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For as long as Moira O’Mara could recall, people had been telling her she was pretty. This was something which at times could be convenient. For instance, those occasions when she’d been naughty and the sight of tears welling in her big hazel eyes would get her off the hook. It could also be annoying. 

She’d told Mammy just the other day she was still scarred from the little old ladies at the supermarket who’d peer at her when she was little. There she’d be, trapped in the trolley, kneeling alongside the meat, veg, and bread. She’d have been plopped in there having declared her legs were far too tired to walk any further. The temptation as those witchlike women cooed over what a wee dote she was, was to open her mouth and howl. She’d wanted to send them scarpering—stranger-danger and all that, but Moira had never been a silly girl, she knew which side her bread was buttered on, even at that age. There’d be no chance of a sweet treat at the check-out counter if she were to make a scene. 

Twenty-one years later, Mammy was still not sympathetic to her plight. ‘You’re scarred Moira? Ha-now there’s a joke. I was mortified the day you asked, at the top of your lungs mind, why old ladies had whiskers like Daddy and smelt like wet socks?’ 

She’d forgotten about that! Mammy always said, For someone with a face like butter wouldn’t melt, she had a gob on her like a sailor! The memory of that conversation made her smile as she finished the last three strokes of polish on her big toenail before moving on to the next in line.

Sure, she thought, eyeing her handiwork, it was a compliment to be told she was pretty, but it was something she’d never really got. It wasn’t as if it was a talent or an achievement, something she was responsible for. She was born with the face she was born with. It was not as if she’d had any say in the matter. If anybody deserved the compliment, it was Mammy and Daddy. It was their genetics that were responsible for the way her features had decided to arrange themselves on her face. So far as she knew, nobody had ever patted them on the back and said, ‘Well done. You did a good job producing her.’ 

Her friend Andrea once said, It’s alright for you, Moira. It’s easy to be blasé about being told you’re pretty when you were born beautiful. Try going through life with a nose on you that makes Barbara Streisand’s look small, and at least she can sing. She’d launched into Memories then, making paws of her hands, as she sang the opening lines from the musical, Cats. It had made Moira laugh.

There was nothing wrong with Andrea’s nose; it gave her a regal air, a bit like a Nefertiti bust. Moira had seen pictures of one of those in the encyclopaedia collection Mammy had been swindled into buying many moons ago by the smiling door-to-door salesman. He’d made her think her poor children would be missing out on the basics of education were she to close the door in his face. Her mammy had always been too nice for her own good; Daddy, too. It came from being in the hospitality business. As the hosts of O’Mara’s Guesthouse, politeness was ingrained in them. Aisling was the same. 

She dipped the brush back in the bottle before wiping the excess against the rim. Her gaze strayed over to the bookshelf, spying the neat rows of cherry-red leather spines with their gold embossed lettering. The way the internet was going those books would be relics from the past in the new millennium. 

As for Andrea, well, she was right in that she couldn’t sing. She sounded like the ginger tom who’d land on the roof at night, a heavy thud followed by a stealthy pitter-patter. He liked to fight with all the other cats in the neighbourhood. Her friend might not be able to hold a tune, but she did make Moira laugh. That right there was something worthy of comment—Andrea was funny. She made people laugh. It was an achievement. The thing she didn’t get where Moira was concerned was, being told she was pretty didn’t give her a sense of achievement or boost her self-esteem. It was her accomplishments that did that and she could count those on one hand. Her left foot done, she put the wand back in the bottle and leaned forward on the sofa to peer closely at her painted toes. They passed muster. 

She had no idea where this contemplative mood had sprung from, but she’d roll with it. Her eyes flitted to the wall where the framed painting of Foxy Loxy used to hang. She fancied she could still see the outline of trapped dust it had left behind when Mammy took it down. She’d insisted on it going with her to her new apartment in Howth—what with the painting being one of the great highlights of her baby’s childhood. Moira’s sigh was audible in the emptiness of the apartment. It was mad how much had happened in the last two years. Mad!

The very idea of her mammy, living in a swish pad overlooking the harbour was mental in itself. She could picture her welcoming her golfing lady friends, or more to the point, her pals from painting class into her apartment. She’d only undertaken the art classes in the hope it would prove it was her who’d passed on the artistic gene to her youngest child. From what Moira had seen of her attempts so far, she’d concluded it wasn’t. Mammy’s Howth Pier Sunset which she’d insisted Aisling hang in the guesthouse’s reception area was on a par with Noah, her five-year-old grandson’s, daubs. His latest painting, a mish-mash of colours and stick figures sent over from London and titled My Family, was currently stuck to the fridge by magnets. 

Mammy, Moira imagined would point out the professionally framed Foxy Loxy and tell her new friends, Our Moira painted that when she was ten. It won the Texaco Children’s Art Competition. She’d pause waiting for them to ooh and aah over this accomplishment before continuing. She was an unexpected surprise was Moira, and she’s still surprising me. We always said she was gifted, her daddy and I, but she didn’t take her talent any further when she left the high school.

The latter would be said with a sad lament because Mammy had once had big plans for her youngest child. When she and Daddy accompanied her to the grand prize-giving at the Gresham Hotel all those years ago, Patrick, Roisin, and Aisling dragged along in their Sunday best, she’d been puffed up like a peacock. She’d worked the room telling anybody who cared to listen that Moira had a style similar to that of Georgia O’Keeffe. Where she got the comparison between the famous American artist with her penchant for big flowers and Moira’s painting of the little red fox who liked to visit the bins at the back of O’Mara’s was beyond her. ‘So, there you go folks, my crowning achievement. Winning a children’s Art competition,’ she said. She did that when no one was home, talked to herself. She’d be bringing home stray cats next.

Aisling, Moira knew, called her chosen subject for the prestigious children’s art competition, Mr Fox. The guesthouse cook, Mrs Flaherty, called him that fecking fox. Her conniptions when she spotted the scraps from the bins scattered about the concreted courtyard in the morning were legendary. 

‘Conniption,’ Moira said, as she set about beautifying her right toes. She liked the way it sounded and it was a word that perfectly described their roly-poly, apple-cheeked cook’s behaviour after Foxy Loxy, Moira’s chosen name, visited. It was at those times; Mrs Flaherty could turn the air blue.

Moira knew the fox lived in the Iveagh Gardens behind the brick wall at the back of the guesthouse. She’d only ever gotten shadowy, darting glimpses of him when she peered down from her bedroom window to the courtyard, three storeys below. He was O’Mara’s secret visitor and some nights, she’d open her window and drop a piece of sausage, pinched from the kitchen, down to the courtyard below to tempt him out. Mrs Flaherty would have combusted had she known that! It was lucky for Moira that those wide eyes of hers filling with tears had always worked a treat on the cook.

The day she’d decided to enter the art competition she’d visited the library and found a book on foxes. Mammy had set her up at the dining room table, covering it with newspaper, and Moira had set about painting her picture from a photograph in the book. She’d learned a lot about foxes from that book. For instance, she knew that they were partial to hedgehogs, a fact she’d not been impressed by. She also knew they didn’t live much past five years in the wild. This meant that the Foxy Loxy of her childhood was long gone. She liked to think it was his great-grandson who visited these days. Foxy Loxy Jnr.

By the time she’d turned fifteen, she’d stopped painting. She’d been too busy organising her social life and turning her parents’ hair grey. She’d stopped dropping tasty treats out her bedroom window as well, too absorbed in her teenage self. The last time she’d had a tasty treat in her bedroom, Tristan Gallagher aside, was when she’d arrived home from a night on the lash clutching a kebab. She’d woken up the next morning with the half-eaten shawarma next to her. There’d been a piece of shaved lamb nestling in her hair and she’d reeked of the garlicky yogurt sauce. Not her finest moment. It was a good thing Mammy had moved out; she’d have had her bundled up and dropped on the doorstep of the Rutland Centre for rehab, had she laid eyes on her that morning. 

Moira swore softly as the thought of her mammy’s new abode made her slip with the polish brush. It was weird to think how much had changed in their lives in the last two years. It was like she’d been on an out-of-control lift with all these stops she didn’t want to get off at. She picked up a cotton bud and wiped the rogue polish off the side of her middle toe. There was no room for error, she had to look perfect tomorrow night. She wanted to prove to Michael that she could move in the same circles as him. 

The shade of pink she’d chosen was the perfect match for her new lipstick, purchased at the same time from Boots. They both complemented perfectly the dress she’d spent hours looking for with Andrea. It was cerise, clung to her in all the right places, and hit the right balance between sexy and elegant. The perfect dress for The Shelbourne Hotel, and the St Tropez tan she’d had applied at great expense two nights ago ensured no pasty flesh would be on display. How was she going to get through the day tomorrow? She’d be on tenterhooks, but at least she’d be busy. The phone barely stopped ringing from the minute she put her headset on and sat down behind Mason Price Lawyers’ expansive reception desk. 

Today she’d actually answered, ‘The Shelbourne Hotel this is Moira, how can I help?’ It was only when Gilly elbowed her, she’d realised what she’d said. Luckily the client on the other end was barely listening anyway as he demanded to be put through to Brendan Dockerill ASAP! Her mind had been on nothing but the party all week. 

There was only one more sleep to go until the engagement party of Posh Mairead and Niall Finnegan, one of Mason Price’s Senior Partner’s, and as such, tonight had been set aside for a top-to-toe beauty treatment assault. She and Mairead weren’t exactly friends, so it was a miracle they’d made the guest list given its limited numbers. She’d had to refrain from replying, We’ll be there with fecking bells on, when Mairead asked if she thought they might be able to make it along to her and Niall’s low key, little celebration. If the truth were to be told she’d been as stunned as Gilly that she’d received an invite. Her co-worker had gotten her nose right out of joint about it, and Moira had had to appease her with a bag of crisps from the vending machine in the staff kitchen upstairs. 

For whatever reason, however, it would seem Posh Mairead had taken a shine to her and Andrea, and as such, Moira was trying to be big hearted about her impending nuptials. It took all sorts to make the world go round and perhaps Niall had a thing for girls with buck teeth. Sure, he was no oil painting himself. Moira was fairly certain Posh Mairead only worked at Mason Price because ‘Daddy’ had insisted she get a taste of mingling with the working classes at grass roots level. Perhaps she and Andrea were the token members of that working class on the guest list. She didn’t care, the party had been circled on her mental social calendar ever since she’d received her invite. 

Her eyes flitted to the fridge where the neatly printed gold embossed card was held in place by a magnet. Aisling must have brought it home from Greece given it was a donkey standing on top of the word ‘Crete’ and she felt a familiar frisson of excitement knowing Michael would be there. 

The ‘do’ was to be an intimate soirée of around twenty guests in the hotel’s Saddleroom. Moira had seen Niall in action and there was no doubt given his robust brown-nosing, he was a social climber. He was also in the top tier at Mason Price and as such the other high-level movers and shakers in the firm, including Michael, would be there. A bigger bash for the family and those that mattered in Dublin was being held in a month’s time in the hotel’s Great Room. 

Moira’s hair was wrapped in a towel turban, a deep conditioning treatment taking care of her split ends, and a pore minimising clay mask was beginning to tighten on her face to ensure she looked perfect tomorrow night. The word reverberated through her head, perfect, perfect, perfect; nothing less would do.

‘Feck.’ The phone rang banishing the word from her head. It was on the kitchen bench by the kettle where she’d left it when she’d said goodbye to Andrea. They’d run through their plans for tomorrow night and Andrea had confirmed she’d booked them both in for a shampoo and blow wave during their lunch break. Moira hesitated, torn between her toes and answering the call. She’d never been able to leave a phone to ring though, because she was far too curious by nature and besides the little voice in her head would always whisper, what if it’s something important? She hauled herself off the couch and hobbled over, toes arched upward, and snatched the phone up.

‘Hello.’

‘Moira, is that you?’ 

She rolled her eyes. Mammy always sounded surprised. There was only the choice of two people answering the fecking thing, her or Aisling. ‘Yes, Mammy, it’s me. What’s up?’

‘Does there have to be something up for a Mammy to ring wanting to speak to her daughter?’

‘Usually, yes. When the Mammy’s social calendar is fuller than the daughter’s.’ Moira glanced down relieved to see her toes had survived their short journey from sofa to kitchen.

‘I’m after some advice,’ Maureen O’Mara huffed down the phone.

‘Oh, yes?’ Moira raised an eyebrow. Now, this was one out of the box. It was usually Mammy handing out the advice. Whether it was warranted or not wanted, it never stopped her saying her piece one way or the other. 

‘I’m after booking a holiday.’

Moira could hear the rain lashing against the windows and accordingly felt a stab of envy at the thought of Maureen O’Mara stretched on a sun lounger somewhere hot and foreign. She’d probably gotten a late season week in the Costa del Sol, or maybe Tenerife; her and Daddy had gone there a few times. ‘Good for you. Where are you off to then?’

‘Vietnam, I’m going backpacking so I am.’

Moira dropped the phone.
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‘Vietnam!’ The sound of helicopter rotors whirring and a sixties musical medley began to play in Moira’s head. 

‘Yes, I always fancied going there.’

‘Since when?’ Moira’s voice rose as she cast her eyes around the empty apartment. She wished Aisling was here so she could shriek, Mammy’s after booking a flight to Vietnam and says she’s going backpacking. She’s officially lost the plot! Her fingers itched to hang up so she could speed dial Roisin, her eldest sister across the water in London, with this breaking news. The toll rate was low this time of night so they could have a good old chinwag about it. This was too incredulous not to be sharing. 

‘I think you ruptured my ear drum, Moira.’

‘Sorry, but, Mammy, come on, Vietnam? That’s halfway around the world. What are you wanting to go there for?’ 

‘Adventure, Moira. I want to have an adventure, and I want to sail on a junk.’

Ten minutes later Moira hung up the phone to her mother. She resumed her position on the sofa and finished painting her toes with swift, efficient brush strokes, her brain whirring. The advice Mammy had been seeking was whether she should spend the money on having a yellow fever jab as a precaution before she went. Apparently, it cost a small fortune, but it was advisable when getting off the beaten track. ‘For feck’s sake, Mammy you’re not after jungle trekking or the like surely?’ Moira had exploded. This was all too much to take in.

It would appear that Mammy was planning just that, and she was going on some rowboat down a big river too. Moira wasn’t sure if they had hippopotamuses in Vietnam or not and the thought made her shudder. Only the other day she’d caught the tail end of a wildlife programme on when hippos attack. She was fairly sure they were only found in Africa but fairly wasn’t one hundred per cent. She’d already lost her daddy, she wasn’t going to lose her mammy too. And alright, maybe you couldn’t call a short jaunt from some tribal village in the mountains jungle trekking, but still and all it was bad enough. Mammy had informed her she and her travelling companion, Rosemary Farrell from her rambling group, had been practising by taking to the hills around Howth. 

Moira had latched on to this. ‘Mammy, Howth is not a tribal mountain village and adventures aren’t for women in their sixties.’ They certainly weren’t for mammies in their sixties! ‘Sure, look it, why can’t you and this Rosemary,’ she’d already pegged her as a bad influence and she pronounced her name accordingly, ‘have a nice walking holiday together down in Connemara or Mayo? Everybody knows there're loads of lovely trails around there you could explore. Listen, I’ll even spring for one of those pole thing-a-me-bobs older people are so fond of hiking with if you change your plans.’

‘Moira O’Mara, I’ve only just turned sixty and that was a non-event. None of us felt much like celebrating now, did we? This is my belated birthday present to myself and, for your information, young lady. I’m not a geriatric and there are no junks in Connemara or Mayo. I want to sail on a junk. I have done since I saw James Bond escape on one in The Man with the Golden Gun. It’s on my list.’

She’d sounded like a belligerent two-year-old stamping her feet, and what was she on about? ‘What list?’

‘My list of things I want to do before I join your daddy.’

‘Ah, Mammy, sure don’t talk like that. You’ve years left in you. You don’t need to start ticking things off a list.’

‘Your daddy and I thought we had years left together. None of us know what’s around the corner, Moira, and I don’t intend to sit on my backside waiting for my number to be called.’

Moira chewed her lip, unsure what to say. They’d all handled Daddy’s death nearly two years ago now, differently. Mammy had announced she wouldn’t see her days out in the guesthouse without her husband at her side. Her ultimatum had been, either one of the O’Mara children step up to manage the business, or it would be sold. She’d then set about buying her apartment in Howth and joining the golf club, taking art classes, enrolling for sailing lessons, and putting her name down on every social committee the seaside community had to offer. In short, she’d gone completely round the twist.

It was Aisling who’d taken hold of O’Mara’s reins. Her way of coping with her grief was by immersing herself wholly in the family business. Thank goodness she and Quinn had taken their blinkers off where each other was concerned; her sister had a much better work life balance going on since they’d hooked up. She’d been very bossy before, overly interested in what Moira was up to, and forever on at her to straighten her room up. Now she was all loved up, she was still annoying in a my life is soo wonderful way, but at least she left Moira to her own devices.

Moira didn’t know how it was for Patrick and Rosie knowing Daddy wasn’t in their lives anymore. Being away, they were removed from the day-to-day reminders of him. She still felt his presence in every room of the top-floor apartment of the Georgian manor house where she’d lived her whole life. Her breath caught, she missed her lovely, generous, kind father every minute of every single day. Mammy dragged her back into the conversation.

‘I’ll have you know just the other day Terry Lynch from the butcher’s was after telling me I didn’t look a day over fifty. He gave me an extra chop, too, so he did. And, Moira O’Mara, I’m the same age as yer Fonda woman and nobody’d bat an eye if she announced she were off trekking. So, as a grown woman, your Mammy no less—something you’d do well to remember my girl, don’t be after telling me what I should and shouldn’t do!’ 

She’d sounded very huffy and had hung up without saying goodbye. Moira was not in the mood to call her back. She knew from the tone she’d get the mortally offended version of Maureen O’Mara were she to do so and she’d be made to feel so guilty, she’d have to apologise. But if she apologised it would mean she approved of this trip to the wilds of Asia and she most certainly did not. No, she’d leave it for now and let Aisling or Roisin try to talk some sense into her. Mammy would not be going to Vietnam if Moira had anything to do with it.
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Moira breathed a sigh of relief as she heard the front door open. Aisling was home, she’d know what to do about Mammy. 

‘Jaysus, it’s wild out there tonight,’ Aisling said, rubbing her hands as she came into the living room. Spying her sister, her eyes narrowed. ‘Moira get your feet off the table.’

‘Aisling, feck off, there're bigger things to be worrying about than my feet on the coffee table.’ She felt the face mask crack as she spoke, a reminder that she should be in the shower by now.

‘Such as?’ 

Moira removed her feet knowing she wouldn’t get her sister’s full attention until she did so. She glanced beyond Aisling checking to see if Quinn was behind her. He wasn’t. She loved Quinn but a night off listening to the pair of them riding like they were trying to win the Grand National was welcome.

‘Mammy’s only gone and got it in her head to go to Vietnam for nearly a month with some rambling woman and she’s going tribal and, and, and I don’t know if there're hippos there or not.’

‘Jaysus, it’s like a sauna in here. Have you turned the heating up?’ Aisling shrugged out of her jacket. ‘No wonder you’re babbling like a mad woman.’

Moira had adjusted the dial on the central heating but she wasn’t going to admit to it. The two sisters had a constant battle over the setting. Aisling liked it to take the edge off while Moira preferred it hot enough to close her eyes and imagine she was somewhere like Spain, not fecking Vietnam! It was a country that had never been on her radar until tonight and Aisling wasn’t giving her the aghast reaction she wanted.

‘You’re not listening to me!’

‘Moira,’ Aisling held her hand up. ‘Stop and breathe.’ She eyed her sister and shook her head. ‘I don’t how you expect me to take you seriously looking like that.’ 

If Moira could have scowled, she would have, but the face pack wouldn’t stretch to that. She did, however, slow her breathing. She needed to be coherent.

‘Right, now start at the beginning, only slowly this time.’

‘Okay, what it is, I’ve not long got off the phone to Mammy. She told me she’s booked a holiday to Vietnam with a woman she goes walking around Howth with. Rosemary something or other. I don’t like the sound of her. I think she’s trouble. Anyway, they’re planning on doing a hill trek and sailing down some river and everything. She’s got it in her head she wants to sail on a junk. Do they have hippos there?’

‘No, you eejit, they’re only in Africa.’ Aisling frowned. ‘Rosemary. That name sounds familiar.’ She flopped down on the end of the sofa. ‘Wasn’t that yer woman who had her hips replaced? I’m sure Mammy told us a story about her setting the sensors off at the airport with whatever the doctors replaced them with. Kryptonite or something. No, hang on that’s Superman; titanium, that was it.’

‘Ah, Jaysus, it gets worse.’ Moira rubbed her temples, the image of her mammy and this Rosemary Farrell getting patted down by airport security was too much.

Aisling slid her feet from her shoes and flexed them. ‘Ooh, that’s better. I’m sure I’ll hear all about her travel plans on Saturday afternoon.’

Moira had forgotten about that; her head had been so full of the party. They were going to have afternoon tea at the Powerscourt Hotel, Mammy’s treat. She’d have to apologise if she wanted her slice of cake. 

‘I don’t know what you’re making such a fuss about, though, Moira. Mammy’s a grown woman. I was reading in one of our magazine’s in reception that Vietnam is establishing itself on the South East Asia tourist trail. She’ll be fine so long as she doesn’t decide to befriend any strange men who ask her to carry their excess baggage through.’ She rubbed her soles one after the other. ‘I’ve been on my feet all day.’

‘That’s not funny and being on your feet all day makes a change from on your back.’

‘Moira!’

‘Well, it’s true! You and Quinn are like rabbits.’ 

‘We’re making up for lost time.’ Aisling got the daft look on her face she always got of late when Quinn’s name was mentioned. 

Moira had been gobsmacked the morning she got up to find Quinn, a chef who ran his successful bistro by the same name, sitting at their breakfast table. She still wasn’t over the shock truth be told. Her sister had been good friends with him since her student days. Friends being the operative word, or so she’d thought. It turned out they’d both been in love with one another for years but it had taken the threat of Aisling going back to her ex-fiancé for Quinn to act on his feelings. Personally, Moira thought it was down to the salsa classes they went to; all that hip gyrating was bound to stir something up! She blamed the saucy Latin American moves on her sister having turned into a loved-up pain in the arse overnight. Speaking of which, she thought, tuning back into Aisling.

‘But for your information, we’ve been at salsa class tonight and I had a mad day downstairs. One of the guests, Mr Rankin, missed his tour and I had to tee him up on another as he’s only here for two days, then Mrs Flaherty had—’ 

‘Conniptions,’ Moira jumped in, eager to use the word once more.

‘Yes, over the Ardern family’s dietary requirements. You know she doesn’t believe in such things.’

Moira smiled. Mrs Flaherty’s idea of dietary requirements was a good stodgy Irish fry-up cooked in lashings of lard and woe betide anyone who disagreed with her.

‘Then I had to give Ita short shrift. I caught her sitting on the side of the bath in Room 3 instead of making the room up like she was supposed to be, playing some game on her Nokia.’

‘Snake,’ Moira said knowledgably, having recently been caught doing the very same thing by Mr Price himself, Mason Price’s fusty old senior partner. ‘I don’t know why you put up with Idle Ita.’

‘Yes, you do.’

‘Alright, but Mammy’s not in charge any more, she’s retired. You’re O’Mara’s manager which means you’re no longer obliged to keep her friend’s daughter on. Sure, if work was a bed that one would sleep on the floor.’

‘I know but still—’

‘You’re a scaredy cat, Aisling O’Mara.’

Aisling couldn’t argue, she was where Mammy was concerned. Moira was the only one who said her piece on a regular basis.

‘But I still want you to talk Mammy out of this Vietnam business.’

‘Moira since when has anyone ever been able to talk Mammy out of anything. Sure, look it, you know how it goes, Mammy tells us what to do not the other way around. It’s the way it is. I can’t upset the status quo.’ 

Moira tried to frown but couldn’t. Aisling was right. The only person she might listen to was Patrick but her brother was too caught up in his new life over in the States to care much about what was happening here. She felt the familiar sting at his absence; she missed him and wished he’d make a bit more time for them. The last few times she’d called he’d been heading out the door to some function or other with that silicon-infused girlfriend of his, too busy to ask how she was doing since Daddy died. That left, Roisin. The odds were slim of her words holding any sway but given her seniority as the oldest daughter, she should at least try. It was her duty, Moira thought knowing it was too late to call her now. It would have to wait until the morning. She realised Aisling had moved on.

‘Then I had to move Mr and Mrs McPherson from Room 8 because the shower was playing up. It was lucky we had Room 4 available and, to be fair, they were very good about it. Then, I spent the best part of the afternoon trying to get hold of a plumber, and you know how hard it is to get trades people these days.’ 

She did, Dublin was booming and as such trying to nail down a plumber, or any tradesperson was like trying to find that pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. It was also the reason why she had to listen to the headboard banging of a night. Accommodation was at a premium and she couldn’t afford to move out and maintain a social life. For the time being she was stuck at O’Mara’s with its memories of her daddy lurking around each and every doorway. 

‘I finally found an outfit who promised to send someone out for a look before lunchtime tomorrow so that means they’ll be here around five o’clock. I’d no sooner hung up the phone than Tessa Delaney, who arrived yesterday—she’s in Room 1—wanted to know what the kerfuffle in the middle of the night was all about.’

‘Foxy Loxy?’

‘Mr Fox,’ Aisling confirmed. ‘No doubt I’ll get it in the ear from Mrs Flaherty. She’s a bit of a strange one, I can’t put my finger on it.’

‘Mrs Flaherty is Mrs Flaherty, a heart of gold, a mouth like a sewer, a lover of food, and hater of foxes.’

‘No, not Mrs Flaherty, Tessa Delaney.’ 

‘Is she yer one from New Zealand? I overheard her asking Mrs Flaherty if she could have her eeeg served over easy. I made her say it again. I liked the sound of it.’

Aisling nodded. ‘Mmm, although she’s from Dublin originally. You’d never know it from listening to her; she’s no trace of an accent left. I only managed to find that out because I suggested the open-top bus city tour was a good way to get her bearings. Her parents emigrated when she was a teenager. This is the first time she’s been back.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know what it is about her.’

‘She seemed friendly enough to me. She’ll find Dublin’s not the backwater she left behind.’ 

Aisling nodded. ‘It’s a different city alright.’ The influx of visitors since the Celtic Tiger had started roaring had been great for the guesthouse’s business and the streets hummed with the vibrancy of its many visitors. ‘And she’s friendly enough. I got the feeling she wasn’t honest about her reasons for coming back to Dublin that was all.’ 

Moira shrugged. ‘Maybe she’s jet-lagged. She has travelled from the other side of the world and she’s in a different time zone. I had enough issues going to New York with Andrea last year; my poor tummy was telling me it was dinner time when it was bedtime for days. You know what you’re like, Ash, you always see more in a situation than there is.’ This was true. Aisling’s imagination was prone to running away with itself.

‘I suppose it’s because she comes across as a closed book; I want to take a peek inside. There’s definitely more to her coming back than a simple trip down memory lane. Besides, she had a week in London before coming here. That’s plenty of time to get over the jet lag.’

‘So, you know her parents left Dublin for New Zealand when she was a teenager and she’s had a week sight-seeing in London? And, I just told you she likes her eggs over easy.’

‘Mmm. What’s your point?’

‘You should have been a detective, Ash. What more do you want to know? How she likes her fecking steak? It’s none of your business.’ 

Aisling poked her tongue out at her sister and picked up the television remote, ‘The Late Late Show’s on soon.’

‘Ah, it’s not the same without Gay Byrne.’

‘He’s only been gone a couple of weeks, give Pat Kenny a chance.’

‘Not tonight, I’ve got to go and wash all this off.’ Moira gestured to her face and the towel.

Aisling’s gaze flitted to her sister’s toes, back on the table once more. She let it slide. ‘I like that colour.’

Moira pointed to the bottle of polish. ‘I’ll let you borrow it if you let me wear your red Valentino slingbacks with my dress tomorrow night.’ 

Aisling shook her head. ‘Nope, no way.’

‘Oh, please, pretty please. They’d be perfect.’ That word again.

Aisling’s eyes narrowed. ‘So that’s what this is all—,’ she gestured to her sister’s face and hair ‘—in aid of.’

Moira nodded. ‘It’s Posh Mairead’s engagement party and you know how long I’ve been looking forward to it. Please, please, please. You’re my favourite sister.’

‘Liar, I heard you saying the same thing to Roisin not long ago and I still haven’t forgiven you for wearing my Louboutin’s without my permission.’

‘You need to let it go. It’s not good for you to hold on to stuff like that. I said sorry a million times. It was ages ago.’

‘I’m not talking about when you got a scratch on the heel. I’m talking about when you sneaked out in them a month ago.’

Moira flushed beneath the clay. She’d thought she’d gotten away with that. 

Aisling looked jubilant and Moira realised she must have stored the misdemeanour away, waiting for the right moment to use it. Feck it, she really wanted to wear the shoes. 

‘You could try splashing your cash on a pair of your own.’

‘Sure, look it, Aisling, what would be the point? Not when I’ve a sister whose fashion sense is second to none.’

‘Flattery won’t work. I want something more.’ Aisling hit the mute button on the television.

Moira pouted, ‘Like what?’ She was envisaging having to tidy her room like Mammy had always made her do of a Saturday morning when she was younger. Or worse, having to clean the bathroom, her most hated of all household chores. Housework was not her forte. What her sister said next took her by surprise.
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