
Chapter One 

			Ruth stepped off the train at the platform and took in the familiar surroundings as a sense of calm engulfed her. She glanced at the sign she had seen more times than she could count hanging from an old-fashioned pole that was older than she was, tracing the letters with her eyes.

			Welcome to Wicker Hill.

			It had taken a while after she first moved there with her aunt for Wicker Hill to feel like anything other than a surreal setting for a very vivid nightmare. Ruth often marvelled at the fact that it had been twenty years since the day with the longest car journey of her life. Most of the details were fuzzy by now, but the feelings she could recall with glaring accuracy. Slowly, throughout those first years, without her even noticing, Wicker Hill had become home.

			Ruth’s phone buzzed from her pocket, and she pulled it out. She smiled at the name that lit up her screen. Those pesky butterflies that had been swarming her stomach far too often lately woke up.

			Make it there safely?

			She read the four simple words. They were nothing too monumental to get excited over, but the butterflies stayed all the same. Her fingers hovered over the buttons to reply.

			I arrived at my destination without incident. Well, except for the fact that they weren’t serving coffee on board. Trains are supposed to be one of the safest ways to travel, but how safe is a journey without coffee?

			Although they hadn’t met in person yet, Ollie had become a part of her days so quickly that it scared Ruth a little. Her sadly sparse love life had left her downhearted more than usual when she moved to the city. Photographing happy couples on their wedding day pushed her to take action to find her own romance, but going out to meet someone in real life had seemed all too terrifying. So Ruth had fled to the relative safety of an app and expected to maybe meet a few people and get herself out there.

			It had been three weeks since the first message dropped in her inbox from Ollie, and they had yet to go a day without talking. Text messages were safe, and right now Ruth needed that sense of safety. Even if the photos she’d seen of Ollie made her want to forget about her fears and dive right in headfirst. Which was even more of a reason not to.

			She gripped the straps of her backpack where they fell over her shoulder and walked out of the station. She chuckled to herself at even calling it a station. One platform, a ticket machine, and a rusty old pole did not a station make. She turned left and took the short walk toward the village. It was a journey she barely registered now she was so accustomed to it.

			Spring was in full bloom, with an array of colourful fresh flowers filling the picture-perfect plant boxes dotting the sides of the small bridge leading into the main street. She stopped about halfway across the bridge and paused to take in the postcard view ahead. The journey might be a familiar one, but she never failed to marvel at the idyllic village that housed the majority of her memories.

			Ruth took out her phone and captured a quick shot. It was a mirror image of many already saved in her photo app, but she loved to compare them and notice the barely perceptible differences over the years. Some things never seemed to change, yet one day suddenly everything would be different. It was a fact she found easier to swallow when she took time to look for the smaller changes. It had become a game she played, one that made her attention to detail a core part of her photography.

			Ruth sent the photo to Ollie and smiled. The thought of sharing this little part of her world with someone new filled her with something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Ollie’s reply had landed before she even had a chance to put her phone back into her pocket.

			Looks like those postcards the tourists pay a fortune for. No wonder the city was a disappointment when you grew up on a Disney set.

			Ruth took in the quaint two-bedroom cottage ahead as she meandered down the small winding dirt path. Her first glimpse of the cottage had reminded her of Hansel and Gretel, and fear gripped her despite the fact that her aunt definitely didn’t seem like a scary witch. Ollie’s remarks were more accurate, though. It did look like something from a Disney movie. She took another photo, this time of the cottage, and sent it to Ollie with a caption.

			Fairy-tale cottage and all.

			Ruth pushed open the unlocked door as her barely used key sat in the backpack pocket. Nobody locked anything in Wicker Hill. It was one of the only places she knew that still enforced the honour system to great effect. Before she was even through the door she was knocked back by a surprisingly heavy force, a force that was currently trying its best to lick her face. She dropped her bag and sat on the floor to give her full attention to the slobbering dog panting in front of her.

			“Hey, sweet girl. I missed you, too.”

			She would never tire of the enthusiastic greeting she received from the jet-black pug that had become her best friend since the day ten years ago that Greta brought the little pup home.

			“Leave the girl get through the door first, Pig.”

			Ruth smiled at her aunt’s words as Greta walked through the doorway from the hall and took in the scene with amusement. The small black furball had shown up at the shelter Greta volunteered in with a tag on the collar saying Piglet. When nobody came to claim her, Greta took her home. It was fate, Ruth swore to this day, Roo and Piglet were meant to be.

			Ruth got up from the floor and walked to the small kitchen as Piglet followed by her legs before she wandered off to the far too big, cosy dog bed in the corner. She spent the majority of her time these days sleeping in her bed or resting across Ruth’s feet.

			As Ruth entered the kitchen, Greta wrapped her arms around Ruth in a short, tight hug. Ruth breathed in the scent of familiar perfume as a sense of calm engulfed her. No changes there.

			“I have lunch ready on the table, and the kettle’s boiled for tea. Do you want to throw your stuff in your room first?”

			Ruth was grateful for the woman who had turned her whole life on its head for her. It was something that she thought of a lot when she lived alone in the city and pined for the comfort of Greta and their cottage. A comfort that wrapped around her the minute she walked through that door. Ruth was also grateful for the home-cooked meal she had been sorely missing. She shook herself as she took in Greta’s quizzical look.

			“You okay, sweetheart?”

			“Yeah, just tired from the train. I’m good.”

			Greta gave her a look she had seen so many times it made her grin. The I know that’s not the full story, but I’ll leave you come to me in your own time sort of look. It was funny how many words a face could portray.

			Ruth went back to grab her bag and headed down the short hall to her bedroom on the right. She dropped the bag at the end of her bed and sat for a moment as she traced her fingers over the quilt Greta had made her for her twenty-first birthday. Truly, Ruth wasn’t quite sure what was going on with her lately. A sense of nostalgia had overcome her from the minute she stepped onto the train this morning, and it was one she couldn’t shake.

			There was a part of Ruth that worried coming home meant she had failed. She had tried her hand at living in the city to give her photography a shot in a wider setting, and she couldn’t even say she came home because that hadn’t worked out. It had. She had made some great contacts in the visual art world. She had been booked at a number of queer events, and more than a few weddings, after some of her pieces were featured in an exhibition at a large pride event. She had done what she wanted to do and gotten her name out there.

			But she was lonely, and in the quiet of her own thoughts, her anxiety had become unmanageable. The grounding and breathing techniques she had learned through years of therapy only went so far when so much of her time was spent within her own head. The city was small, as were most cities in Ireland, but it was huge in comparison to Wicker Hill. Ruth was just another person among a sea of people going about their days.

			She ended her nights alone in her tiny apartment above a pub. It was loud and bright and so vastly different to everything that made her feel safe. But she had to get out of her comfort zone, right? That’s what your twenties were for, and she was past the halfway mark of those. But she missed her cottage, she missed her aunt, she missed her dog. She missed home, so she had packed her bags and returned to the comfort of the familiar.

			Ruth glanced out the window and saw the river flowing slowly at the end of the small hill. Her eyes travelled to the apples blooming on the tree to the right and the flowers blossoming around its base. No changes yet, it was all still the same as her last visit a few weeks ago. So why did everything suddenly feel so different?

			* * *

			Olivia’s phone chimed where it lay face down on the table and she stopped herself from grabbing it immediately. She was reluctant to give in to the almost addictive sensation that overcame her when a message announced itself so soon after she had sent one to Ruth. What had begun as a casual conversation a few weeks ago quickly turned into something Olivia would never have expected.

			“You gonna check that or just stare at it until you absorb the message by osmosis?”

			Olivia glared at her best friend Dani, who sat grinning at her from across the table. They were at Blaze, which was the local, and only, queer bar in the city. It had become their usual Saturday afternoon routine when Olivia wasn’t on shift to grab lunch and talk about their weeks. Sometimes their friends joined them, but with more and more of them coupling up or dealing with babies, it was rare they all managed to be together at the same time.

			“You’re funny,” Olivia deadpanned.

			“So, are you doing the whole long-distance thing now that your girl has moved back to the back of beyond?” Dani asked.

			“It’s not the back of beyond. It has a train station, so it can’t be that remote. And long distance is only for actual couples. This is casual. We’re just talking.”

			When Olivia came across Ruth’s profile on the dating app, the candid shots of the brunette had drawn her in immediately. The crinkle in Ruth’s nose as the camera captured her mid-laugh made Olivia’s heart squeeze in a way she wasn’t accustomed to. The second photo of Ruth with arms wrapped around one of the most beautiful dogs Olivia had ever seen was the kicker, and she sent a message on the spot. It had been a couple of days before a reply landed in her inbox, and Olivia had barely remembered she was awaiting one.

			“Ah yes. Just talking. All day, every day, from what I can tell. That sounds super casual to me,” Dani mocked, and Olivia furrowed her brow dramatically.

			Olivia had dipped her toes back into the dating pool a few months after moving to the city. That was almost a year ago now, and she had had some fun over that time. However, none of her interactions had left her thinking about someone the way she found herself thinking about Ruth. Their messages had begun in the usual get-to-know-you way, but something was different with Ruth than with the others. The small talk gave way to some real conversations much sooner than Olivia expected, but it was a refreshing change.

			“I’m just kidding, Ollie. But you clearly like this girl. I’m a little surprised you two didn’t meet up before she left to make sure all this energy was worth it, you know?” Dani added.

			“I know. But I told you, things came up. Right now, we are keeping it to texting, and you know what? It’s kind of good. We’ve talked so much the past few weeks about things that would take months to get to with casual dates here and there. But it keeps a sort of distance, too, so I’m not losing myself in it.”

			When they had tried to arrange a casual first date, Olivia had to cancel last minute due to her shift running over. She had explained about being a nurse and her unpredictable schedules to Ruth already. Ruth had seemed fine with it, but her last serious girlfriend had claimed to understand, too. Until the time came where it affected Eva, and how much of herself Olivia could offer her, which never seemed like enough. That time came much sooner than Olivia would have liked with Ruth. Olivia hadn’t even had the chance to prove she was worth the effort yet, but Ruth had surprised her with genuine understanding. She hadn’t pulled back or made Olivia feel even the tiniest bit guilty for it.

			“I get not wanting to lose yourself, trust me. But make sure you’re not holding back too much, either. I don’t want you to try so hard not to repeat your relationship with Eva that you lose out on something good. I know how that feels all too well,” Dani said.

			“It worked out pretty good for you in the end, though, eh?” Olivia wagged her eyebrows as she pointed at the engagement ring on Dani’s finger.

			“Don’t change the subject,” Dani said, but the smile on her face was adorable. Olivia was happy for her friend that she had finally found her happily-ever-after. It made Olivia want that for herself, even if the thought still terrified her.

			“I know. Honestly, I do. Like when Ruth cancelled last week’s date, my mind immediately jumped to it being some sort of payback for me cancelling because of work. I hate that I even considered it, but you know that wouldn’t have been an anomaly with Eva. And that’s something I never want to repeat. It was like I had been waiting for that other shoe to drop with Ruth, so when she cancelled, I was so close to just not responding at all.”

			Dani nodded toward the phone before replying, “Judging by the way your face lit up when that thing just pinged, I’m assuming you thought better of ghosting her like an asshole?”

			“Well, I figured that Ruth deserved the same show of faith she’d given me when I cancelled. And I’m glad I did. If anything, I’ve felt even closer to Ruth since that. There were no games or trying to decipher what she meant, she just explained and I understood and that was that.”

			Ruth had opened up to Olivia about the reason she was unable to make their date. She explained that her anxiety disorder could be as unpredictable for her as Olivia’s schedules were for Olivia. They didn’t meet up that evening for dinner as planned, but they messaged at length about Ruth’s anxiety and her desire to move back home. Although Olivia’s heart sank at the thought of Ruth moving farther away, she also enjoyed their back-and-forth conversation. Part of her worried that moving things face-to-face would change their dynamic, and right now, the dynamic worked.

			“Open communication can do wonders for a relationship. It’s a pity it’s not more popular. Whatever the reason was, I’m glad you gave her a chance to explain. Eva aside, I trust your judgement. You should, too.”

			Olivia nodded. She was glad Dani didn’t ask her why Ruth had cancelled. It was Ruth’s story to tell, not hers, and she was just happy Ruth had trusted her with the information. When Olivia asked Ruth if there were ways she could help make any future meeting easier, the dots had appeared and disappeared for minutes before a reply came through from Ruth.

			Nobody has ever asked me that before.

			Olivia had been unhappy to hear that she was the first to offer Ruth what she viewed as bare minimum respect in the world of dating. She had carefully worded her response, not wanting to make assumptions about any past partners Ruth had, but unable to say nothing.

			I’m sorry to be the first, but happy to set a new standard. We could make a list?

			That last part had been sure to bring a smile to Ruth’s face. Olivia had discovered her love of all things in list form from their earlier conversations. Sure enough, a minute later her phone had chimed again.

			Now you’re just flirting.

			Ruth’s reply had made Olivia smile at the time, and she smiled again just thinking about it.

			“What’s that smile? Wait, has she sent you naked pics that you’re daydreaming about right now?”

			“Seriously, Dani? Firstly, if she had, I wouldn’t tell you. Secondly, I’m smiling about lists. Not everyone has their mind in the gutter.”

			“Lists?” Dani spoke the word in a way that clearly indicated her disbelief.

			“She likes lists,” Olivia replied without further explanation.

			“Well, I’m glad you didn’t let things with Eva derail this. Obviously, I want you to be careful with meeting strangers from the internet, but I love seeing you happy. And you’ve been happier the past few weeks than I’ve seen you since you got here. Even lists make you look all gooey eyed.”

			Olivia chuckled, but Dani was right. Ruth’s messages had quickly become the best parts of her day. Ruth had started to send her random photos of things she was doing, which made Olivia feel involved in her day-to-day activities. Olivia had never anticipated mundane images so much in her life. They’d discuss regular life things along with deeper more meaningful thoughts, and of course flirted in between each and every topic.

			“Somebody’s eager.” Dani laughed as Olivia’s phone chimed again. She quickly picked it up this time. Olivia wasn’t one to play hard to get, and she knew it was futile to pretend like she wasn’t eager to reply. Dani knew her too well to fall for that. Olivia frowned at the message that appeared above the one she had been anticipating from Ruth. A tight feeling squeezed her stomach as she scanned the preview.

			Ring asap. It’s dad.

			Her sister’s message was as vague as always, but those last two words had Olivia wishing she’d left the phone face down for a little longer. She ignored the message for a moment to open Ruth’s far more appealing text. Olivia took in the picturesque cottage in the photo before she looked out the rain-streaked window of the bar. It was still bright enough to see the litter-filled street outside. The cottage was certainly a far cry from the Ireland Olivia currently lived in. Nobody would want a postcard of this place.

			“What’s wrong?” Dani asked with a concerned tone.

			“Grace texted. She asked me to call,” Olivia replied.

			“I know that face doesn’t come from the prospect of talking to Gracie. What else?” Dani asked.

			“She said it’s about Henry.”

			Dani grimaced and her face looked about how Olivia felt. Dani was one of the few people in Olivia’s life who knew much of her family dynamics. They had grown up together, so Dani knew Olivia as well as anybody did. Olivia was grateful that she didn’t have to offer up any further explanation.

			“I should call,” Olivia said with reluctance.

			“I’ll grab us a couple more drinks.”

			Dani hopped up and gave Olivia some privacy as she pressed call on Grace’s number and braced herself for whatever was about to come.

			“Livvie, finally.”

			Olivia bristled at the childhood nickname that she rarely heard anymore. It was just Grace and her mom that used it now, since she went by Ollie or Olivia everywhere else in her life. The name reminded Olivia of days she would rather forget, and she had lost count of the number of times she had gently corrected Grace on its use before giving up.

			“You texted me about three minutes ago. Dramatic much?”

			There was a soft sniffle on the other end of the line and Olivia’s heart sank.

			“Gracie, what’s wrong? What happened?”

			Her sister definitely had a flair for the dramatic, but quiet sobbing wasn’t part of her gig. Olivia had never been one to take her sister’s pain, physical or emotional, lightly.

			“He’s really sick, Liv. I don’t know what to do.”

			Olivia’s grip tightened around the phone pressed against her ear, and her muscles tensed. Henry had been diagnosed with end stage liver failure a few years ago, and it had been a double-edged sword for Olivia. End stage seemed so final, but liver failure wasn’t quite that straightforward. The self-inflicted nature of the disease for Henry left a myriad of emotions that Olivia was still sorting through, some she was sure she’d never fully come to terms with.

			“What’s his nurse saying? Are you there? Put me onto her.”

			Henry lived near a rural village a couple of hours’ drive from the city. Despite the fact that he’d lived there since Olivia was a teenager, Olivia had never made the trip there. In fact, it had been a number of years now since she had seen him at all. Grace was a more frequent visitor and would update Olivia on anything relevant. Grace knew it was a sore subject for Olivia.

			They had experienced their childhoods and being parented differently, not just by Henry, but by their mom, too. Although Olivia still had a relationship with her mom, it was strained and filled with a lot more baggage than Grace’s. Their mom had always been careful to shield Grace from her vitriol when it came to Henry, but Olivia got no such protection. Olivia had always been her mother’s confidant, even when she was far too young to understand her mother’s feelings. Despite their different experiences with their parents, Grace was always careful not to pull Olivia in unless she needed to.

			“He fired her. The nurse. He’s saying he won’t leave any stranger here to watch him die. He’s not making sense some of the time, and I’m trying to take care of him, but Livvie…I’m scared.”

			Olivia’s heart cracked on those last words as Grace’s voice hitched. Olivia’s mind was being pulled in far too many directions to think straight. Dani returned with their drinks and gave her a look filled with concern as Olivia gripped the edge of the table.

			“When did he fire her?”

			The pause on the other line was all Olivia needed to have her up out of the seat and wondering where her suitcase was in her apartment.

			“A couple of weeks. I was trying to take care of it. I know you don’t want to be—”

			“Send me the address or Eircode for my maps. I need to call work and get some things together, but I’ll be there tomorrow, Gracie.”

			Olivia heard the softly whispered thank you as she ended the call. Two weeks. Her little sister had been dealing with this alone for two whole weeks, because she wanted to protect Olivia from the pain that would undoubtedly come.

			“Be where?” Dani asked with a frown.

			“Grace has been trying to care for Henry alone and she’s struggling. I need to go.”

			Olivia grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair and pulled up the taxi app on her phone.

			“Hold up. Sit back down and talk to me. You’re not going anywhere tonight, so just take a breath.”

			Olivia stood rigid for a moment as Dani stared her down. Eventually, she slid back into the seat and sighed.

			“I know you’re going to try to talk me out of it, but you didn’t hear Grace on the phone. She needs me, Dani.”

			Olivia knew that when she got under her covers tonight, not knowing exactly when she’d be back to sleep in her own bed, she would be overwhelmed with emotion. But right now, all she could think of was Grace struggling and alone.

			“I hear you. And I also know nothing in the world will keep you from being by your sister’s side when she needs you. Taking care of other people is your forte. But I’m not letting you rush out of here without at least making a plan with me, so I know you’re taking care of you, too. That’s the part you’re not so great at.” Dani reached across the table and squeezed Olivia’s hand.

			“I’m not sure any plan is going to help with taking care of a parent who never took care of me. But what am I supposed to do? He fired his nurses. He said he won’t have strangers there. I’m a nurse, and his daughter, so it’s the logical conclusion that I should be the one to do it instead. Except Grace is forgetting one thing. I’m a stranger, too.”

			“Which is why I want to know you won’t just dive headfirst into caretaker mode and forget about your own needs. You’ve been doing it for years with your mom. She calls and needs something, and you drop and go. No matter what you’re dealing with yourself. That’s hard enough with one parent, but with two?”

			Olivia’s hand shook beneath Dani’s, and she focused on steadying it.

			“This is for Grace, not him. Henry isn’t part of the reasons behind this decision. I know that’s something I’ll have to work through at some point, but right now Gracie needs me.”

			That was something Olivia knew how to deal with. She’d been doing it her whole life.

			




Chapter Ten

			Ruth knocked on the door and waited nervously for Ollie to answer. She had been to Mr B.’s house a few times over the past year, ever since Mr B.’s health declined enough that he stopped working. Ruth always came with a box of chocolates as a nod to the chocolates he used to leave for her all those years ago. She gripped the box tight in her hand and wondered if she should knock again.

			Before Ruth could make up her mind, the door opened to reveal a dishevelled looking Ollie.

			“Sorry, I was trying to make dinner, and then Henry fell, and the place is a mess and I—”

			“Mr B. fell? Is he okay?”

			Ruth let herself in, closing the door behind her and following Ollie into the kitchen. Ruth glanced around as Ollie scraped what looked like the remnants of a charred curry into the bin. Ollie was right, the place was a mess. It would be endearing to see Ollie so ruffled, if it wasn’t for her concern about the fall.

			“Yeah, he’s fine. He got up to go to the bathroom and naturally decided to leave his walker behind and not ask for help.”

			Frustration was evident in Ollie’s tone. Ruth placed a hand on the back of Ollie’s neck and Ollie sighed, leaning into the touch.

			“He’s okay. I just got a fright when I heard the thump. I was on track with everything, and I would’ve had plenty of time to clean up the mess, but I ran in to check and forgot all about the dinner. He was already getting back up when I got there. I got him settled again and checked him over, and apart from embarrassment, he was fine. By the time I got back down here our chicken curry, however, was not.”

			Ollie placed the pot on the countertop next to the rest of the items used for meal prep. She turned, and Ruth saw her eyes brimming with unshed tears mixed with a hint of exhaustion.

			“I’m sorry,” Ollie whispered.

			Ruth pulled Ollie close, enveloping her in a tight hug. “If you’ve got cheese and bread, I make a mean toastie.”

			Ollie’s body shook in Ruth’s arms as she laughed but didn’t let go. “We can’t have that for every date.”

			Ruth pulled back slightly and donned her best serious face. “Don’t ruin a good thing.”

			Ollie’s eyes dropped to Ruth’s lips, and she leaned in to kiss her softly. “You’re good at making me feel a little less of a mess.” Ollie spoke the words against Ruth’s lips and kissed her more.

			“Oh, you’re definitely a mess. But you’re my mess.” Ruth said the words lightly, hoping to keep Ollie’s smile in place. She wasn’t prepared for the soft look that Ollie gave her at the words.

			“Yours,” Ollie whispered.

			The inflection in the word added a whole layer to the meaning, and Ruth almost looked away from the intensity of the moment. She had no idea how they’d wound up here so soon, but the undeniable depth of their feelings hung between them.

			“You could’ve at least tidied up for the girl.”

			Mr B.’s teasing tone cut between them, and Ruth smiled at him as he walked into the room. He was thankfully using the walker this time.

			“I would have if you had used your walker, Henry. What are you doing out of bed?”

			Henry. Of course, Ruth knew Mr B.’s name, but hearing it come from Ollie was a surprise. Despite their strained relationship she’d still expected that Ollie would call him Dad.

			“I heard the door and I wanted to come say hi. Which is easier to do now since you made me move rooms. Maybe you should let me get back to my own room and then you’d hear me coming down the stairlift, so you’d have time to stop making googly eyes at each other.”

			A hint of a smile graced Ollie’s lips before she extinguished it with a shake of her head. “No, then I’d likely be dealing with you falling down the stairs instead of just on the carpeted floor. The bedroom down here is just as good as yours, I even had your bed moved.”

			Ruth watched the back and forth between father and daughter, the resemblance that she had missed before now uncanny. Not that she would say so to Ollie anytime soon.

			“Ruth, my dear. It’s good to see you.”

			Mr B. made his way toward her slowly, and Ruth’s heart panged with sadness. The once strong, lively man now looked weak and frail. Much more so than the last time she’d seen him, which had been only a few months prior.

			“Hey, Mr B. It’s good to see you, too.”

			Ruth gave him a quick hug and handed him the box of chocolates she had placed on the table.

			“My favourite.”

			Mr B. grinned as he opened the box, and as always, he handed her the chocolate wrapped in golden foil. Ruth smiled at the familiar ritual as she placed the chocolate into her pocket for later. Ollie stood off to the side and watched the scene with a guarded expression. As Ruth stood there in front of Mr B. again, it was so hard for her to connect the man before her with the man that had hurt Ollie so badly.

			“Anyway, I just wanted to say a quick hello. I need to head back to bed now, before I give this one another heart attack.”

			He whispered the last sentence and winked. It was loud enough to make Ollie roll her eyes as Ruth grinned. They both watched him turn to walk back. He was noticeably even slower than his walk in. Ollie had a look of concern on her face, one that held far more emotion than Ollie would likely admit. When Mr B. got out of earshot, Ruth walked toward Ollie and lowered her voice, not wanting to offend him.

			“You go make sure he’s okay and I’ll tidy up here. Take your time.”

			Ollie nodded, but the look of concern on her face was unwavering.

			“He’s due his meds anyway, so it might be a few minutes. I can tidy when I get back, though. The living room is pretty clear if you want to go sit.”

			Ruth kissed Ollie’s cheek and pushed her toward the hallway Mr B. had gone down.

			“Go. I’m fine.”

			Ollie quickly followed her father as Ruth set about clearing up the mess before her. She made quick work of it, placing most of the ware in the dishwasher and stacking what remained neatly by the sink.

			“Wow. How’d you work this magic so quickly?”

			Ruth jumped as Ollie came up behind her, wrapping her arms around Ruth’s waist.

			“Believe it or not, I like cleaning. And organising. Anything to keep me busy and out of my head. It calms me.”

			Ruth turned in Ollie’s arms and wrapped hers around Ollie’s shoulders.

			“I suck at anything to do with cleaning, so I am very grateful for the weird way you calm yourself.”

			Ruth grinned and kissed Ollie softly as she pulled her closer. She loved the feeling of Ollie’s body pressed tight against hers.

			“One of the ways. I’m definitely discovering more.”

			* * *

			Olivia’s phone buzzed on the bedside locker as she rolled over in her bed and out of Ruth’s arms. She grabbed the phone before the vibration woke Ruth and glanced at the screen, closing her eyes briefly. She walked to her ensuite bathroom and shut the door behind her before clicking answer on the call.

			“Hi, Mom.”

			“Oh, so you’re alive, then?”

			The words could be taken teasingly, however the tone certainly couldn’t. Olivia sat on the edge of the bathtub and braced herself for what she knew was coming.

			“I texted you last week.”

			“Oh, thanks for taking the effort to send me one sentence, Livvie. Clearly your father gets your attention these days.”

			The way her mother spat out the word father had Olivia’s gut clenching.

			“He’s dying, Mom. We’re not having a happy family reunion. You know how it’s been for Grace. I’m here for her.”

			At the mention of her sister’s name, her mother sighed and changed her tone.

			“Yes, it’s hard for Gracie. I’m glad she’s got you taking care of her.”

			When have I ever not, Olivia thought. Most of her conversations with her mother took place inside her head these days.

			“I was talking to Grace yesterday and she mentioned she has a few days off college next week. I had asked her to call to see me, but she’s intent on spending it with Henry. So, while she’s there, you can come instead.”

			The words that were spoken so casually had Olivia gripping the edge of the tub so tightly that her knuckles whitened from the pressure. The funny thing was, there was no malice behind it. Her mom didn’t see the problem with mentioning that Olivia was her second pick to spend time with, or with her assumption that Olivia would have nothing better to do with her time at such short notice.

			“There’s still a lot to be done here. Henry isn’t doing well, and I don’t want to be gone for long while things are…”

			Olivia trailed off, not knowing exactly how to say it. While he’s so close to dying? While I’m dangling on the edge of maybe finding some semblance of closure before that happens? Neither sentence would go down well with her mom, so she stopped speaking altogether.

			“Your sister will be there. I’m sure he doesn’t need you both hovering over him, he managed quite well without you for long enough. And from the way your sister describes it, he’s practically a celebrity in that little village he fled to. I need to see you, Livvie, it’s important.”

			Olivia frowned at the change in her mom’s tone. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

			Silence greeted her on the other end, until finally her mother spoke again. “Nothing as important as dying, don’t worry. I need to go now, but I’ll see you next week and we can catch up properly.”

			The line cut off before Olivia had a chance to get any further information, or even say goodbye. She sat for another moment, head spinning with all the potential things her mom could be summoning her for. The options were wide and varied. One time, her mom had deemed it urgent to get Olivia to fix her new Wi-Fi router. Apparently, she had been unable to read the instructions herself. Another time, she had a suspicious mole on her back that she only trusted her daughter the nurse to look at, as if she didn’t have a whole clinic up the road who were far more capable at doing so. The time before that it was to deal with a scam her mom had fallen for that involved giving her bank details via email. Big or small, her mom called, and Olivia answered. Her mom needed something, and Olivia took care of it.

			There could be weeks, months, sometimes even a year between the urgent requests. But inevitably, it would come. Most of the time, it conveniently happened when her mom knew Olivia was needed elsewhere. Time and time again Olivia told herself she wouldn’t drop everything and run when her mother clicked her fingers. Next time she would ask for, no, demand more information first. Next time she would
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