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Dedication
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For every parent who has ever kept the long night with a small hand on their chest. For the women who stay, and the ones who go, and the love that keeps choosing morning.
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Epigraph
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We learn the house by heart—

by creak and kettle, by breath and light—

until the quiet finally answers back.
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Chapter 1: Milk & Dawn
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Kindness first, then everything else.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

Kindness first, then everything else.

The house settled around them—kettle ticking, sea air threading the curtains—as they chose the day in small, kind pieces.

Oisín counted breaths to four while the old house mapping footsteps threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—tea, toast, and tender aftercare, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Hope counted breaths to four while a letter half-written on the table threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—routine pinned to the fridge list, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Oisín counted breaths to four while the old house mapping footsteps threaded the room. Hope moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—the bench under the apple tree, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Oisín counted breaths to four while salt on the glass threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—tea, toast, and tender aftercare, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

The house settled around them, kettle ticking, sea air threading the curtains; Hope marked the hour by the baby’s soft breaths.

By nightfall, the word they were avoiding would need a voice.

Cian moved quiet as tidewater through the small kitchen, a hand to Hope’s shoulder, both of them listening for the next cry.

The day wore thin around the edges. She found herself at the kitchen table, Oisín asleep against her chest, a pen in her hand. The page in front of her was blank, save for the date. She didn’t know what to write—not yet. But time was moving, always moving. She could feel it gnawing at her from the inside. The need to leave something behind, to say it right, to make the words matter.

She wrote the names of each child, one after the other. Aoife, Eamon, Sorcha, Roisín, Bran, Tiernan, Lila, the twins, Oisín. She traced the letters, careful, reverent. She pressed a kiss to the top of Oisín’s head, as if he could carry some part of her into the blankness.

The kitchen hummed around her. Faith poured tea, watching Hope with the quiet terror of someone who had always believed in miracles. “Want anything, Hope?”

Hope shook her head. “Just... stay.”

Faith slid into the seat beside her, their knees bumping under the table. She reached for Hope’s hand, squeezing hard enough to hurt. They sat in silence, the air thick with unsaid things, the only sound the ticking of the old clock and the rise and fall of Oisín’s breath.

***
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The doorbell would not ask permission to change everything.

Hope counted breaths to four while sea air through the sash window threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—routine pinned to the fridge list, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Cian counted breaths to four while kettle ticking down on the hob threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—small hands and soft breaths, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Hope counted breaths to four while the monitor’s rain-hiss threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—the bench under the apple tree, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

Oisín counted breaths to four while kettle ticking down on the hob threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—sea air through the sash window, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

By noon, the house was a riot of shoes and coats and shouts—children tumbling out the door for school, Cian chasing after them, lunchboxes forgotten, Bran crying because his favorite hat was missing. Hope stood at the window, Oisín dozing against her collarbone, watching her family spill into the gray morning.

Rain spotted the glass. The sky was the color of old milk. She pressed her forehead to the cool pane, closing her eyes against the ache in her chest.

This was the cost—these moments, this body, the unending ache and wild, stupid hope that maybe, just maybe, she would get another day like this. The certainty that she would not.

Oisín whimpered, mouth rooting against her collarbone. She shushed him, rocking gently, memorizing the weight of him, the smell of rain and warm milk, the distant shriek of Sorcha yelling goodbye.

Tomorrow’s call would not wait, no matter how gently they asked it to.

Outside, gulls worried the sky; inside, the list on the fridge kept their day upright: bottles, school run, a promise to rest.

The afternoon passed in small rituals—feeding, napping, the endless dance of comforting and cleaning. Hope watched Faith braid Lila’s hair at the kitchen table, her fingers deft, patient. Eamon stomped in with mud on his shoes, grinning despite Aoife’s scolding. The twins fought over a toy, their voices rising and falling like birds in the rafters.

Hope folded laundry, the baby strapped to her front in a sling, every movement slow and careful. She listened to the house—its music, its wounds, its stubborn refusal to break. She pressed a note into Bran’s lunchbox, just in case. She touched each child as they passed, a hand on a shoulder, a brush of lips to a damp forehead, her own breath catching every time.

***
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Someone would have to say the word aloud; it would not be the end.

Cian counted breaths to four while a letter half-written on the table threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—small hands and soft breaths, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Oisín counted breaths to four while the monitor’s rain-hiss threaded the room. Hope moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—the bench under the apple tree, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Hope counted breaths to four while quiet vows made at the sink threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—salt on the glass, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Oisín counted breaths to four while sea air through the sash window threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—routine pinned to the fridge list, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

Evening. The light changed, gold and uncertain, spilling through the kitchen window in ribbons. Cian came home with groceries, shoulders stooped, face drawn. He paused in the doorway, taking in the sight of Hope at the sink, Oisín drooling on her shoulder, the children bickering over who got to sit closest to the stove.

“Hey,” he said softly, as if afraid to startle the world.

Hope smiled—real, unsteady, aching. “You’re late.”

He set the bags down, wrapping his arms around her from behind, chin hooked over her shoulder, their bodies fitting together in all the ways time had worn them soft. Oisín gurgled, tiny hands batting at Cian’s beard.

For a moment, everything else fell away. Just breath, just skin, just the warm circle of family holding her up.

The papers on the counter made the choice look simple; it wasn’t.

The monitor hissed like rain; routine steadied the room—tea, toast, small rituals laid end to end.

Night came slow, uncertain. Hope tucked Oisín into his cot beside the bed, her arms numb with fatigue. The house was quiet, only the hush of the baby monitor and the low murmur of Cian’s voice reading to Bran in the next room. She slid under the blankets, heart stuttering, eyes gritty.

Cian slipped in beside her, reaching for her in the dark, their hands finding each other under the quilt. Oisín stirred, then settled, the rhythm of his breathing a lullaby older than words.

They lay there, not speaking, not daring. The darkness was thick, but the love in it was heavier, a tether holding her here, in this house, in this body, for one more night.

Hope closed her eyes. Memorized the sound of Oisín’s breath, the weight of Cian’s hand, the ache and the grace of a life too full to ever be finished.

She promised herself she would remember. She would make it last.

Hope woke to Oisín’s fussing. The sound came through her chest before her ears—wet and low and insistent, so close to her heart it felt like his mouth was rooted inside her ribcage. For a moment, before memory returned, she let herself float in that blue-grey borderland between sleep and waking, the baby’s weight heavy and real against her, the rest of the world muffled as snow. She was not Hope-with-cancer yet. Not Hope-who-would-leave-them. She was only a body—aching, sticky, cold, alive, with her smallest son tethered to her by breath and milk and desperate, animal love.

The bedroom was pale with February light. It pooled on the wall beside her, ghostly and thin, turning the old quilt a washed-out blue. The window glass was clouded with condensation and the faint smudge of Bran’s handprint from last night. Oisín’s body, curled frog-like under her collarbone, was warm as bread, damp from milk and the endless fever of baby skin. He twitched, rooting with his mouth, the tiny fists kneading her breast. Her shirt was soaked through, sticky and sour under her arm. Hope didn’t move. She kept her hand splayed over his back, holding him to her, keeping herself anchored.

It was Cian’s side of the bed that told her the day had changed. It was cold, empty, the covers thrown back. She could picture him in the hallway, leaning against the banister with his head in his hands, pretending not to cry. She could see the way his shoulders bunched when he tried not to let the children see his grief, the way his jaw went hard, knuckles white as bone. She could feel his absence like a draft, and hated that she had learned to notice it. Before, their mornings had always been a tangle—kids piling in, legs everywhere, laughter or shrieks or the sound of Faith yelling for someone to bring down the wet towels. Now, the quiet was thick and wrong, as if the world was waiting for them to do something—say the word, or else break.

Oisín rooted harder, mouth working. The ache in her breast was sharp, half pain and half relief. She shifted, wincing as her body reminded her of every wound it had ever borne: the stitches that hadn’t healed, the tearing in her side that had begun last week, the ache in her hips that never left. Ten children, she thought, and counted them all—Aoife, Eamon, Sorcha, Roisín, Bran, Tiernan, Lila, the twins, Oisín—like beads on a string, each one a memory, a tether to the earth.

She lifted Oisín, bringing him to her chest. His lips found her nipple, and he latched greedily, eyes squeezed shut, one fist tangled in her hair. His breath was fast and shallow, a tiny animal shudder against her skin. She stroked his back, and the world shrank to this: his jaw moving, the tick of the old clock by the bed, the ache in her arms that felt both ancient and brand new.

In the hallway, a door slammed. Sorcha’s voice, high and fierce: “Give it back, Eamon, you gobshite!” Eamon’s laugh—rasping, full of eleven-year-old swagger and not an ounce of remorse. Roisín’s softer complaint, somewhere underfoot. Bran’s whimper, fragile as glass.

Faith’s voice—steady, low, the current that held them all together. “Enough. You’ll wake the baby. Get dressed, all of you. Sorcha, tie your hair back, love.”

Hope closed her eyes, pressing her face to Oisín’s hair. He smelled of sweat and powder and milk, and underneath it all, the metallic sweetness of sleep. If she could have stopped time, she would have—frozen herself and her baby and this impossible ache, made the world go silent and golden forever. But the day pressed on, indifferent. She felt it ticking in her bones.

The house was alive with the noise of children—bare feet slapping wood, the clatter of spoons, the shriek of a kettle. Oisín finished feeding and sagged against her chest, boneless. She wiped his mouth with her sleeve and watched the sunlight creep across the ceiling, counting the days since her diagnosis the way she used to count her cycles, the way she once counted the days to every due date. Five months since Oisín, one day since the doctor had said the word, and the space between them seemed both endless and razor-thin.

Cian appeared in the doorway, hair mussed, shirt wrinkled, eyes swollen and red. He carried two mugs—one for her, one for himself—and a cautious, apologetic hope she couldn’t bear to look at. He hesitated, then came in, setting the mugs on the nightstand.

“Morning,” he said, softly, as if they were both hungover.

Hope didn’t answer at first. She adjusted the baby, tucking him against her side, careful not to wake him. Her voice, when it came, was dry. “Is it morning?”

He looked at the clock, as if he needed proof. “Seven. Sorcha’s already lost her uniform shirt. Faith’s got them. I’ll take the twins if you want another hour.”

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to roll over, let herself vanish into the mattress, let the world burn down without her for one more morning. Instead, she shook her head, forcing a smile. “No. If I don’t get up now, I never will.”

Cian reached for her hand, thumb brushing the ring on her finger, his skin colder than hers. “You don’t have to do it all, Hope.”

She let out a laugh—sharp, more pain than humor. “If not me, then who?”

He closed his eyes, his thumb still moving in circles. “Let me.”

The word hung between them. Let me. Let me take it, let me hold it, let me carry you. Hope couldn’t answer. If she started to cry, she might never stop.

In the hall, Faith’s voice: “Bran, come here, love. You’re all right. Just sit with me.” Bran’s answer, a hiccupping sob.

Hope let go of Cian’s hand and shifted Oisín into the crook of her arm. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, planting her feet on the cold floor. The pain that shot through her pelvis was sharp, immediate, and she gritted her teeth, swallowing the sound. Cian watched, helpless, ready to reach for her and not daring to move.

She straightened, breathing through it. “Go. Make the lunches. I’ll come down.”

He hesitated, but obeyed, pressing a kiss to her hair before slipping from the room. Hope sat for a moment, letting the ache recede, Oisín curled like a question mark in her lap. She pressed a kiss to his temple, breathing in the last of his night-warmth, and stood.

She moved slowly, her body a map of old injuries and new betrayals. In the bathroom, she changed Oisín, his legs kicking at her ribs, the cold making him wail. She soothed him with nonsense, a song she barely remembered, half lullaby, half prayer. The mirror above the sink showed a stranger’s face—pale, sunken, hair scraped back, eyes too large and too old. She touched the skin under her chin, feeling the softness there, the sag that hadn’t gone away after the baby.

Downstairs, the kitchen was chaos. Aoife stood at the stove, flipping toast with one hand and holding Lila back from the pan with the other. The twins were under the table, giggling, wrappers torn and strewn across the floor. Bran clung to Faith, thumb in his mouth, face blotchy. Eamon tried to pour milk, missing the bowl entirely, Sorcha shrieking at him for the mess.

“Morning, Mam,” Aoife called, too bright. “Want tea?”

Hope nodded, grateful. She settled at the table, Oisín on her lap, pressing a hand to Lila’s curls as the toddler crawled up beside her. The mug Aoife set in front of her was chipped, the tea too strong, but Hope drank anyway. Her hands shook. The world felt tilted, as if everything had slid to one side.

Cian reappeared with lunchboxes, hair damp, eyes still red. He hovered at the edge of the room, not quite part of the chaos, watching her with the carefulness of someone tending a wound.

Hope drank her tea. Oisín nursed again, fussing, then fell asleep on her shoulder. She pressed her nose to his hair, memorizing the scent, the softness, the faint sticky sweet of milk and sweat.

Breakfast was a blur: lost shoes, spilled juice, Aoife’s steady voice keeping order. Faith wiped faces and zipped coats. Cian corralled the twins, Roisín tied Bran’s shoes, Tiernan slipped notes into lunchboxes, Sorcha shrieked about her missing jumper, Eamon chased Lila in circles. Hope watched, every muscle thrumming with the urge to hold each of them, to mark this ordinary madness with something permanent.

She watched the older children herd the little ones out the door, Faith counting heads, Aoife checking bags, Cian slipping a hand around Hope’s waist, gentle, as if afraid she’d shatter.

When the house emptied, the silence fell hard. Only Oisín, still asleep, the ticking clock, and the faint sound of rain on the windows. Faith came back, setting a hand on Hope’s shoulder. “Eat something,” she said, pushing toast toward her. “You need it.”

Hope tried, but the bread turned to paste in her mouth. She swallowed water instead. Faith sat with her, silent, eyes fixed on Hope’s hands. Oisín stirred, whimpering, fists flying. Hope lifted him, cradling his soft, drowsy weight, and let herself cry for the first time since the diagnosis, Faith’s hand finding hers under the table, grounding her.

When the tears passed, Faith squeezed. “He’s hungry, Hope. Let him have you. Let all of us have you, as long as we can.”

Hope nodded, feeding Oisín again, letting him drain her, hollow her out, fill her with something warm and animal and sacred.

Outside, gulls worried the sky; inside, they stayed gentle.

Outside, gulls worried the sky; inside, they stayed gentle.

Outside, gulls worried the sky; inside, they stayed gentle.

The house settled around them—kettle ticking, sea air threading the curtains—as they chose the day in small, kind pieces.

By morning, the choice would need a voice.

Sea air threaded the curtains while the kettle ticked down.

Tea, toast, and a clear promise not to rush.

Outside, gulls wheeled.

Routine made a soft harbour for the hours ahead.

Sea air threaded the curtains while the kettle ticked down.

Tea, toast, and a clear promise not to rush.

Outside, gulls wheeled.

Routine made a soft harbour for the hours ahead.

Sea air threaded the curtains while the kettle ticked down.

Tea, toast, and a clear promise not to rush.

Outside, gulls wheeled.

Routine made a soft harbour for the hours ahead.

Sea air threaded the curtains while the kettle ticked down.

Tea, toast, and a clear promise not to rush.

Outside, gulls wheeled.
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Chapter 2: Thin February Light
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Kindness first, then everything else.

***
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Cian counted breaths to four while a school-run clock in the hall threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—quiet vows made at the sink, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Cian counted breaths to four while tea, toast, and tender aftercare threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—kettle ticking down on the hob, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

Oisín counted breaths to four while tea, toast, and tender aftercare threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—kettle ticking down on the hob, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Cian counted breaths to four while routine pinned to the fridge list threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—a letter half-written on the table, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

The morning blurred. She cleaned, washed bottles, wiped counters, folded laundry with Oisín in a sling against her chest. She watched Faith hang out wet clothes in the yard, her movements slow and deliberate, her face turned away from the window. She packed Bran’s favorite blanket in his schoolbag. She wrote a note for Sorcha—just a heart, nothing more—tucked it in her pocket.

Every small action was an act of love, an attempt to say what she couldn’t bear to speak. The fear was a shadow on the wall, growing longer as the sun rose.

She napped with Oisín on the sofa, his breath a feather against her throat. She woke to Lila’s fingers in her hair, the toddler’s hot, damp mouth pressed to her cheek. Hope hugged her close, the ache in her chest sharp and deep.

Faith brought tea. “The hospital called,” she said softly. “They want you to come in Tuesday. Bloods, maybe a scan. I’ll mind the kids.”

Hope nodded, the taste of dread rising like bile. She didn’t want to go. She didn’t want to leave the house, the noise, the warmth of her children. She wanted to stay here, wrapped in the ordinary, pretending none of it was happening.

She smiled at Faith, hollow. “Thank you. I’m not ready, but... thank you.”

Faith’s eyes were full of tears she wouldn’t let fall. “You don’t have to be ready.”

Someone would have to tell Aoife—preferably before the school gates.

Light pooled on the lino; Hope breathed to a count of four and matched Oisín’s warm weight to her chest.

Lunch was sandwiches, half eaten, Oisín fussing, Lila asleep in Hope’s lap. The twins crawled under the table, Tiernan reading aloud from a battered library book, his voice stumbling on the long words. Bran stared at his plate, eyes glazed. Hope stroked his hair, humming under her breath, feeling the weight of his sadness settle in her own bones.

Afternoon stretched. Rain fell harder. She moved through the house in slow circuits—nursery to kitchen, living room to bathroom—always carrying Oisín, always listening for the sound of children, always fighting the urge to sit and never rise again.

The postman came. Hope watched from the window, Oisín’s head pressed to her collarbone, the cold seeping in through the glass. Letters, bills, a card from her cousin in Kerry. She turned them in her hands, the paper trembling.

She took out her notebook, wrote the date, then nothing. Words would not come. She wrote the children’s names instead, then Oisín’s, and traced the letters with her finger, over and over, until they blurred.

She pressed Oisín’s hand to the page, made a print, small and faint. She pressed a kiss to it. “There,” she whispered. “Proof.”

***
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Oisín counted breaths to four while tea, toast, and tender aftercare threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—quiet vows made at the sink, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

Cian counted breaths to four while the bench under the apple tree threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—a school-run clock in the hall, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave.

Cian counted breaths to four while quiet vows made at the sink threaded the room. Hope moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—small hands and soft breaths, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Cian counted breaths to four while the old house mapping footsteps threaded the room. Hope moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—salt on the glass, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Cian came home just before the others, his boots leaving mud on the mat. He looked thinner, older, every smile a fracture line. He watched Hope and Oisín in the kitchen, the way she held the baby close, the way her eyes never quite left him.

He set a bag on the table. “Got your favorite. Chocolate, and that bread you like. Faith said you didn’t eat much this morning.”

Hope managed a smile, guilt slicing through her. “Thank you.”

He brushed her cheek with his thumb, a touch so gentle it made her throat ache. “Let me know if you want anything. Anything.”

The children tumbled in, shouting, wet and wild. The house filled with boots, bags, laughter, the storm of their living. Hope let herself get caught in it, letting go of fear for the length of a dinner, a fight over dessert, a bedtime song. Oisín nursed again, dozed, then wailed until Cian took him, rocking him slow in the half-light.

She watched her husband with the baby, the way his hands trembled, the way he held Oisín as if afraid he might break, or vanish. She wanted to tell him it was all right, but the words would not come.

If they missed the morning window, the next chance wouldn’t come for weeks.

The old floorboards mapped each step; this was how they measured safety—by sounds they knew and names they could say.

Bedtime was a river, a tide pulling her under. She moved from room to room, kissing foreheads, smoothing sheets, finding socks, listening for tears. Bran begged to sleep with her, Lila wanted Faith. The twins fought sleep with a fury Hope admired. Aoife read to Sorcha in the hall. Eamon sulked on the landing. Tiernan crept in for a goodnight hug, taller than she remembered, his arms wrapped tight around her waist, face buried in her shoulder.

Hope held him, letting the weight of him fill her. “You’re all right,” she whispered. “You’ll always be all right.”

He nodded, silent, and slipped away.

In her room, Oisín was already fussing, tiny fists waving, face screwed up with hunger and outrage. Cian rocked him, eyes closed, mouth set in a line of sorrow.

Hope took the baby, nursing him one last time by the window. The rain had stopped. The sky was a bruised, aching purple, the trees black against the light. She held Oisín tight, memorizing the feel of him, the way he curled into her, the sound of his breath.

Cian touched her shoulder, his hand shaking. “Come to bed.”

She did, slipping under the quilt, Oisín beside her in his cot. Cian pulled her close, his arm heavy over her waist, his breath a warm fog on her neck. They lay in silence, listening to the children’s breathing, the old house settling, the world narrowing to this room, this bed, this night.

Hope closed her eyes, feeling the ache in her bones, the flutter of her heart, the wild hope that maybe—just maybe—she could stay. One more night. One more morning. One more day with all of them, here, now, alive.

She promised herself she would remember everything. The shape of Oisín’s hand, the smell of his hair, the way Cian’s fingers traced her spine in the dark. The world was ending, but here—in this house, in this bed, in this moment—she was still their mother, still their Hope.

And she would make it last.

––––––––
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Hope woke to the sound of Oisín’s fussing, a low, wet whimper vibrating against her breastbone. She surfaced from a shallow, aching sleep, body pressed to the mattress in the blue-grey dawn, the baby’s cheek glued to her skin by dried milk. She felt it before she heard it—the weight of him, the rooting mouth, the way his little fists battered blindly at her chest, searching for her even in sleep. For a moment she was only a body: raw, battered, heavy-limbed, no past or future, only the primal need to feed and soothe, to hold and be held.

Then memory returned. Not all at once, but in bruised flashes: the cold light in the consultant’s office, the way the world spun after, Faith’s hand on her back, Cian’s face white as paper as he packed Oisín into the carseat. It was yesterday, but the word—cancer—was already a ghost between her ribs, crowding out breath and sense. She felt hollowed, as if the baby’s hunger was pulling everything out of her, marrow and hope and the last stubborn scraps of belief that this house, this bed, this morning could last forever.

Cian was gone. His side of the bed was cold, blankets twisted, pillow dented by a sleepless night. Hope imagined him downstairs, standing at the window with his mug gone cold, staring at the garden as if he could bargain with the dawn. She pressed her nose to Oisín’s hair—sour-sweet, sweaty, the scent of everything she’d lose—and kissed the whorl at the crown of his skull. He stirred, mouth seeking, lashes fluttering against her skin.

She didn’t want to move. If she stayed very still, maybe the world would hold. Maybe she could stay just Hope, just Mammy, just skin and breath and warmth, not the ticking countdown of a dying woman. But Oisín’s need was insistent. She rolled to her side, hissing as the ache in her hips and pelvis woke too. Five months postpartum, she was still a map of bruises, scars, the quiet injuries of survival and mothering. Her breast throbbed, full and leaking, the nipple raw from night feeds. She guided him with shaking hands, and when he latched—sighing, greedy, safe—she almost cried with the relief of being necessary.

The house was alive around her. A slam in the hallway. The shriek of Sorcha’s voice, furious and bright as a struck match: “That’s mine, Eamon! Give it back!” Eamon’s laugh, low and cocky, eleven years old and convinced of his own indestructibility. Footsteps thundered above—Aoife corralling, Faith’s voice a velvet rope holding back the chaos: “Easy, all of you, you’ll wake the baby. Roisín, brush your hair. Bran, don’t lick the bannister. Jesus, not again—”

Hope closed her eyes, letting it wash over her. Ten children, each a note in the never-ending song of the house. She counted them by their noises: Lila’s high wail; Tiernan humming under his breath, lost in a comic; the twins’ patter as they chased each other down the stairs; Roisín muttering in the bathroom, Sorcha already slamming doors. Bran’s whimper, always softer than the others—hope’s most fragile, a bird against the window of this life.

She listened for Faith, always listening for Faith. Her sister’s footsteps on the landing, the calm in her voice, the way she could turn chaos to order with a look. Hope wouldn’t survive this year without her; that was a fact, as absolute as gravity.

Oisín pulled away, blinking up at her, mouth milky and slack. She wiped his chin with her sleeve, knowing she should get up, knowing her body wouldn’t obey her if she waited too long. The world pressed down: fatigue, grief, the ache in her bones. But Oisín whimpered again, eyes closing, and she shushed him, rocking in place, letting herself be just a mother for one more minute.

The bedroom window was fogged with breath and rain. Bran’s sticky handprint from yesterday smeared the glass. Hope could barely see the street, but she could hear the outside world—the rumble of bins being dragged to the curb, the crows that nested in the eaves, the thud of someone’s football against the garden fence. For twenty years this house had held her family, and still it shuddered with every winter wind.

She peeled herself upright, Oisín warm against her chest, her shirt stained with milk and something older, a sourness that never quite washed out. She cradled him, pressing her lips to the downy hair at his temple. “We’re all right,” she whispered, more prayer than truth.

She shuffled to the bathroom, feeling the muscles in her legs protest. The mirror above the sink showed a face she barely recognized: pallid, with bruises under her eyes, lips dry and cracked. Her hair, once thick, hung limp in a loose braid. She wiped a smear of spit-up from her shoulder with the sleeve of a dressing gown that had belonged to her mother, back when her mother was still strong enough to scold and sing and dance in the kitchen after midnight.

Changing Oisín, she talked to him in the hush reserved for last children. “Look at you. Pure trouble.” His feet kicked, pink and plump, toes curling as she wiped him clean and fastened a fresh nappy. He grunted, eyes rolling back, sated by milk and comfort.

From downstairs, Cian called up, voice taut and bright: “Sorcha! Shoes, now. Eamon, leave the dog alone. Lila, breakfast!” A pot clanged, a drawer slammed. Hope braced her hand on the sink, catching her breath, and listened for the telltale catch in his tone—the one she knew would come. She heard only the clatter of the morning and the rush of children pouring into the day.

She padded to the nursery, settling Oisín on the cot for a moment—he wailed, indignant—so she could grab a clean shirt from the basket. Her breasts ached, a low, constant pain. She pressed her knuckles to her ribs, trying to knead the soreness away, and then gathered Oisín back up, holding him tight to her chest.

The kitchen was a riot of color and movement. Aoife—her eldest, all bones and resolve—stood over the stove, flipping toast and calling instructions to the twins, who were racing plastic cars along the floor. Faith poured juice, her calm hands corralling chaos into breakfast plates and lunchboxes. Lila, half asleep, perched on a stool, hair wild, mouth sticky with jam.

“Morning, Mam,” Aoife said, eyes darting to Oisín, then back to Hope’s face, searching for news, for reassurance. “Tea?”

“Please.” Hope sat, every joint aching. Oisín wriggled, rooting against her. She unsnapped her bra, offering the breast. He latched, sighing, and she stroked his head, letting herself sink into the rhythm of feeding. Ten times a day, more some days, and each time she tried to memorize the way he curled into her, as if by holding him long enough she could trap time in her bones.

Faith set a mug in front of her, hand squeezing her shoulder. “Eat something, Hope.”

She nodded, tearing off a piece of toast and chewing, tasting nothing. Cian moved around the table, collecting bags, straightening collars, checking Bran’s temperature with the back of his hand. The older children slipped out in ones and twos, Sorcha with her arms folded, Eamon slouched, Aoife wrangling the twins by their wrists. Faith grabbed her coat, kissing Hope’s head before leaving, her steadying touch the last thing Hope felt before the door slammed and the house went quiet.

Oisín was asleep again, mouth slack, milk dotting his chin. Hope propped him on her shoulder and patted his back, staring at the clutter on the table—bills, socks, half a sandwich, Bran’s drawing of a dragon and a heart. She ached for her mother, for the version of herself that hadn’t been so tired, so haunted by what was coming.

Cian slumped into the chair beside her. For a moment they just sat, hands touching on the table, Oisín’s tiny snuffle the only sound. He reached for her, thumb tracing the bone of her wrist, and she let him, feeling his desperation in the way he gripped her hand.

“Hospital rang this morning,” he said quietly. “They want you in for a scan on Tuesday. Bloods, too.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“I can come. Faith’ll have the kids.”

Hope pressed Oisín closer. “I know.”

They sat in silence, time unspooling between them, his hand a lifeline and a tether. When the baby woke, fussing, she passed him to Cian, watching as her husband cradled their son, hands gentle but unsteady.

“You all right, Oisín?” Cian whispered, as if the baby might answer. “You’re the lucky one, son. You won’t remember any of this.”

Hope looked away, unable to bear the ache in his voice.

She rose, washed the dishes, wiped the counters, scrubbed the jam from the floor where the twins had dropped it. She moved slowly, Oisín strapped to her front in a sling, his weight anchoring her as she moved through the house. The laundry needed folding, Bran’s sheets needed changing, the fridge needed sorting—she did it all by rote, each movement a ritual of resistance against the coming storm.

Faith returned with the twins, faces flushed from cold. She bent, kissed Hope’s cheek, her eyes full of the things she wouldn’t say. “Rest, Hope. I’ll mind them.”

Hope nodded, letting herself be led to the sofa, Oisín pressed to her chest, Faith pulling a blanket over her knees. Lila crawled onto her lap, burrowing close. Hope stroked her hair, singing under her breath, the tune thin and halting, words lost in the space between sleep and sorrow.

She drifted, half awake, half dreaming. In the dream, her mother held her, humming the same song. Oisín’s hand clutched her shirt, the warmth of him pulling her back to the world.

When she woke, the house was quieter. Bran sat beside her, reading to the twins, his voice soft and uncertain. Cian stood in the doorway, watching them, face unreadable. He crossed to her, knelt beside the sofa.

“Hungry?” he asked. She shook her head.

He touched her face, fingers gentle. “You need to eat.”

Hope pulled him close, their foreheads pressed together. For a moment, there was no cancer, no fear, only the heat of his skin, the rhythm of their breaths, the scent of the baby between them.

The house settled around them—kettle ticking, sea air threading the curtains—as they chose the day in small, kind pieces.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

Kindness first, then everything else.

The house held its breath, then exhaled with them.

They chose the day in small, kind pieces.

They named the fear, and it sat smaller between them.

Time would not wait for perfect courage.
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Chapter 3: The Quiet Between
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Kindness first, then everything else.

***
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Cian counted breaths to four while a school-run clock in the hall threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—small hands and soft breaths, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Hope counted breaths to four while routine pinned to the fridge list threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—the bench under the apple tree, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Cian counted breaths to four while the monitor’s rain-hiss threaded the room. Oisín moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—the old house mapping footsteps, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now.

Hope counted breaths to four while the old house mapping footsteps threaded the room. Cian moved quiet as tidewater, checking the door and the clock in the same reach. They chose the day in small pieces—quiet vows made at the sink, a note on the fridge, a clean cup set ready by the sink. Outside, gulls worried the morning; inside, the house remembered how to hold them. A promise hummed under the ordinary—that they would ask first, soften after, and make space for rest. Their list was simple and saving: bottles, school bags, a ring-fenced hour where nobody had to be brave. By the time the kettle stilled, the room had steadied; the fear was not gone, only named, and that was enough for now. Tomorrow could bring calls and papers, but tonight there would be tea and a hand on a shoulder until the breathing evened.

Evening was a blur of homework, dinner, stories, and tears. Oisín fussed, refusing sleep. The older children argued, Aoife mediating, Faith soothing, Cian shuffling plates and refilling glasses. Hope sat in the corner, Oisín at her breast, watching them move through the small rituals that kept the house from falling apart.

After dinner, she bathed the baby, his legs kicking, mouth open in silent delight. She dried him, wrapped him in a towel that had been Eamon’s once, and rocked him by the window, watching the rain streak down the glass. The streetlights flickered on, gold and soft. She pressed her cheek to his, humming, willing him to remember her skin, her song, the world as it was before everything broke.

Cian came in, took Oisín from her, his hands trembling. “Let me.”

The older children called goodnight—Tiernan shy, Lila loud, the twins a chorus of giggles. Faith kissed her cheek, eyes bright. “Sleep, Hope. I’ll mind them if they wake.”

Hope lay down, every muscle crying out. Cian slid into bed beside her, curling his body around hers, his breath warm on her neck. Oisín slept in his cot, tiny hands curled, lips pursed in a dream. Hope reached for Cian’s hand under the blanket, lacing their fingers together.

The house settled around them: the groan of the stairs, the wind in the eaves, the hum of the baby monitor. Hope closed her eyes, memorizing it all—the press of Cian’s chest at her back, the rise and fall of Oisín’s breath, the sound of Faith singing softly to Lila in the next room.

She counted her blessings, counted her children, counted the heartbeats left.

And she promised herself, as the night deepened and the world shrank to the space between her and the ones she loved most, that she would remember every minute. That even if her body failed her, the love would stay—threaded through every crack in the walls, every faded curtain, every stubborn, hopeful heart in the house.

She would make it last.

Hope woke to the hot weight of Oisín pressed against her chest, his mouth seeking through her shirt for the comfort of milk and skin. She lay still, her body heavy with exhaustion, hips aching from a night twisted in half-sleep, the baby’s needs and her own grief warring in the dark. She listened—first to his little snuffling breaths, then to the noises beyond: the cough of pipes, the bang of doors, the growing riot of children in the hallway.

For a few breaths, she let herself believe nothing had changed. That yesterday had not left the word growing, cancerous and hungry, between her ribs. She closed her eyes, pressed her lips to the crown of Oisín’s head, and let him root, guiding him with shaking hands to the breast, flinching at the ache, letting him drain her. She watched the old blue light spread across the ceiling. Her chest felt raw and split open, but this—the baby suckling, the house alive, her own breath—was what was real.

The voices of her children, always, always. Sorcha’s righteous wail: “Eamon, I’ll kill you!” The twins giggling under the stairs, Tiernan humming some video game tune. Bran already crying, small and lost, and Faith—blessed Faith—scooping him up, wrapping him in a blanket of her calm. Cian’s footsteps in the kitchen, sharp and quick, the clink of mugs, the hush that meant he was holding in tears. The house was a living thing, battered and soft, and Hope ached with love for all of it.

She didn’t want to get up. She wanted to stay there, the baby feeding, the world at bay, no hospitals or calendars or any word that started with a capital C. But Oisín finished, pulling away with a sigh. His face, milk-drunk, was so beautiful it hurt. Hope wiped his chin, shifted her body, and sat up, every muscle protesting.

She bundled him, pressed a kiss to his head, and stood. Her shirt was damp, her hair stuck to her neck, her body still not her own after ten children and five months of sleeplessness and the new, ugly knowledge that she was running out of time. The bathroom mirror showed a face she barely recognized: cheeks hollow, breasts fuller than ever, eyes ringed with purple. She cleaned herself, changed Oisín, and laughed when he peed on her shirt. The sound—her own laugh—felt fragile, as if it belonged to someone else.

Downstairs, chaos: Aoife over toast and orders, Cian herding small bodies, Faith already with her coat on, twins crawling under the table. Hope moved among them, a ghost made solid by touch—hand on Eamon’s shoulder, fingers brushing Lila’s hair, Oisín always in her arms, a physical reminder that she was still here.
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