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Chapter 1
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Dublin, April 2003





Aisling O’Mara was perched on the edge of her bed with her legs crossed, looking like an advertisement for a day spa in her terrycloth robe. All that was missing was the glass of bubbles. ‘I think Donal’s after popping the question to Mammy and she’s said yes. You know what she’s like. She’ll have put the screws on him since Bronagh and Leonard’s engagement because she doesn’t like being left out.’ Aisling frowned, thinking about the receptionist at O’Mara’s, the guesthouse overlooking St Stephen’s Green here in Dublin, and the big diamond sparkler she was apt to shoving under guests' noses, and wondering how big Mammy’s ring would be. Hopefully, she wouldn’t waggle her fingers and break into a breathy version of ‘Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend’ each time someone feigned interest in her sparkler like Bronagh. To Aisling, she sounded more like a full-time smoker than Marilyn Monroe. Her fingers worried at an annoying loose thread on her robe. It was almost as irritating as the ‘Diamonds’ song, and she wasn’t done with the topic yet. 

‘Do you think she’ll take his name?’ Aisling loved Donal. She did, but she didn’t like the idea of Mammy no longer being an O’Mara much. It was silly because she knew it wouldn’t mean Mammy would have forgotten about Daddy if she did. That was hardly likely with the fruit of his loins – Patrick, the eldest and only son, Roisin, herself and Moira, the youngest – to remind her of him. 

Moira shared the family apartment they’d grown up in on the top floor of the guesthouse with Aisling. They rubbed alongside one another with their other halves and off-spring because it made financial sense in the short term. Right now, she was on her knees, arse in the air, with her head buried inside Aisling's wardrobe. Her voice was muffled as she bounced back, ‘She can’t because then she wouldn’t be an O’Mara anymore.’

Aisling thought that was a typical ‘no shades of grey’ Moira way of viewing things. Her sister was scanning Aisling’s covetable collection of designer stilettos on the closet's bottom shelf, which hadn’t been added to since Aisling became an O’Mara-Moran and her disposable income shrank with responsibilities like a mortgage and twin babies. Killer heels didn’t feature much in her day-to-day mammy wear. Today was an anomaly, however, and while Aisling was in her dressing gown waiting for Moira to get on with it and be on her way, she did have a gorgeous strappy pair of Louboutin heels on her feet, a full face of makeup and her mane of reddish-gold hair was suitably fluffed. 

She gave up on the loose thread and crossed her legs, twirling her ankle to admire the sparkly gorgeousness of the shoe on her right foot. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you,’ she said quietly, thinking it was grand to have an occasion to wear them again even though she’d no clue what she would wear with them. In the worst-case scenario, she’d go in her robe. At least it would be comfy. She’d begrudgingly allowed Moira to borrow a pair of shoes for the auspicious luncheon, not out of the kindness of her heart but in exchange for babysitting bonus points. 

A thought occurred to Aisling. Mammy might choose to double barrel like me. She went by O’Mara-Moran these days, proud to be Quinn Moran’s wife, owner of Quinn’s Bistro on nearby Baggot Street, but not having wanted to relinquish the connection to her daddy’s name either. ‘Maureen O’Mara-McCarthy.’ She sounded out what could very well be Mammy’s new name, deciding that, while a mouthful, it had a ring. She repeated it slower this time.

‘I heard you the first time.’ Moira's voice drifted out.

‘It’s strange hearing their names strung together like so. Don’t you think? Not in a bad way, like. Just strange. O’Mara-McCarthy, I could live with it. Jaysus Moira, are you ever coming out of there?’

‘Ash, you’re getting ahead of yourself. We don’t know why Mammy’s summoned us for lunch, but I’m taking my time. Choosing from your designer shoe collection is like being a kid in a corner shop with your pocket money and big decisions to be made as to which sweets to buy. Don’t rush me.’

Moira was out of practice when it came to dressing up, too. Her former life as a legal secretary had seen her leave the guesthouse looking like a fashion plate most mornings. These days, she fancied herself more bohemian given she was mam to the toddler Kiera and a Fine Arts student. 

Aisling mulled over what she’d said about her getting ahead of herself and decided her sister was wrong. ‘Cop yourself on Moira: a spontaneous, slap-up meal at Beaufield Mews, which everybody knows is a popular wedding venue. Watch this space, girl, because engagements fall under that category, too, and that’s what we’ll be toasting this afternoon. Donal’s girls Louise and Anna and their lot are invited too.' 

The expense of the meal would make your eyes water, she thought, blinking, recalling how two days ago Mammy had demanded her daughters’ including Roisin, who was pregnant, and their partners Quinn, Tom and Shay, along with the twins, Aoife and Connor, the toddler Kiera and school-age Noah’s presence for a slap-up lunch, at one pm sharp on Sunday. She'd ordered if they had other plans then they were to change them. Aisling knew she’d have invited Patrick, Cindy and the babby Brianna if they weren’t living in Los Angeles. Patrick got out of a lot of things because of that. Sometimes, emigration was a tempting prospect, she mused.

It was an invitation initially met with moans of, ‘It’s short notice’ from Aisling and, after conferring with Roisin, she found she wasn’t alone in this sentiment. Meanwhile, Moira had been more concerned about the financial aspect of dining out, with her first question being, ‘Are you and Donal paying, Mammy? Because Tom and I are students, you know, as well as parents.’ Tom was at medical school and would one day become a doctor. It was handy having a trainee doctor in the house. Sure, Aisling had presented him with a mysterious red spot on her leg just last night. She was unsure about his abilities as she’d disliked his ingrown-hair diagnosis. 

However, all moans were silenced when Mammy divulged lunch was on her and Donal. Also, a table had been booked at Beaufield Mews, thanks to a cancellation at the last minute of a wedding reception. When you think about it, it is sad, Aisling mulled, because it likely meant the bride or the groom had cold feet, and she knew how it felt to be let down. Still, things worked out grand for her in the end, and it was far better to pull the pin before saying ‘I do’. 

Moira’s main concern had been whether the couple had lost their deposit on the venue. 

It wasn’t every day you got an invitation for a family gathering at the likes of the beautiful converted old house in Stillorgan with a stellar five-star reputation. Nor was it often Mammy was tight-lipped about anything, but on the reasons behind the last-minute lunch she would not be drawn, saying all would be revealed when they were seated around the table enjoying a convivial lunch. 

The O’Mara girls had burned up the phone lines tossing theories back and forth, with the hot favourite between Aisling and Roisin being an engagement. Moira was adamant it was purely a spontaneous celebration of Mammy and Donal’s luck in having wonderful children and precious grandchildren. That or she’d decided to formally adopt Ciara with a ‘C’, her fashion guru who worked at a local Howth boutique near Mammy and Donal’s home with its sea view. Aisling and Roisin vetoed the suggestion because Ciara was still in the bad books over the fashion faux pas, whereby the same dress had been sold to Bronagh and Mammy. The result of which was they'd twinned at a recent family christening. Nobody bothered ringing their brother, Patrick, in Los Angeles for his input, aware that all they’d get was an earful on the trials and tribulations of being a new daddy. 

‘Is it a miner’s head-torch you’re needing?’ Aisling flung at her sister’s arse before averting her gaze, which lit upon the latest Marian Keyes novel on her bedside table. She’d been dipping into it before bed each night and was nearly finished. ‘Marian got married there, you know.’

‘Marian who?’

‘Keyes. You know, the author.’

‘I see, a close personal friend of yours is she?’

Aisling pulled a face even though Moira couldn’t see her. ‘I’m just saying.’

At last, Moira popped out from the closet, a champagne cork from a bottle or, Aisling thought a tad bitchily, like a dog who’d dug up a bone as she sat back on her haunches and waved a pair of Yves Saint Laurent platforms triumphantly. ‘These are perfect.’ Then, getting a sly look on her face, she asked, ‘Do you know who else has dined at Beaufield?’

Aisling pulled another face. ‘Ah no, not Daniel?’ Instantly, an image of Daniel Day-Lewis in his The Last of the Mohicans loin cloth, Mammy’s all-time favourite film for that very reason, frolicking amongst the spring flowers in the beautiful gardens of Beaufield Mews appeared before her. ‘Mammy’s probably got wind he’s over there in Stillorgan filming a sequel to The Last of the Mohicans.’

‘Sure, what would he be doing making a film about a Native American tribe in a Stillorgan restaurant?’ 

‘I don’t know, do I?’

‘Anyway, I’m not talking about Daniel. It’s someone else.’

‘Who?’ Aisling felt she was walking into a trap.

‘Bono!’ Her sister clapped her hands delightedly, watching Aisling, who almost had an allergic reaction whenever the singer’s name was mentioned, throw herself back on the bed with an anguished yelp. 

Making a swift recovery, Aisling reared back up and pointed a finger at her sister. ‘So, we’re clear then? You will be personally responsible, student or no student, for full replacement value should you and your cloven hooves damage my Yves Saint Laurents in any way.’

‘Affirmative,’ Moira bounced back with a nod. Then she slapped her chest with her hand. ‘Hand on heart. I will look after these beauties as though they were my child. And can I have a squirt of your Jasper Conran while I’m here? Pretty please.’ 

‘No. And given you lost Kiera in the Tesco yesterday, I’m not feeling reassured, Moira.’ 

‘Ah, be fair, Ash. That wasn’t my fault. It was your man on the butcher’s counter. He was asking for trouble, offering her the little red sausage in the first place. How was I to know she’d toddle back for seconds?’

Aisling begged to differ. It should have been obvious, but then she and her niece were on the same wavelength regarding food. Not just food, she thought. Kiera burst into tears whenever she saw a photograph of your Bono man, too. 

Moira disappeared and left Aisling to inspect the contents of her wardrobe. She began flinging items onto the bed, her frown becoming a scowl because nothing suitable fitted since she’d had the babies. She sat down again, wondering if she really could pull off the bathrobe look.

Moira’s figure snapped back like an elastic band after giving birth to Kiera. She reappeared in the bedroom merely minutes after vacating it. ‘How do I look?’ She twirled her sheet of black hair, shimmering like silk. ‘I feel like the old Moira. Only a new and improved version because I’m much happier now than I used to be.’ 

‘I can see your knickers in that IBS,’ Aisling muttered, unimpressed.

‘It’s LBD: little black dress, as well you know.’

‘More like itsy black sheath: IBS. It’s lunch, not opening night at a club in town.’ Aisling was aware she sounded like their mammy and turned her attention back to the loose thread, mumbling, ‘Sorry. You look gorgeous.’ 

‘What’s got up your nose then?’ Moira asked, mollified.

Aisling slapped her hands down on her thighs. ‘I’ve nothing to wear, and Mammy’s bound to take photos to mark the occasion!’

‘I’d offer to loan you something, but . . . ’ Moira shrugged. Not even she, Mouth of Ireland’s South, was prepared to suggest that Aisling would only get one leg in anything she owned. Instead, she was proactive in inspecting the contents of Aisling’s wardrobe. ‘Here, put this on. You look well in that shade of blue.’

‘Not funny.’ Aisling glowered at her sister, holding up the dress she and her sisters had nicknamed ‘The Chinese Silk Prostitute Dress’ because your redhead who was in China Beach on the tele wore something similar. Mammy had brought it back along with different colours for Moira and Rosi from her and Moira’s Vietnam travels. 

Then, a flash of green caught Aisling’s eye and she shot off the bed, pushing Moira out of the way (who nearly went over, still not having found her centre of gravity on the heels). ‘I’d forgotten all about you,’ she cooed to the A-line apparition. ‘I always felt a million dollars in this.’ She held the fabric next to her. ‘What do you think?’

Still spiralling her arms out, Moira announced it to be ‘Perfect.’

Aisling flung her robe off, and Moira wisely did not comment on the sucky-in-everything underwear her sister squeezed into as she slipped the dress over her head. It floated down around Aisling’s legs, and her black mood dissolved like magic. 

‘If we don’t leave now, we’ll get stuck in the match day traffic,’ Quinn bellowed outside the door. 

Aisling picked up her bag, linked her arm through her sister’s and strutted forth. The clothes strewn everywhere would have to wait. Hopefully Quinn had sorted Aoife and Connor: dressed them in their party best as instructed and had taken her advice to stick with the white shirt for himself. It brought out the blue in his eyes and the uncanny Ronan Keating resemblance, ensuring exceptional service from waitresses. Donal, Mammy’s intended, might be the spit of Kenny Rogers but Ronan was Ireland's flavour of the month. And nobody could say life wasn’t a rollercoaster now they had the twins! Aisling laughed at her little pun but quickly sobered because, soon, all would be revealed, hopefully over a lovely juicy steak. 

Would Mammy become a McCarthy?
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No. Mammy wouldn’t become a McCarthy or an O’Mara-McCarthy, but the steak Aisling had ordered was cooked to medium perfection. Unfortunately, the morsel she’d been savouring had just turned to sawdust in her mouth, and she set her knife and fork down. Mammy’s announcement was the last thing she would have ever expected. 

She was abandoning them. Her sisters were in equal shock, although Aisling had her wits about her enough to wish Moira would close her gob. She was giving her sister a grand view of her masticated pasta. Meanwhile, Roisin was blinking manically like she always did when taken by surprise.

It wasn’t fair, Aisling thought. She had been thoroughly enjoying this unexpected treat and the ambience of Beaufield Mews in spring. Their party was seated outside in the glorious sunshine amongst the cottage garden flowers with the odd lazy bee sauntering past. Mercifully, depending on whether you were a Daniel fan, the only frolicking going on in the garden was that of the children. 

It was great altogether when older children, like those belonging to Donal’s daughter Louise,  took charge of the little ones. They’d barely seen Noah and Kiera apart from when they’d sat down long enough to shovel in the hot chips, ignoring the salad Rosi insisted upon. Anna, Donal’s younger and childless daughter, was enamoured with the twins and doing a grand job keeping them entertained. As for the rest of the adults, they’d been happily ignoring the elephant in the garden of why they’d been brought together in the first place, waiting for Mammy and Donal to bring it up. The mood at the table had been convivial yet mellowed by the middle-of-the-day wine with superb food they’d been enjoying. Then Mammy spoiled it all by tapping her glass with a knife to get their attention before standing up and dropping her bombshell.

Mammy and Donal were going away for three months, THREE MONTHS, on a cruise ship that did a regular Los Angeles to Cabo San-something seven nights return sailing with a stop at somewhere Mexican sounding, beginning with M, and Puerto Vallarta along the way. However, they weren’t going as mere long-time passengers with a Mexican Riviera obsession. Oh no: they were to be the entertainment. Equally as shocking, they were leaving in one week to spend a couple of days in Los Angeles with Patrick, Cindy and the babby Brianna before boarding the boat. 

‘But how?’ Louise, who was nowhere near as shell-shocked given she had Anna to rely upon for babysitting services, asked. Meanwhile Anna, whose life would continue as usual, was unperturbed. ‘Sounds like fun. Good for you!’ she said before making silly faces at a giggling Aoife and Connor. As for the O’Mara girl's menfolk, they’d picked up on their partners’ unhappiness at the bombshell Maureen had dropped and were all whistling and looking up at the sky.

‘Well, to cut a long story short,’ Maureen began, and all three of her daughters simultaneously groaned and rolled their eyes. This statement was an anomaly because this woman could turn going to the corner shop to fetch milk into a soap opera. 

‘Make yourselves comfortable, lads, Anna and Louise,’ Roisin muttered, receiving a glare from Mammy. 

‘That’s the sort of remark I’d expect from Moira, not you, Rosi. We’ll put it down to your hormones being all over the show, shall we?’

Roisin said nothing, settling back in her seat with her hands resting on the beachball curve of her belly. Shay patted her shoulder. Then, they all listened to the convoluted tale involving The Gamblers, a Kenny Rogers tribute band. Donal was the frontman of the band of four while Maureen was the tambourinist and guest singer. It had transpired that John, the drummer, knew a fella, and this fella knew another fella who was friendly with an Irish fella in a country music band that did the cruise ship rounds; they’d had to break a contract performing on the Mayan Princess due to a fed-up wife, a broken foot, and RSI of the wrist, respectively. This Irish fella instantly thought of The Gamblers and, aware they were all enjoying their golden retirement years, wondered if the band could fill the gap at the last minute. 

It would seem they could and would because Maureen finished her story with, ‘The lads were eager for sunshine, sea and adventure and there are no Gamblers without Donal. And, you know yourselves, it's always been on my bucket list to perform on a cruise ship, so it was a yes from all of us.’ Maureen paused to sip her wine.

Was it? Aisling glanced at her sisters and knew they were thinking what she was thinking. One of these days, they would ask for written evidence of this never-ending bucket list of Mammy’s. 

Donal, beaming, added, ‘Our accommodation on the ship is included in the contract. We get discounted meals, although the alcohol’s not included in that. In return, we’re expected to mix and mingle with guests and perform a regular evening set, and we’ve to host the Haybale Hoedown Evening which involves a line dancing competition on the second to last night of the cruise. We’ve been rehearsing your classic line dancing hits around the clock.’  

This fell on deaf ears where the O’Mara girls were concerned. They were stuck on the news Mammy and Donal would be away for three months.

‘But Mammy, I don’t understand why you have to go. Aside from it being on your bucket list. I mean, it’s only the two songs you sing, after all.’ Moira flicked her silky black hair back over her shoulder. 

‘She has a point, Mammy. Nobody will miss the Dolly and Sheena songs,’ Roisin said. 

Aisling looked at both her sisters and decided there was nothing further she could add other than, ‘And what about your grandchildren who love their Nana and Poppa D? They won’t even know you after three months.’ This wasn’t true of Noah and Kiera but was for the twins.

‘And I’ll be fit to burst. What if I go into early labour?’ Roisin piped up again.

‘Aside from three months being far too long for Donal and myself to spend apart, neither of us is prepared to let the rest of the band down and I’ll have you know “We’ve Got Tonight” and “Islands in the Stream” bring the house down every time we belt them out, don’t they, Donal?’

‘They do, Mo.’

‘And you’re forgetting I also play the tambourine, Moira.’

‘I hadn’t actually, Mammy,’ Aisling – forever the brown-noser – butted in, ruining her favourite daughter status by adding, ‘But it’s hardly a vital instrument.’ 

‘It helps keep the rhythm, thanks very much.’ Maureen’s eyes narrowed in her middle daughter’s direction. ‘And your Stevie Nicks wan would tell you to wash your mouth out, Aisling O’Mara.’ 

‘O’Mara-Moran, Mammy.’ 

Aisling felt a foot nudge her and, glancing around the table, saw Moira mouthing, ‘Ladies’ loo, now.’ She must have already told Roisin because she was getting up from the table and saying the baby was sitting on her bladder. 

‘And mine’s been destroyed since the twins,’ Aisling muttered, hot on her sister’s heels. 

Moira hurried after them, shouting back to the adults watching them scarper bemusedly the first thing that came to mind. ‘IBS!’

Maureen called after them, ‘But I didn’t tell you the best bit.’

None of them stopped. 
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‘Mammy didn’t follow us, did she?’ Roisin asked, eyeing the door to the Ladies’ as it closed behind Moira a good minute later. 

‘No,’ Moira sounded breathless.

‘What took you so long?’ Aisling asked. ‘Were you after doing a few circuits of the gardens before joining us?’

‘No. It’s the heels. They were like tent pegs, being driven into the ground with each step. I’m sure I heard Noah say I looked like a Flamingo.’

‘He’s very astute, our nephew. If your dress was pink, you’d be the spit of one with your storky legs,’ Aisling said.

‘Flamingo, not stork,’ Moira rebutted.

‘He’s going through an ornithology phase,’ Roisin said.

‘What’s teeth got to do with birds?’ This from Moira.

‘That’s orthodontistry, you eejit.’ Aisling shook her head.

‘That coming from the eejit with a green tooth.’ 

Scuttling over to the mirror, Aisling grinned and winced at the parsley stuck between her incisor and the other tooth.

Roisin clapped her hands. ‘You two cut it out, or we’ll miss dessert at this rate.’

That silenced Aisling at least while Moira huffed over what had seen them gather in the toilets in the first place. ‘Honestly, can you believe how selfish they're being? I mean, swanning back and forth along the Mexican Riviera while we’re left here toiling away in old Dublin town.’

‘I know. What about Mammy and Donal's responsibilities?’ Aisling was trying to use a strand of hair as dental floss. ‘And you could have told me about the green tooth, Rosi.’

‘I was about to when Mammy tapped her wine glass,’ Roisin said, then forgetting Aisling’s tooth. ‘I rely on her to look after Noah after school when I’m taking the yoga classes.’

‘So do I, and Donal too. You know they have Kiera one day a week. I mean, it’s just not right. You can’t be hands-on grandparents like so and then just up and leave. It’s, it’s . . . ’ Moira was trying to find the right word.

‘Selfish is what it is,’ Aisling repeated Moira’s earlier sentiment, triumphantly dislodging the green leaf. ‘She better not expect us to look after Pooh while they’re away.’ Mammy and Donal’s poodle was high maintenance.

The trio stewed in silence until Moira accidentally set the hand dryer off. 

‘Whoops.’ 

‘You don’t think we’re the ones being selfish, do you?’ Roisin ventured.

Aisling and Moira glanced at one another. Roisin had always been the weakest link.

'Technically speaking, Noah, Kiera, Aoife and Connor are our children. Our responsibility,’ Roisin added.

‘It takes a village to raise a child,’ Aisling stated piously. She relied on Mammy and Donal too, even though Mammy could be very annoying and Donal was her ‘yes’ man. They were only a phone call away, which was comforting because having twins wasn’t easy. At sea, they’d be uncontactable until the ship was in port. She quelled the rising panic at the thought of not being able to ring whenever the urge took her by reminding herself she did have her sisters and Quinn, of course. Hadn’t Mammy raised four children of her own, Donal two? Maybe it was their time to shine. Aisling said this out loud.

Moira’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve had too much wine in the sun.’

‘Think about it, Moira,’ Aisling said, and Roisin eyeballed her until she gave her a slight shrug. 

‘I suppose I could get Mammy and Donal to make a recording of the “Islands in the Stream” song for when Kiera needs it, and Tom’s mammy loves taking her to nursery.’

‘You could.’ Aisling nodded, and Roisin murmured in agreement.

‘Shall we go and tell them they’ve our blessing to go then?’

‘Erm Moira, they don’t actually need our blessing. It might be better if we just show some enthusiasm.’ Roisin opened the door to the restaurant. ‘Come on, before they send out a search party.’ 

The conversation when they returned to the table was animated and jovial, as though it was perfectly normal for all three O’Mara sisters to shoot off to the toilets like they’d rockets under their arses. Maureen looked from one to the other of her girls as they sat down, and her shoulders stiffened slightly. Her suspicious expression said she didn’t believe for a moment they’d synchronised bladders. 

Roisin assumed the role of spokesperson as the oldest of the three. She rubbed her hands together a little too enthusiastically. ‘It’s very exciting. This gigging on a cruise, Mammy and Donal.’ 

Moira and Aisling were nodding along in an excited or eejitty manner, whichever way you interpreted it.

‘Thank you, girls, but I didn’t get to tell you the rest of the news.’ 

What now? Aisling thought, steeling herself because Mammy looked fit to burst.

‘We get a family cruise discount!’

The O’Mara sisters exchanged a quick glance hearing this, wondering where it was leading. Moira opened her mouth, but Mammy silenced her.

‘Donal, would you like to tell them?’

Donal was beaming. ‘Certainly, Mo. We’ve already told everyone else, but you know I came into an unexpected windfall when my Aunt Agnes passed. She’d no children of her own and left all her worldly goods to myself and my siblings.’

Aisling didn’t recall hearing about this Aunt Agnes. Moira and Roisin had blank expressions, too.

‘So, I told Mo that three months is a long time away from the family. You know yourself we’ll miss the grandchildren terribly. Why don’t we use the money from Aunt Agnes to treat you all? Of course, Mo thought this was a grand idea and, as such, we’d like you to join us on the Mayan Princess in a month once we’ve got the lay of the ship for a week’s cruise down the Mexican Riviera. Patrick, Cindy, and the babby Brianna will be joining us. It’s an excellent opportunity to get all the family together,’ he smiled fondly at his daughters.

Aisling did the rapid blinking thing Roisin was prone to when taken unawares. Still, after hearing her sisters' excited exclamations, she swiftly recovered and joined in thanking Donal and Mammy for their generosity. The conversation around the table grew animated once more as they all talked over one another about what to pack, whether they’d see those virile, oiled-up cliff divers like on the Love Boat, and who was prone to getting seasick.

Aisling was privately thinking about the buffet. She’d heard wonderful things.

Roisin was wondering whether yoga sessions were available on the ship. If not, she’d offer to run a few classes.

Moira was clenching everything and hoping against hope there was a toddler club because Noah had just appeared at the table to make an announcement of his own.

Kiera had just tried to eat a worm. 

When this didn’t have the shock value reaction he’d hoped for, he planted his hands on his hips and sized up the adults around the table. ‘Why’s everybody all excited?’

Gosh, his face was so like his mam’s, Aisling thought. This was a good thing, given his father was a chinless feck.

Roisin spoke up. ‘Nana and Poppa D have arranged for us to have a wonderful holiday on a big cruise ship, Noah.’

‘Can Mr Nibbles and Stef come? Oh, and Pooh?’ Noah referenced his notoriously naughty pet gerbils and his nana and Poppa D’s poodle, with whom he got on well.

‘No!’ was unanimously chimed.

‘Mammy, and this goes for you too, Donal,’ Aisling said. ‘Don’t be reenacting the scene from the Titanic on the prow of the ship while you're onboard, do you hear me?’

‘Oh, don’t be worrying about that, Aisling. Sure, you were there. I ticked that off my bucket list when you and I were on the ferry to Wales.’

As if I’d ever forget, Aisling thought.








  
  

Chapter 4
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It was a bustling Saturday afternoon in the seaside village of Howth. Maureen clutched a paper bag containing a cream slice for Ciara with a ‘C'. She thought she received better service from the young shop assistant by sweetening her up whenever she called into the boutique for fashion advice. So far, Ciara hadn’t put her wrong, apart from her and Bronagh’s unfortunate double act at the babby Brianna’s christening. Still, she wasn’t one for holding a grudge and, in Maureen's opinion, everybody deserved a second chance. Since stumbling across the shop’s treasure trove of clothes a few years back and discovering how flattering a wrap dress could be on a woman of certain years (thanks to Ciara), she’d felt a million dollars on the fashion front. 

Today, she was flanked by Roisin, Aisling and Moira, who’d been eager to come along and help her buy the remaining items on her cruise ship wardrobe list. They were busily scoffing the cream slices they’d wheedled out of her by claiming favouritism where Ciara was concerned. Maureen had given in to their demands when the Piratey-looking man in the bakery, with the bandana and hoop earring, clacked his tongs menacingly at her due to the lengthening queue. 

This afternoon’s outing was thanks to Donal, who’d thoughtfully offered to mind the grandchildren while the girls helped her shop until she dropped. They were each hoping to find something suitable for the Mayan Princess’s formal night, too. Quinn and Tom were in intensive training for the next Dublin marathon, insisting their training programme wasn’t flexible enough to include prams and a bolshy toddler. As for Shay, his music festival work had taken him away to the wilds of Scotland. 

He was a good man, was her Donal, Maureen thought, pushing her sunglasses up the bridge of her nose and smiling over the scene they'd left behind. Donal had been crawling about the living room floor on all fours, giving Noah a horsey-back ride while Kiera chanted, ‘Gee-up, Nob-nob!’ Maureen had tried to tell her it should be ‘Gee-up, Poppa D!’ given he was the horse but the little girl had pouted at her nana, momentarily transporting Maureen back in time because she was the image of Moira as a tot. Then, with her eyes gleefully glinting, Kiera turned the volume up on the ‘Nobbing’. There were no flies on that one and the more they’d tried to get her to say ‘Noah’ instead, the more she’d insisted on ‘Nob’. As for the twins, bless them, they’d been happily chewing on rusks while watching the living room race-day shenanigans. She’d be sure to pick Donal up a cream slice on the way home. Maureen frowned: then again, perhaps not. It would be enough of a challenge keeping Donal away from all the creamy desserts she’d heard were on offer aboard the cruise ships as it was! 

Maureen had chosen to wear a cotton shift dress for easy whipping on and off in the fitting room, and it swished around her legs as she marched past the pub. People were spilling from its open door onto the pavement, clutching pints and basking in the April sunshine. It was always the same when the sun shone. The locals were fond of pretending they were in the South of France when the mercury rose above twenty. Still and all, she thought it was a glorious day to be alive, breathing in the briny air and soaking up the jovial atmosphere the good weather had brought. 

Sure, she was blessed, Maureen thought. She adored her life here in Howth, and not only did she have an ever-expanding family who loved her, but she also had the love of a good man. They shared a grand house herself and Donal, up on the hill with a sea view no less, which Maureen knew was the envy of all her friends. She belonged to so many community groups she’d lost count and, in between times, lavished attention upon her beloved grandchildren. Those dark days after her beloved Brian’s death seemed a long time ago now. Since she’d met Donal the sun always seemed to shine down upon her, even when it was raining. Her cup runneth over! 
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