
Strong Stuff

––––––––

A.F. Stone


Table of Contents

Title Page

Strong Stuff

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

[image: image]

SRL Publishing Ltd

London

www.srlpublishing.co.uk

First published worldwide by SRL Publishing in 2021

[image: image]

Text copyright © A.F. Stone, 2021

Cover illustration © Melody Clark, 2021

5 7 9 10 8 6

​The moral right by the author has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

––––––––
[image: ]


ISBN: 978-191633738-1

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers. 

No part of this book shall be used in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence (AI) systems or technologies.

SRL Publishing and Pen Nib logo are registered trademarks owned by SRL Publishing Ltd.

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

––––––––
[image: ]


SRL Publishing is a climate positive publisher offsetting more  carbon emissions than it emits.
For Oliver

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Vvvvvvvv.

Ruby felt the phone vibrate and prayed the teacher hadn’t heard it. She held her breath. 15:18. Mrs. Henderson shot a knowing look in her direction. Ruby watched the crumpled bags around her eyes, the lipstick bleeding through the skin round her mouth. Come on, we’re both tired. She willed her to let it drop. I can’t get detention today. Not today.

Mrs. Henderson looked at the clock. Ruby watched the hands. Twenty seconds. Come on. She gripped the edge of the plastic seat. 

The bell rang out. 

‘Right, get off,’ Mrs Henderson said, sighing. Ruby shut her eyes and exhaled.

Kids scrambled for the door. The Friday ritual of getting away from school as fast as possible began. The familiar end-of-the-week smell steamed off the crowd. Tatty blazers that smelt of damp cupboards, sweat from shirts and sports socks, mildewed rucksacks, body spray, aftershave, pencil sharpenings and sugar-sour breath. 

Go the back way. Takes longer, but it’s quieter. She read the text that nearly got her a detention.

Mum: Did u get my tenna at lunchtime? Come home ASAP, nurse coming 2night not 2moro x

Ruby walked faster. Shit. Tonight was my cleaning night! 

She thought about the pots stacked up in the sink, the bin wedged open with ready-meal trays, the pile of washing sat in the front room armchair. She imagined the nurse raising her eyebrows and making notes.

If I can just get there ten minutes before her, I can make it look alright...but what if she wants to go upstairs? 

She turned the corner and slammed straight into Katrina Wood.

‘Why don’t you look where you’re going, twat?’ Katrina spat down at her, pushing her against the wall. Ruby’s rucksack fell to the floor. She tried to walk away but Katrina caged her in, one hand planted on the wall at each side of Ruby. 

‘I said, why don’t you look where you’re going, shortarse spaz?’ Katrina sneered, narrowing her eyes.

Ruby ducked under Katrina’s arm and started to run, but her stomach jolted and she stopped, turning back. 

Shit, she’s got my bag! 

Katrina and her friends were already rifling through the contents. Ruby made a grab for the rucksack, but it was too late.

Katrina’s eyes widened. Her mouth dropped open. Kids walking past stopped to stare. They knew something good was about to happen. 

Everyone who passed by clocked the pantomime horror and delight on Katrina’s face. They knew it must be worth hanging back for. All Ruby could do was stare. Her stomach knotted. She felt her face flush and her hands shake. There’s nothing you can do. 

‘Katrina don’t, please –’ stammered Ruby.

She tried to control the pressure willing her to burst into tears, rising behind her eyes, nose, up her throat. It was useless. The tears welled up. She tried to hold them back, blink them away.

‘Oh. My. God. Now I know why she smells so bad...’ Katrina announced to the grinning crowd. She reached inside the bag and pulled out the packet.

‘She pisses herself all the time and has to use TENA LADY!!!’

Katrina brandished the blue and green plastic packet, shining under the corridor strip lights. Ruby watched the reaction of the faces in the crowd, gasping and shrieking with laughter. 

Katrina began quoting from the packet. 

‘Tena Lady Extra Plus...’ 

Tears streaked Ruby’s cheeks as she grabbed her rucksack back. Katrina let it go. She had what she needed. All Ruby wanted to do was to run home, but she knew her mum needed the pads. She couldn’t leave anything to chance with the nurse coming to do her assessment.

‘Superior absorption for peace of mind!’ Katrina continued to read from the packet, holding it aloft so everyone could see. Ruby looked at them. They laughed in her face. She could hear snatches of what they were saying: No way! Oh my god, that’s so gross!  

She told herself, this isn’t happening. It’s not real. It was, though, and she knew she had to do something about it.

‘They’re not mine okay, just give them back!’ Ruby managed to squeak. The crowd roared. Katrina looked down at her, smirking.

‘Why? If they’re not yours, then you don’t need them back, do you?’ Katrina’s eyes were fierce. 

Ruby felt the back of her head hit the wall as Katrina’s hand gripped Ruby’s shoulder and pinned her against it. 

‘Do you?’ Katrina shouted. 

‘Careful Trina!’ said one of the boys, ‘you might catch the pissing disease!’

They were face to face now, so close Ruby could see flakes of mascara on Katrina’s cheekbone. 

‘Say it,’ Katrina hissed, ‘say: I need my Tena Lady because I can’t stop pissing myself like an old dog!’

It seemed to happen in slow motion. The fear in her stomach shot to her limbs, making her move. She felt her fist lunge into Katrina’s stomach, harder than she had ever hit anything in her life. Katrina fell, like a puppet with its strings all cut at once. She dropped the pads. They spun across the lino floor. Ruby snatched them up and ran. 

She glanced back to see Katrina staggering to her feet, holding her stomach, gasping. The crowd stared after her, stunned. Ruby turned and carried on running.
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Ruby ran all the way back. Fast. Faster than she ran in her dreams. Faster even than in her nightmares. She didn’t look back. 

The grey concrete treadmill pounded away under her feet until finally it stopped. She was home, the end terrace with the overgrown yard round the side. The one with the Japanese knotweed that annoyed the neighbours. Ruby caught sight of herself in the neighbour’s car window. 

Jesus. Best go in the back way. Mum will be in the front room. Make a brew and straighten yourself up.

‘Hi mum!’ she shouted through.

‘Hi love,’ her mum shouted, then coughed. 

I wish that cough would go away. It’s been there ages.

‘Did you get my text?’ her mum called through.

‘Yep. Got them,’ she said, leaning her forehead 

against the wall, adding, ‘wasn’t easy.’

‘Oh I know. That pharmacy is bloody useless. You’re a star.’

Ruby smiled to herself. 

Her phone buzzed. Three missed calls from Annabelle. She swore under her breath. You forgot about her. She opened Snapchat.

‘WTF just happened?’ appeared over a selfie of Annabelle. She had masses of crimped brown hair, black thick-rimmed glasses and perfectly sprinkled freckles on each cheek. The photo was of her, stood at the school gates, with an exaggerated shoulder shrug and upturned hand. It disappeared.

Ruby closed her eyes and took a deep breath and called her back.

‘Ruby?’

‘I’m so sorry, I had to –’

‘I heard what happened, are you okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ she lied, ‘you’re not still there, are you?’

‘No, don’t be daft. I saw you run up the road. I shouted but you were like some kind of possessed cheetah. I’m at home. Do you want me to come over?’

‘No, the nurse is doing her home visit, but thank you. I’d better go. Got shitloads of cleaning to do.’

She made two cups of tea and carried them in to the living room. Her mum was struggling to change the channel, coughing. 

Ruby liked to remember how her mum used to get dressed up for nights out. A little black dress, smoky eyes and her sleek bob. So beautiful.

Lisa was wearing what she always wore, now. Joggers and an old jumper. She couldn’t blow-dry her hair or put make-up on any more. Her eyes always had dark shadows under them. She was so much thinner than before she got ill, yet her body seemed to weigh her down. Skinny and slumped. 

Ruby wanted to ask her about the illness. 

What does it feel like? Are you scared? Are you angry? What will happen when -  

But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t.

Every time she started to ask, the change in her mum’s face was unbearable. She looked as though the question had hurt her, physically, weakened her. As though it was a pain that was always there, dull and throbbing in the back of her head, the bottom of her stomach. Ruby’s questions, even just when she sensed they were coming, gripped and twisted that pain. She couldn’t do that to her. 

‘Ruby,’ her mum coughed, patting her chest, then continued, ‘what the hell has happened to you? You look awful!’ 

Lisa was staring at her sweat patches and half-loose ponytail.

‘Oh, erm, it was P.E. last thing...forgot my kit. Had to play in this,’ Ruby said, looking down at her shirt. Lisa rolled her eyes. 

‘Clean yourself up before the nurse comes.’

Ruby gave the downstairs of the house the best five-minute makeover she could manage and went upstairs to have a shower and find something presentable to wear. 

Lingering in the doorway of her bedroom, she sighed and smiled. It was still the pink paradise it had been since she was seven years old. Most of the time she was frustrated that they couldn’t afford to redecorate it, but sometimes, times like this, she loved it. 

She lay on her back on the pink quilt and took in the security blanket surroundings, staring at the aertex ceiling. Ruby remembered choosing the pink daisy paper, candy floss colour curtains and fluffy rug with her mum. Her dad did the decorating. She remembered him up the ladder, singing Sledgehammer by Peter Gabriel, and trying to blow the smoke from his cigarette out of the window. That was her last memory of him before he left.

In the bathroom, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror as she stepped into the shower and winced. She thought of Annabelle’s D-cup boobs and looked at her own in dismay. Since Harv Macintyre called her an ironing board, she had wished every night to wake up in the morning with something more. It hadn’t happened.

No boobs. Mousey hair. Plain face. She hated the way she looked. She tried not to think about it. 

In the shower, she tried to imagine how she could face school on Monday. Katrina is going to murder you. Actually murder you. Don’t think about it now. You have to get through this visit. You can add it to the list. The massive list.

Last time the nurse came, she told her to write down a list of the things that she was worried about. Then write down why they worried her. Work out the things she couldn’t control, the things she could. Focus on the things she could control. The things she could do something about. The list was the same, still, except now she could add being killed by Katrina.

I’m worried I’ve lost all my friends, the list began, except Annabelle. They’ve all stopped asking me to do things because I can never do them. Sometimes I don’t have the money, like for cinema or Meadowhall. Sometimes I can’t leave mum, like for sleepovers. I can’t control that. Annabelle is the only one who still puts up with it. Still hangs around with me at school. Still asks me over, when I can make it. But I worry it’s just because she feels sorry for me. I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me. I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for mum, either. 

I worry about what will happen to mum. She doesn’t talk to me about it, but I’ve Googled it. I know what will happen. She’s going to get worse, then she’s going to die. Mum doesn’t want anyone feeling sorry for her either, so she doesn’t have any help, yet. She says she’ll need it, soon, but for now we’re okay. I don’t want help. I help her in and out of bed. I help her with the stair-lift. The wheelchair. The shower. I don’t want a stranger doing those things for her. But mum says soon, they’ll have to. I can’t control that. I worry about what will happen, after. 

Underneath, a new paragraph started ‘I can control...’ but there was nothing she could think of. She told herself she would add to it, but the space was still blank.

She stepped out of the shower and looked at the mirror. It had clouded up with steam. On impulse, she walked over and drew with her fingertip in the steam: You can control how you react. You are strong.

Stepping back, she shook her head. You can’t. You’re not. Ruby stuffed a towel into her mouth and screamed, letting tears fall and melt into the fabric while she sobbed.
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A Place in the Sun was on the TV. The nurse sat and politely drank the tea, even though she didn’t take sugar and Ruby had put it in by mistake. She finished the last of her notes. 

‘I still don’t like that cough. We’ll try the different antibiotics. If that doesn’t get on top of it, we might be looking at an admission,’ the nurse said, clicking the top of her pen closed.

‘Stay in hospital? No, don’t be daft, Sarah. I’ve got the nebuliser here. I’m fine. Really, it doesn’t bother me.’ Lisa stifled her hacking.

‘Only for a few days, Lisa. Just to get it gone, for good. Then you’ll be back home. Anyway, like I say, we’ll try these first.’

As she packed her kit away, she asked Ruby how things were. 

‘They’re fine,’ Lisa answered, ‘we’re great aren’t we?’ she said, smiling at Ruby.

‘You’re doing great, Lisa, but I just wanted to make sure things aren’t getting on top of Ruby.’

Crap. This place isn’t tidy enough. 

She looked around the room, finding all the things that were out of place and berating herself for not noticing it. Magazine on the floor. Curtains not tied back, coffee rings on the table.

‘I know you don’t want to go to the young carers’ group, Ruby, but I don’t understand why. Please have a think about it. People have fought so hard to get the funding for it and we’re being cut to the bone, we’re so lucky to have it –’

‘Sarah, it’s not her fault that –’ Lisa interrupted, but broke off, coughing.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ Sarah said, shaking her head, ‘I didn’t mean to come over like that. It’s just been a long day. A long week. What I mean is,’ she said, clasping her hands together, ‘you’re not alone, you know? You don’t have to be. And it’s not just the group. Between me and the social, there are a lot of things we can do to help you know, Ruby. We can send people to help you around the house. Or with shopping, bathing, anything,’ she said. 

Ruby felt herself blushing. Even mum isn’t clean enough. And she must have looked in the fridge. She pictured its lonely contents – margarine and milk. She didn’t want to go to the group because she was scared of hearing about how things were for other people like her, in case they were worse. She didn’t want to know what was around the corner. Besides, you’re not one of them. You’re fine.

‘Honestly, we don’t need any help. Thanks, but we don’t want it,’ Ruby said.

‘I know it will happen, Sarah,’ Lisa said, ‘but we’re not there, just yet. Not yet.’

The three of them fell silent. On the TV, a couple paced around a villa and wandered out onto a sunny veranda, looking out over a hillside. 

‘Alright for some, isn’t it!’ Lisa said. 

Sarah nodded, getting up to leave. 

‘It is. My sister lives out there. Always been jealous,’ Sarah said, packing away her things. ‘Mind you, they can’t get baked beans. Funny, the things you miss. Anyway. I’ll see you next week, okay?’

She gave a little wave then turned to Ruby, offering her one of the bags.

‘Could you help me carry this out?’

Ruby followed her with the bag.

‘I mean it,’ the nurse said, quietly, at the front door, ‘your mum is very ill and she might get much worse, very quickly. You’ll need help soon. Honestly. There’s no shame in it, Ruby, you’re not superhuman. You can’t do everything. You’re still at school. You have exams. You do too much. That’s what we’re here for.’ 

The nurse looked at Ruby, searching her face. Ruby was about to speak, but knew she’d start crying if she did, so she nodded instead. Sarah rubbed Ruby’s shoulder and spoke quietly, almost in a whisper: 

‘Think about it, won’t you?’ 
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The bed was soaked with sweat. Ruby wiped the tears from her face with the duvet and turned on the lamp. The sweat cooled quickly, making her shiver. She huddled back into the dampness. 

‘It’s just a dream,’ she said out loud, under the cover, ‘a dream.’ 

She had the same nightmare nearly every night:​

They’re on a ward at the Northern General. Ruby sits by her mum’s bed. The doctors stand around them, discussing her miracle recovery. Lisa is better. She looks young again, happy, animated. The weakness is gone, she’s sitting up, telling a story, pointing, throwing her head back in laughter, hugging her knees, excited.

Ruby beams. Somehow her mum is better, and she’s coming home, and everything is back to normal. ‘Go and get the kettle on, Ruby-Roo, I’ll be back as soon as they’ve finished.’ ​

Immediately Ruby is back at Marlborough Road, fumbling to find the lock on their front door in the dark. 

I’ll make a brew. We can have a chippy tea to celebrate! Mum can go back to work at Gio’s now, we can have a chippy tea every Friday, just like before! 

Just as she gets the key inside the lock she has a flashback. The doctors in the hospital weren’t doctors. She could see them now, gathered round her mum’s bed. They were just random people, evil people, who want to hurt her mum. 

They start to close in, her mum screams ‘Ruby! Help!’ and suddenly Ruby is running to the hospital, running over rooftops and through canals and on top of cars but the hospital never gets any closer. The cold air stings the back of her throat and her feet are bleeding. She keeps running towards the towering hospital but she never gets closer, every step she takes is replaced by the stretching horizon- ‘RUBY!’

She wakes up, crying, drenched in sweat, every time. This time was like any other.

Ruby looked at the daisies on her walls and tried to think about something that would make her smile. Nothing came. She drew back the curtain and took in the black cold outside. The view was of endless roofs and backyards, all the same. Silhouetted two-up two-downs as far as she could see, narrow steep roads peppered with orange streetlights, sprawling down the hill into blackness. It all looked like it was being drawn down in a landslide, ready to wash away into the night. Ruby breathed a cloud on the window and drew a smiling face with her finger. She wiped it away.

Her head hurt. In the bathroom, she read the message on the mirror. She still didn’t believe it, but she hoped maybe her mum would see it and believe it, of herself. Ruby looked in the cabinet for painkillers. Can’t have Mum’s. Way too strong. 

On the landing, she heard Lisa’s radio on. Her mum never seemed to sleep properly, day or night, but the nights were the worst. She struggled to breathe.

Ruby knocked on her door and opened it. 

‘Mum? Are you okay?’

‘Ruby, you shouldn’t be up at this time love, it’s half three in the morning.’

‘I couldn’t sleep. Well, I had a bad dream. And – I just wanted to say, I would tell you if I needed help, I would. But I don’t. Not yet.’

She saw tears begin to well in Lisa’s eyes.

‘Shit,’ Ruby said, sitting on the bed, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to-’

‘You do, Ruby,’ she managed, between coughing and crying, ‘I should’ve said yes. You shouldn’t have to look after me. First thing tomorrow, I’m ringing her.’

‘I don’t do anything that you wouldn’t do for me –’

‘- that’s the point, Ruby,’ Lisa said, wiping the tears from her cheek, ‘I’m supposed to do things for you. I’m your mum. And I know you’d do anything for me, but I don’t want you to. Not anymore. It’s gone on too long.’

Ruby knew when to argue, and when to let it go. She stayed quiet, biting her nails. 

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap,’ Lisa said, ‘look, I need to talk to you, love.’ She managed to sit up, refusing Ruby’s offer of help. 

‘We might get some help in the short term, but I’m going to be very ill very soon, and you won’t be able to look after me.’ 

Lisa took a deep breath, then coughed. Ruby winced inside at the rasping. It sounds so painful.

‘I don’t want you to have to look after me. You already do too much as it is. It’s no life for a fourteen-year-old.’ 

The tears glimmering in her mum’s eyes were too much for Ruby. She crawled up the bed and curled into her mum’s side, sobbing. 

She felt stupid, like a five-year-old crying after grazing a knee. She hadn’t cried in front of her mum for a long time. They gripped each other, both trying to slow the sobs. They managed to calm the crying, both breathing slowly and carefully, between Lisa’s coughs. They stayed silent for a while, until Lisa finally spoke again.

‘We need to talk about what will happen to you when I’m gone, Ruby.’

Ruby didn’t want to talk about it, but she listened. 

‘You know how I feel about your father. He wasn’t cut out for being a dad. Or a husband, for that matter. But when I’m gone, he’s all you’ll have. And I know that deep down, he is a good man.’ 

You don’t believe that. I don’t believe that. She sat up, wiping her pyjama sleeve over her face.

‘Mum, we don’t even know where he is. He moves all the time. He won’t want me around. Why can’t I carry on living here? You know I can look after myself. You know I can.’ 

‘It’s not that simple, Ruby,’ Lisa said, shaking her head.

‘Couldn’t I live with Auntie Carla? She likes me-’

‘Listen, sweetheart. None of this has anything to do with people liking you. Everyone likes you. We love you. Your Auntie loves you to bits. But she’s going through a really tough time at the moment. Besides, she doesn’t have space. It’s a two-bed flat, there’s six of them.’

‘Alright,’ Ruby ventured, ‘...What about Cal?’ As soon as the words left her mouth, she wished she could stuff them back in. 

‘It’s late, Ruby, so I’m going to ignore that you said that. You know he’s the last person on Earth who can look after you. Cal’s still inside. He won’t get out for another year.’ 

She fixed Ruby’s eyes. ‘And when he does come out, I don’t want you going anywhere near him. He’s your brother and I know you remember him as the kid he used to be, but he’s a man now, with a lot of problems that I don’t want you getting involved with. Understood?’ She squeezed her hand. ‘Promise me.’ 

‘I promise. I’m sorry mum. I get it,’ she said, but she didn’t.

‘Ruby, you can’t live here alone. No-one except your Dad even comes close to being able to look after you. I don’t know, maybe he can’t... but I don’t want you to go into care. Do you see what I’m saying, Ruby?’ 

She looks exhausted. Tell her what she wants to hear. ​

‘I know mum, I’ll do it, I promise, I’ll do anything you want. I promise.’ ​

‘Thank you. I love you so much.’

Ruby shut her eyes and cuddled back into her mum’s side. She wanted to stay like that for hours, just like she did when she was little. Ruby fell asleep in the damp patch of her tears, with a hint of a smile. She dreamed she was six years old again, sitting with her mum in the park, counting daisies.
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​

Ruby woke to the sound of a man, laughing. She jolted, looking around, then realised it was the radio. She looked at the time. 8:15.

‘Mum?’ she asked, wincing at the laboured sound of 

her breathing. Lisa shifted but didn’t open her eyes. Her hair was matted to her forehead and neck with sweat. 

Ruby sat up.

‘Mum, are you okay?’ 

Lisa murmured, flickering her eyes. 

Shit.

‘Mum,’ she repeated, grabbing her shoulder and shaking it. Nothing. She put her hand on her forehead and snapped it back in reflex at the heat.

Breathe she told herself, breathe. She needs you to keep calm.

‘999, what’s your emergency?’ the voice on the other end of the phone said.

‘My mum,’ Ruby faltered, watching Lisa’s chest rise and fall, ‘she’s breathing but I think she’s really ill – she’s not moving or speaking or reacting – she has MND but she’s got a chest infection and the nurse –’ 

‘Okay, give me your address, sweetheart, you’re doing really well...’
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Her breathing sounds a bit better. Just a bit. Her eyes are open. 

Ruby was trying to comfort herself, sitting beside the bed, holding her mum’s hand. She had an oxygen mask and lots of wires hooked up to her. Now and then she tried to talk, but couldn’t.

‘Don’t, mum. It’s fine. We’re at the Northern. They’re taking care of you. It’s your chest, they said. They said you’ll be fine,’ she lied, squeezing her mum’s hand. She hoped her mum hadn’t been awake when the doctor said it was sepsis and they were doing everything they could. They never said she’d be fine.

Every time Lisa closed her eyes, Ruby’s eyes tracked to the heart monitor, just in case. She watched it now, as her mum fell back to sleep. Sleep. Delirium. Coma. Stop it. The monitor kept beeping, at the same rate. She had no idea how long they’d been there for. Her phone was dead. There were no windows within sight. It could be any time, day or night. 

‘Ruby?’ the nurse asked, gently. 

‘Hm?’ she turned, still holding Lisa’s hand.

‘Your friend is here, Annabelle? She can’t come on to the ward but you can go and see her in the area outside if you’d like?’

Ruby shook her head, looking back at Lisa.

‘You’re allowed to have a break, Ruby. I’ll be here, with her.’

She hesitated. 

‘Go on. It’s fine, honestly.’

She placed her mum’s hand down and stood up, her vision swimming slightly. Okay. Five minutes. As soon as she saw Annabelle, she started crying. Annabelle ran over and hugged her. They didn’t say anything at first. Ruby sobbed into her shoulder and Annabelle rubbed her back.

‘Sorry,’ Ruby said, pulling away, calming her breathing, ‘I’m just so worried about her.’

‘Don’t apologise. Look, I brought you some stuff, here.’

Ruby took the carrier bag.

‘Your phone charger. Well, not your phone charger but one that will work for your phone. Snacks. Juice. Sweets. I went a bit overboard with the sugar. Magazines. Puzzle book. I didn’t know how long you’d be here, so...’

Ruby smiled and hugged her again, managing to thank her before the tears came back. 

‘Anyway,’ said Annabelle, ‘I can stay as long as you’d like, or I can go, it’s up to you. I didn’t know if you’d rather have company or not. Dad’s just sat in the car but he’s happy, listening to a podcast about chess, so there’s no rush.’

‘Thanks, Annabelle. I just want to get back to Mum, if that’s okay – I don’t like her being on her own. Thank you so much for this stuff. I’ll message you.’

On her way back down the corridor, Ruby found herself running. As she turned the corner she saw the nurse, writing on a chart, and her mum, with the monitor still beeping. She exhaled. The nurse looked up.

‘Did she bring you provisions?’ she asked, pointing at the bag, smiling.

‘Yeah. Is she...?’ Ruby asked, looking at Lisa, not knowing how to finish the sentence.

‘...the same,’ the nurse offered, ‘she’s got a lot of work to do to fight the infection, but she’s in the best place possible. Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘Yes, please.’

Ruby took up her bedside position again, holding her mum’s hand. She felt so tired. Her eyes were heavy. Sore. There was a sick feeling she couldn’t shake, though, that made her edgy. It was the same feeling she had in her dream, when she realises her mum is in trouble and she has to save her. But this was real, and she was right next to her, and there was nothing she could do to help.

‘Ruby, sweetheart?’ the nurse appeared with her cup of tea and placed it on the bedside table. 

‘Thank you.’

‘Ruby, there’s a visitor, for you both, but if you’re tired –’

‘Who is it?’

‘Your dad, I think. Gareth Morton?’

The sick feeling started to overwhelm her. She felt sweat start to dampen her top.

‘No. I don’t want to see him.’

‘Okay, I’ll –’

‘How does he know we’re here? We’ve not seen him for years, I don’t understand why he’s here...’ 

Ruby suddenly felt thirsty stood up to grab the plastic cup of tea. It was still too hot. Her face flushed. Pins and needles started in her arms and hands. Her breathing was too fast. Don’t let it get away from you.

‘He’s listed as your mum’s next of kin, sweet. We had to contact him. Are you okay? Ruby, sit back down,’ the nurse coaxed her, gently getting her back to her seat, ‘look, breathe with me, okay? In... out. In... out. In through your nose, out through your mouth.’

Ruby copied, resting her arms on the bedrail so she could lean her forehead on them. The nurse rubbed her back.

‘Don’t panic, okay? You don’t have to see him. I can tell him she can’t have visitors, alright?’

Ruby nodded, still focussing on her breathing.
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Chapter 3
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Message from Annabelle:

So I wasn’t sure whether to tell you or not but I met your dad on the way out, he was asking at the ward reception where Lisa Morton was. I must have been staring at him because he asked me if I’d just been to see you. He gave me his number, to give to you. But then when I was getting in the car I saw him being escorted out by security. Don’t know what happened. Did you see him? Xxx

Ruby flicked off her phone screen. Jesus Christ. 

Another message.

p.s. Jade and I are still doing Taron Egerton night tomorrow. I know it’s a long shot but if you’re back home or you need a break, it’d be lovely to have you with us xxx

Ruby replied:

I’m so sorry about my dad. I didn’t see him. Thank you. I think I’ll still be here, or I’ll be looking after her at home, but thank you xxx

‘Why don’t you try to get some sleep?’ the nurse asked. 

‘I don’t want to leave her.’

‘Is there anyone who can come and be with her for a while, while you go home for a rest?’  Home. It’s not home without mum there.

‘No, not really. Her sister might want to come, but she’s got four kids and two of them are young. Her neighbour sometimes watches them if her shifts clash with school. Maybe in the week when they’re not there. If we’re still here by then?’

The nurse nodded, looking at Lisa. Ruby waited for an answer. 

‘Do you think we will be?’ she asked.

‘I can’t say, my love. We just don’t know. If it looks like she’ll be in for a few nights, though, we’ll have to get something sorted for you. You have to sleep, eat, see daylight, sometime.’

Ruby squeezed Lisa’s hand, looking at her eyelashes, willing her eyes to open. They stayed closed.

‘Tell you what,’ the nurse said, ‘I’ll bring one of the big comfy chairs from the Day-Room and get some blankets. Put the curtain across and switch that light above her bed off. You can try to get a bit of rest then, but you’re still here with her. How does that sound?’

Ruby nodded, smiling faintly. She didn’t want to say thank you, because she knew if she spoke, she’d cry again.

***
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In the nest of blankets, Ruby closed her eyes and tried to think of nice things. Gio’s. She missed Gio. She closed her eyes and went back there, two years ago, when she was twelve, nearly thirteen, and her mum still worked in the café. 

‘Buon giorno!’ 

‘Hi Gio,’ Ruby said, smiling at him as she put her school bag on the coffee counter. ‘Where’s mum?’ 

She peered behind him into the kitchen but all she could see was the side of a stainless-steel fridge and the rota, with her mum’s name down every day.

‘Ah-ah,’ he waved his finger, ‘Italiano.’ 

Ruby squinted up to the ceiling. Gio raised his shaggy eyebrows in expectation, creating a concertina of deep grooves up to his wire-wool hairline. 

‘...duv... d-ov-ay...mamma?’ Ruby searched his eyes for some hint of recognition. The whites of his eyes had a yellow tinge, like pages in an old book. The pupils were hard to distinguish from the irises, but she could just about see a ring of espresso splash surrounding the black. 

‘Si,’ he replied, ‘she’s on her break. Hot chocolate, while you wait?’ He began bustling behind the counter with milk and a silver foil bag of chocolate curls.

‘Nah. Can I have an Americano?’ she asked.

He stopped, looking at her sideways, frowning. ‘Very strong. Intense. You sure?’

Ruby nodded. ‘Si. Grazie.’ She tossed her hand extravagantly. It always made him laugh.

He let out a wheezy chuckle and made the drink.

She sat down with her mug and watched the door. The café was quiet. She checked her notifications. Nothing. 

‘Ruby?’ her mum said as she pushed the glass door into the café. ‘I didn’t realise you were meeting me here, I’ve still got two hours, you know?’ Her eyes flicked to the clock, then back at Ruby.

‘I know, I forgot my key. Anyway, I thought I’d do my homework while I’m waiting.’ 

Her mum paused. 

‘Is that an Americano? You’re twelve. You’ll be bouncing off the walls.’ She sighed. ‘Fine. Get your work done while you’re on a high, then.’ 

She smiled and put her apron on as she headed round the counter. Ruby heard her swear under her breath and she fiddled with the strings behind her back.

‘Shit. Ruby, can you?’ She backed up to her table, holding out the strings. Ruby tied the bow. 

‘Thanks love. Gio?’

He looked up from the biscotti basket he was carefully arranging. 

Ruby watched her mum nod towards the kitchen and mouth ‘can I have a word?’ then glanced back at her. She looked down at her phone.

‘Ruby, keep an eye on things here ah? If anyone wants serving, shout me,’ Gio said, following Lisa into the kitchen. Ruby nodded.

What does she want to tell him? She headed behind the counter, watching the only customer scroll down their iPad. She leaned towards the doorway. Ruby could hear her mum’s voice, faintly.

‘I just don’t know how to tell her. She’s so young. It’s just her and me, y’know?’ 

She heard her mum’s voice crack and a stifled sob. 

‘Shhhh. It’s okay,’ soothed Gio, ‘it might not be that bad.’

‘Gio, they can’t tell me how long I have. Could be six years, could be six months. Not being able to tie my apron is one thing. Not being able to, to...’ 

Her voice descended into steady, quiet sobbing. It was muffled. Ruby knew she’d be hugging Gio. She grabbed the worktop to steady herself. Her stomach felt as though it was lurching up her throat. 

‘Excuse me?’ A man standing in front of the till, looking at the menu behind her. She looked at him and loosened her grip on the side.

‘A macchiato to go please,’ the man said, answering his mobile.

Gio emerged from the kitchen, answering the man, ‘sorry sir. We –’ he turned and started. ‘Ruby! How long have you been there?’

Nothing was ever the same again. You were supposed to be thinking of happy things, Ruby. Happy things. She opened her eyes and saw her mum shifting. Ruby sat up, leaning across to see her better.

‘Mum?’ 

Lisa coughed, opening her eyes. She looked at Ruby and smiled. 

‘Are you okay?’ Ruby asked.

Lisa shook her head, slowly, gripping Ruby’s hand.

‘Do you want me to call someone?’

She shook her head again, closing her eyes. Ruby watched the monitor. No change.

‘They said you need to fight the infection. You need to rest, to do it. Try to sleep, okay?’

Lisa squeezed Ruby’s hand again and dipped her head down, slightly, then back up, a slow nod of agreement.

‘I’ll sleep while you sleep, mum. We’ll both get some rest, then we’ll be back home soon.’

She left her hand holding Lisa’s, her arm stretched
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