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The Angel





Margaret Flynn finished wiping down her dying patient and puffed up her pillows before carefully lying her head down. Mrs Mabel Taylor was not long for this world. She'd made it all the way to 98 years old but the century, sadly, was going to elude her. 

Margaret pulled back the curtains surrounding the old lady's bed, walked over to the hospice waiting room and spoke to her son.

'Hi.'

'Hi. You can go to the bedside now.'

'Thank you,' said Peter Taylor, as he forced a smile, stood up and walked over to his mother's bedside. He picked up her hand, kissed it with tender affection and held it to his cheek.

'All right, Mum?'

There was no reply. There had been no reply for several weeks. He watched with admiration as Margaret continued her work, moving around the ward like an angel watching over souls waiting to enter heaven. The nurse smiled and held hands and puffed pillows, brightening up the last days of all who came into contact with her.

'She's comfortable,' Margaret said softly, approaching Mabel’s bedside. 'Her breathing's easier than yesterday.'

Peter nodded, not trusting his voice.

'I know this is hard,' Margaret continued, her hand resting gently on his shoulder. 'But you being here matters. She knows. Even if she can't show it, she knows.'

'How can you tell?'

'Forty-five years of doing this. You learn to read the small things. The way her breathing settles when you arrive. The slight release of tension in her hand when you hold it.' Margaret smiled. 'She's been waiting for you, Peter. She does that every day until you come.'

His eyes filled with tears. 'I should have come more. Before. When she could still talk.'

'You're here now. That's what counts.' Margaret squeezed his shoulder. 'Would you like some tea?’

'No, I'm fine. Thank you.'

Margaret moved on to the next bed, where elderly Mr Harrison was struggling with his breathing. She adjusted his oxygen, checked his monitors, and sat down beside him.

'There we are, Tom. Better?'

He managed a small nod.

'Your daughter called. She'll be here after work. She sends her love.' Margaret held his hand, waiting until his breathing steadied. 'You've got a few hours yet. Rest now.'

She stayed until his eyes closed.

‘Alright sweetheart.’ Margaret turned her attention to the next bed. Tom Brennan, a docker of the old school. His wife and daughter sat on chairs at his bedside and two granddaughters sat on the bed giggling and munching sweets. His bed was a mess, his hair was chaotic and his smile was infectious. 

‘Want a sweetie, grandad?’

‘Oh yeah. I could murder one of those jelly babies.’ The granddaughters laughed like they’d been doing it together their whole lives. Which they had been. The sound filled the ward without effort, a laugh born from a life of a family being together. Margaret registered it the way she registered vital signs. There, in the world to be paid attention to, but belonging to somebody else’s life. 

‘You’re doing a fantastic job,’ boomed the ex-docker as he munched joyfully on his jelly babies. ‘Expect I’ll see you in heaven, if I make it.’

‘No chance,’ said his wife with a wide smile. ‘I think the guy below has an eye on you.’

Margaret understood their gallows humour but never engaged with it. She just didn’t feel it. But she did admire Tom’s courage, the way he was playing out the end game. She tidied his bed before moving on.

Mrs Ebi Okafor was Tom’s opposite. A Nigerian woman in her 90s who barely spoke, but always seemed alert. Deep, knowing eyes, hiding stories from her early years in Nigeria that would never be told. Her husband had died over ten years earlier, a son who lived in America had visited but since returned. Nobody else. 

Margaret monitored her signs. As well as all the tech monitoring and pinging whenever vital signs changed, the nurse had developed a sixth sense for when the end was near. She sat by Ebi and held her hand. The knowing Nigerian woman was near the end, but not there yet. 

Margaret made sure the ones with no visitors got extra time, extra kindness. 

No one died alone. Not on Margaret Flynn’s watch.

By the end of her shift, she'd held three more sets of hands and dried multiple tears. 

As she was leaving Tom’s daughter caught up with her in the corridor, threw her arms around her and cried. 

'Thank you. Thank you for everything you've done for my dad.’

'Just doing my job, love.'

But it was more than a job. It had always been more than a job. 

Margaret signed out and walked through the car park. The evening was drawing in, the sky streaked with amber and grey. She sat in her car for a moment before starting the engine, allowing herself to feel the weight of the day slip away.

Forty-five years of this. Forty-five years of other people's deaths. Other people's grief. Other people's families. She was beyond brilliant at it. Everyone said so. Margaret Flynn: the one who made the unbearable bearable.

The Angel started her car engine and drove away.
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The Mother





She parked up and wearily exited her Skoda before climbing the two flights of stairs to her flat. Each step reminded her of the double shift she'd just pulled. Her knees protested. Her back ached. The kind of tiredness that settles into your bones after forty-five years of nursing. She wanted to work on, but things were getting harder. She wasn’t as young as she used to be. 

She turned the key in the lock and entered. She'd lived alone now for fifteen years, reconciled herself to the quiet and to her own company. Most days she preferred it this way. No one asking questions. No one needing anything from her after she'd spent twelve hours giving everything she had to strangers.

She looked at the photograph of her dead husband on the mantelpiece, the only photo she had on display. The family they’d planned had never happened.

She threw down her bag, kicked off her shoes, and put the kettle on. The flat was cold. She'd kept meaning to get the heating fixed but somehow never found the time. Or maybe she just didn't care enough to make the call.

As the kettle boiled, her home phone rang. She didn’t answer, just waited for the caller to leave their message. Phone calls at home were rare these days. Everyone just texted on their mobiles. The red light on her answering machine blinked. She pressed the play button. She guessed who it would be.

Her daughter's voice filled the kitchen. Bright, efficient, slightly impatient.

"Hi Mum, it's Claire. Just calling about Sunday. The family gathering at ours. Emma's sixteen, remember? Would be nice if you could make it this time. Call me back."

The message ended with a click.

Margaret stared at the machine. Sunday. She'd forgotten about Sunday. Or maybe she'd deliberately not thought about it. Emma’s sixteenth birthday. She remembered the day of her own sixteenth birthday, the day her world had changed, before the breakdown, before her mind sealed off the subsequent memories. She gave her head a wobble and thought about something else. About her latest charges; Tom, Ebi and Mrs Taylor. Other people’s lives were so much easier to deal with. 

She poured the tea and carried it to the sofa.

She had no intention of attending. She'd make an excuse later - another shift picked up, something unavoidable at the hospice. Claire would sigh in that particular way she had, disappointed but not surprised. They'd have the same conversation they’d had a few times now, about Margaret never being around, never making an effort, always choosing work over family.

Margaret took a sip of her tea and looked around the flat. Neat. Functional. Nothing personal except the single photo on the mantelpiece. 
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