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Chapter One
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July 2002,  One week or so after the family reunion





Maureen O'Mara smiled with the satisfaction of a job well done as her eyes grazed over the gleaming surfaces upon which her dust-free knick-knacks were carefully placed. She was standing in a patch of sunlight, one foot in the kitchen and one foot in her open-plan living room, with a well-earned cup of tea. Lemony Pledge scented the air because Wednesday was her dusting day. She liked giving the place a good going over while Donal played bowls. 

Maureen had been the one to introduce him to the bowling club. But, unfortunately, it had swiftly become apparent that while they were compatible in most aspects of life, they weren't when it came to competitive situations like playing bowls. Living with your manfriend was all about compromise, so she'd gracefully opted to bow out of the club as her plate was full enough these days with her grandchildren and the activities she juggled between seeing them. On top of which, she was pleased Donal was getting to know some of the Howth locals. Besides, they didn't need to be joined at the hip. She didn't want them to become like Rosemary Farrell and Cathal Carrick the Cobbler, who were never out of one another's sight these days. It was very annoying when she was trying to converse with Rosemary, and Cathal was continually putting his penny's worth in.

There'd been an incident at Carrick's shoe shop just last month. Word had spread swiftly amongst the line dancing girls that if the closed sign was displayed in the shop window, you should not try the door handle just in case Cathal forgot to turn it over in the morning. Poor Agnes Doody had only wanted to chat about a pair of custom-made cowgirl boots because she was struggling to find a pair to fit around her bunions. Agnes refused to say what she'd seen barrelling into the shop. Still, and all there was a clue to be gleaned in the way she turned puce whenever she glanced Rosemary Farrell's way. 

On Wednesday, Maureen didn't look after the toddler Kiera either. Tom's mam did the honours. All of this mattered because the dusting was not something to be attempted when either Donal or Kiera was about. This was because they'd both want to help, with disastrous results. Donal, bless his heart liked to do his fair share, but he could be cackhanded and was best left to the hoovering and changing of the sheets. As for Kiera's habit of banging whatever she'd got her chubby little hands on against the carpet like it was a drumstick she was after holding, well, say no more. Far too many memories were attached to her bits and bobs to let that pair loose with a duster. Speaking of which, Maureen's eyes flitted to the wooden canoe she'd carved in Vietnam, standing erect and proud on the sideboard. A work of art that was, if she did say so herself. 

Housework was a thankless task, and she firmly believed in giving yourself a pat on the back for a job well done once it had been tackled. And it was imperative to reward oneself with a chocolate-coated digestive biscuit. But, unfortunately, the biscuit presently tucked in on the saucer had begun to melt against the side of the cup. So she crossed the floor to the French doors intending to fling them open and enjoy her morning break in the sunshine. 'There's a sea view to be admired, so there is Pooh,' she said to the oblivious poodle snoring on his doggy bed. 

At that moment, however, the telephone rang. Maureen, always up for a chat, did an about-turn, padding toward the kitchen to answer it, pausing to set her cup and saucer on the table.

'Patrick!' She exclaimed delightedly, having been greeted by her firstborn's voice. 'How're things over there in Los Angeles? Which film stars have you seen out and about lately?' She pulled out a chair and sank down in it, preparing for a lovely mother/son catch-up. There'd be no mention of beaches and weddings on her part because Maureen prided herself on knowing all her children inside out. Although they were as different as the four seasons, they had one trait in common—digging their heels in if she were to make a fuss. So, the less said about Patrick and Cindy's ridiculous idea of getting married on an island instead of under God's roof, the better. Besides, why Patrick would entertain going barefoot on the sand on the most important day of his life was beyond her. His feet had never been his best feature, having been blessed with his father's big toes, which were best kept inside a sturdy pair of shoes, thanks very much. 

Oh yes, Maureen thought, waiting for his reply as she peeled her biscuit off the cup and quickly chomped it down. You had to be cunning when it came to your children. At least, he'd not be saying his vows for a good while yet, so there was plenty of time to work on him. She knew convincing him to talk Cindy around to a Catholic Nuptial Mass wedding service would require subtlety, and she could be very subtle when the need arose. Ask anyone who knew her. Subtlety was her middle name. 

'Grand Mammy. I've not seen anyone you'd have heard of recently. Daniel Day-Lewis isn't filming over here just now. How's yourself and Donal?' Patrick's voice pulled her back from her thoughts. 

Maureen swallowed the remains of her digestive biscuit, feeling it scrape her throat on the way down. 'Oh, we can't complain, son. The sun's shining. Although, since you asked, my knees are paining me when I wake up, and Donal's back has been playing up. It's a little better since he's been going to see a masseuse, and he's taken himself off to the bowls this morning, so it can't be too bad.' Maureen remembered her youngest daughter's smart remark upon hearing Donal was after getting a massage and hastily added. 'She's a properly qualified masseuse he's been going to see. Rita specialises in the backs so she does, and she's not one of those ones whose hands slip like your sister was after insinuating.' 

'Moira?'

'Moira.' Maureen confirmed lips compressed. Aisling had been given a look, too, for encouraging her, and as for those two sons-in-law of hers who were thick as thieves these days with their marathon plans, they should know better. She had a quick sip of her tea, noticing the packet of photos she'd picked up from the pharmacy yesterday was still on the table. She and Donal had flicked through them last night after dinner, agreeing there were some lovely snaps worthy of reprinting. 'I'm putting some photographs in the post for you of the reunion, so keep your eye out for them, Pat.'

'I will do, Mammy.'

Patrick's voice was tight, and if Maureen were a dog, her nose would have started twitching like Pooh's did when he was dreaming. Only this wasn't a dream; she was wide awake and could sense her son hadn't telephoned to catch up with family news. She gripped the phone with white knuckles. 'Come on then, son, out with it.'

'Hi, Mom!'

Maureen blanched at the breathy voice of her future daughter-in-law's voice twanging down the line. 

'We'll tell her together, Pat.'

'Tell me what?'

'Cindy and I are bringing the wedding date forward, Mam,' Patrick blurted. Still, there was an underlying hint of sheepishness in his tone that didn't escape his mammy's notice.

Maureen stiffened. 'Why's that then?' She wasn't silly. The only thing left to tell, given they were already engaged, was that Cindy's personal care modelling days were ending, and she'd be moving into the maternity line of the fashion world. 

'You're going to be a nan again, Mam,' Patrick said with the giddy excitement he used to get on Christmas morning as a boy.

'Congratulations, Grandma!' Cindy gushed. 

She'd guessed right! She would be a nana again because her baby boy was to be a father himself! Maureen dropped the phone on the table with a clatter to clap her hands in delight. Where was Donal when she needed him? He should be here sharing in her excitement. She retrieved the phone and told her son and the soon-to-be mother of another precious grandchild she was over the moon at their happy news. 'Donal will be too, and your sisters. You've not told them yet, have you?'

'No, Mom/Mam. You're the first to know.' Cindy and Patrick were perfectly synced like Captain and Tennille.

'Very good. And how are you keeping Cindy?'

Ten minutes later, Maureen debated putting the phone on the table and making herself a fresh cuppa, having drained the last one. She doubted Cindy would notice as she gushed on about her first trimester. A simple ‘everything's grand’ would have done nicely. The tea would have to wait, though, because Patrick was back on the line telling Cindy she needed to conserve her energy and to go and put her feet up.

'You'll make a lovely Daddy and Cindy a grand little mammy,' Maureen sniffed through the happy tears that had welled hearing her son fussing about like so. 'Do you have one of those scan pictures like your sisters were after getting?'

'We do, Mammy. We'll email it to you.'

'You're not after having any more photographs taken, are you?' She'd yet to recover from the shot on the wall of Patrick and Cindy's apartment in Los Angeles. Pat insisted it was arty. Maureen thought it was porn.

'Not yet, Mammy, we thought we'd wait until Cindy was showing more and get some tasteful mammy-to-be photographs taken then.' 

God help us all. Maureen raised her eyes heavenward but refrained from pass-remarking as she moved on to her next question. 'You didn't find out what you're having, did you?'

'It's too soon for that, Mammy, but Cindy's convinced it's a girl.'

'A girl would be lovely.'

'Or it could be a boy.'

'Indeed, Pat.'

'Er, Mammy, about moving the wedding date forward.'

'Yes, son?' Maureen thought that she'd have to work fast on the church thing, doing the maths and coming up with Novemberish being the baby's due date. Father Fitzpatrick would squeeze them in at Saint Theresa's though given he'd known all the O'Mara children since they were babies. A frisson of pride rippled through her because her son wouldn't be modern and have the baby attend his or her mammy and daddy's wedding. Cindy would be Cindy O'Mara before their little babby was born. That was a blessing and would earn brownie points with the good Father. 

'The thing is it's all booked like. We're getting married on the Greek island of Santorini this September. But don't panic, Mammy, because it's nearly two months away.'


      [image: ]When Donal breezed in the door victorious after his bowls session, he found Maureen prone on the sofa with a flannel pressed to her forehead. 








  
  

Chapter Two
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Nearly two months later

The seatbelt sign pinged off, and Donal shot out of his seat like a rocket and began rummaging about in the overhead locker to retrieve their carry-on bags, eager for the off. He passed Maureen's bag down to her. At the same time, she manoeuvred across his empty seat to squeeze into the aisle behind him with Leonard Walsh, shuffling across from the window seat he'd occupied, having to wait his turn to be able to stand up. 

Aisling and Quinn were up the front of the plane in the bulkhead seats with the twins. From the sound effects that had drifted toward Maureen from the moment of take-off, they'd not had a pleasant flight and would be equally eager to get off the plane. ‘Islands in the Stream’ didn't have the same effect on little Aoife and Connor, so there'd been no point in herself and Donal venturing up the aisle to sing the duet. They were quiet now, though, bless, she thought, straining to catch their familiar cries above the hubbub of chatter and failing. As for Moira, Tom, the toddler Kiera and Bronagh, they'd been seated in the row behind herself. 

It had been Bronagh who'd kept Maureen sane in the whirlwind leading up to this trip to Greece. O'Mara's receptionist had a good head on her shoulders in a crisis. 

Maureen jiggled from leg to leg to get her circulation going and shifted her bag so it wasn't digging into her shoulder. How tall people got on wedged in their seats for hours on end was a mystery. If they were animals, there'd be activists with placards out on the tarmac claiming cruelty. Her thoughts turned back to Bronagh as she twisted her neck and saw her friend was still in the window seat, waiting for the exodus to begin. 

Bronagh Hanrahan had worked at O'Mara's guesthouse for so long that she was also part of the family. Maureen considered her a close confidante too. Not once had Bronagh flapped over the short notice of hers and her manfriend Leonard's wedding invitation, and upon seeing the state Maureen was in over all the arrangements that needed to be made to get her family to Patrick and Cindy's wedding, she took her old friend in hand and took charge. 

It was Bronagh who'd booked the flights and accommodation for their week on Santorini and, in doing so, had steered Maureen through the choppy pre-wedding arrangement seas to the calm Aegean Sea waiting for them outside this aircraft. Her organisational skills were second to none, and it hadn't been a bother, Bronagh had said, handing over the portfolio of tickets with a beatific smile. 

As for Roisin, Shay, and Noah, this week away couldn't have come at a better or worse time. Better in so much as poor Rosi and Shay were exhausted from all the upheaval of packing up hers and Noah's life in London to move back to Ireland. Howth, to be exact, and to say Maureen was delighted with this new arrangement would be an understatement. She and Shay had found a grand little place a stone's throw from the school Noah would be attending. Worse, they'd barely had time to unpack and settle into their new home before they were winging their way to Greece. 

Still and all, Noah was very excited about being his Uncle Patrick and Aunty Cindy's ring-bearer. The responsibility of his role at the wedding had proved a good distraction from all the changes around him. They were big changes for a little lad to grapple with because it wasn't just that his mammy was moving them across the sea. They'd be living with Shay, too, after having been just him and his mammy this last while. Maureen was grateful for all their sakes that Noah thought the world of Shay still and all he wasn't his father. He had a father, and that eejit had accepted a job offer in Dubai which meant he'd not be there for his son anywhere near as much. That broke her heart.

Life had a funny way of sorting itself out, though, because, sure, hadn't Colin's decision to relocate to the Emirates meant Roisin had decided to come home to Ireland. Every cloud had a silver lining and all that.

Her grandson, bless him, seemed to be taking it all in his stride. Once Rosemary Farrell had agreed to look after Mr Nibbles and Stef, his pet gerbils, in his absence, he'd been excited about his important role and a week of sunshine and swimming before he started his new school. They were very adaptable young children, and Maureen hoped Noah would soon make some lovely new friends. Mind if things went to plan one day soon, he might have a little brother or sister.

Maureen was jostled from behind as Tom hefted all the paraphernalia down that Moira had insisted Kiera might need and hadn't touched for the four-and-a-half-hour flight.

'Sorry, Maureen.'

'Not a bother.' She'd a soft spot for all the fellas her daughters had wound up with. They were good men with the patience of Job to take on her girls. Sometimes she had to pinch herself at all that had happened these last few years. For a while, after her husband Brian had passed, she'd thought she'd never be happy again, but happy she was. Brian would be, too, from his vantage point upstairs, watching over them all.

Maureen had decided to pay for her children, their respective partners and grandchildren to attend Patrick and Cindy's wedding. It was what Brian would have wanted, and she couldn't be doing with listening to Moira prattling on about being a student and, as such, being unable to afford luxuries like weddings on a Greek Island. The line had been drawn at Kiera having her own seat, though. She'd regretted this decision after the tenth time Kiera had smacked her on the head, thoroughly enjoying herself standing on her mammy and daddy's laps. There'd been a five-minute reprieve when they'd hit turbulence, and she'd had to be buckled in, but sadly it hadn't lasted.

Brian would also be pleased with the contribution she'd gifted to Patrick and Cindy for the wedding in his memory because once she'd moved on from her pique at the service not being a proper Catholic one in a church, she'd felt it the right thing to do. Moira's foghorn voice broke her reverie. 

'Was that you, Tom?' she was demanding.

'It was not. It's Kiera. I told you not to give her the apple.'

'Like father like daughter.' 

Tempers were fraying, Maureen thought, wishing they'd get on with whatever they were doing up the front and open the door. Janey Mack, it was like standing in a mosh pit at a concert! Rod Stewart, sometime in the seventies, sprang to mind. What was the hold up? Maureen stood on ballerina toes to peer over Donal's shoulder. There was nothing to see, but a few seconds later, she exhaled her relief as they shuffled forward. Finally, she could see the two flight attendants in their smart blue Ryan Air uniforms nodding and smiling at the disembarking passengers. 

Donal smiled at the attendants, already having assured them he wasn't Kenny Rogers earlier in the flight. ''Twas a grand flight,' he beamed. Then it was Maureen's turn.

Up close, she could see the young girl on the left had trowelled on the makeup. If she was her mammy, she'd be telling her to go and wash some of that muck off her face. You didn't need all that slap on at her age. But she wasn't her mammy. She'd three girls of her own who were more than enough to deal with, thanks very much, besides which there was something more pressing to be dealt with. 

'A word of advice to yourself and your Ryan Air wans.' Maureen looked from one attendant to the other. 'A cup of tea would have been nice.'

The foghorn blared behind her once more. 'It's a budget airline, Mammy. So if you want a cup of tea, you have to pay for it. I told you that earlier.' 

However, Maureen had said her piece, and she trotted after Donal down the stairs to the blackened tarmac. The air was a warm caress, and a sea of stars danced above their heads. Tilting her head skyward for a moment, Maureen could see why the night sky fascinated the ancient Greeks. It was beautiful. 

This was her first time standing on Greek soil, and while it hadn't been her choice as a destination for her only son's wedding, the idea had grown on her once Bronagh had come to the rescue. Of course, the added bonus of showing Rosemary Farrell the wedding photographs had softened her angst over Father Fitzpatrick's disapproval at the wedding being held on foreign soil and on the beach. As for who was officiating the service, Patrick had been cagey, and she'd yet to get a straight answer out of him. But, she'd not dwell on that now, not when they'd tired babbies needing their cots.

'Here they come,' Donal said, pointing to the stairs leading down from the plane. Maureen glanced back to see Tom staggering forth, laden with the bags they'd somehow been allowed to take on board. Moira, meanwhile, was on the top step trying to pick a protesting Kiera up. It was a battle of wills, and Maureen had a little grin seeing Kiera win as her mammy took her firmly by the hand and let her attempt the stairs. She was glad she couldn't overhear what the passengers waiting to disembark behind them were saying. Kiera gave up halfway down, and Moira swinging her onto her hip, hurried over to join Donal, Maureen and Tom to wait for Roisin, Noah and Shay. Bronagh and Leonard headed off to the terminal building in the wake of Aisling, Quinn and the twins. No doubt Aisling was prattling on about Connor and Aoife's routines being disrupted by the time difference. Santorini was two hours ahead of Ireland. The girl was obsessed with her babbies’ routines.

Moira was after telling her how they'd gone to the swimming pool way over the other side of town because they were barred from the Aquatic Centre they'd gone to with Mammy and Rosemary Farrell. Aisling was doing a mother-and-baby session while Moira was getting pummelled with water by Kiera in the toddler group. According to Moira, her sister was only in the water five minutes before announcing she'd have to leave because it was the twins' sleepy time, and their routine couldn't be deviated from. So she'd ordered her sister out of the water and said they'd have to get on the road because the car's motion would lull them to sleep.

Who'd have thought women had been having babbies since the arrival of Adam and Eve? 

The trickle of travellers continued to exit the plane until Roisin, Shay, and Noah appeared, waving down at them like they were descending Airforce One. 

At last, the little group was gathered, and like moths to the flame, they headed toward the light.








  
  

Chapter Three
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The twins were sound asleep in their baby carriers, having worn themselves out. Thus, proving they were more adaptable than their mammy gave them credit for. Meanwhile, their frazzled parents flashed their passports at the Greek customs man. Maureen made a beeline for the shortest queue, and the others followed her. 

'We'll see you at the luggage carousel,' Quinn called over his shoulder as they breezed through.

It was a pleasant surprise to see the passport control line was moving swiftly, and Maureen turned to Donal. 'It's because we've come in on a late flight. Yer man up there's eager to get home to his bed.' She did a lunge or two in her Mo-pants as though warming up for the Dublin Marathon Tom and Quinn were so set on taking part in. Then, she directed Donal to stretch and bend like she was. 'It's not good at our age, all that sitting, Donal, at any age for that matter. And, you'd do well to stop glaring at me and join in,' she shot at Moira.

'Jaysus Mammy, it's the airport we're in, not the fecking gym. Would you stop?' 

'Well, I'm not complaining if yer customs man is in a rush to get off home,' Donal chortled, nearly clocking Tom in the eye as he followed Maureen's arm circle instructions.

Maureen wasn't listening, though, as she lobbed back at her daughter, 'I'm telling you, Moira, my granddaughter's first sentence is going to include the bad 'f' word. She'll be barred from going to the playgroups, the rate you're going.' She made a final lunge as the line inched forward. 'The toddler Kiera will not win friends and influence people by saying “Pass me some fecking playdough,” so think on.'

In no time, Donal was waved up to the booth, and Maureen watched as he handed the uniformed man, who seemed to be on automatic pilot, his passport. She wasn't surprised when the officer glanced at it and then back at Donal twice before stamping the page. She'd seen Donal's passport photograph, and he bore an uncanny resemblance to Grizzly Adams rather than Kenny Rogers in it. 

Maureen approached the man with narrowed eyes as she sought his name badge. 'Good evening there, Yiannas. I'm Maureen O'Mara visiting your country for my son Patrick's wedding.' 

Yiannas didn't smile as he took her little book and opened it. 

'That's not a good likeness,' Maureen said, referring to the Cell Block H photo Yiannas was frowning at. She might look like she'd been posing for a mug shot, but it occurred to her then that she wasn't the one who'd been collared at Boots. It was Moira. 'Do you see the young woman standing there?' she pointed to Moira, who was waiting her turn.

Upon seeing Moira, Yiannas sat up straighter, forgetting Maureen's passport. He adjusted his uniform and checked his breath by puffing into his hand and sniffing. 'Demi Moore?' His raspy voice suggested he was fond of a cigarette or twenty. 

'No, that's not Demi, but you're not the first to make that mistake. That woman there is my youngest child, Moira O'Mara. I've pointed her out to you because I wanted to tell you that Moira isn't a criminal. It was a misunderstanding at the Boots chemist over a pregnancy test that she forgot to pay for. And, it was at least two years ago now so it shouldn't show up on her record, but I wanted to mention it just in case like.'

Yiannas shook his head. This little Irish woman was mad, but against his better judgment, he waved her through.

Maureen wasn't finished, though and while she didn't like to point out the proverbial elephant or wart in the room, she felt it would be in Yiannas's best interests. Tourism could take a nosedive with that growth on his finger, she thought, leaning closer to the swarthy officer. 'Listen, Yiannas. Do you see the tall lad next to Moira?' 

Yiannas nodded, keen to get the show on the road, or he'd be here all night. 

'Well, now, he's Moira's partner and a trainee doctor. He'll tell you how to sort that wart, there.' Maureen was about to pat him reassuringly on the hand. Still, she thought better of it and gave him a smile instead, hoping to convey that his days of carrying the HPV virus were nearly over. Then she moved off to join Donal.

She breathed a sigh of relief when her daughter and granddaughter were officially admitted to the island a few minutes later.

'I put in a good word for you, Moira. You know, with your criminal record like.'

'What?'

'The Boots thing and it helped that your Tom's a doctor in waiting.'

'Mammy, that was a misunderstanding, is all. I don't have a record.' Moira frowned, barely paying attention because she was too busy mouthing 'Hurry up' at Tom, who was examining the custom officer’s hand.

They watched while Tom conveyed his prognosis to a grave Yiannas.  

'What did you say to him? Was it bad news?' Maureen asked when he joined them as Roisin and Noah commiserated with the Greek man sitting behind the counter.

'It's the dry ice he needs.' Tom supplied.

Maureen and Donal made a tutting sound having both been there and done that. 

Roisin and Noah were permitted entry, followed by Shay. An overtired Noah was in a state of agitated excitement over the size of Yiannis's wart. At the same time, Roisin, who'd suffered from a verruca as a child, had nothing but sympathy for him.

At last, Bronagh and Leonard who’d somehow wound up in the slowest moving queue shuffled through, and Donal moved them all along. 'Come on, Aisling and Quinn will be wondering what's happened to us.'

A small crowd had gathered around the luggage carousel, all eager to get their bags and move on to their respective hotels. However, there were no signs of any cases as the group hustled alongside Aisling and Quinn.

Aisling turned her attention to Maureen. 'Mammy just so you know, I'm very grateful to you for treating us like but I'll not be flying home. I'm taking a boat back to Ireland.' She looked from Aoife to Connor, angelic now in sleep, but they'd only given in when the plane bounced down the runway.

Quinn nodded but wasn't saying a word, unlike Moira.

'I'll join you.' She jigged Kiera, clinging Koala-like to her mammy's hip. She was sucking her thumb in a sure sign she was sleepy. 'Having this one clambering all over you for four and a half hours was no picnic. I hope it's not far to the hotel because she's about to crash and if we don't get her to a bed before she gets her second wind, it will be a nightmare,' she sniffed. 'I was born to fly first class me.'

'You were born at the Holles Street Hospital, so cop yourself on.' Maureen huffed. 'Have you any complaints you'd like to get off your chest while we're at it?' she aimed at Roisin.

'No, Mammy. We were grand. Noah had a lovely chat about Mr Nibbles and Stef with the lady beside him. I doubt she bargained on being an authority on the breeding habits of gerbils by the time she arrived in Greece.'

'Fecky brown-noser,' Aisling and Moira mumbled over at their sister.

Bronagh watched a quartet of burly military men clomp past before nervously turning to Leonard. 'What's going on, Lenny? Have you read anything about a coup happening? They can kick off very suddenly, you know. I read Shirley Conron's Savages, and I've no wish to spend my holiday hiding out in the hills.'  

'It would be just our luck to have arrived during a military coup.' Aisling added.

'There's nothing to worry about, Moira, Bronagh. The airport here serves both holidaymakers and the military forces, that's all,' Donal informed her. He'd done his homework. 'And it's about a ten to fifteen minutes’ drive to Fira where we're staying.'

'You missed your calling, Donal. You could have been a tour guide,' Roisin informed him, ignoring Noah tugging her arm to say he was hungry.

All conversation was suspended as the luggage carousel juddered into life, and a lone blue bag popped through the flaps. It made a solitary round before being joined by a colourful array of luggage. 

There it is, 'Grab it, Quinn!' Aisling pointed at the case that just about needed a plane of its own. Given the strict weight requirements, how she'd scraped it past your check-in woman was beyond Maureen.

One by one, the crowd trickled off weary voices mingling with excitement at arriving here on the Greek island of Santorini. 

'Where's yours then, Mam?' Aisling asked, looking around and seeing that everybody else seemed to have their bag. 'I don't think there's any more coming through.'

'Mo, I think we should go and enquire over there,' Donal pointed vaguely to the only other sign of life in the terminal.

Maureen's lips flattened. This did not bode well.   








  
  

Chapter Four
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Georgios Kyrgios placed the empty plate in the deep stone sink and patted his middle with satisfaction. The generous helping of Kleftico, his English neighbour, Wendy, who ran Stanley’s, the pension next door she'd named after her late husband, had dropped around for his dinner, was delicious. They were both widows and had fallen into the amiable habit of sharing their evening meal and taking turns cooking. Not tonight, though, because they had guests arriving and had been busy preparing the rooms in their respective pensions. Still, Wendy had presented him with a plate of one of his favourite dishes, saying she'd had to cook anyway. 

He had his late wife, Ana, to thank for Wendy, having mastered the traditional Greek dinner he'd just enjoyed. Ana had taken it upon herself to give their neighbour Greek cooking lessons, and Wendy had been a quick learner. The lamb had fallen apart when his fork touched it tonight and melted in his mouth. 

Ana had befriended the English woman when she'd first arrived some five or so years back now, green around the gills as to the rhythms of life on their island but determined to make a go of things. Georgios didn't know for sure, but he suspected Ana, knowing she would be leaving him soon, had asked Wendy to keep an eye on him and ensure he ate properly. It was a task that should have fallen to their daughter, Obelia, not their neighbour.

Technically speaking, Stanley’s was the competition, and Wendy might have embraced Greek culture and cuisine, but she hadn't abandoned her homeland entirely because the full English breakfast offered next door was very popular! There were enough tourists to fill their pensions throughout the spring, summer and autumn months, though. He often thought they were like the ants in the old fable during those months working hard to ensure they survived the winter ahead. Life was like that here on the island of Santorini, where he'd always lived. 

He'd come to know his neighbour well over their shared meals, and she'd told him about the farm her husband had run, while she offered bed and breakfast in their rambling farmhouse accommodation. She'd spoken of the farm's stone walls and how the fields contained within them were a kaleidoscope of green. The sheep they'd farmed with the black faces, white noses and curled horns had provided them with a good life, and her house was built of stone and had floors that creaked and a fire that roared in the winter months, much like Stanley's she'd said laughing. Wendy had the sort of laugh that was contagious, and so he'd laughed too. She also had a kind heart with an understanding of what it was to be lonely even though you were surrounded by people. He was grateful for her company each evening, even if she beat him at Rummy more often than not.  

Loneliness and finding themselves alone in their middle years were the common denominator on which their friendship was formed. Losing her husband had seen Wendy pack up her life in England's North and move to the sunny climes of Santorini for a fresh start. She'd visited once on a rare holiday from the farm and had thought how wonderful it would be to live somewhere so exquisite, so serene. It was a dream tinged with sadness that she now did so, she'd confided one night before slapping down her winning hand of four Queens. 

Georgios found it hard to understand how she could leave her two sons behind, but Wendy said they were grown men who had their own lives to get on with. They could visit, she'd argued. And, they had but each only once and on separate occasions bringing their respective families with them. Upon learning he was widowed, both had treated him with suspicion. He'd marvelled at the selfishness of adult children who didn't wish to share their lives with their lonely parents yet resented their parents forming new friendships that weren't part of the world in which they'd grown up. 

In winter, Wendy would return to England to see her grandchildren, only staying for a short while, conscious of not outstaying her welcome. The few weeks she was away would drag because even though he'd plenty of other friends on which to lean, it was her shoulder he missed. 

There was no fresh start for him after Ana died. He would stay here in Karterados because a promise was made to be kept. 

Georgios promised his beloved wife when she'd been pregnant with their only daughter, Obelia, that the pension would be the legacy they would pass on to her. So Kyrgios's Pension was where he would stay until he joined Ana. 

Obelia might have made it clear she didn't want to take over the family business, but it would still be hers one day. 

'Obelia,' he sighed her name out loud. His daughter's name meant pillar of strength, but with that strength came a stubborn streak. It would break Ana’s heart if she knew Obelia had no plans to return to Santorini and keep the family name alive through the pension.

Georgios reached for the briki to brew the Greek coffee. He adored hearing the echoing memory of Ana's voice as she stressed the importance of using extra finely ground, roasted coffee beans. 

'Mix them with cold water, Georgios, and then let them seep over a gentle heat until the liquid becomes frothy and close to boiling,' she would boss. 

He liked to think she was keeping a watchful eye on him from heaven because the one time he had tried to hurry things along before the liquid appropriately thickened, he'd fumbled and dropped the pot. It had taken him twice as long in the end to make it, given he had to start over again, and so, he'd taken it as a sign from his wife not to do it again.

Ana would brew coffee for him to enjoy twice a day when she was alive. In the morning, it woke him up, and in the evening, it allowed him to wind down and mull over the day. She'd done so since they were first wed when he was twenty-four and her a tender twenty-one. 

Oh, what a beautiful bride she'd been. His eyes misted as he placed the pot on the stove. Her waist had been so tiny he could fit his hands around it, and her hair a mane of tumbling curls the colour of the coffee she'd brew. He'd thought her even more beautiful when her waist thickened with age and her hair streaked grey. Her eyes had shone with new wisdom, which he'd relied upon. He missed how his wife would sit across from him at the table her father had hammered together with his two hands as a wedding present, her dark eyes flashing as she helped him put the world to rights. 

Georgios glanced at his watch as he watched the briki, waiting for the right moment to remove it from the stove. If the plane from Ireland was on time, it would land in a quarter of an hour. This would give him enough time to enjoy his coffee before he collected his and Wendy's guests. It was a group family booking that they'd split between them, and he'd pick them up from the airport in his van. 

The froth was beginning to form, and waiting a few seconds more, he picked the briki off the stove and poured his cup. The froth was meant to be shared between cups, and sometimes Wendy would join him, pulling a face as she sipped at hers but determined to get used to the potent brew—it had been five years! Finally, he sat at the table, placing his cup in front of him before taking a contemplative sip. 

Ana was an organised woman who'd run a tight ship regarding their business. They'd joke that she was the brains and he was the brawn. As for Obelia, well, she was their baby and their world. Obelia was enough; they'd reassure themselves as their dreams of the brothers and sisters that would follow her faded away. With her future in mind, Georgios and Ana had toiled long and hard from late March to September, each year catering to the whims of their guests. When the tourists vanished, leaving only a hardy few lingering, he'd take whatever odd jobs he could find, and Ana would give English lessons. Any extra money they made was ploughed into the pension's upkeep. It was Obelia's inheritance, after all.

When Ana's cancer came three years ago, it swept swiftly through her, taking his wife, Obelia's mána, from them. However, not before she had taught him and Wendy, it transpired everything she deemed necessary, including how to make good Greek coffee.
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