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Creativity is intelligence having fun.ALBERT EINSTEIN
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  One


‘Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep!’ 
The dreaded shrill of the alarm clock pierced the pre-dawn quiet. Grace’s hand fumbled in the dark, silencing the noise. For a moment, she lay still, eyes closed, savouring the last few minutes of rest until reality intruded, and her eyes snapped open. It was 6:30 am.
Throwing off the quilt and padding quietly to the kitchen, she stretched her arms up, yawning. If only that brand new book hadn’t kept her awake until after midnight, she thought as she spotted it next to the fridge where she’d finally left it last night after grabbing a glass of water. The refrigerator hummed softly, its pale light casting shadows across Grace’s face, shadows as deep as the exhaustion etched into the lines around her eyes. Mechanical movements guided her hands as she assembled lunch boxes, each gesture a well-rehearsed dance of a mother burning her candle at both ends.
As she spread a nice thick layer of butter onto the last few slices of the loaf she’d bought a few days back, her gaze drifted to the calendar on the wall. Circled in red: ‘Ruby, Doctor’s, 4 pm.’
A noise from the hallway made Grace turn. Five-year-old Ruby stood there, rubbing her eyes, her favourite stuffed unicorn dragging on the floor behind her, her glasses grasped in the other hand.
“Mummy?” Ruby’s voice came out as a sleepy mumble, punctuated by a massive yawn while asking, “Is it morning already?” Her small hands fumbled with her glasses, placing them crookedly onto her nose - a ritual Grace had seen a hundred times before.
Kneeling down, enveloping her daughter in a hug, Grace replied. “Yes, pickle. Did you have lots of good dreams last night?”
Ruby nodded against Grace’s shoulder, then pulled back with another yawn. “Can we have pancakes today, please Mummy, please..?”
Grace glanced at the clock, 6:45 am. Another rushed morning, another impossible choice between being the perfect mother and meeting the endless demands of her day. The sensible part of her knew they’d be late, but the look in Ruby’s eyes, that hopeful, innocent plea, was her weakness. One pancake wouldn’t hurt she guessed.
“Tell you what,” Grace said, straightening Ruby’s glasses. “If you can get dressed super quick, we may have time for one pancake each. Deal?”
Ruby’s face lit up. “Deal,” she cried, scampering back to her room, suddenly full of energy. The unicorn swiftly following along the floor behind her at speed.
Watching her go, a mix of love and worry crossed Grace’s face. Ruby had been tiring more easily lately. Her usually boundless energy now seemed to flicker like a candle in the wind, dimming more quickly with each passing week. Grace tried to convince herself it was just the new school term, just growing pains, but a quiet voice of worry had begun to whisper at the edges of her mind. She pushed the thought aside and turned to the kitchen stove. One pancake wouldn’t hurt, even if it made them a little late.
As she mixed the batter, Grace mentally ran through her day. Drop Ruby at school by 8:30 am. Pilates classes to teach until midday. Paperwork and quick food shop. Visit her parents for a quick cuppa. Pick up Ruby from school at 3 pm, take her for the 4 pm check-up. Maybe a swing by the park for half an hour. Quick dinner, Bolognese tonight with plenty of grated mozzarella sprinkled over the top, just how they both liked it. Maybe even some garlic bread on the side. Then, an evening shift at the hotel bar starting at 7 pm. Note to self: Ask Sylvie to watch Ruby. She hated having to work so much, but at least she got to tuck Ruby into bed before she went even if she missed story times occasionally. She always made up for it at the weekends. It helped that Ruby adored their neighbour, Sylvie and her charming tales of the ‘good old days’. Apparently, they always sent her to sleep within minutes!
The sound of little feet running down the hallway again, brought a smile to Grace’s face. Ruby appeared, shirt on backwards, socks mismatched, but dressed nonetheless and glasses firmly now on her face, even if they were still slightly crooked.
“Ta-da!” Ruby exclaimed, twirling. “Pancake time!”
Grace laughed, the sound chasing away the shadows of worry. For now, in this moment, the world was a perfect bubble; fragile, beautiful, suspended between breaths, holding all the love she could imagine.
Giving the side a quick wipe, she then lifted Ruby up.
“Alright, chef,” she said, handing her daughter a whisk. “Help me stir the mixture while I heat the pan. We’ve got pancakes to make and a day to start!”
A small eek of excitement from her daughter made Grace beam with pride once more.

      [image: image-placeholder]After dropping Ruby at school, Grace quietly entered the small Pilates studio. She flicked on the lights, illuminating the rows of pink and purple mats. They proudly showcased her fabulous modern logo she’d got designed a month ago. The exercise balls were next on the budget agenda but for now, the four days a week, rented studio was her little place, her gem of a business she could call her own.
She set up the sound system for the calming melodies with practiced efficiency, setting the serene scene, and reviewed her two-hour lesson plan.
Her early-bird clients began to file in after just ten minutes. Grace greeted each with a warm smile and a personalised comment. “How’s the shoulder, Linda?”  “Ready to tackle those core exercises today, Marion?”
At 10 am on the dot, Grace began the class. Her voice was calm and encouraging as she guided the group through a series of challenging poses. But even as she demonstrated a perfect plank, her mind wandered to Ruby. Had she remembered to pack her daughter’s special cheese cubes? Would Ruby remember to eat her fruit salad pot? Why did her little girl seem so tired lately, usually full of energy and a challenge to get into bed at nights? For the next two hours, she had to just focus on her Pilates clients, so she tucked her thoughts away to concentrate.
As the class wound down, Grace glanced at her watch. It was five minutes past midday. She’d have just enough time to sort the new membership paperwork, pay her clients’ member fees into the bank before she had a quick tea and catch up with her parents on the way to the school run. They lived just a few streets away which made it convenient for pick up times when she had to work.
Powerwalking through the bustling streets, water bottle in one hand and her phone in the other, she listened to a voicemail from Ruby’s teacher while simultaneously attempting to schedule a dentist appointment for herself. Her wisdom tooth had been bothering her yet again and she’d put off that expense for long enough now.
She ducked into a supermarket, grabbing essentials for dinner, a pack of her Dad’s favourite biscuits and Ruby’s lunch box goodies for tomorrow. As she stood in the checkout line, she hastily pulled a sweater over her workout top and swapped her comfy trainers for her favourite flat walking pumps.
The young cashier gave her an odd look as she hopped on one foot, struggling with her shoe. Grace offered a self-deprecating smile. “Working two jobs,” she explained breathlessly. “No time to change properly, you know how it is.”
Another strange and somewhat demeaning glance appeared on the girl’s face, but Grace shrugged it off. For one, the girl looked fresh out of high school and learning her first proper job and for another, she hadn’t time to explain or justify her actions or the constant frantic daytime routine.

      [image: image-placeholder]Grace hurried up the familiar path to her parents’ modest semi-detached house, her flats crunching on the gravel driveway. The smell of her Mum’s famous lemon drizzle cake wafted through the air as she approached the door, bringing an inner smile to her hungry tummy. She didn’t bother knocking; she never did.
“Mum? Dad? It’s me,” she called out as she entered, kicking off her shoes in the hallway, placing them neatly into the wicker storage basket. Her parents had cream carpets throughout so a ‘no-shoes’ policy was a must. Grace slipped on her usual cherry design slippers that she kept there, wiggling her toes to feel the softness of the cosy lining.
Her mother, Margaret, poked her head out from the kitchen, flour dusting her cheek. “In here, love. Kettle’s just boiled for your brew.”
Grace made her way to the kitchen, where her father, George, sat at the table, newspaper spread out before him. He looked up, his kind eyes crinkling at the corners as he smiled. “There’s our girl. How’s the day been for you my love?”
“Busy,” Grace sighed, sinking into a chair after kissing him on his bristly cheek. “But all good. The Pilates classes are really picking up, I may need to invest in some more mats at this rate.”
Margaret set a steaming mug of tea in front of Grace, along with a slice of cake. “You work too hard, my dear.” She said, “are you eating properly? You look like you’ve lost weight sweetheart.”
Grace took a grateful sip of tea, feeling some of the day’s tension melt away. “Thanks, I think,” Grace replied with a chuckle, then consciously sucked her tummy in, “But I’m fine, Mum, honestly. Just not enough hours in the day sometimes.”
Her parents exchanged a look that Grace pretended not to notice. She knew they worried about her constantly, raising Ruby alone and working two jobs.
“How’s our little princess?” George asked, changing the subject. “Looking forward to seeing her at the weekend.”
Grace’s face softened. “She’s good, growing up way too fast for my liking.”
“They tend to do that dear.” her mother added, “before you know it, they have children of their own.” Her expression sweet as she rolled her eyes in jest.
“We’re off to the doctor’s for a check-up after school. Probably nothing, but she’s been so tired lately.”
Margaret’s brow furrowed with concern, but she simply patted Grace’s hand. “I’m sure she’s fine, love. Growing up is tiring work.”
As Grace drank her tea, her eyes fell on a recently updated photo on the door of the fridge. It showed her older brother, Tom, with wife Melissa, and their four children, all grinning widely in front of a picturesque Welsh landscape. The two golden retrievers sat obediently at their feet.
“Tom sent us that last week,” George said, following his daughter’s gaze. “Seems they’re settling well in Wales. The children are loving all the space, and those dogs of theirs are in heaven with the countryside. One came back with a live squirrel the other morning didn’t he Marg?”
“Ooh yes. Bless him, didn’t harm it at all you know. I think he wanted to bring the family a present. I’m pretty sure he thinks he’s a cat, they do that you know? Cats, funny little furry creatures they are.”
Smiling, Grace felt a pang of envy at the idyllic scene, so different from her hectic single mum life. But she pushed it aside, reminding herself of the joy Ruby brought. Yes it was frantic and busy every day of the week, but she wouldn’t have it any other way.
“We should visit them soon, see how the building work is going on the cottage.” Grace suggested. “Ruby would love playing with her cousins and the dogs. She keeps on about getting a puppy. Maybe visiting would fill her need.” she chuckled.
Margaret nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes, Grace darling. That’s a lovely idea. I’ll give your brother a call later and see when might be good. We can all go together in Dad’s camper. Stay up there for a few days maybe?”
They chatted some more, Grace soaking in the warmth and love of her parents but, all too soon, it was half past two.
“I’d better go pick up Ruby.” Grace said as she glanced at her watch and stood up. “We’ll see you Saturday morning.”
Her parents hugged her tightly, Margaret pressing a large Tupperware of home baked cake and half a loaf wrapped in foil into her hands. “For you and the princess,” she insisted.
“And let us know what the doctor says darling.” called George who was making his way into the back garden.
As Grace waltzed back down the pathway, she felt rejuvenated. The visit had been brief, but it was exactly what she needed – a moment of peace and family love. Now all she had to get through was the doctor’s appointment.






  
  Two


Grace sat on one of the wooden picnic benches outside Ruby’s school. She was early for pick-up, and she used the spare minutes to make some calls. First, to reschedule a Pilates client who couldn’t make their usual slot. Then, to the hotel manager, asking if she could swap shifts next week to accommodate the dentist appointment she’d finally managed to sort. Anticipating she’d be in pain and need at least a few night shifts off. 
As she hung up, she noticed a flyer stapled to the notice board for the Christmas school play. Her heart sank as she realised it was scheduled for an evening she was supposed to be working. She made another call to the hotel, her voice tight as she requested yet another favour. Ruby had been so excited to have been given an angel role in the nativity, she couldn’t miss seeing her first performance.
The school bell rang, and Grace pushed aside her stress, plastering on a bright smile as Ruby ran towards her with another piece of artwork to affix to the fridge door.
“How was your day, sweetheart?” she asked, pushing thoughts of schedules and appointments to the back of her mind, focusing entirely on her daughter.
“Look at my Santa and Rudope…Rooo-dolph,” Ruby exclaimed excitedly, correcting herself. She thrust a colourful drawing towards her mum, her face beaming with pride.
“Oh wow, look at his glowing red nose, well done darling,” Grace said, gently tapping Ruby’s nose. She examined the picture, taking in the wobbly lines and vibrant colours. Despite her worries, she couldn’t help but smile at her daughter’s enthusiasm. “Shall we put it on the fridge when we get home?”
Ruby nodded vigorously, her pigtails bouncing. “Can we put it right at the top, Mummy? Next to my butterfly picture?” she asked with a loud yawn following.
“Of course we can, darling.” Grace replied, helping Ruby into her car seat. As she buckled her in, she noticed again how pale Ruby looked, even with the excitement of showing off her artwork. She pushed the worry down, determined to keep the mood light before the doctor’s appointment.
“Now, let’s head off to see Doctor Mani, shall we?” Grace kept her voice cheerful. “And maybe, if you’re really good, we can get a special treat afterwards.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The waiting room was buzzing with quiet conversation and the occasional cough. Grace sat on an uncomfortable plastic chair, Ruby leaning against her side, her little legs dangling over the edge. She was flipping through a worn children’s magazine, pointing out the pictures, attempting words. She’d only been at school since September but had already picked up a love for reading.
“Ruby Becker?” a nurse called from the doorway.
Grace stood, gathering their things. “That’s us, sweetheart. Ready?”
Ruby nodded, sliding off the chair. She took Grace’s hand as they followed the nurse down a corridor lined with cheerful animal paintings.
In the examination room, Doctor Mani greeted them with a warm smile. He had been Grace’s doctor for most of her years and Ruby’s doctor since she was born. His salt-and-pepper hair a testament to the years that had passed.
“So, Ruby,” Doctor Mani began, sitting on his rolling stool, “your Mummy tells me you’ve been feeling a bit tired lately. Can you tell me about that?”
Ruby shrugged, suddenly shy. “I just get sleepy a lot. Even when I’m playing or skipping or reading my new books. I have one about a mouse called Maggie who loses her cheese and then she finds it under her hat!” she said, giggling.
He chuckled, “Oh I know that one Ruby.” he replied, “my grandson loves it. She’s a funny little mouse isn’t she?”
Grace nervously jumped in, “I thought it might be because she started full time at school this year. It’s a big change, isn’t it?”
Nodding, he scribbled some notes onto his pad. “It could be,” he smiled, then turned to Ruby again, “Ruby, have you had any other feelings that are different? Any aches or pains?”
Ruby thought for a moment. “Sometimes my tummy feels wibbly and funny. And I got a lot of bruises from playing on the swings, see?” She rolled up her school shirt sleeve, revealing several purplish marks on her arm.
Grace frowned. “I didn’t realise there were so many. She’s always been a bit clumsy, though.”
Doctor Mani’s expression shifted subtly. He maintained his gentle tone but his eyes betrayed a hint of concern. “I see. Well, let’s do a full check-up, shall we? Ruby, can you hop up on the table for me?”
As he examined her, Grace’s mind raced with a thousand unspoken fears. Each careful touch, each lingering moment of examination felt like an eternity. Her fingers twisted the strap of her handbag, knotting and unknotting the leather as she watched. The clinical white walls seemed to close in, her breath catching in her throat with every subtle shift in Doctor Mani’s expression. Was that a moment of concern? A flicker of something more serious behind his professional demeanor?
“Ruby, you’ve been ever so brave,” Doctor Mani announced finally. “Why don’t you pick out a sticker from Nurse Jenny while I have a quick chat with your Mummy?”
“Does she have lollipops?” she asked, her innocent eyes awaiting a smile and nod before bouncing out of the room.
Once Ruby was out of earshot, Doctor Mani turned to Grace. His serious expression sent a chill down her spine.
“Grace, I’d like to run some additional tests,” he said carefully. “The fatigue, the bruising, and some other symptoms I’ve observed... they could be nothing, but I want to be thorough.”
“What other symptoms?” Grace’s heart raced. “What kind of tests? What are you looking for?” She barraged him with questions.
Doctor Mani placed a comforting hand on her arm. “She’s had a significant weight loss over the past few months, and I noticed a few tiny red marks on her skin.”
“Right,” Grace murmured, her confusion evident in the way her brow scrunched up.
“Let’s not jump to conclusions. It could be something as simple as an iron deficiency. But I’d like to do some blood work and possibly an ultrasound, just to have a closer look at her. Okay?”
Grace nodded, trying to keep her voice steady. “Of course, whatever you think is best.”
As Ruby returned, proudly displaying a glittery unicorn sticker on her shirt, and a sticky yellow lolly in her hand, Grace forced a smile. She listened as Doctor Mani explained the tests to Ruby in child-friendly terms, but her mind was already racing ahead, imagining worst-case scenarios.
They left the office with a handful of appointment cards and forms to fill in. As they walked to the car, Ruby chattered about the sticker and the funny pictures on the ceiling of the examination room. Grace responded automatically, her thoughts a whirlwind of worry and hope.
“Mummy?” Ruby’s voice broke through. “Can we get ice cream?”
Grace looked down at her daughter’s hopeful face. Despite the knot of fear in her stomach, she managed a genuine smile. “You know what? I think that’s a brilliant idea.”
As they drove away from the doctor’s office, Grace glanced in the rearview mirror at Ruby, happily licking her mint choc chip ice cream cone. She made a silent promise to herself: no matter what these tests revealed, she’d face it head-on. Nothing could possibly be wrong with her little girl. Not her Ruby.

      [image: image-placeholder]The last rays of sunlight filtered through Ruby’s bedroom curtains as Grace helped her daughter into her favourite pyjamas - the ones with little unicorns prancing across a starry sky. Ruby yawned, her eyelids heavy with sleep.
“Arms up, sweetheart,” Grace prompted, guiding Ruby’s arms through the sleeves. “There we go. All cosy now.”
Ruby climbed into bed; her collection of stuffed animals arranged carefully around her. She reached for Mr. Snuggles, the well-loved unicorn that had been her constant companion since she was a baby. It was the first cuddly her grandparents had bought for her on the day she was born. Many times, the horn had been sewn back on by Grandma Margaret.
“Mummy, do you have to go to work?” Ruby asked, her voice small and tinged with disappointment.
Grace’s heart clenched, but she kept her voice light. “I’m afraid so, pickle. But guess what? Sylvie is coming over to watch you tonight. Won’t that be fun?”
Ruby’s face brightened a little. “Will she tell me more stories about when she was little?”
“I’m sure she will if you ask very, very nicely,” Grace chuckled, tucking the blanket snugly. “Now, how about a quick story with mummy?”
Just as Grace finished reading the Maggie Mouse story which seemed like the only book they read at the moment, the doorbell chimed downstairs. Ruby’s eyes, which had been drooping, flew open once again.
“That’ll be Sylvie,” Grace said, placing a kiss on Ruby’s forehead. “Remember, be a good girl, okay? And no begging to stay up later.”
“I promise,” Ruby mumbled, already drifting back off.
Despite being in her early eighties, Sylvie had an energy that masked her age, her wild silver hair in a stylish crop always adorning bright hair clips and her eyes twinkling with warmth behind her vivid buttery yellow glasses perched on the end of her nose. She had become an honorary adopted family member as soon as they’d moved in three years ago.
“Evening, lass,” Sylvie’s strong geordie accent said as she stepped inside. “How’s our bonnie little bairn doing?”
Grace sighed, her brave face slipping for a moment. “Tired, as usual. But she’s excited to see you.”
Sylvie squeezed Grace’s arm comfortingly. “Don’t you worry bout a thing. Ruby and I will have a grand old time, and you focus on your work. Though heaven knows you deserve a break.”
“Thanks, Sylvie. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Grace said, gratitude evident in her voice. She grabbed her bag and keys, then hesitated. “Oh, and if she wakes up and asks for water…”
“Use the rainbow cup with the stars, not the one with the hearts. I remember, aye,” Sylvie finished with a knowing smile. “Reet, now off you go, or you’ll be late.”
“Thank you Sylvie. You really are such a star.”
“Aww stop it now. It’s a blooming pleasure for me love. Now hurry up, you don’t want to keep that bar waiting for their number one staff member do you?”
“I guess not.” Grace joked back. She climbed the stairs quietly, peering into Ruby’s room one last time. Her daughter was dreamily staring at the glow up stars stuck to the ceiling, Mr. Snuggles clutched tightly to her chest, as she played with his scraggly ears. Grace’s heart swelled with love and a touch of sombre sadness.
“Sweet dreams, my love,” she whispered, blowing her a kiss, then turned to face another lengthy night at work, comforted by the knowledge that Ruby was in good hands.

      [image: image-placeholder]The hotel bar was dimly lit and humming with muted conversations. Grace moved swiftly behind the counter, mixing drinks without even thinking nowadays. She chatted amiably with the regulars, remembering their usual orders and asking about their day.
After half an hour, a glance at her phone showed a text from Sylvie: ‘Fast asleep. Currently sewing up Mr. Snuggles, his ear this time.’
Grace sighed, smiling sweetly at the message. She’d spent many an hour showing her how to use the phone for basic texting. Tucking it back into her apron pocket, she began wiping down the polished wood counter. As she placed a freshly cleaned glass on the shelf, the main door swung open, bringing in a gust of cool air and a new customer.
He was tall, with windswept-hair and kind eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled. He approached the bar, shrugging off a well-worn leather jacket.
“Evening,” he said, his voice warm and somewhat accented. “What do you recommend for someone who’s had a long day of tiresome meetings and could use a pick-me-up?”
Grace smiled, falling easily into her professional demeanour. “Well, that depends. Are we talking ‘smooth and relaxing’ or ‘knock your socks off’ type of pick me up?”
The man chuckled, running a hand through his dark hair. “Let’s start with smooth and relaxing. I’ve got more meetings tomorrow.” And fanned a yawn.
“In that case,” Grace reached for a bottle, “how about a Baileys on ice? Classic, smooth, with just enough kick to take the edge off.”
“Sounds perfect,” he nodded, settling onto a barstool. “I’m Logan, by the way.”
“Grace,” she replied, half filling the glass with ice then pouring the creamy liquid into it slowly.
“That looks just the ticket, Grace,” he remarked, his deep blue eyes catching hers.
Feeling a slight rose to her cheeks, she confidently asked, “So, Logan, what brings you to our little corner of the world?”
As she worked, Logan explained he was in town for a technology conference. He was some sort of software engineer, working on virtual reality applications. Grace found herself genuinely fascinated, asking questions between serving other customers.
“It’s fascinating stuff,” he continued, sipping his drink appreciatively. “We’re working on applications for education, medical training, even therapy. The potential is enormous. It’s just…well the people sometimes, they can be so laborious.” Then smiled at her as she chuckled.
As they continued to chat about his work, Grace thought of Ruby and her endless curiosity. “My little girl would love all that. She’s always asking how things work. Shall I pour you another one?” she nodded to his empty glass.
“Maybe one more, can I get you one?”
“Sorry, not while I’m working.” she smiled, refilling his drink.
“How old is she? Your little one?” he asked.
“Five,” Grace said, a soft smile playing on her lips as she recalled the last manic birthday party. “Going on fifteen, sometimes. She’s so adventurous and into just about everything there is.”
He laughed, “my sister’s got a little boy who was five in August – he’s the same – wired constantly. It’s a whole cutting edge type of generation now isn’t it; what with the state-of-the-art mobile phones, the super-fast internet, apps galore for anything you can imagine and everything else besides.”
As the evening wore on, Logan remained at the bar chatting with Grace whenever she had a free moment. He told her about his childhood, growing up in Canada, his constant travelling to the UK for work-related activities, and his love for all the British traditions. In turn, Grace found herself opening up, sharing snippets about her life, her Pilates classes that she’d built up over the years, the job there in the hotel bar, her parents and how she loved them living so close, even a little about Ruby starting school and recent doctor’s visit and the worry that was bringing.
“Sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate,” Logan murmured, his tone empathetic.
Grace shrugged, trying to keep her voice light. “Don’t we all? But it’s worth it. Ruby’s my world. Sorry,” she went on, “the last thing you need is me boring you.”
“Believe me, this is not at all boring.”
As last call approached, Logan glanced at his watch, surprised at how fast the hours had passed. “I should probably head off. Early start tomorrow.”
He settled his bill, leaving a generous tip. Then as he stood to leave, he hesitated. “Listen, I’m in town for a few more days. Any chance you could recommend a good place for coffee? Preferably one where the staff are as charming as they are here,” he added with a warm smile.
Grace felt another faint blush creep up her cheeks. It had been a long time since anyone had flirted with her. “Well, there’s a lovely little café just down the street. The Copper Kettle. They do a great cappuccino.”
Logan nodded, his eyes twinkling. “The Copper Kettle. I’ll have to check it out. Thanks for the great service. And the conversation.” And with that, he was gone.
As Grace locked up the bar, her mind danced between two conflicting thoughts. Logan’s warm smile and genuine interest had awakened something she’d clearly forgotten; a flicker of possibility, of companionship. But as immediately as that warmth spread, it was doused by a colder reality. Ruby’s pale face and the doctor’s concerned expression flashed in her mind. Grace’s hand trembled slightly as she turned the key in the lock. With another busy shift over, she stepped into the cool night air, the weight of uncertainty heavy on her shoulders. One thing was certain, once she did return home, once again, sleep would be elusive tonight. But there would be one more moment, one more chance, one more hope. Tomorrow held the promise of answers, but would they be the ones she desperately hoped for? Or would her world, carefully balanced on the edge of hope and fear, finally tip?






  
  Three


The weeks following Ruby’s initial doctor’s appointment were a blur of tests and anxious waiting. Doctor Mani had ordered a number of examinations to get a comprehensive picture of Ruby’s health. 
First came the numerous blood tests.
Grace held Ruby’s hand as the nurse drew several vials of blood, murmuring words of encouragement as her daughter bravely fought back tears. Even Mr. Snuggles had to have a pink daisy designed plaster stuck on his arm.
They tested for everything from iron deficiency to leukaemia. It seemed like an endless list that increased the tears of both Ruby and Grace, fear and worry expanding in Grace’s chest every second her little girl was put through the ordeal.
Next was the bone marrow aspiration.
This was harder on both of them. Ruby cried from the pain despite the local anaesthetic, and Grace had to force herself to stay strong, her heart breaking at her daughter’s distress. The doctor explained they needed to examine Ruby’s bone marrow cells, but the medical jargon did little to ease Grace’s growing fear.
An ultrasound of Ruby’s abdomen followed, then a CT scan. Each test brought a new wave of anxiety for Grace. She watched as Ruby grew paler and more exhausted, the constant hospital visits taking their toll on her usually vibrant little girl.
Through it all, Grace juggled her jobs, relying heavily on her parents and Sylvie. Each night, as Ruby slept, she transformed into a desperate researcher. Medical websites blurred before her exhausted eyes, each term a potential nightmare. Leukaemia. Bone marrow failure. Metastasis. Words that once seemed clinical now felt like daggers, each Google search a Russian roulette of hope and terror.
She created colour-coded medical journals, notebooks filled with questions, printed research papers scattering them across the kitchen table trying to absorb all the jargon.
But beneath the research was a primal fear. With every medical term she learned, Grace was really trying to translate one impossible question: How do I save my daughter?
Her research wasn’t just about understanding, it was an act of love, a mother’s desperate attempt to create a roadmap through the impossible.

      [image: image-placeholder]“We have a follow up appointment with Doctor Mani, this afternoon,” Grace told her parents before collecting Ruby from school.
“That’s a bit soon.” her father spurted, closing his paper and folding it onto the kitchen table.
Grace immediately worried even more. Her father hardly ever put his paper down before reading the entire thing, page for page.
Margaret placed her hand onto Grace’s arm. “Try not to panic my dear. At least you’ll get an answer now. Some special medicine and she’ll be all better, you’ll see.”
“But…what if she’s not?” Grace’s eyes began to fill, “what if she’s really sick or something? I’ve been looking up all the symptoms and…well, it’s not showing me anything nice I can tell you.”
The silence seemed to hang in the air.
“I can’t…I can’t lose her Mum…I just can’t have my baby ill like this,” she continued, “watching her weight plummeting, bruises appearing for no apparent reason…and the tiredness…it’s just not like her…you know it’s not.”
George moved his chair closer. “Come here love,” and wrapped his arms around his weeping daughter. “I’m sure the doctor will get to the bottom of it all. Come on sweetheart, dry those tears away now. You have to be strong for the little one okay?” His calming voice tried harder than ever to comfort her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Finally, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, Doctor Mani called them in to discuss the results. The grave look on his face as they entered his office made Grace’s stomach drop.
“Please, have a seat,” Doctor Mani said gently.
Ruby climbed onto Grace’s lap, sensing the tension in the room.
Doctor Mani looked up again and began. “How are you feeling Ruby?” His hands trembled almost imperceptibly as he spoke, a barely noticeable crack in his professional demeanor. After decades of delivering difficult diagnoses, each conversation still etched a small wound in his heart. He looked at Ruby - so small, so vibrant - and for a moment, the weight of his years of medical practice pressed heavily on his shoulders. His eyes, usually warm and reassuring, now held a depth of compassion that spoke of countless similar conversations.
Ruby nodded, twisting Mr. Snuggles ear around her frail little fingers, “I’m okay thank you,” she answered politely.
“That’s good to hear.” His pause and normal sparkle absent, was worrying.
“Did all the tests come back?” Grace pressed.
“They did, yes,” he shuffled Ruby’s file open. “I’m afraid I have some difficult news. Would you like to see nurse Jenny for a moment Ruby?”
If Grace’s stomach wasn’t on the floor, it had hit it now. She felt sick to the core and held Ruby just a little bit tighter. “She’s fine here with me Doctor,” she assured him with some inner strength she’d plucked out of nowhere.
“Okay.” Another long pause and solemn glance. “The tests have shown that Ruby has a rare form of leukaemia.”
The word hit Grace like a physical blow to the gut.
“The specific type is Philadelphia chromosome-positive acute lymphoblastic leukaemia,” Doctor Mani explained softly, recognising Grace would want precise information. “It’s a rare and particularly aggressive form that affects the B-cell lineage. The chromosomal mutation makes it resistant to standard treatments.” Doctor Mani continued, his voice seeming to come from far away.
He paused, allowing the medical terminology to settle, knowing that for parents, these words were both a shield and a sword. “In Ruby’s case, the blast cells are proliferating rapidly, compromising her bone marrow ability to produce healthy blood cells. While we have some targeted therapies, the genetic profile makes long-term remission challenging.”
“But... there must be something we can do. Treatment, chemotherapy, a bone marrow transplant...I’ve been researching stuff like this over the past week or so…” her tears had filled her eyes in an instant. All these words she never imagined relating to her daughter.
Doctor Mani shook his head sadly. “We can certainly try some treatments to extend Ruby’s time and quality of life. But I’m afraid it’s terminal.”
Ruby, not understanding, looked up at her mother. “Mummy, why are you crying? What does Termin… Terminbal…” she stammered her words, “what does that word mean?”
Grace pulled Ruby close, her tears falling into her daughter’s soft hair. How could she explain this? How could she tell her five-year-old that she was dying?
“Terminal means you’re very sick, sweetheart,” Grace managed, her voice choked. “But I promise you, we’re going to do everything we can to make you feel better.”
“Can I still be a Christmas angel though?” Ruby’s innocence broke Grace’s heart even more. The nativity play was just a month away and she had been practicing her songs every night.
Doctor Mani gave them a moment before gently continuing, explaining the treatment options available and the support services the hospital offered. But Grace barely heard him, her mind reeling from the devastating news. She thought of how she would tell her parents the news, how their life would be from this moment on.
As they left the office, appointment cards for oncologists and support groups clutched in her hand, Grace felt as though she was walking through a nightmare. The gleaming surgery seemed surreal, the cheerful paintings on the walls a cruel mockery of the darkness that had just descended on their lives. No-one else in that waiting room had a clue what Grace and Ruby’s life now entailed. Oblivious to the enormity of it all.
Ruby tugged at her hand. “Mummy? Can we get ice cream?”
Grace looked down at her daughter - her beautiful, brave… dying daughter - and felt a surge of determination through her grief.
“Of course we can, my darling,” she said, forcing a smile. “We can have all the ice cream you want.”
“Even two scoops and chocolate sauce?“ Ruby asked excitedly.
“Whatever you want sweetie.” Grace answered.
As they walked hand in hand, Grace made a silent promise. No matter what lay ahead, she would face it with all the strength and love she possessed. For her little girl, for her Ruby.

      [image: image-placeholder]The hotel bar was quieter than usual the following evening. Grace moved behind the counter mechanically, movements lacking her usual ease and efficiency. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, testament to a sleepless night spent holding Ruby and struggling with the weight of their new reality.
“Hello there stranger,” announced a voice.
It was Logan. But his expression speedily shifted to concern as he took in her appearance. “Grace? Are you alright?” he asked, settling onto a barstool.
Grace forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Hi. What can I get for you tonight?” she asked ignoring his question.
Logan studied her for a moment. “How about just a glass of water for now? You look like you could use a friend more than a customer.”
Grace’s professional facade cracked slightly. She poured him a glass of water, her hand trembling.
“Grace,” Logan responded gently, “Something’s wrong. I can see it in your eyes.”
“I’m fine,” she said, but her voice wavered.
The genuine concern in his voice broke through Grace’s defences. Tears welled up, a few managed to escape but she instantly wiped them with the back of her hand.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It’s just... it’s been a tough few weeks.”
Logan reached out, hesitating for a moment before placing his hand over hers. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“It’s fine honestly…I…I…just need a minute.” Pulling her hand away from under his, she turned to face the back of the bar, grabbing a tissue from her pocket in an attempt to wipe away her cascade of tears that were threatening to flush down her face at any given moment.
Kenny, the bar manager glanced over catching her eye line. She signalled five with her hand and he nodded.
Grace made her way to the other side of the bar where Logan sat anxiously waiting for her.
“I need some air,” she said, nodding to the back door.
They made their way into the garden, seating themselves on a bench in a quiet corner.
Logan remained quiet.
“It’s Ruby, my daughter,” she began, her throat feeling suffocated. “She’s... she’s sick. The doctors, they say...” She couldn’t finish the sentence, a sob catching in her throat.
Understanding dawned on Logan’s face. “Grace,” he said softly. “I’m so sorry.”
For a while, they sat in silence, Logan’s hand resting comfortingly on Grace’s again. Then, as if a dam had broken, words began to pour out. She told him about the diagnosis, the prognosis, her fears, her anger at the unfairness of it all.
Logan listened attentively, offering quiet words of support. As Grace spoke, she felt a small measure of the crushing weight lift from her shoulders. It didn’t change anything, but just having someone impartial to listen, truly listen, provided a momentary respite from her grief.
“I don’t know how I’m going to do this,” Grace admitted, her voice raw with emotion. “How do I make her better, knowing that I can’t. How do I make every moment count from now on? How can I be strong for her when I feel like I’m falling apart every second of the day?”
Logan squeezed her hand gently. “By doing exactly what you’re doing now. You’re here, working to support her. You’re thinking of her happiness. That’s strength, Grace. It’s okay to feel overwhelmed. Anyone would in your situation.”
Grace managed a weak smile. “Thank you, Logan. I’m sorry to unload all of this on you.” She began shivering. The cold November air had chilled her bones.
“Don’t apologise,” Logan said firmly, removing his jacket and placing it around her shoulders. “I’m glad you feel you can talk to me. Listen, I know I’m just a guy you met at a bar, but if you need anything - someone to talk to, help with errands, anything at all - I’m happy to help in any way I can while I’m here, so, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
For the first time in days, Grace felt a tiny flicker of something in her chest. “That’s so kind of you, Logan. Thank you.”
“Here, take my number…there’s no pressure to call but I really would love you to.” His sparkling eyes in the moonlight beamed honesty and friendship.
“I don’t even know your last name?” she added.
“Sinclair, Logan Sinclair,” he held out his hand, “Nice to meet you Grace…?”
“Becker. Grace Becker,” she replied, taking his hand. As their fingers touched, an unexpected warmth spread through her palm, catching her off guard.
The garden area began to fill with patrons, pulling Grace back to reality. She straightened up, her professional mask sliding smoothly into place. But as she turned to resume her duties, she felt a subtle shift - a newfound strength, as if Logan’s presence had somehow steadied her in the storm of her life.
Throughout her shift, Grace found her gaze repeatedly drawn to Logan. He remained at the bar, nursing a single drink, fingers flying over his laptop keys. What was he working on so intently? And why did his presence both comfort and unsettle her?
As Grace hung up her apron, ready to head home to Ruby, she found herself pausing. The weight of the day, Ruby’s doctor’s appointment, the scary tests, and now this unexpected encounter with the handsome Logan began settling heavily on her shoulders. She glanced back at him, still engrossed in his work, unaware of the turmoil he’d stirred in her.
For a moment, she just allowed herself to imagine a different life; one where chance meetings in bars could lead to something more. But reality crashed back quickly, as it always did. She couldn’t forget Doctor Mani’s concerned expression as he’d spoken to them.
The cool night air hit her face. She felt torn between two worlds, the hectic but steady one she knew, filled with worry and responsibility, and another, unexpected one that Logan’s presence had briefly illuminated. She shook her head, trying to clear it. There was no room in her life for maybes and what-ifs. Not now.
Yet, as she drove home, a small, persistent voice in the back of her mind whispered
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