thing every morning turned out to be a rather triggering wake-up call. After much shifting and rearranging around her flat, it had finally found its resting place on top of the microwave. Not completely hidden from sight, but not screaming out for attention every five minutes either.

‘Anyway, Big Sis, I’d better leave you to it. I stink. I need a shower and a McDonald’s breakfast muffin, pronto.’

Olivia felt a slight ease return to her tight chest. No. There was no way Leah would trust Kyle to help her out with this. She loved her brother, she really did, but if you wanted a job done, the truth was you never went to Kyle.

But then who had been the one to place the letters on the mantelpiece the morning of the funeral? Who had been the one her little sister had trusted with her parting words? It wasn’t just Olivia who had been shocked by their presence; everyone had seemed completely taken aback by the final gift from Leah. A series of perfectly sealed envelopes, one for each member of the family.

‘Charming as ever.’ She smirked, balancing the phone precariously on her shoulder whilst she attempted to open the front door.

‘Damn straight. You may have got the successful gene, but I won out on charisma.’

‘Again, delusional.’ Olivia hooked her bags over her shoulders. ‘Right, I’m not messing around now, Kyle. I really have to go.’

‘Fine. Good luck and let me know how it goes.’

‘OK, bye.’

She hung up the phone, and just before she closed the door, she stole one last glance at the unopened letter.

Soon, Leah.

I promise, I’ll read you soon.

*

By the time Olivia sat down at her desk, she was already an hour behind schedule. Of course, today would be the day that London’s entire transport system decided to turn to complete and utter shit; and then when she finally got to the office, the queue for the coffee shop was practically out the door.

‘Running a little late for you, Jackson. What happened?’ her colleague Rob sneered at her from across the floor. ‘Decided to get some beauty sleep before the big meeting?’

Don’t rise to it. You don’t have the time.

Olivia offered a pathetic half-laugh and threw her bags down.

‘Ooh, too serious to even have a little joke, are we? Someone’s nervous about the presentation! Don’t worry, you’ll be fine,’ he added rather bitterly. ‘You always are.’

Rob had been at the company for fifteen years and hadn’t taken kindly to Olivia’s rapid rise through the ranks. He was older than she was and at least three levels below. Olivia had tried to empathize with him – until she had discovered, when tasked with doing his review last year, that he was paid nearly double her salary.

‘Classic corporate bullshit,’ her friend Kate had shouted when Olivia had revealed her findings. ‘I don’t know why you stay working for such complete and utter tosspots.’

‘Because it’s—’

‘Part of your plan – I know, I know,’ Kate had cried.

Olivia and Kate had been best friends since secondary school, and yet it would be hard to find two more opposite people. For all of Kate’s carefree, restless creativity, Olivia was focused, prepared and detailed. Olivia’s career path had been mapped out since she was sixteen years old, whereas Kate seemed to treat her jobs as carelessly as her boyfriends, never able to keep one for more than two years before getting bored and moving on. Currently she was trying her hand at landscape gardening, but it didn’t seem to be going that well.

‘Shit!’ Olivia cursed, bringing herself back to the present moment and grabbing a pack of Post-it notes. Text Kate back ASAP, she scrawled, underlining the words three times and sticking the note to the top of her computer screen. In her defence, she had been busy; but then again, she spent her entire life being busy.

‘Hope you’re ready, Jackson’ – Rob’s snarky voice cut through her thoughts – ‘because here comes the big man!’

Olivia snapped her head up to see her boss emerge, stomach first, from the corridor.

‘Liv!’ Phil’s voice boomed, echoing around the office. ‘There you are! I was surprised you weren’t here at dawn preparing! I thought, it’s not like our Liv to be later than me.’ He chuckled, his belly wobbling threateningly at her. ‘Are we all ready to go?’

Olivia swallowed down the knot of emotions that had gathered in her throat. She wasn’t sure what was worse: her boss’s insistence on calling her Liv, or the nerves that were running their icy fingers against the inside of her stomach.

‘I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.’ She grinned falsely.

‘Good. Because you know how important this is, don’t you?’ Phil bumbled, tucking his white and surprisingly unstained shirt into his trousers. For a man deemed competent enough to manage a team of twenty people and a multi-million-pound budget, Phil seemed totally useless at keeping his clothes clean. Every day, as sure as the sun would rise in the sky, a stain would appear on Phil’s shirt. ‘If we get their approval, we sign the biggest client in the past three years.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Olivia nodded, feeling a small wave of nausea crash over her.

‘And that means big bonuses – for you, and more importantly, for me.’ A grotesque Cheshire cat grin appeared on his face. Olivia’s queasiness intensified tenfold. ‘Got your laptop?’

‘Yes.’ She held the cumbersome silver computer aloft.

‘Fantastic.’ Phil’s piggy eyes flickered up to the large clock on the wall. ‘Shall we head up? It’s always good to be a little early, isn’t it.’

‘Sure. Let’s go,’ she agreed, standing up and adjusting her rather snug-fitting suit. There were many things Olivia enjoyed about her job, but wearing a suit was not one of them. The first thing she would do when she ran her own business was banish formal dress entirely.

‘Fantastic.’ Phil began to walk briskly ahead. ‘Oh, and Lisa,’ he barked at his assistant. ‘Don’t put any meetings in over lunch today. I’m going to have to brief the team after this and I don’t want any clashes. You know what happened the last time you rescheduled my day – you got it totally wrong and the whole thing ended up a complete disaster.’

The second thing Olivia would do, as her own boss, was never speak to anyone the way Phil did. Unless it was to Phil himself, of course.

‘And make sure I have a coffee waiting for me when I come out. I’m going to need something before the next meeting. Yesterday I was late because I had to get my own from downstairs.’

Olivia tried to offer Lisa a consolatory smile as they passed, but the assistant’s eyes were firmly fixed on the screen in front of her, a mild look of panic dawning on her face.

‘Good luck, guys!’ Rob called brightly, giving them an awkwardly exaggerated thumbs up as they approached the exit to the lifts.

‘Thanks,’ Olivia replied, trying to ignore the beating of her heart that seemed to be growing louder and more violent with every step they took.

‘After you.’ Phil stopped abruptly, holding open the door and ushering Olivia through. Three lifts stood to attention on each side. Flustered-looking people were hurrying this way and that, jabbing the call buttons as though their lives depended on it.

‘Thirty-second floor for us today, Liv. All the way to the top.’

Her insides squirmed, but she smiled sweetly and hit the button.

Press on. Push forward.

You have a job to do.

*

The room was hot and stuffy, despite its size. A table of thirteen rather stern, bored-looking people sat waiting for them. Eyes wide and unblinking. Suits, every shade of grey, rustling impatiently.

‘Just one moment, we seem to be having a little technical trouble. Nothing to worry about, though, nothing at all!’ Phil babbled, sweat beading across his reddening forehead. ‘What the hell is wrong with this thing?’ he hissed out of the corner of his mouth.

The brick of a laptop, which had been working fine only moments ago, was now making a disturbingly loud whirring noise, and the whole screen had turned black.

‘I don’t know.’ Olivia bent down to check the connections once again. ‘It should be working.’

‘Well, it’s not working, is it?’ Phil spat, speckles of white saliva showering Olivia’s face.

‘Is there a problem?’ a droll voice asked from the table.

Phil stood up sharply. ‘No, no, all fine. Like I said, just a little technical issue. We’ll have it fixed in a jiffy.’

Jiffy? Since when has Phil ever said ‘jiffy’?

He crouched down and put his now scarlet face uncomfortably close to hers. ‘Do something soon or it will be the end of us.’ The smell of nerves and stale coffee made Phil’s breath even more putrid than usual.

‘Shall we try turning the whole thing off and on again?’ she asked, offering the only solution she could think of under the pressure of the executive board’s intense collective stare.

‘Fine. Fine.’ Phil waved her away frantically. ‘You do that, and I’ll start the introduction. That man there looks like he’s already asleep.’

Olivia peered up to see an elderly gentleman towards the back, whose eyes were very much closed.

‘It’s because it’s about a hundred degrees in here,’ she whispered, resenting even more the grey fitted suit that was now sticking to her body. As great as the views were from the top of the building, the floor-to-ceiling windows made the whole room cook like a conservatory.

‘Just turn the bloody computer off, will you,’ Phil ordered, standing up to his full height and plastering a maniacal smile on his face. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, let’s make a start, shall we? I know how precious your time is and I don’t want to keep you any longer. The slides’ – he shot Olivia a warning look – ‘will be ready shortly.’

Olivia did as she was told and switched the old, whirring laptop off and on. After a painfully long two minutes, the presentation finally burst into life on to the screen behind them. Phil’s shoulders visibly relaxed, and Olivia shuffled forward to take her spot next to him.

‘We’ve prepared the following presentation to highlight just how much we believe you could save over the next five years with a few minor tweaks to your business,’ Phil continued, his bustling bravado in full swing.

Olivia had known that her job would be hard. She was prepared for the long hours and weekends working. The one thing she wasn’t prepared for, however, even after seven years in the game, was just how difficult making decisions about people’s lives was. For Olivia, being a business consultant was all about how to get the most from employees. How to motivate, inspire and re-energize a business so that satisfaction soared along with productivity. Unfortunately, for nearly every other person she’d met in her company, it meant streamlining and firing. Making redundancies and ending contracts. Advising on who should stay and who should go. It wasn’t always an easy job, but until she’d gained enough experience to set up solo, she would keep her head down and continue to play by their rules. ‘Their’ essentially being Phil and his now very sweaty shirt.

‘Olivia here is going to take us through the figures.’ Phil gestured towards her, his broad grin still fixed in position.

Olivia took a step forward. The eyes of everyone at the table were on her.

She opened her mouth to speak but found herself unable to form the words. Her body ran cold and then instantly hot again. She tried to clear her throat, but in doing so only made it constrict harder.

Sweat was now pouring from her, and she was finding it difficult to breathe.

‘Olivia?’ Phil grimaced, his small watery eyes narrowing at her. ‘Could you take us through the figures, please.’

Breathe.

Take a breath and speak. It’s just like you practised.

But try as she might, no sound would come from Olivia’s mouth. Her heart was beating loudly – so loudly, in fact, that she could hear it pulsing in her ears. The thudding was drowning out every other sound in the room.

‘I … I …’ she stuttered, fear slithering from the pit of her stomach up to her chest. It was as though someone had run razor blades down the inside of her windpipe, and her fingers were starting to feel oddly numb.

‘I need water,’ she rasped.

Her mouth was so dry, her body so hot.

‘Excuse me, young lady?’ A concerned voice rose from the now very blurry faces sitting in front of her. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Yes, you do look rather pale,’ another chimed in.

Olivia’s heart now felt too big for her chest. It was growing in size, and if only she could just find a way to catch her breath …

‘Olivia, do you need to sit down?’ Phil’s face loomed large in front of her.

Suddenly a loud ringing began to sound in her ears.

‘Liv, can you hear me?’ he began to shout.

Don’t call me Liv.

You aren’t allowed to call me Liv.

But before she could open her mouth to answer, the room began to spin, and then everything went suddenly and sickeningly black.




Olivia

‘You really don’t have to come inside with me, Kate.’ Olivia stopped outside her front door. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

She had insisted she was fine the second she came to, lying prostrate on the floor of the executive boardroom. Over and over, she parroted the phrase, desperate for everyone to get back to the meeting in hand and let her do her job. But no, apparently she had to be escorted downstairs and carted off in an ambulance in front of the entire office. The mortification was too much to bear.

‘Uh-huh,’ her friend pouted. ‘You can keep on saying it, Olivia, and I am going to keep on ignoring you. Besides, as your designated emergency contact, I have to fulfil my duties and make sure you’re OK. Now, open the door.’

If Olivia weren’t feeling so exhausted, she would have mustered one of her killer stares and sent it Kate’s way. Maybe Kyle would have been a smarter choice as her emergency contact; it was unlikely he’d even answer his phone, let alone dash halfway across London to sit in an A&E waiting room with her for two hours. But her family had always had other emergencies – real emergencies – to deal with. The thought made her heart drop dangerously low in her chest.

‘But surely you need to be back at work? You can’t take the whole afternoon off for me.’

‘Keep those excuses coming. I’ve got all the time in the world to hear them’ – Kate leant against the wall, tapping her foot for dramatic effect – ‘but I’d much rather listen to them over a nice cup of tea and some Hobnobs, wouldn’t you?’

Olivia bit down on the inside of her cheek. She knew there was no way out – Kate was the most stubborn human being she’d ever met – but still … the thought of letting her inside made Olivia feel sick.

‘Come on.’ Kate fixed her with a fierce don’t-fuck-with-me look. ‘I don’t want to have to rugby tackle you for the keys. You’re in a fragile enough state as it is.’

‘Fine!’ Olivia stuffed her key in the lock. ‘But I’m warning you, it’s kind of a mess in here.’

‘Whatever. We both know that your version of mess is my best attempt at being clean.’

Olivia held her breath as she felt the lock click. Her head was pounding as the blood rushed through her body. This was a mistake.

She pushed on the door and let it drift open.

A gigantic mistake.

‘Holy shit, what the hell happened!’ Kate’s permanently enthusiastic face dropped as she stepped across the threshold.

Mugs of half-drunk tea and coffee were lined up like toy soldiers on every available surface. Dirty dishes were piled high in the sink, the remnants of meals glued in rings around the edges, as stubborn and persistent as the anxiety that now lived permanently in Olivia’s chest. Items of clothing were flung carelessly on the floor alongside empty packets of cereal bars and biscuits, the crumbs leaving speckled imprints in the carpet.

‘Olivia, what is going on?’

‘Nothing … I just …’

She stared around, as if only seeing it properly for the first time.

‘Work got so busy and … I guess …’ The emotion was building inside her, pressing against her skin, aching to burst free. ‘I suppose I’ve let things get a bit on top of me, that’s all.’

‘A bit on top of you? Jesus, it looks like someone’s been here and trashed the place.’

‘OK, well if it’s that bad you can leave, can’t you?’ Olivia lashed out, throwing her keys down on the table. ‘I don’t need your judgement on top of everyone else’s today, OK?’

Olivia felt shame crawl across her skin. The memories of the day felt like a million sharp insects scuttling over her body. The look on Phil’s face as he helped her into the ambulance. The doctor’s concern when she burst into tears before he’d even asked what had happened. The note he wrote her, recommending she take three months off for her health. The realization that her world had officially come crashing down.

‘Hey.’ Kate slung her arm around Olivia’s shoulder and guided her towards the sofa. ‘There is no judgement here, I can promise you that. Only love and concern, and a little surprise.’ She squeezed her closer. ‘And it doesn’t matter about anyone else; everyone else sucks.’

‘Except it does matter. It’s my job, Kate. It’s my life.’ Her voice broke and the tears stung her eyes.

‘And you will be back there before you know it.’ Kate sat down and pulled Olivia with her. ‘I know it feels like a big deal right now, and you’re angry and upset and feeling all the things … but I think, in the long term, it’s for the best.’

‘For the best?’ Olivia cried. ‘What’s for the best is that I get back to work and start making amends for what happened, not sit here wallowing in my feelings and taking time off.’

‘Olivia, you passed out because you’re overworked, stressed and totally burnt out. Your little sister passed away less than two months ago, and you didn’t even stop to take a breath. You’ve been nonstop your entire life, taking care of everybody except yourself, and quite frankly you look like shit and need a break.’

‘Wow, and now I feel much better, thank you.’

‘What can I say? Good friends are always there for each other, but …’

Kate smirked, waiting for Olivia to finish the sentence. Their silly childhood saying that had become their mantra in life.

‘Come on … you can’t leave me hanging.’

Reluctantly, and through gritted teeth, Olivia obliged. ‘Only the best ones tell the truth.’

‘Exactly!’ Kate stood up abruptly. ‘Now, here’s what’s going to happen. You, my friend, are going to go and have a nice long shower, because God knows you need to do something about this situation.’ She gestured up and down the length of her. ‘And then you’re going to get into bed and sleep, whilst I sort the rest of this place out and get us some decent food. OK?’

Olivia went to protest – the thought of someone else tidying up her mess was unbearable – but Kate had already begun to frogmarch her towards the bathroom.

‘And no arguing with me, Miss Jackson. For one day only, I’m in charge, all right?’

Through the depths of her exhaustion, and the thick blanket of despair that had wrapped itself around her heart, Olivia felt a surge of affection for her friend.

‘OK, but just for today, all right?’

*

Five hours later, Olivia emerged from her bedroom. The enormity of her pain still sat heavy on her shoulders, but the fog had cleared a little from her mind, and her body felt at least somewhat refreshed after the shower and sleep.

‘Aha, perfect timing! I was about to come and wake you up.’ Kate spun around, her mass of red hair piled on top of her head. ‘I made dinner.’

The intoxicating smell of tomato, garlic and onion greeted Olivia like an old friend, and she could see big bowls piled high with pasta and cheese.

‘This place …’ She stared around at her now immaculate living room. ‘It looks amazing.’

‘No.’ Kate strode towards her, bowls in hand. ‘It looks like your flat normally does when you’re not in the middle of an emotional breakdown. Now, sit and eat this, please.’

‘OK, who made you my mum all of a sudden?’

‘What can I say? Sometimes, even you need to be looked after.’

Olivia didn’t argue, but only because her stomach was physically aching with hunger. She took the food and nestled down into the crumb-free, perfectly plumped sofa.

‘Thank you for this.’ She gestured around the room. ‘All of this.’

‘You’re welcome. Do you feel a bit better?’

‘Yeah, I can’t believe how deeply I slept.’

‘Your body must have needed it. Another reason why this break will be good for you.’

‘About that …’ Olivia shook her head. ‘I’ve decided I’m going to contest it. Speak to Phil, explain how much better I feel even after one day of rest, and that maybe I could come back in a week or two.’

‘You can try, my friend’ – Kate wiped a fleck of tomato sauce from her chin – ‘but a doctor’s note is hard to go against, especially given how on edge big companies are these days about health and well-being. Trust me, I’ve worked in HR. Many times.’

Olivia felt her last tiny shred of hope crumple into nothing. ‘But how the hell am I going to fill three months of time without work?’

‘Maybe you could join an evening class. There are loads of things online now. Or you could sign up to do one of those ultramarathon things. I would offer to do it with you, but we both know that won’t happen. I don’t think I could manage a thirty-minute walk in my current state.’

Olivia felt her body tighten.

‘How about a trip?’ Kate went on. ‘Ooh, maybe we could do a weekend away? Go to Paris? I’ve never been, which blows my mind because it’s so close. I could look at flights tonight, or even the Eurostar – that’s probably better for us, isn’t it?’

‘Stop!’ Olivia shouted, dropping her fork into her bowl and spattering tomato sauce all over her lap. ‘I’m sorry, I just … I can’t process it all right now.’

If Kate was offended by Olivia’s reaction she hid it well, shoving another forkful of food into her mouth and nodding in agreement. ‘Of course, I’m sorry.’

The pair sat and ate the rest of their food in silence. Olivia knew the peace and quiet would be short-lived and, as suspected, the second the final mouthful was eaten, Kate piped up again.

‘Do you think you should tell your mum and dad what’s happened? I’m happy to call them if you’re too tired.’

‘No.’ Her voice was firm and flat. ‘They have enough going on as it is.’

‘Doesn’t mean they won’t want to hear about your stuff too.’

‘Really?’ Olivia could taste the resentment building on her tongue, a sour sting against the rich tomato and basil. ‘Since when have they cared about anything other than Leah from the minute she was born?’

‘Hey, you know that’s not true.’

And she did know, but the depths of her self-pity seemed to be clouding her judgement and sending all rational thought straight out of the window.

‘Although, speaking of Leah …’ The caution in Kate’s voice made Olivia’s ears instantly prick up. ‘Earlier, when I was tidying up, I found this.’ Kate reached into her pocket and pulled out the unopened envelope, placing it between them. ‘The writing on the front looks a lot like … well, I thought it was from …’

‘It is.’

Kate’s mouth fell wide open.

‘Really? This is from Leah?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘But then why haven’t you opened it yet?’

Olivia didn’t even have the energy for a response, offering a measly shrug as a best attempt.

‘How long have you had it?’

‘Since the morning of her funeral. She left one for each of us. I came downstairs and there they were. Four of them, all lined up on the mantelpiece.’

‘Jesus Christ, and you haven’t even sneaked a peek at it yet?’

‘I had other things going on. I wanted to get the presentation done and be in the right frame of mind before I did.’

‘My love.’ Kate placed her hand gently over Olivia’s. ‘I don’t think you’re ever going to be in the right frame of mind to open this letter. Do you know what was in any of the others?’

‘Nope, and I don’t want to ask. It’s none of my business.’

‘And nobody has asked what’s in yours?’

‘Well, obviously Kyle keeps going on at me to open it – says I shouldn’t leave it so long, as if there’s some kind of expiry date on it.’

Her mind was taken back to the conversation that morning with her brother. His urgency had rattled her more than she let on.

‘And you know that usually I don’t agree with anything your brother says, but in this case, I think I do.’

‘Why? Why is everyone so obsessed with what’s in that letter? It won’t bring her back. It won’t change anything. It’s just words. Empty fucking words.’

‘But they are her words, Olivia. They’re Leah’s words for you.’

A weariness crept up into Olivia’s heart. Was she going to keep fighting this? Could she really carry on convincing herself that she wasn’t intrigued by Leah’s letter?

‘And what if they’re bad?’ The childlike voice escaped from her lips.

‘Bad? Why on earth would they be bad?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe I wasn’t there enough. Maybe I didn’t do enough.’ Her words began to spiral, along with her thoughts. ‘Maybe she was angry at me. Maybe she felt like I didn’t care enough.’

‘Stop!’ Kate interrupted. ‘Leah adored you. She loved the very bones of you, and she knew that you felt the same about her. You did everything you could to support her. But until you open the letter, you will never know what she wanted to say.’

Kate held the envelope out, and cautiously, Olivia took it.

‘I’m scared.’

‘I know.’

‘Opening it makes this whole thing real.’

‘And not opening it doesn’t bring her back either.’

Before she could stop herself, Olivia ripped open the letter and turned it upside down. Two pieces of paper fell to the floor, and she hastily plucked them from the carpet. The sight of her little sister’s handwriting made her heart hurt.


To my Liv, the best big sister in the world,

Surprise!

God, I wish I could see your face right now. I’m sorry for keeping this from you, but if you even had the slightest whiff of what I was planning, you’d have killed me before the cancer finally had a chance to. I’ve made sure the flight date is flexible (who knows at what point you’ve decided to open this!), but unfortunately it’s non-refundable. You can’t deny a dying girl her money or her wish, can you?

Go. Travel. Explore. Enjoy this thing called life!

Do it for me, my darling, brave sister.

I love you eternally.

Leah x



Olivia’s mind was spinning but her eyes stayed fixed on the words in front of her.

She couldn’t have.

She wouldn’t have …

But realization began to dawn as she scanned the second piece of paper, her eyes competing with her mouth as to which could grow the widest.

‘This is confirmation of your booking for flight BA46369 departing from London Heathrow to …’ Olivia read out loud, her heart climbing higher and higher with each sound she made. ‘Delhi, India …’

‘Shut up!’ Kate burst into life, snatching the paper from Olivia’s grip. ‘No way!’

‘This can’t be real.’

‘From what I can see, it’s real all right.’

‘I can’t go to India.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I can’t! It’s crazy.’ The ringing in her ears grew louder and her stomach churned ominously. ‘Why would she do this to me? How did she even do this? Surely she knew how much I’d hate this! I have never ever in my life wanted to go travelling.’

‘You know, sometimes change is good. India is meant to be incredible.’

‘So is climbing Mount Everest, but you don’t see me signing up for that, do you?’

But Olivia knew Kate wasn’t listening to her protests; she had that fantastical far-off look on her face whenever she was excited. And once Kate was in dreamland, it was extremely hard to bring her back down to earth.

‘Ooh, maybe you could have a little Eat Pray Love moment?’

‘An eat pray what?’

‘You know, the Julia Roberts film, where she leaves everything behind and travels the world. You could be like her.’

‘Don’t you dare say it.’

‘You could find yourself. Like Julia did!’

‘The only thing I need to find is a way out of this stupid situation.’

‘Why? You said it yourself: you didn’t know how to fill your time off. This is it! It couldn’t be more perfect.’

‘Look, if you think it’s such a great idea, why don’t you take the ticket instead? I’m sure you can transfer the name or something. Especially if we explain the circumstances.’

Kate raised an eyebrow. ‘You know full well I am not going to do that. This is for you. It was clearly important to Leah that you did this.’

‘I know that. Don’t you think I know that?’ Olivia hissed. ‘Urgh, how could Leah have been so stupid? She must have used half of her savings on this. It must have cost her a fortune!’

‘I wonder who helped her book it,’ Kate mused. ‘Could she have done it all by herself?’

‘Oh my god.’

Realization slapped Olivia hard in the face.

‘I am going to kill Kyle when I next see him! I wondered why he was so obsessed with me opening the stupid letter. He was honestly harassing me over it! Why would Leah trust him with doing this? Nobody trusts Kyle with anything.’

‘That’s probably the exact reason. He could arrange the whole thing undetected because you all underestimate him.’

Guilt spiked in Olivia’s chest.

‘That’s not entirely true.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Kate looked at her knowingly.

‘Regardless of whether or not it’s true, it doesn’t matter. Because either way, I’m not going.’ She folded her arms decisively. ‘There is no way in hell I am going to India.’




Olivia

‘I can’t believe you’re going to India!’ Kate took her hands off the steering wheel and clapped them together. ‘This is so exciting. Are you excited?’

Olivia felt her stomach lurch as they turned off the motorway and followed the signs to the airport.

‘Mmmm,’ she mumbled, tightening her grip on her rucksack, which sat heavy on her lap.

‘You’re going to have the best time, I promise.’ Kate reached over and squeezed Olivia’s shoulder, as a large Departures sign directed them towards a looming glass building. ‘And I’ve got you here with plenty of time! So much for the rush-hour traffic, hey?’

Olivia looked down at her watch. Only two and a half hours until her plane departed. A plane that had a seat allocated just for her. A seat waiting to carry her away from her normal, organized, safe life to a world full of complete unknowns.

This is insane.

What are you doing?

You can’t do this!

Olivia felt the blood rush to her head. Her entire body began to sear with pins and needles.

‘Make sure you leave your coat with me in the car – you are not going to want to be carrying that all the way to India,’ Kate babbled on.

I need to get out.

I need to get out right this second.

‘Stop the car,’ Olivia shouted.

‘What?’

‘I said, stop the car!’ she repeated, louder and more urgently than before.

‘We’re nearly here, give me a second. I just need to park.’

Olivia’s lungs felt tight, her throat narrowing so that not even a sip of air could find its way in.

‘Kate, if you don’t stop this car in the next ten seconds, I swear to God I’ll open the door and jump out of it.’

In a state of panic, Olivia reached for the handle.

‘OK, OK, I’m pulling in!’ Kate dutifully swung the car into one of the taxi drop-off lanes and turned the hazard lights on.

Olivia closed her eyes and let her spinning head fall forwards.

‘Are you all right?’ Kate slumped down in her seat so that her face was almost level with Olivia’s. ‘Talk to me – what’s going on?’

‘I don’t think I can do this. It’s too much. It’s all too much.’

‘Olivia?’ Kate whispered, leaning in closer.

‘I can’t. I can’t go out there.’

‘Olivia, I need you to look at me.’

Slowly but surely, Olivia raised her head, her knuckles white from gripping her bag so tightly.

‘Now,’ Kate began, sitting upright and rolling her shoulders back. ‘First and foremost, let’s be clear on one thing: it doesn’t matter how scared you are, you are never ever going to threaten to jump out of the car while I’m driving again, OK?’ Her auburn eyebrows knitted sternly together.

Olivia nodded slowly, allowing a small bubble of laughter to escape her mouth. ‘OK.’

‘And secondly,’ Kate continued, ‘you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. If you really want me to, I will turn this car around and drive you straight back home, but …’ She placed a hand tentatively on top of Olivia’s. ‘Ask yourself, will you be able to live with yourself if I do?’

Olivia tore her eyes away from Kate’s and stared out of the window. It had been hard enough to convince people she was going to go on this trip in the first place; could she face proving them all right? And then, of course, there was Leah. Her precious baby sister. What would she think? Olivia’s heart swelled at the very thought of her and her final words.

Do it for me, my darling, brave sister.

‘You’re right,’ she mumbled. ‘You’re totally right. I’m just scared.’

‘Obviously you’re scared, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t worth doing. You’ll be fine, Olivia. If anyone can do this, it’s you.’

Her racing heart slowed a little at Kate’s comforting words.

‘Now, have you got everything? I know it’s a stupid question to ask you, but my mum always does this before I go anywhere and weirdly, it always calms me down.’

‘Yes, I’ve got everything.’

‘Passport?’

‘Yes.’

‘Boarding pass?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ Kate thought for a moment. ‘Money?’

‘Can’t get that until I land.’

‘Right.’ She paused. ‘What else, what else …’ Her eyes flashed wide with excitement. ‘God, how could I forget? Do you have your itinerary?’

Olivia peered inside the smaller backpack on her lap. There it was, in all its colour-printed, Excel-spreadsheeted glory. A twenty-two-page breakdown of every single move she was going to make over the next three months. How much she could spend. Where she would go. How she would get there. It was a meticulously planned schedule that left no room for imagination or diversion. It was the bible of her trip, and without it, her already sky-high anxiety would be stratospheric.

‘I’ve got a digital version on my phone, a paper copy here in my hand luggage, and another spare copy in my big rucksack,’ Olivia confirmed.

‘Well then, according to me, you’re all good to go!’

‘Great.’ Olivia unbuckled her seat belt slowly and began adjusting her top, desperately and not so subtly attempting to buy time. ‘I guess this is goodbye, then?’

‘Don’t be so dramatic. I’ll see you before you know it, and besides’ – her friend leant over and planted a huge kiss on her cheek – ‘I’ll be on WhatsApp and FaceTime constantly. It will be like you’ve never left me.’

‘Promise?’ The old Olivia would cringe at her neediness, but at this point she’d take all the reassurance she could get. Her legs had turned to lead, and her hands were shaking.

‘I promise. Now, as much as I love you and am going to miss you, I need you to get out of the car, because that security guard over there is looking pissed off that we’ve been sitting in the taxi zone.’ Kate craned her neck to peer at a rather disgruntled-looking man in a high-vis jacket.

‘OK.’ Olivia took a deep breath and opened the car door. ‘I’ll message you when I’m on the plane.’

‘You’d better.’ Kate waggled a finger jokingly at her. ‘Now, remember, go and be adventurous and have the most wonderful time.’

Despite the tears welling in her eyes, Olivia forced a smile and heaved her gigantic rucksack from the back seat on to her shoulders; the weight of it threatening to topple her over. She shut the car door and slowly turned towards the terminal entrance, her feet dragging as she began to walk across the pavement.

‘Go and kick Julia Roberts’s ass, and have the best time EVER!’ Kate’s voice bellowed out from behind.

Olivia turned and saw her friend waving frantically, like an overzealous mother, out of the car window, her wild, ginger hair blowing in the wind and her beaming smile stretching wide across her face. Olivia’s cheeks burnt red with embarrassment, but her heart swelled for her friend, who was now unashamedly beeping her horn in a celebratory goodbye.

‘Stop it!’ Olivia called back, tears pouring down her cheeks.

‘Why?’ Another long sound of the horn blasted out. ‘I’m sending you off
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