
Anyone for a top up?’ I asked, moving 
among the people milling about 
at the party my sister and her husband 
were hosting.

Then I spotted him. Dark haired and 
handsome, he looked Italian. I was definitely 
going to refill his glass…his glass…his

‘Thank you,’ he smiled. ‘And, I’d really like 
to talk to you later. My name’s Leo.’

When I’d finished serving drinks, I went and 
found him.

I don’t remember what we talked about, but the 
conversation flowed effortlessly. I felt instantly at 
ease with Leo, as if I’d met the other half of me.

We spent the rest of the evening together and 
when he kissed me on the cheek, as we swapped 
numbers and addresses, I knew this was just 
the beginning.

A couple of days later, an envelope dropped 
through my letterbox. Excitedly, I read the 
card inside.

I really enjoyed your company and can’t wait 
to see you again, Leo.

Leo was 44 and going through a divorce. He’d 
been hesitant about getting involved with anyone 
else. I was 37 and had had two long-term 
relationships that hadn’t worked out. But 
we couldn’t fight the feelings between us.

We loved the simple things – gardening, long 
country walks and travelling. A year after our first 
date, we moved in together and married five years 
later, in 1996.

Leo was such a gentleman, I loved how 
he always opened doors for me and walked 
on the side of the pavement nearest the road. And, 
for someone who had been a naval commander, 

the nine-hour operation and we felt real hope that 
he would beat this. 

Of course, the operation and chemotherapy 
took its toll. He couldn’t even walk round the 
garden without my help. We’d hold on to each 
other, as if afraid to let go. Yet gradually, 
wonderfully, Leo regained his strength.

But in the summer of 2008 he started losing But in the summer of 2008 he started losing But in the summer of 2008 he started losing But in the summer of 2008 he started losing 
weight again.
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to do something positive and signed up for an 
MA in Creative Writing at Bath Spa University.

They say ‘write about what you know’ so my 
plot featured an angel who appears in a widow’s 
life. I finished my novel Black to White in 2014 Black to White in 2014 Black to White
and self-published it in 2015.

The next big life change was selling the home 
Leo and I had shared in Northay, Somerset, and 
moving into a new place in Wells.

The week after moving in I found a feather on 
the kitchen floor, and took it as a sign from Leo 
that I’d done the right thing.

Then, in May 2016, I went to see a psychic for 
the first time. I wanted to know that life without 
Leo was going to be okay.

During the reading she made contact with Leo. 
Her description of him was spot on – she said he 
had a lovely smile, which he did, and that he was 
very intelligent, which he was.

Then she asked: ‘Have you had any signs that 
your husband is still around you, for example…
white feathers?’ I nodded.

‘Your husband is sending these feathers to you,’ 
she smiled.

Her confirmation made me feel so happy and, 
even though the feathers appear a lot less often 
these days I think that’s because Leo knows 
I don’t need them so much anymore.

I have some wonderful memories which I’ll 
always treasure, just like the feathers he’s sent 
me, which I keep in a wooden box.

To anyone grieving the loss of their soulmate, 
my message to you is that the grieving process 
is important. Don’t hold it in. You may feel scared, 
frightened and emotionally drained but with 
time – and hopefully some encouragement from 
the one you’ve lost – you will move on from this 
terrible place. ■

Black to White by Sam 
Hayward (price £7.99) is 
available from bookshops and 
via sam-hayward.co.uk
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The cancer was back and it had now spread 
to his bones. This time, radiotherapy was our only 
hope at buying Leo some extra time.

Wanting to make the most of the time we had 
left, we went on holiday to Mijas, Spain, that 
November – it would be our last trip together.

Leo deteriorated so quickly that by the time 
we got home he was admitted to a hospice.we got home he was admitted to a hospice.

I looked at my beloved husband, remembering 
the big strong man I’d met all those years ago.the big strong man I’d met all those years ago.

Now, he was too weak to even speak. Sat at his Now, he was too weak to even speak. Sat at his 
bedside I held his frail hand and looked into his bedside I held his frail hand and looked into his 
caring eyes. ‘He’s going,’ the nurse said gently, caring eyes. ‘He’s going,’ the nurse said gently, 
as I felt Leo squeeze my hand.as I felt Leo squeeze my hand.

I couldn’t squeeze it back though because I was I couldn’t squeeze it back though because I was 
too frightened; I couldn’t bring myself to admit 
that this was our final goodbye.

As Leo’s breathing grew shallow he started 
mumbling something, but I couldn’t make it out.

‘What’s he saying? Can you hear what he’s 
saying?’ I asked the nurse.

‘He’s trying to say he loves you,’ she smiled. But 
I couldn’t say it back. I couldn’t speak. I felt numb.

Leo died on 23 December, aged 62. I was only 
55 years old, widowed and in total shock.

I remember those early days after the funeral, 
sleeping on my side of the bed, not wanting to 
invade Leo’s space.

Occasionally my arm would stray over in the 
hope of touching him, but all I’d feel were the 
cold, empty sheets.

Laying there, eyes shut tight against my tears, 
I’d imagine I could still hear him breathing, 
desperate to feel his arms around me.

I’d never felt so lonely. Sat on the sofa, just days 
after losing Leo, I felt totally helpless.

‘How am I going to cope without you?’ was the 
only thought in my head as I picked up my 
favourite framed photo from our wedding.

We looked so happy, our future together 
stretching out ahead of us, yet now…

Reaching over to return the frame, I hesitated.
There, on the shelf, where the photo had been, 

was a feather, half an inch long and bright white.

‘Where on earth had that come from?’ 
I frowned, baffled.

It hadn’t been there when I’d picked up the 
photo and, although I tried to look for a rational 
explanation, it was too perfect a feather to have 
come from the inside of a cushion.

Leo wasn’t a believer in angels or the afterlife, 
yet instinctively I felt this feather had something 
to do with him. Was it possible he was sending 
me a sign, to let me know he was okay?

Or was that just wishful thinking I wondered, 
cupping the feather like a precious object before 
putting it in a wooden box for safe-keeping.

A few weeks later, I was having a particularly 
low day, when I found another feather.

This time it was sat on the kitchen floor, bright 
white and unblemished, just like the first one.

Again, there was no logical explanation for its 
sudden appearance, underlying my feeling that 
these were somehow being sent by Leo.

Desperate to know if others had been sent 
white feathers from loved ones I went online. 
To my relief I discovered hundreds of anecdotes 
from people who said it had happened to them.

Now I was sure mine were a sign from Leo.sure mine were a sign from Leo.sure
Over the following months I found white 

feathers in all sorts of places: my car, bedside 
table, on my trouser leg, on a chest of drawers, 
all exactly the same size and colour.

They usually manifested when I was feeling 
particularly sad, each one helping to lift my mood 
a little more each time.

At first I was finding feathers almost weekly 
but, as I grew stronger, it became just one every 
few months or so.

They brought me such immense comfort and, 
in 2012, four years after Leo’s passing, I decided 

he was a real softie, always fussing over our cats 
George and Tinker.

We had plans for the future too, dreaming 
of one day retiring to France.

But, in June 2007, after 11 blissful years, our 
world began to spin out of control.

Leo started having difficulty swallowing. At first 
our GP thought it was an ulcer but when Leo’s our GP thought it was an ulcer but when Leo’s 
weight plummeted he was sent for further tests.

But neither of us could have predicted what 
came next.

Leo had cancer of the oesophagus, and the 
tumour was causing a blockage.

Hearing the doctor’s words, I felt my 
heart race with panic. Leo sat rigid and 
silent but I burst into tears, sobbing so 
hard I had to leave the room.

Cancer, Leo had cancer.
In the car on the way home, tears 

rolled down my cheeks. 
As soon as I got inside the house, 

I ran upstairs to the bathroom and 
was sick.

‘Why us?’ I wanted to scream. 
This news didn’t feature in our 
future together.

‘I’ll do whatever it takes to fight 
this,’ Leo promised as we held each 
other in bed that night.

He was going to undergo 
an operation to try to remove the 
tumour, but it was risky because 
the oesophagus was so close to 
the heart and lungs. 
It was a risk we were willing 
to take though.

Just before 
Christmas 2007, Leo 
made it through 

feathers
HEAVENLYHEAVENLYHEAVENLY

Leo in uniform 
on our wedding 
day in 1996

‘Finding the feathers 
from Leo brought me 
so much comfort’
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Comforting signs


