
‘He has a 
tumour the size 
of a tennis ball’

P eering up the street, I 
saw my 11-year-old son 
Brad shinning up a tree.

His sister Ashleigh, 
14, stood below, with a 

stash of pine cones in her arms.
‘I’ve found a huge one!’ Brad 

yelled to her. ‘You’ll love it.’
He was never more content than 

when he made his big sis happy. 
I was 37, on my own with them 

— and I was fiercely proud of the 
bond they shared. ‘Where’s my 
little star?’ Ashleigh had sung 
when Brad was a baby. 

And after their 
granddad died 
when Brad was 
only six, Ashleigh 
had whisked her 
little brother into 
the garden and 
cuddled him protectively. 

‘Grandpa’s not gone,’ she 
whispered, pointing skywards. 
‘He’s just up there.’

And now, well, you just had  
to look at them to see they were 
closer than close.

A month later, when some 
boys began picking on Brad on 
the school bus, Ashleigh jumped 
straight to his defence. 

‘I told them to leave him alone,’ 

she said to me proudly. No one 
would hurt her little star. 

But weeks later, when Brad 
began complaining of headaches, 
I wondered if he was trying to 
avoid these bullies. 

Only, then he began vomiting.
‘Something’s not right here,’ 

Ashleigh trembled, despite our 
GP diagnosing a bug. 

Soon, Brad was in agony. When 
he screamed, Ashleigh sat by his 
bed, gently stroking his head. 

‘Shush, I’m here,’ she soothed. 
After a month of illness, our  

GP sent Brad for 
an MRI scan.

And when the 
doctor called me 
to his office at the 
hospital for the 
results, instinct told 

me something terrible was coming. 
‘Brad has a tumour the size  

of a tennis ball on his brain,’  
he said. ‘We need to operate.’

Burying my face in my hands,  
I sobbed. I couldn’t bear to even 
picture telling Ashleigh.

So I simply explained that Brad 
was poorly and sent her to stay 
with my mum Gladys, 65.

When Brad woke from his 
seven-hour op… ‘Ashleigh?’ he 

murmured groggily. 
‘She’ll visit soon,’  

I reassured him. 
But later I was told 

the team of surgeons 
had been unable to 
remove all of the 
tumour, and it was 
very aggressive. 

The only thing we 
could do now was to 
use radiotherapy and 
chemo to buy my 
precious lad some time. 

He might have as little 
as 18 months left.

Somehow, I managed to 
stumble back to my son’s 
bedside. When I got there, Brad 
was chattering away to the nurses. 

Tears blinded me. How could 
my beautiful boy be dying?

‘Mummy?’ he smiled.
I hummed tunes and petted 

him until he eventually drifted off 
to sleep, blissfully unaware…

The following day, Mum brought 
in Ashleigh and I knew I couldn’t 
lie to her about his condition. She 
loved Brad too much for that.

And as I explained everything 
to her, she stood still as a stone. 

Then she simply rushed to 
Brad’s bedside and hugged him 

you comfortable,’ she’d smile, 
plumping his pillows. 

He couldn’t be in direct sunlight 
because the radiotherapy meant 
he was sensitive to light, so 
Ashleigh took him outside at 
night in his wheelchair to collect 
their beloved pine cones. 

As she scampered up the tree, 
Brad directed her from below. 

‘Not bad for an amateur 
climber!’ he’d call cheekily.

Watching from the house, 
those moments froze my blood. 
How could so much love and 
happiness be under threat?

When Brad’s treatment 
ended 10 weeks later, Ashleigh 
moved back home again.

One night, as we watched 
Brad sleeping, I gently wiped 
her tears away.

‘We just have to make him 
happy, love,’ I said. 

‘I know,’ she croaked.
So she’d wrap a duvet 

around herself and Brad, and 
the two of them would watch  
his favourite Scooby-Doo 
cartoons, though he was  
so sick and pale.

The tumour had 
recurred. He was 
getting weaker and 
weaker every day.

Then five months 
after his diagnosis, 
with Ashleigh’s 15th 
birthday two weeks 
away, Brad asked 
me to buy him a 
card for her.

I chose one that 
read To My Special 
Sister, and inside it  
I wrote the message  
he dictated to me — To 
Ashleigh. Love always, your 
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little star, Bradley.
But he was deteriorating 

each day, growing more 
breathless, sleeping for 
longer and longer. I knew 
the end was coming.

‘He’s hanging on for 
Ashleigh’s birthday,’ I  
said to my mum.

Yet with just days to go, 
Brad was too poorly to even talk. 

‘Imagine we’re walking along 
the path,’ Ashleigh would say to 
him softly, ‘and you’ve found the 
biggest, record-breaking cone…’

Then, the day before Ashleigh’s 
birthday, nurses told us Brad’s 
death was imminent.

At nightfall, we gathered 
around his bed, talking to him, 
reminiscing as he slept.

‘You did the best Scooby 
impression,’ Ashleigh whispered.

Could he hear her? 
We watched his chest rise and 

fall, and I glanced at the clock. 
‘It’s midnight, Ashleigh,’ I 

murmured. ‘Happy birthday, love.’
Tears pinched my daughter’s 

eyes, but she didn’t take her gaze 
off Brad’s face. ‘It’s OK,’ she said. 

At 1.20am, Brad passed away. 
I began to sob. Then Ashleigh 

clutched Brad’s hand and rested 
her head on his chest. 

‘He’s not in pain any more,’ I 

‘It was an 
agonising, 

endless night’

said and we wept together. 
Our GP arrived and 

called the undertaker. 
Then at 3.20am, my little 
boy left the house forever. 
He was 12 years old.

Ashleigh’s cards lay 
unopened. She plucked 
Brad’s from the pile and 
rushed off to her bedroom.

It was an agonising, 
endless night. A day later, 
Ashleigh came 
to me, looking 
fired up. 

‘I want to 
design Brad’s 
headstone,’ 
she announced. 

‘It’s a wonderful idea,’ I smiled.
A while on, she handed me a 

detailed drawing. And my chest 
filled with grief and pride.

She’d included all of her little 
brother’s favourite things — a 
picture of Scooby-Doo, his school 
photo in the middle of a big star.

It was beautiful.
But first, the funeral. We had 

the Scooby-Doo theme tune 
played, and Ashleigh’s request, 
He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother, 
by The Hollies. 

After Brad was buried, we 
decorated the grave’s raw 
mound of soil with lots of 
Scooby-Doo figures, 

Ashleigh  
with Brad

The back of 
the headstone

tight. Oh, my brave, brave girl… 
Mum told me the next day that 

afterwards, Ashleigh had cried 
herself to sleep. But she also 
seemed to sense Brad needed 
her to be strong. She knew he 
mustn’t know how ill he really was.

Two months on, he started 
chemo and radiotherapy. The 
treatment ravaged his body and 
left him lolling in a wheelchair.

Ashleigh remained at Mum’s, 
but visited Brad every evening 
when he was at home. ‘Let’s get 

They shared such  
a close bind

Angie’s daughter was heartbroken  

after losing her little brother. But then she did   

  the most extraordinary thing

With my beautiful 
children, and Ashleigh’s 

lovely design (right)

Star
A wish 
upon a

Army tanks and pine cones. 
Trembling, Ashleigh placed the 

largest pine cone in the middle of 
the display. ‘Goodbye, my little 
star,’ she wept. 

Then she threw herself into the 
plans for her special headstone. 

We found a stonemason who 
was prepared to make it, and 
eight months after the funeral, we 
gathered to see it placed on the 
grave. ‘Brad will love it,’ I told 

Ashleigh tearfully.
And now, 

another eight 
months on, it 
stands as the 
most fitting tribute 
to my precious 

son — all his favourite things, 
made by his favourite person.

But life is so hard without Brad. 
Ashleigh’s birthday will forever be 
remembered as the day we lost 
him. I feel so sorry for her — she 
misses her brother desperately.

We’ve taken the biggest pine 
cone from his grave and put it  
on our fireplace. It’s opened up 
again in all that warmth.

We take it as a sign that Brad 
is still with us — looking out for 
his big sister the way she used  
to look out for him.

Angie Wickings, 39, 
HAlifAx, West Yorks

We miss  
our boy  
so much


