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Dedication

This book is for my late wife, Julie — my angel.


Hanna Rae was the pen name Julie used for her writing. By divine providence, Hanna Rae was the name of the last doctor to enter her hospital room that afternoon—the afternoon she was carried by angels into Heaven. It was the first time we had met the doctor. Another angel, perhaps?

The idea for this story was Julie’s baby. We brought it to life together—Julie giving it form as a movie script, and me shaping it into a book. We were about halfway through when she spread her wings and flew to Heaven.
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PROLOGUE: MAGGIE’S JOURNAL

Dunmore East, Ireland, 1975

Amid the stillness of Christmas night, the Hook Lighthouse sweeps its beam across the dark waters of Waterford Harbour. Fleeting ribbons of silver glide across the sea and brush the frosted panes of a stone cottage perched above the shore.

In the village below, a handful of distant windows glow, their light faintly reflected in the falling snow. Inside the cottage, tinsel catches the firelight and scatters colour across the walls, while coloured bulbs twinkle on a modest Christmas tree in the corner. From somewhere beyond the cottage, the haunting melody of uilleann pipes drifts softly through the night air.

Mary Kiltney sits with quiet grace at an old rustic table. Her dark curls, now touched with silver, fall softly over her shoulders. She cradles a worn leather diary to her chest—Maggie’s journal—her fingers resting upon it as though it holds something sacred. Joy trembles on the edge of tears as she draws a slow breath and releases it in an emotional sigh.

Across the room, a man sits beside the fire, his face turned towards the window. Lamplight touches one shoulder, while the rest of him remains in shadow. He says nothing.

Something unspoken passes between them as Mary glances briefly towards him.

Mary’s eyes, clearer now than they once were, drift to the nearby cradle. There, a baby girl slumbers beneath a soft blanket, her chest rising and falling with the quiet rhythm of dreams.

Mary rises and moves closer, gently stroking the baby’s brow. Her face softens into a tender smile.

“This is your mammy’s love story,” she whispers. “It began with a promise.”

Beyond the glass, the sea lies hushed beneath a bright winter moon. White-crested waves break gently along the shore, catching the lighthouse’s sweeping glow.

On the cliffs outside, a simple driftwood cross stands weathered by salt and time. A red scarf flutters from its weathered arms, above the inscription:

‘A promise kept. A love reborn.’

Across sea and snow, the lighthouse continues its slow sweep, illuminating Mary’s pensive face and casting long shadows through the room. Her thoughts begin to drift.

A soft sigh escapes her. She closes her eyes—and dreams.

At first, there is only a sound. A cry—sharp, piercing.

A newborn’s scream shatters the silence.

Mary’s breath catches as the years fall away. Once more, she feels the ache in her body, the damp cloth against her brow, and the press of tiny limbs upon her chest.

“It’s a girl,” someone whispers.

Mary reaches for the child, laughing through her tears.

Then the room shifts.

A man’s voice. The silhouette of a priest. An open door. Rain beating against stone. His soft words carry the weight of judgment.

“You’d be better placed elsewhere, Mary. And the child…”

“No.” The word tears from her before she can stop it. She clutches the bundle to her chest and runs.

The dream shudders.

A warm, steady hand settles gently on Mary’s shoulder. Her eyes flutter open.

For a moment, she is suspended between then and now—between the child she once held and the child sleeping before her.

Some promises, she thinks, wait longer than we ever imagine to be fulfilled.

With reverence, she turns back to the journal. “Maggie poured her whole heart into every word,” she murmurs. “Someday, this wee one’ll read it… an’ know she was loved from the very beginning.”

The infant stirs in the cradle, a fleeting smile touching her tiny lips, as though she has heard every word.

And still, the lighthouse keeps its vigil, its beam sweeping faithfully across sea and shore, bearing witness to every tender joy that finds its way home.

Mary opens the journal. Her hand makes the first page tremble.

And the past begins.




THE RIBBON BENEATH THE YEW

Wexford, Ireland, Christmas Eve Afternoon, 1965

The park in Wexford lies cloaked in a rare quilt of Christmas snow, each flake catching the fading light like a tiny spark. Children’s laughter dances through the crisp afternoon air as they hurl snowballs and race across icy patches on makeshift sleds.

Christmas magic fills the air.

In a quiet corner stands an ancient yew tree, its dark boughs heavy with snow and a few strands of tinsel glinting among its branches. Beneath it, fifteen-year-old Maggie Cohan and Liam Thomas kneel beside a hollow at the base of the trunk.

A smooth stone rests within the hollow, its meaning known only to them. Snow gathers around it, as though the world itself conspires to guard their secret. This place is theirs—sacred since the day they buried a preserving jar deep among the ancient roots.

The jar is Nessie Maloney’s idea. With wild silver hair and stories that wrap around you like an old woollen shawl, she presses it into Maggie’s hands, her eyes sparkling mischievously above half-moon spectacles.

Inside the jar lies a handfasting ribbon—ivory, blue and gold threads woven together, soft yet strong.

Now Maggie and Liam sit side by side beneath the yew, breathless and flushed from play, snow dusting their hair and clinging to their lashes.

A hush settles between them.

Maggie brushes the snow from the stone, then turns to Liam with a quiet, thoughtful smile. “I was just thinkin’ of Nessie blessin’ the ribbon. She said the angels would keep it safe until my prince came.”

 
Liam’s breath catches. He reaches out and covers her mittened hand with his.

“Then… th-they must be watching now,” he whispers, the words catching in his throat.

Snowflakes drift around them. Somewhere beyond the park, a church bell tolls.

Beneath the yew tree, with Nessie’s blessing lingering between them, it feels as though heaven itself is listening.

Maggie taps the stone marking the spot. “All grand… still there.”

Liam grins. “Right—our secret treasure.”

Maggie tilts her gaze towards the heavens. “They know,” she says.

Liam glances at her. “Who?”

“The angels,” she whispers. “They’ll mind it for us, so they will.”

Liam nods and falls still briefly. Then he digs the toe of his boot into the snow, his brow furrowing thoughtfully.

“Do you think there are angels in Australia, Maggie?”

She turns to him, her eyes bright. “Aye, surely.”

He hesitates, then lowers his voice to a tender hush. “I’ve seen one.”

Maggie’s heart gives a little leap. “Oh?”

Liam swallows, colour rising in his cheeks. “Sh-she’s leaving Ireland soon.”

Maggie bursts into laughter, her face radiant. “Not a wing in sight!”

Before Liam can respond, she scoops up a handful of snow and hurls it at him, striking him squarely in the chest.

“It’s f-f-freezin’!” he yelps, laughing as he fires a snowball back.

The snowball bursts against her cheek. With a theatrical gasp, Maggie flops backwards into the snow.

“Maggie—are you all right?” Liam asks, startled.

One eye flickers open. Then she dissolves into giggles.

“Relax,” she says. “I’m grand.”

Liam lets out a breath of relief and offers her his hand, but Maggie tugs him down beside her. They tumble through the snow in a laughing, breathless heap.

At last, they lie side by side, catching their breath, snowflakes gathering in their hair. “I remember Nessie’s face,” Maggie murmurs, a grin playing on her lips. “Like she was handin’ over a pot of gold.” “It’s our treasure,” Liam says, smiling. “Our secret.”

Maggie laughs, then grows quiet, her eyes softening. “Nessie loves us… I think she saw somethin’ in us before we did.”

They sit up, brushing snow from their coats and smiling at each other. Another church bell rings, calling the faithful to Christmas Eve service.

Maggie looks down at their secret, buried deep among the roots. Liam’s hand brushes hers, and she lets it remain.

Soon, oceans will separate them—Maggie bound for Australia with her family, and Liam returning to London now that his father’s secondment to The People has ended. Beneath this watchful yew, ribbon secured, the world grows still.

 
Maggie glances at the snow-covered stone and presses her mittened hand against it. “One day,” she whispers, “we’ll come back for it.”

Liam places his hand over hers. “Aye,” he murmurs. “One day.”

And amid the silence of falling snow, two young hearts make a promise stronger than either can yet understand—unspoken, but certain.




MR COLLINS’S OMEN

Across the road from the park, the heavy oak doors of Shaylee’s Inn swing open, spilling music, laughter and peat smoke into the snowy street.

Paddy McClelland stumbles outside, his boots skidding on the snow-packed cobblestones. A gust of icy air strikes him head-on, and he steadies himself against the cold stone wall.

“Careful there, McClelland… you old eejit,” he chuckles, patting his chest as though to reassure himself. “Ah, sure… you’re grand, Paddy.”

Beyond the inn, the town has become a rare winter fairyland. Snowflakes dance like tiny spirits through the velvet sky, settling on rooftops and ledges as wood smoke curls from the chimneys. Christmas glows all around him—green and silver tinsel draped across shopfronts, coloured fairy lights winking in the windowpanes.

Farther up the street, a Salvation Army band rattles tambourines and launches into a boisterous rendition of “Jingle Bells.”

At the centre of it all, Seamus McConaghie twirls merrily, his soft brown flat cap in hand. Passers-by, bundled in winter coats, scarves and bright woollen hats, pause to grin. Seamus sweeps into a low, theatrical bow, drawing a ripple of laughter, then straightens with a mischievous glint in his eye.

Paddy coughs lightly, his breath fogging in the cold. “Seamus McConaghie… Jaysus, look at the state of you. Stocious! Away home, man.”

“When I’m finished here,” Seamus calls back. “I’ve Christmas duties to perform!”

He laughs and tips his cap, then scoops up a mound of fresh snow and plops it onto his head. Snow tumbles down his shoulders and slips inside his collar.

“Woooh! Holy saints!” he yelps, frantically brushing it away.

Paddy throws back his head and laughs. “Me head’s spinnin’… ’tis fierce cold out here.”

“Cold?” Seamus shoots back, wagging a gloved finger. “Too many jars, more like. Away home yourself!”

“Ah, I’m grand. A wee jig’ll warm me up,” Paddy insists, pushing away from the wall, his eyes bright.

“Will it now?” Seamus teases. “Sure, you’ll be needin’ a hat!”

With a triumphant flourish, Paddy pulls his flat cap from his coat pocket and slaps it onto his head. They link arms, burst into raucous laughter and spin clumsily across the slick cobblestones, bellowing “Jingle Bells” as the snow thickens around them.

Their boots skid across a patch of ice, nearly sending them crashing into the Salvation Army collection bucket.

A caroller hurls a snowball that strikes Seamus squarely in the back. He spins around with an exaggerated gasp.

“Oi! Away with you, Seamus McConaghie. You’re as daft as they come!” a rosy-cheeked woman calls, wagging her tambourine at him.

“Daft an’ full of Christmas cheer, girl!” Seamus beams. “The best kind of daft, eh, Paddy?”

“Aye,” Paddy wheezes, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Daft but still standin’… for now, anyway!”

Paddy flings a snowball that misses its mark and smacks against the side of a passing car. The driver scowls, then breaks into a grin and shakes his head as he drives on.

Across the road, children shriek with delight in the park, their laughter carrying through the icy air. Seamus and Paddy pause and glance over their shoulders, their expressions softening.

“We were far more docile back then, weren’t we?” Paddy teases.

“Us?” Seamus scoffs. “We were lunatics.”

Paddy claps him on the shoulder, laughing. “Still are.”

Inside, Shaylee’s Inn glows with golden lamplight and the smoky scent of burning turf. Mahogany panelling and a paisley carpet lend the room an old-world charm. Affectionate banter mingles with lively fiddle music, the bright clink of glasses, and the rich aromas of roasting meat and freshly baked bread.

Tyrone Cohan sits by the window, a celebratory lemonade in hand, watching his two friends outside as a fond smile spreads across his face.

An old local sidles up beside Tyrone and peers through the window. “Those two old galoots—fit to be godfathers to your wee one, then?”

Tyrone chuckles. “Aye. Salt of the earth… though they’re no Fred and Ginger.”

“More like spuds and stout!” the old man barks, grinning. “But there’s love in them, I’ll grant you that.”

“That there is,” Tyrone agrees, and they share a quiet laugh.

He looks around the room, letting its warmth settle over him—the music, the fire, the familiar faces, the laughter rising into the rafters.

It feels almost holy, Tyrone thinks. As though God Himself might smile upon this place.

Outside, Seamus shivers and pulls his coat tighter around him. “Me dentures’ll crack… I’m away back inside. You comin’?”

From within the inn, someone bellows, “Mr Collins!”

Seamus freezes, his eyes widening in comic alarm. “Oh Jaysus… that feckin’ mouse is loose!”

Paddy roars with laughter. “Mind your trouser leg now!”

Seamus shoots him a dark look.

“Oh, give over, McClellan’,” Seamus grumbles in mock alarm, though his grin betrays him. They both burst into laughter.

Warmth wraps around them as they stumble back inside, where the fire crackles brightly.

 
Seamus slaps the snow from his shoulders. “By the saints, it’s brisk out there!” he declares.

Paddy grins. “Half a mind to build a snowman an’ name him after the barman.”

Tyrone raises his glass. “Then he’d be twice as cold an’ half as useful!”

Laughter erupts around the room.

The innkeeper, Shay Lee, clinks a spoon against a glass.

“Eyes sharp now! Mr Collins never gives us two shows.”

The room falls silent.

Heads swivel towards the bar’s far end; a tiny opening rests above the skirting board. For a heartbeat, nothing happens.

Then Mr Collins appears.

He is barely more than a scrap of a mouse, yet his reputation rivals anyone’s in the county. The regulars swear by his second sight, and wagers of cheese and rounds of pints rise and fall on the slightest twitch of his nose.

Mr Collins darts from the hole, circles the edge of the bar and pauses as though weighing the company. Then he trots forward with great importance.

The room erupts in applause and laughter.

“Only in Wexford would a mouse steal the crowd from the fiddler,” the old man mutters, shaking his head.

Tyrone raises his glass with a grin. “Mr Collins draws a better crowd than the priest on Easter Sunday!”

At the bar, Shay bends low, his voice dropping to a hush. “Well then, little man… Beatrice Cohan’s baby—a boy or a girl?”

A roar of approval fills the room.

Tyrone shakes his head, laughing. “Will ye leave the poor creature in peace?”

“Peace?” Seamus says, sliding onto the stool beside him. “There’s prophecy at stake.”

Paddy settles on Tyrone’s other side and wraps both hands around his pint. “Aye—and pints.”

Mr Collins lifts his head, whiskers twitching as though sniffing out prophecy itself, then begins his measured trot along the bar.

The patrons press closer, holding their breath.

“Look at him!” a burly man bellows, slapping his palm on the bar in triumph. “Headed straight for me—that means a boy. Free pint for me tonight!”

“Ah, you’re cracked,” another man laughs, his eyes dancing. “A girl, sure as anything. A wee sister for Maggie. That pint’s mine.”

“Master Cohan,” the burly patron insists, his face flushed. “Someone to carry on the proud Irish name!”

Laughter erupts, bright and buoyant above the music.

Nearby, Tyrone watches with quiet fondness. If only Bea could see this carry-on, he thinks. She’d love it.

A tall glass of lemonade sits before him. He cannot abide a drop of alcohol—not even the dram baked into Christmas pudding. Seamus and Paddy, however, cradle fresh pints of Guinness.

“They’ll give that poor wee mouse a mortal headache with the racket they’re makin’,” Paddy says, nodding towards the bar.

Paddy glances at Tyrone, his brows lifting. “All packed, then?”

Tyrone chuckles and shakes his head. “Bea and Mary will have half of Ireland wedged into their cases. No space will remain for me.”

His smile softens.

“Nessie Maloney’s mindin’ Mr Tiddles,” Tyrone adds. “That cat’ll be fat as a bishop by the time we’re back.”

Seamus’s eyes widen. “Mindin’ him, is she? So you’re not emigratin’, then—just takin’ a wee holiday at the far end of the world?”

“Leave him be,” Paddy chides with a wink. “His seat’ll be waitin’ here as long as this bar stands.”

Seamus snorts. “An’ how long will that be, Nostradamus?”

“When his wee lad’s old enough to lace boots for Gaelic,” Paddy says.

They laugh.

Paddy lifts his pint. “Aye… a wee boy.”

“Guinness gives him second sight,” Tyrone says with a smile.

Their glasses meet with a soft chime.

“To Australia!”

For a moment, the noise around them fades.

Paddy gazes into his pint as though the foam itself has turned poetic. When he speaks again, his voice softens.

“A son of Ireland,

though he sails away,

far-off winds will carry him home

one fine day.”

Seamus raises his brows in mock awe. “Saints above—we’re drinkin’ with Keats himself.”

“Ah, away with you,” Paddy mutters, tugging his cap lower.

At the bar, Mr Collins stops mid-stride. His nose twitches furiously, and his tiny body goes rigid.

Without warning, Mr Collins turns and scurries towards the wooden post at the end of the bar. He climbs halfway up, pauses and peers across the room, his bright eyes settling on Tyrone’s table.

Then he disappears into the snug little house fixed beneath the rafters.

A strange hush descends over the room.

“What’s come over him?” the burly patron asks, scratching his head. “Mr Collins, that’s no way to settle a bet.” He turns to Shay. “Did you slip him a bit o’ Christmas puddin’?”

“I don’t like it,” another man mutters. “There’s a strange turn in the air tonight.”

Shay waves away their concern. “He’s only cold. Off to his wee bed, knowin’ Santy’s near.” Then he raises his voice with affectionate firmness. “Some of ye would be wise to do the same.”

Laughter follows, though it is more hesitant than before. Some patrons remain watching the small door, expectant.

Tyrone stares at where Mr Collins disappeared, Paddy’s little verse lingering in his mind—a son from Ireland.

He shakes it off and rises, clapping Seamus and Paddy on the shoulders. “It’s greyin’ fast outside. Time I fetched Maggie from the park and headed home. Bea an’ Mary will be knee-deep in preparations for tomorrow’s feast.”

He draws a deep breath, as if already tasting the roast and spices waiting at home.

“Ye two settled for the night?” he asks.

Paddy shrugs, his eyes warm. “My daughter’s home for Christmas. I’ll be headin’ off soon enough.”

Tyrone’s grin brightens. “She’s near due, isn’t she? You’ll be a grandad come the New Year, God willin’.”

“Aye, that I will,” Paddy says with a proud nod.

“An’ mind yourself by O’Reilly’s cow,” Tyrone adds, laughter rumbling in his voice.

“She’s got it in for him,” Seamus snorts.

“Near put me on me arse last full moon,” Paddy grumbles. “Mooed right in me face, with her big daft head stickin’ through the hedge.”

“An’ did you give her a kiss to seal it?” Seamus needles.

Paddy shakes his head, though a smile creeps in. “Ah, you’re a right pair of comedians.”

Tyrone chuckles. “Good luck, lads… an’ a merry Christmas to ye an’ all yours.”

He carries his empty glass to the bar and gives Shay a firm handshake. “Merry Christmas. God bless.”

“An’ yourself, Tyrone,” Shay says.

For a fleeting moment, Shay glances towards Mr Collins’s little door, then looks away.

Tyrone turns towards the entrance.

A patron rises. “All the best. Merry Christmas.”

Tyrone nods his thanks, then steps into the cold.

Moonlight silvers the cobblestones, and his breath rises through the still air. Wexford lies quiet beneath its rare Christmas snow, the sky above dusted with stars. Across the road, children’s laughter still carries from the park.

Tyrone pauses on the doorstep and closes his eyes, letting the stillness gather around him.

Soon I’ll be home. Bea by the fire, Maggie humming over her knitting, Mary’s voice soft in prayer. And God willing… a son by the New Year.

The door swings shut behind him.

Behind him, Shaylee’s Inn settles back into music and laughter, its warmth holding the deep hush of the Irish winter night at bay.

Tyrone tips his flat cap, looks across the park and calls into the frost-bright air.

“Maggie Cohan! Where’s me girl?”




CHRISTMAS ANGELS

Not far away, Maggie and Liam tumble through the snow, their laughter ringing through the park. Their cheeks glow with cold and joy.

At her father’s call, Maggie stops and waves. “Comin’, Da!”

She turns back to Liam with a shy smile. “Maybe we’ll meet here again tomorrow. But write to me anyway—tell me everythin’ about Christmas in London.”

“I will. I promise,” he says, his voice catching.

Liam’s family leaves for London on Boxing Day, his father due back at the paper. Liam reaches into his pocket, draws out a folded piece of paper and offers it to her shyly.

“This is… for Christmas morning.”

Maggie tilts her head, her eyes bright. “Oh? Thank you kindly.”

“Merry Christmas, Maggie.”

“An’ the same to you, Liam.”

Their smiles linger longer than either dares admit. Then Maggie spins around and runs towards her father.

Liam watches her go, rubbing his gloved hands together against the cold. “An angel,” he whispers. “With invisible wings.”

Snowflakes dance in playful spirals along the path, skimming the frozen ground. Tyrone stands talking with neighbours, though his eyes keep flitting towards the park.

Lord, keep her safe, he prays. She’s a scatter of stars, that girl. Never still.

Maggie skips towards him, her breath rising in happy puffs.

Something glints in the snow and catches her eye. She stops and bends for a closer look, unaware that a car has struck black ice and is skidding towards her.

Gasps tear through the air.

“Maggie—oh Jaysus… look out, darlin’!” Tyrone roars.

For one terrible heartbeat, the entire street seems to freeze.

Then a sudden wind howls through the lane. Snow whips into a blinding dance around Maggie, swallowing her in a whirl of white.

Tyrone lunges towards her. “Maggie!”

The car slews sideways, its tyres screaming across the ice.

Then—silence.

The wind dies. The snow settles.

Maggie remains in the road, blinking, her mittened hands pressed into the powder. The car has stopped a breath from her boots.

For a moment, no one moves.

Beside her mitten, a tiny silver object catches the light. She stares at it, her heart fluttering, then slowly closes her hand around it.

Liam comes running.

Tyrone reaches her a heartbeat later, dropping to his knees and gathering her into his arms. His hands tremble as he buries his face in her hair. “Oh, me darlin’…”

Liam falls to his knees beside them, breathless and white-faced. “Maggie?” His voice is barely audible. “Are you hurt?”

Maggie blinks between them, dazed but unharmed. “I’m grand,” she murmurs.

Tyrone lets out a broken laugh—half sob, half prayer—and presses a kiss to her hair. He holds her slightly longer than necessary before helping her carefully to her feet.

Liam’s eyes shine as he looks at her. “I thought… I thought the car had taken you.”

Maggie touches her mitten to Tyrone’s icy cheek, then turns to Liam with a small, trembling smile. “It didn’t,” she whispers. “I’m here.”

For a moment, all three remain together in the snow, while the world around them seems to hold its breath.

Then Maggie looks down. A silver medal rests in her palm. “Look what I found,” she whispers.

Tyrone’s breath catches. “A protection medal,” he says hoarsely. “St Christopher.”

Liam leans closer. “Guide and protect us,” he reads softly.

The words settle over them with the falling snow.

Across the park, a woman’s voice carries through the cold. “Liam! Come along now, love!”

He turns and sees his mother, one hand raised in a gentle wave, her bright scarf vivid against the snow.

Liam glances back at Maggie, reluctant to leave. “It’s my mum.”

Tyrone places a hand on his shoulder. “Go on, son. Don’t keep your mam waitin’ in this cold.”

Liam nods, though his eyes remain on Maggie. “Christmas morning,” he utters, glancing at the folded note still tucked in her hand. “Don’t open it before then.”

“I promise.”

He lingers for a short time, then turns and runs towards his mother, looking back twice.

Only when Maggie raises her hand in a small wave does he keep going.

Just then, Seamus and Paddy crunch up the path.

“Are you all right, lass?” Paddy asks softly.

Maggie looks at them, still pale but smiling. “Uncle Paddy… Uncle Seamus. Merry Christmas.”

Paddy notices the silver in her hand. “An’ what have you there? Silver from the fairies, is it?”

“St Christopher,” Tyrone says. “A protection medal.”

“She surely was protected,” Paddy murmurs, shaking his head in quiet awe.

Maggie’s gaze drifts back to where she fell. “Found it over there,” she says. “Maybe an angel dropped it.”

Tyrone draws her close again, his voice low. “It may well be touched by angels,” he whispers, pressing a kiss to her hair. “An’ so are you.”

For once, even Seamus is speechless.

Then he clears his throat and elbows Paddy. “You could use that—to keep O’Reilly’s cow at bay.”

“An’ you from Mr Collins!” Paddy fires back, laughing. He digs a paper packet from his pocket and holds it out. “Here now, love.”

“Sherbet sweets!” Maggie beams. “Mammy’s favourite. I’ll share them with her, so I will.”

Paddy leans closer to Tyrone, his voice warm. “There’s a rare kindness in her.” Then, louder, with a wink at Maggie, “An’ your da’s so full o’ lemonade, he’ll be sneezin’ bubbles all the way home!”

Laughter rolls among them.

“We’re away, so,” Tyrone says, tapping Paddy and Seamus on the shoulder.

Hand in hand, Tyrone and Maggie walk past shopfronts glowing gold behind frosted glass, snow crunching underfoot.

Ahead, carollers sing a haunting Silent Night, their voices drifting over the rooftops like a prayer.

Tyrone stops beside a bright red collection bucket and drops in a few coins. One singer smiles. “God bless you, sir.”

“An’ to ye good selves—Christmas angels on the pavement,” Tyrone replies. He glances down at Maggie. “’Tis a time for givin’, darlin’.”

“Aye, Daddy,” she whispers, squeezing his hand.

They turn towards home.

Snow dances in mischievous gusts around them. They duck their heads and press on, shaken yet grateful, warmed by the wonder of how closely Christmas angels have walked beside them this night.




A TIME TO WEEP

The comforting aroma of turf smoke and the warm glow of firelight fill the Cohan home. Carols drift from an old wooden radio, wrapping every corner in a tender hush.

Beatrice kneels by the hearth, sweeping coal dust into a pan. She pauses, one hand resting on her belly, her clear blue eyes softening with a smile.

Little one, you’re nearly here… and I already love the thought of your tiny fingers curled around mine.

By the window, Mary sits nestled in an armchair, a Braille Bible open across her lap. Her sight has long since faded into shadows and memory, yet she still turns towards the window, as though listening for the light beyond the glass.

The carols fill the room.

Suddenly, the window latch rattles. With a sharp clatter, the window flies open.

A wild gust barrels into the room, scattering snowflakes across the floor. Most settle over Mary’s lap, dusting her hair and shoulders in sparkling white.

Mary jerks back with a small shriek, then laughs. “Oh! It’s snowin’ fierce now.”

Beatrice springs to her feet and brushes the snow from her sister’s shoulders with quick, loving hands. “Mary, you’ll be foundered! Look at you—covered near head to toe.”

She hurries to the window and pulls it firmly shut against the gust.

“I’m grand, truly!” Mary says, smoothing her skirt. “Sure, that woke me up.”

They exchange a look and laugh softly.

Beatrice’s smile fades as her gaze falls on the near-empty wicker basket beside the hearth. “Fire’s dyin’ down. I’ll slip out for a few lumps of coal. Won’t be long.”

Mary frowns. “Mind yourself now. The snow’s comin’ down thick—it’ll be a winter wonderland by mornin’.”

At the door, Beatrice rests a hand on her belly. A brief wince gives way to a smile. “This wee one’s doin’ somersaults. Doesn’t want to miss Christmas.”

“It won’t be long now,” Mary says, her voice bright with joy.

Beatrice slips outside.

Mary closes her Bible and sets it aside. Rising carefully, she finds her cane.

“They’ll be home soon,” she murmurs. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

As she passes the radio, Mary turns the dial until The Byrds’ Turn! Turn! Turn! emerges through the crackle.

She sways gently, humming along, one hand skimming the table for balance. “A time for me sister to become a mammy,” she whispers, smiling towards the fire.

 
Outside, snow gathers thickly around the house. Lights blink on in the windows along the lane.

Beatrice draws a deep breath, taking in the scent of pine and wood smoke sharpened by the cold.

She rounds the side of the house, lifts the lid of the coal box and bends to gather smaller pieces. As she straightens, a sharp pain grips her belly. She winces and breathes through it.

Just a pinch, no more…

Her foot catches on something hidden beneath the snow. The world tilts. For an instant, she is weightless amid a whirl of white.

Then the path rushes up to meet her.

Her head strikes the rim of the coal box with a sickening crack. She crumples into the snow, her breath escaping in a strangled gasp.

Little one… stay with me…

Blood trickles from her temple, staining the white. Beneath her, a darker stain begins to spread.

 
Inside, Mary hums at the stove as she prepares the tea. The kettle hisses while a slow, aching love song drifts from the radio.

Her hand rises to the locket at her throat, and her thoughts turn to Jesse Edwards—the Devon lad with steady blue eyes who once promised he would come back for her.

If he still lives.

Then the silence outside stretches too long.

“Bea?” she calls. “Are you all right out there?”

Nothing.

A chill of unease passes through her. Mary’s heart stutters. She snatches up her cane and coat and moves towards the door.

The cold strikes her hard.

Snow curls around Mary’s ankles, and the wind tugs at her coat.

“Bea? Where are you, love?”

She feels her way forward, sweeping the cane across the path. It taps ahead—then strikes something soft.

Mary sinks to her knees, her hands searching frantically. Her fingers find wet cloth, blood-matted hair, then cold skin.

“Oh God… Bea…”

Her hand comes away warm and sticky with blood.

She freezes for a single breath, then bends close. “Don’t go leavin’ me now, sis…”

Mary forces herself to breathe, then pulls off her shawl and presses it over Beatrice, her hands trembling.

A figure rounds the corner—Mr Weeks, carrying a shopping bag. His eyes widen at the sight of them. “Oh God… what’s happened, Mary?”

“It’s Beatrice… she’s losin’ blood. Please—help me.”

“I’ll get her inside, out of this cold.”

He bends at once and lifts Beatrice carefully into his arms.

Mary follows close, clutching Beatrice’s coat like it anchors them both to life. Blood smears the wall beneath her hand as she feels her way inside.

Mr Weeks lays Beatrice beside the fire.

Mary gathers towels and kneels beside her, pressing them against the worst of the bleeding while prayers tumble beneath her breath.

Mr Weeks feeds the hearth, coaxing the flames higher. Then he seizes the telephone and calls the operator.

“Ambulance, please… a neighbour’s had a fall, an’ she’s bleedin’ badly. The Cohan house on Fern Road. Please—come quickly.”

He drops the receiver into its cradle and rushes back.

“If you hadn’t come…” Mary’s voice falters. “Sure, the good Lord Himself must’ve sent you.”

A siren wails in the distance, growing louder. Curtains twitch along the lane, and neighbours gather outside, some crossing themselves.

Moments later, the ambulance crew lift Beatrice onto a stretcher.

“She’s in labour,” one says. “The fall must have brought it on. We’ll get her to the hospital.”

Mary stands motionless, her hands clasped tightly in silent prayer.

Lord… please spare her. And the child.

Their good neighbours, Joan and Sean Woodman, arrive and hurry to Mary’s side.

The ambulance pulls away, its siren fading into the darkness.

 
A mischievous wind whips the snow into spirals around Tyrone and Maggie as they trudge home, heads bowed and boots crunching through the white.

Maggie skips ahead, laughing as she catches snowflakes on her tongue.

Up the lane, Nessie appears with a basket over her arm, bundled in a mismatched shawl and coat, her familiar limp slow and unhurried.

“Merry Christmas, Aunty Nessie!” Maggie calls, waving.

“An’ the happiest of it to ye both, me darlin’s.” Nessie kisses the top of Maggie’s head, then rests a hand on Tyrone’s arm. A flicker of unease crosses her face.

Suddenly, an ambulance races past, its siren tearing through the quiet.

Maggie reaches out and touches Tyrone’s blue trousers.

“What’s that for, darlin’?”

“Touch blue, an’ your wish comes true.”

“Did you make a wish?”

She nods. “I hope whoever’s inside will be all right.”

Tyrone looks at her, tenderness softening his eyes.

“Could be Mr Hughes,” he says. “He’s been lonely since his wife passed.”

“Aye,” Maggie says quietly. “Too many are alone at Christmas.”

Tyrone draws her close. “We’re blessed, love.”

They huddle together against the cold, the wind tugging at their scarves as home draws near.

Sean’s car sits unexpectedly in the drive.

At the door, their peace shatters. A bloody handprint stains the entrance.

Tyrone stops, his stomach twisting. He says nothing. He simply moves.

Maggie follows.

Inside, the lounge glows with firelight while carols murmur softly from the radio.

Maggie hurries to Mary, who cups her face and brushes a thumb across her cheek. “Hello, wee darlin’. Your cheeks are icy cold.”

Tyrone takes in the faces first—Mary, Joan, Sean. Then the towels. The silence. The blood on Mary’s sleeve.

His voice is low. “Where’s Bea?”

Sean steps forward. “She’s at the hospital. Come on… we’ll talk on the way.”

Tyrone turns for the door, then stops and kneels beside Maggie.

“I have to go with Sean and see how your mammy’s doin’. You stay here and mind Aunty Mary. All right, darlin’?”

Maggie swallows hard. “Tell Mammy I’m prayin’ for her. I’ll be grand.”

“That’s my girl.” His voice cracks. “I’ll be home soon, wee love.”

“Aye.”

He wraps his arms around her and kisses her forehead. Then he wipes a tear from her cheek, only for Maggie to brush one from his. A silent understanding passes between them.

Mary’s voice follows him. “Mind yourself now. Godspeed.”

Tyrone nods.

As he turns to leave, Maggie spots something on the armchair and runs after him. “Daddy… your gloves.”

He takes them, managing a faint smile. “God bless you, darlin’.”

Then he leaves with Sean, and the door closes behind them.

Maggie settles beside Mary by the fire, listening as the wind carries distant church bells through the snowy darkness—the night still tender with Christmas promise, fragile hope and grace.




THE NIGHT THE SNOW TURNED RED

Evening closes in. Wind rattles the tall windows of Wexford County Hospital while snow drifts outside, muffling the world.

In her cramped office, Sister Margaret Briars cradles the telephone between her shoulder and ear, her voice brittle after the long day.

“Aye, I know it’s short notice…” She sighs. “I’m sorry—two staff down, an’ two emergency deliveries in the past half-hour.”

She listens, then says, “All right… ten minutes. I’ll make it up to you.”

She drops the receiver into its cradle and leans back, pressing her fingers to her eyes. “Christmas Eve…” she mutters. “When it rains, it bloody pours.”

A sharp knock at the door jolts her upright.

Nurse Keegan peers in, her face drawn.

“What now?”

“Beggin’ your pardon, Sister—you were askin’ after Mrs Cohan. The blood loss is severe. Dr Greenwood’s taken her straight to theatre.”

Margaret straightens. “Theatre? How bad?”

“Bad. They may have to perform a hysterectomy.”

Margaret exhales, her shoulders sinking. “Has her husband arrived?”

“No sign of him.”

“And the child?”

“A wee lad. Small—but holdin’ on for now.”

“Thank God.” She rubs a hand across her brow. “Bring me a strong tea, will you?”

“It’s already on the way, Sister.”

 
Downstairs, Tyrone stands rigid at the reception counter, twisting his hat in his hands. His coat feels too hot, too heavy, and his mouth is dry.

“Is there somethin’ I can do for you?” the clerk asks.

“To be sure, ma’am. Me wife, Beatrice Cohan—they brought her in earlier…”

“One moment, Mr Cohan. Please take a seat.”

He nods and sits in a chair. Sean sits beside him, managing a faint smile. “She’ll be all right, Tyrone. Women are stronger than we’ll ever be.”

“I know… Bea’s stronger than most.” Tyrone drags a hand through his hair.

God, keep them safe… Let me bring them both home.

Sister Briars appears beside Dr Greenwood. They walk straight towards him.

Tyrone’s heart kicks hard. He bolts upright, Sean rising with him.

“Tyrone,” the doctor says gently. “Beatrice is stable. The fall caused a haemorrhage and brought on early labour. We had no choice but to perform a hysterectomy. It saved her life.”

Tyrone nods, struggling to steady himself. “Thank God she’s alive.”

Relief softens Margaret’s face. “An’ you’ve a wee son. Tiny—but a fighter.”

Tyrone covers his mouth, his hazel-brown eyes shining.

Sean’s grin wavers through gathering tears. “So—you’re a da. A wee son for Christmas.”

They share a quiet, grateful smile.

 
Upstairs, Nurse Sally Winters grips the wall telephone, sweat beading across her pale brow. “Aye… third delivery in the past hour. I’m on me own up here, an’ me head’s splittin’. I can’t keep up.”

She hangs up and sways slightly.

Two newborn boys lie swaddled in bassinets side by side, their cries piercing the room and biting at her ears.

Sally presses her fingers to her temples.

Her hands tremble as she reaches for the name tags. Two newborn boys. Two bassinets. Two small cards waiting to be pinned in place.

Their cries sharpen.

Sally flinches. Her vision blurs at the edges as she pins one tag, then the other, without checking.

The telephone rings again.

She turns towards it, then stumbles to the sink and vomits, her whole body shaking.

When she looks back, one baby lies unnaturally still, his lips tinged blue.

No cry. No movement.

Horror claws through her.

“Oh God… no.”

She slams the emergency button.

Sister Briars and Dr Leahy burst into the nursery just as Sally collapses.

Dr Leahy rushes to the bassinet and works over the tiny body. After one terrible minute, his hands fall still. He looks up, his expression grave.

Margaret’s breath catches as she sees the tag.

B. COHAN.

No… not on Christmas Eve. His mother’s in theatre. His father’s waitin’ downstairs.

She draws a breath. “Oh God… what am I to tell the father?”

Her eyes close for a moment.

Dr Leahy swallows. “Ah… what a beautiful wee child.”

Margaret grips the edge of the bassinet, grief tightening around her ribs like iron bands.

“The family’s Protestant,” she says quietly. “Reverend Montgomery will need to be told.”

She turns towards the door, already gathering herself to carry the words no nurse ever wants to speak.

 
Downstairs, no one has reached Tyrone with the terrible news.

He stands in the dim corridor, exhaustion and joy warring across his face, and dials home with unsteady fingers.

At the Cohan house, Maggie sits by the fire, threading blue ribbon through a pair of tiny booties.

The telephone rings, sharp and sudden.

Maggie springs to her feet. Mary turns towards the sound.

“Hello, Maggie Cohan speakin’.”

“Hello, wee darlin’.”

“Daddy!” Joy bursts from her voice.

“You’ve a wee brother, love,” he says softly.

Maggie clutches the receiver and calls out, “Mammy had a boy! I’ve a brother!”

“Pass the phone to Aunty Mary, will you?”

Mary takes the receiver, her voice calm. “Congratulations, love. God bless you. How’s Bea?”

“She needed a hysterectomy,” Tyrone says. “But she’s stable. She’ll recover.”

Mary exhales slowly. “Thank God.” A gentle smile touches her lips. “She’s strong, that one. Go an’ see your boy—you’ve waited long enough.”

“God bless you, Mary.”

She replaces the receiver and bows her head.

Keep them close, Lord.

Beside Maggie, the tiny booties rest on the table—a silent promise of all that waits beyond the dawn.

 
The telephone rings at Shaylee’s Inn, and Shay answers. Tyrone is calling from the hospital.

“Hold on a wee sec.” Shay covers the mouthpiece, then calls out, “Tyrone Cohan has a son—born this very Christmas Eve!”

The inn erupts in celebration.

“A free pint, so!” a burly man bellows, thumping the counter. “Set it beside this one—I called it earlier, before Mr Collins retired to his wee home.”

Laughter erupts as the bartender pours, froth gleaming in the candlelight.

“To the Cohan boy!” someone calls. “An’ to his mam an’ da!”

Glasses clink, and every face shines with celebration.

Warmth swells through the inn and spills into the snowy Wexford night, carrying with it the promise that no heart need stand alone.

 
Back at the hospital, Tyrone returns to the waiting room as a heavily pregnant young woman passes the doorway.

Sean watches her go. “I’d wager that wee baby’ll be in its mammy’s arms by mornin’.”

“Aye,” Tyrone says. “It’s a busy night—they’ve their hands full.” He falls quiet for a moment.

A nurse appears in the doorway. “Nursery viewing now, for anyone waiting to see the babies.”

Sean claps a hand on Tyrone’s shoulder. “Come on, lad. There’s a wee boy upstairs waitin’ to meet his da.”

Tyrone rises, wonder softening his face. “A son for Christmas,” he whispers.

Together, they head towards the stairs.

Their cheerful voices echo through the stairwell as they climb.

“Me mammy said childbirth changes a woman’s heart forever,” Tyrone says. “The miracle of all miracles.”

They round the corner just as a wardsman passes, pushing a covered trolley. A blue hospital blanket lies over a tiny form.

No name tag is visible.

Their laughter dies. Both men remove their caps, their faces solemn.

Sean makes the sign of the cross. “Poor wee babby,” he murmurs.

“Aye,” Tyrone mutters. “God bless the poor mam goin’ home with empty arms.”

They walk on in reverent silence.

A short while later, they stand at the nursery window, hushed and expectant.

Beyond the closed blind, tiny bundles sleep beneath the nursery’s soft lamps.

Tyrone presses his ear to the window. “Not a sound outta any of ye… clever little things, knowin’ Santy’s near.”

Other visitors gather around them.

Nurse Keegan offers a polite smile. “I’ll be right with ye.”

Nearby, the lift doors open. Sister Briars steps out, moving with quiet urgency.

Lord, grant me the right words.

Moments later, Reverend Montgomery and Dr Leahy join Sister Briars. Together, they move down the corridor, each step measured, their solemn passage sending a ripple of unease through the hallway.

Margaret scans the faces ahead, desperate to reach Tyrone before the truth finds him another way.

At the nursery window, the blind rises, revealing a row of swaddled newborns beneath soft overhead lamps. Small name cards hang at the foot of each bassinet—quiet labels that, for now, no one has reason to question.

Tyrone leans closer, wonder warming his chest. “Look at them… not a care in the world.”

Sean nudges him. “Well? Can you see him?”

“Not yet…” Tyrone murmurs, his gaze moving from crib to crib, his breath misting the glass.

A faint smile touches his lips. “’Tis a miracle… an entire room filled with promise. An’ one of them is me son.”

Footsteps approach behind them.

The air shifts.

Tyrone turns and sees Sister Briars walking beside Reverend Montgomery and the solemn-faced doctor.

The sight steals the breath from his lungs.

No, Lord… please. Not tonight.

Margaret lowers her head and presses a handkerchief to her cheek.

Edward’s gaze settles on Tyrone, carrying sorrow like a sacred trust.

“Tyrone… son,” he says softly. “Will you walk with me a wee bit?”

Tyrone remains rooted to the spot. He turns to Sean.

Sean nods. “I’m stayin’ right here. Go on.”

Tyrone draws a deep breath. Then, slowly, he walks beside Edward. Margaret and Dr Leahy follow a step behind.

Sean remains at the nursery window, his hands buried deep in his pockets, watching his friend go.

Hold steady, old friend.

They disappear down the corridor, swallowed by dim light and silence.

 
They enter a consulting room, leaving the door slightly ajar. The light is dim, shadows gathering in the corners as if trying to conceal what is about to be said.

Tyrone sits opposite them, his hands clenched around a crumpled handkerchief. His eyes search each face.

But he finds no reassurance—no softening in the doctor’s brow, no glimmer of hope in Edward’s eyes.

Only sorrow.

For a long moment, no one speaks.

Then a low, guttural sound tears from Tyrone. It swells into a raw cry of anguish that carries through the corridor, stilling everyone who hears it.

Sean freezes. “Christ above… that’s Tyrone.”

The consulting room door opens.

Margaret steps out, her eyes red and her breath hitching in shallow sobs. One hand covers her mouth; the other clutches her rosary.

Sean’s throat tightens. “Sister… is it Beatrice?”

She shakes her head. “No… it’s the wee boy.” Her voice fractures. “He didn’t make it.”

Sean stands motionless as the corridor seems to tilt beneath him, the world knocked from its axis.

Margaret walks away, her fingers moving over the rosary beads as though searching for peace.

Through the gap in the door, Sean glimpses Edward sitting beside Tyrone, one hand laid on his shoulder.

Edward rises, steps into the corridor and closes the door behind him. The soft click sounds far too final.

Sean hesitates, then enters.

Tyrone sits slumped in the chair, his shoulders shaking, his head bowed over the crumpled handkerchief. When he looks up, his swollen eyes meet Sean’s.

Neither man speaks.

Sean crosses the room and sits beside him.

In the deep, sacred silence between them lies understanding, heartbreak and a friendship drawn closer by grief than words could ever reach.

Outside, the corridor settles into its usual rhythm. Somewhere in the distance, a trolley squeaks and a nurse laughs—life continuing, unaware of the heart that has shattered behind the closed door.

For Tyrone, the world has shifted forever.

The night meant to cradle new joy now lies hollow.

At home, a cradle waits that will never rock. Tiny clothes lie folded for a child who will never wear them.

And from this night forward, every joy will carry a shadow.




WHEN THE MUSIC STOPPED

Heather Piper lies propped against the pillows, exhaustion softening the quiet strength she inherited from her father, Paddy. Her face is pale, though her grey eyes remain steady.

Beside her, Charles—impeccably dressed even after hours in the maternity ward—fusses with the blankets, his hazel eyes bright with nervous pride.

A gentle knock breaks the hush.

A nurse peeks in with a smile. “Congratulations, Mr an’ Mrs Piper. Your wee boy’s settled in the nursery.”

A tender smile touches Heather’s lips. “He’s early… but he’s ours.”

The nurse slips quietly away.

Charles bends and kisses Heather’s temple. “You were amazing.”

She gives him a tired smile, then drifts asleep.

Charles steps into the dim corridor, hands in his pockets.

So, this is fatherhood… fear and wonder tangled together.

Near the admissions desk, two hushed voices catch his attention.

“The Cohan child?”

“Gone, poor wee thing.”

Charles stops.

No… surely not the Cohans.

The desk clerk notices him. “Can I help you, sir?”

Charles hesitates, then clears his throat. “Sorry… did you say Cohan?”

The clerk’s expression falters, and that is answer enough.

Charles turns and walks away, his thoughts racing.

Paddy needs to know.

He finds a public telephone and reaches for the receiver, holding it for a moment before he begins to dial.

 
The inn hums with warmth, alive with music and laughter beneath the soft glow of fairy lights.

Behind the bar, the telephone rings.

“Hallo… who? Paddy McClelland? Aye, he’s still here.” Shay cups the mouthpiece and shouts, “Paddy! Phone for you!”

Paddy raises his pint with a grin. “Ah, if it’s Santy, tell him I’ve been nothin’ but an angel all year!”

Laughter rolls through the inn as he ambles to the bar and takes the receiver. “Hallo… Charles! How’s Heather? Is everythin’ all right?”

“She’s grand, Paddy.” Charles pauses. “You’re a grandfather. A baby boy—Connor.”

Paddy’s face lights with joy. “Hallelujah, sweet Jesus—a baby boy!”

The inn erupts in cheers. Glasses rise, laughter rings out and congratulations fill the room.

Then Charles’s voice softens. “Paddy, there’s somethin’ else. The Cohans’ baby… he didn’t make it.”

The words fall like stones into water.

As Paddy’s posture stiffens and the joy leaves his face, the laughter around him dies. Even the accordion sighs into silence.

Paddy replaces the receiver with a trembling hand.

Shay leans across the bar. “Is everythin’ all right?”

Paddy lowers his gaze. “Tyrone’s wee one…” He stops and swallows hard. “He’s gone.”

Joy drains from the room. Pints are set quietly aside, and heads bow.

Paddy draws an unsteady breath. “Keep Tyrone an’ Beatrice in your prayers, will ye? God help them this night.”

Above them, Mr Collins peers down from his rafter nook, his whiskers twitching as though he senses the sorrow below. For a brief moment, he remains, before returning to the shadows.

 
Beatrice rests, pallid and motionless, in a secluded hospital room, removed from the cry of newborns. Tyrone sits beside her, one hand resting over hers, his shoulders bent beneath the weight of grief.

Down the corridor, Nurse Keegan hums a Christmas carol as the beam of her torch guides her steps. She pauses at Beatrice’s door and looks in at the grieving couple.

Quietly, she enters and drapes a blanket over Tyrone’s slumped shoulders. Then she slips away, brushing a tear from her cheek.

 
Across town, in the Cohan living room, Mary stirs and runs her fingers over the face of her Braille watch.

Midnight.

She rises, makes her way to the bedroom and kneels beside the bed. “Lord, let Your mercy draw near this Christmas Day.”

Later, beneath the quilt, she lies awake in the hush, listening to the wind worry at the window.

“Keep them safe, Lord,” she whispers. “Especially the little ones.”




AN HOUR AT A TIME

Wexford County Hospital stirs beneath the soft grey dawn of Christmas Day, 1965. Breakfast trolleys rattle along the corridors, and nurses exchange quiet greetings beneath sagging strands of tinsel. Outside, tyres grind through the slush.

In Beatrice’s room, a gentle knock interrupts the hush.

Tyrone stirs in his chair, his eyes rimmed red and his shirt collar crumpled from sleep. He remains beside her, watching the slow rise and fall of her breathing.

A nurse steps quietly into the room. “Good mornin’,” she whispers. “Would you care for some tea?”

Tyrone nods, his voice rough with exhaustion. “That’d be grand. Thank you.”

The nurse returns with a cup of tea, then begins her checks—taking Beatrice’s pulse and adjusting the drip.

Beatrice lies propped against the pillows, her face slack with sedation, her breathing slow and steady.

It’s better she sleeps, Tyrone thinks.

Another knock sounds—firmer this time.

Dr Greenwood stands in the doorway. “Mr Cohan… could I have a quick word with you outside?”

Tyrone rises stiffly and follows him into the corridor. Voices, rattling trolley wheels, the distant ring of a bell, a cleaner humming under her breath—it all feels far away, somehow wrong.

“She’s sedated,” the doctor says gently. “Her body is still in shock.”

Tyrone clasps his hands together. They are the hands of a tradesman, accustomed to mending whatever is broken. Yet now they are useless.

“When do we tell her?” he asks.

“When she’s stronger,” Dr Greenwood replies. “Her mind needs guardin’ now as much as her body.”

Tyrone lowers his gaze. “She’ll be askin’ for him the moment she wakes.” His throat tightens as grief rises through him. “God help me… what am I to say?”

Dr Greenwood rests a steadying hand on his shoulder. “When that moment comes, you won’t be alone.”

Tyrone nods and looks through the small glass pane in the ward door. Beatrice lies motionless beyond it, still unaware.

“He was her joy,” Tyrone whispers. “We thought him a miracle after near twenty years of tryin’…”

His voice breaks, leaving only the hollow ache of all they have lost.

“I’ll look in on you again shortly,” Dr Greenwood says. “I’m truly sorry, Mr Cohan.”

Then Tyrone is alone in the corridor.

He leans against the wall and closes his eyes.

Lord… I’ve nothin’ left.

After a moment, he pushes himself upright and walks to the public telephone, a coin trembling between his fingers.

“Sean? I’d be grateful if you’d come and fetch me… I’m ready to go home.”

 
A short while later, Sean pulls into the hospital drive. Tyrone climbs into the car, his shoulders sagging like an empty sack.

“How’s Bea?” Sean asks softly.

“She’s asleep—sedated. It’s what she needs.” Tyrone pauses. “Thank you for comin’, Sean.”

They drive on in near silence.

The car radio crackles to life. “From all of us here… a very Merry Christmas. And
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