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Chapter One
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Dublin, March 2001





Tom was like a packhorse bowed under the weight of Moira’s overnight bag which he’d draped across his chest. In one hand he was carrying the bag stuffed full of congratulations cards, their daughter’s birth bracelet, free nappy samples, a teddy bear and screeds of information on various baby necessities they’d been presented with at the hospital. In his other, he had a death grip on the baby capsule containing his and Moira’s precious and as yet unnamed baby girl. He kicked the door closed with the heel of his boot shutting the rest of the world out. 

Moira, yawning her head off, was already in the kitchen laying the flowers she’d carted home from the hospital down on the worktop.

Bronagh, who’d just about broken her neck in her haste to peep inside the capsule despite having seen the baby when she’d visited the hospital the day before had asked, ‘Moira is that you? Because all I can see behind those bouquets is a pair of legs.’

The flowers were gorgeous but she was too knackered to think about digging out vases for them. Aisling would do it for her. She’d a florist’s eye when it came to that sort of thing. Perhaps she could put a few bunches down in the guests’ lounge, she thought as her eyes drifted over to the red cast iron pot sitting on the stove. She lifted the heavy lid hopefully and inhaled the hearty aroma of chicken, mushrooms and thyme.

Quinn had made them a casserole!

Her mouth watered. She’d been permanently hungry from the moment she’d given birth and the hospital food had been rubbish though Tom had brought her in a stash of chocolate bars for energy purposes. She felt a surge of love for her thoughtful brother-in-law.

Quinn and Aisling had made themselves scarce when they’d left the hospital saying they’d leave Tom and Moira to settle in with the baby for a few hours.

Mammy had insisted they be there to escort the baby off the premises and before they could make their getaway they’d been ordered to stay right where they were until the photographs had been taken.

Moira had been flanked on all sides as she exited the Rotunda Hospital on Parnell Street. It had been like those scenes of Princess Diana leaving St Mary’s in London with the baby William as Mammy ordered them all into various poses for photographs.

The major difference aside from Diana and Charles being royalty was that the royal couple had also looked smart. Diana’s hair was done, makeup on and she was dressed prettily. For the era at any rate. From memory, she’d been wearing a green dress with white polka dots and in Moira’s book polka dots of any colour were a crime against humanity.

Moira and Tom did not look smart. They looked shell-shocked to be going home seventy-two hours after they’d arrived here at the hospital. It should have been forty-eight hours the nurse had told them given she’d delivered normally.

Moira had snorted hearing this because her nether regions felt anything but normal. The breastfeeding was the problem, her milk hadn’t come in properly and so she’d stayed an extra night to see if she could be up and running before she went home.

Moira had not been wearing a dress as she left the hospital. She was wearing Mo-pants with a baggy sweatshirt and she’d still got her slippers on. She’d not a lick of makeup on; in fact, she doubted her eyelashes would ever make contact with a mascara wand again and her hair was tied back because it was in need of a wash.

Tom had seventy-two hours’ worth of facial hair growth and he’d missed his mouth when he’d snaffled the soup brought in for Moira’s lunch earlier. A yellow stain decorated his shirt.

Maureen, however, was done up to the nines for the auspicious occasion of her first granddaughter being brought home.

Donal too had been told there would be photographs and as such he shouldn’t wear the jeans with the cowboy belt but rather his good tan trousers. Maureen had debated wearing a hat but in the end, had decided it would be a waste to hide the lovely blow-dry she was after having at the hairdressers.

Aisling was dressed for a day at work and Quinn was in his chef’s trousers with the white smock he wore overtop.

‘The sooner you all smile, the sooner you can go home,’ Maureen bossed clicking away with the camera. She spied a nurse heading for the entrance and commandeered her to take a few shots but after five minutes of Mammy’s insisting she’d caught her without her chin tilted just so, she’d had the camera shoved back at her.

‘I’ve patients to see to,’ the nurse huffed, striding off.

Maureen had sniffed that the woman’s bedside manner needed working on.

When the roll of film was used she’d allowed Tom and Moira to escape to their car but had insisted on supervising to see they’d the hang of threading the seatbelt through the capsule. She was in the know, she bossed because Noah had one just like it and when Tom announced they were good to go she elbowed him out the way to inspect his handiwork. Then they were off with Moira leaning her head back on the seat, eyes closed, muttering, ‘Thank feck that’s over with.’

She wished she was in the nineteen fifties and she’d be allowed a lovely, long two-week stay in the hospital where the nurses came and took the baby to the nursery so the mammies could all get some sleep. She’d go home full of confidence that she was all set for her new life. Instead, she was exhausted, scared, and her boobs hurt.

The time since her daughter had arrived into the world as a healthy, squalling bundle until now was a blur. It had been a roundabout of Tom’s family all trooping in to see her and the baby with an enormous pink balloon saying, ‘It’s a Girl’ and Mammy and Aisling fussing around her. Quinn had popped up as had Andrea, Bronagh, Mrs Flaherty and Mrs Baicu.

In between visiting hours, Tom had given their baby her first bath and Moira had changed her first nappy worrying that her daughter might break given how tiny she was. Then there’d been the breastfeeding debacle. She’d try again when she was home, relaxed in her own environment away from the sound of the other crying babies. She was sure it would be grand then.

Moira rubbed her temples as she opened her eyes and urged Tom to slow down. He’d replied that if he drove any slower he’d get pulled over for obstructing the traffic.

It was a very strange thought indeed that the last time she’d been sat next to Tom in his old banger they’d no baby and now there was a real live baby in the back seat letting her presence be known.

They’d made it to O’Mara’s with only two irate horns blaring impatiently.

It had been a blessing that Mrs Flaherty had gone home for the day and that they’d only had to get past Bronagh, Moira thought now as Tom set the bags and capsule down on the living room floor. He sat down on the sofa and patted the seat next to him. Moira came over and sat down carefully beside him leaning into his shoulder.

The piercing cry that had abated as they’d parked the car started up once more.

They both sat and stared at the tiny, bundle with the screwed-up pink face.

‘What do you think she wants?’ Moira asked looking at Tom.

‘I haven’t a clue,’ he said getting up to unbuckle her.








  
  

Chapter Two
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One month, ten days later...





‘Tom, don’t be saying ‘mix and mingle’, that’s the sorta thing my mammy would say,’ Moira snapped. She was not happy about going this morning, something she was making clear in her tone. 

Tom, looking as though he’d be more at home heading off to the beach for a surf than Trinity College’s School of Medicine was standing beside the door of the family apartment above O’Mara’s Guesthouse. One hand was jangling the car keys in the hope of getting Moira to hurry up and the other was clutching the handle of the baby capsule. His backpack she knew was stuffed full of text books and weighed a tonne.

Sound asleep inside the capsule was their one-month-old daughter whose name they’d finally agreed on was Kiera. Her plump cheeks were pink and her rosebud mouth slack as she slumbered with her chin resting on her chest.

Maureen said she was the spit of Moira as a baby only Moira’s head was larger and she hadn’t been an obliging baby like the baby Kiera was proving to be.

She was angelic when she slept, Moira thought, a surge of love rushing through her. She resented the fact that instead of curling up on the sofa and trying to snatch an hour’s sleep herself she’d been talked into attending a mammy-baby coffee morning. As if she didn’t have enough on her plate with her return to college looming and the organising of Kiera’s christening; she’d not even had a chance to mull over the guest list. The last thing she needed was to go to a stupid coffee morning where she was bound to wind up feeling more inadequate in the mammy stakes than she already did.

It had backfired on her rather resplendently when she’d told Tom all of this—not the inadequate part obviously because he wouldn’t understand that—but the christening, college stuff she’d thought he’d get because he was knackered too. Instead, he’d come back with, yes going back to college would be hard but weren’t they lucky with how it had all worked out?

She’d no choice but to agree because they were and the rational part of her brain that wasn’t sleep deprived knew this. The part that craved a full night’s sleep wondered whether she was doing the right thing by going back to college. How would she cope with full days there, after broken nights of sleep? Was she being selfish going back to college? She was a mammy now after all.

Tom was managing to keep up with his studies and shifts at Quinn’s Bistro but she could see the dark circles under his eyes and knew he was running on empty. What would happen if they both burnt out?

Sometimes it felt as though the college thing had been taken out of her hands entirely. There’d not been any round the table discussion as to who would look after Kiera while she worked toward her degree. It had all just been decided.

Moira’s mammy would come here to O’Mara’s on a Monday. Moira and Tom would juggle Tuesday and then, of a Thursday, Sylvia, Tom’s mammy would come to look after her granddaughter and as an added bonus, she was perfectly able with her cell phone which meant Moira could ring and check-in as to how it was all going if she took Kiera out and about. Unlike Mammy.

Even though Maureen had a cell phone—Donal had purchased it for her having gotten sick of hearing her go on about how Rosemary Farrell thought she was the cat’s pyjama’s because she had one—she’d not bothered to learn how to use it. In fact, the only time it saw the light of day was when she was out with Rosemary. She was apt to pull it out of her bag on those occasions and pretend to use it for the text messaging but really she hadn’t a clue.

Moira was not looking forward to the mobile phone training sessions she was going to have to put in place between now and when she started back at college. But, needs must. She couldn’t bear the thought of not knowing where her daughter was at any given time.

Aisling was on board for Moira’s half day Friday and then the conundrum of what to do about Wednesday had been solved when Nina, O’Mara’s night receptionist had offered her services. She’d overheard Aisling and Bronagh discussing the problem and had announced that Wednesday just happened to be her day off and she’d love to look after Kiera.

As for the christening, Tom had said, beaming from ear to ear, it would be great altogether to get his mammy involved in organising it. ‘Sure, it’s win-win, Moira. She’d love to help.’

Moira had had to butt in and tell him off for sounding mammyish on that occasion too but he’d been undeterred as, warming to his theme he added, ‘It will make my mam feel more a part of things because Maureen does tend to take over and Kiera’s her first grandchild. It will be a great way for the pair of you to get to know one another better.’

Even though she’d felt irked at being cornered like so, Moira couldn’t argue with his point so she’d gone along with it all just as she’d gone along with the arrangements for when she started back at college. She knew she’d be foolish to drop out now but still and all, the little voice in her head niggled at her.

It was hard trying to keep everyone happy and all she could do was hope her mammy never got wind of Sylvia Daly having a hand in the christening arrangements. She’d not wear this news well, especially given she’d volunteered her services. Moira had turned down Mammy’s offer of help knowing if she were left to her own devices the christening would take on biblical proportions and had stated that as Kiera’s mammy it was something she wanted to organise herself.

She wouldn’t think about that now though, she decided.

As for a coffee morning, well, she also knew it wasn’t the sorta thing she’d fit into. But it would be nice for Kiera to be around other little babies and as Moira was quickly learning, the world no longer revolved around her.

It was with this in mind she’d dressed her daughter in a particularly sweet pair of stripey pink and green tights, teaming them with a matching T-shirt. Overtop she’d chosen to put on the pink cardigan, that had arrived in the mail along with the myriad cards and other gifts, soon after Mammy had taken out an advert in the national papers to announce she was a second-time nana. Writing all those thank you notes in between Kiera’s naps had been very stressful but Moira knew there’d be no peace from Mammy until she’d sent the last of them off.

‘Manners are close to Godliness,’ was her catchphrase. She’d insisted on using it even after Aisling corrected her and told her it was cleanliness, not the manners.

The cardigan was hand-knitted by Great Aunt Noreen sent from Claredoncally. She and her friends, who, Mammy had informed her were singlehandedly keeping Africa’s premmie babies in woollens, had whipped up a variety of hats, booties and cardigans to ensure Kiera O’Mara-Daly didn’t feel the cold. From Emer, Great Aunt Noreen’s black sheep of the family’s niece there’d been a pretty but impractical tutu-skirted dress.

Mammy upon hearing of the gift had pass remarked, ‘Common sense doesn’t flower in that girl’s garden. Sure, Kiera’s a baby, not Anna Pavlova.’

The irony of this remark escaped Mammy given she’d Riverdance aspirations for her granddaughter. Moira knew if the black leather ghillies the dancers wore on their feet came in size naught to three months she’d have bought Kiera a pair.

Now she blinked as Tom, affable as always despite his own lack of sleep, grinned and replied, ‘You’re right it does sound like something Maureen would come out with. Sorry, but it’ll be a good craic you’ll see. All you first-time mammies together comparing notes. You’ll enjoy it,’ he coaxed.

Moira shuddered. No, she wouldn’t. She knew instinctively she would not be a coffee group sorta girl and he was still sounding suspiciously like Mammy. She used to tell her she’d enjoy the liver and onions but she never had.

She’d been polite on the phone when she’d answered it to hear a woman by the name of Cliona gush about how they’d attended antenatal classes together. She’d gone on to congratulate her on Kiera’s arrival before informing her she’d had a little girl too, Fenella, before getting to the crux of her call. A coffee morning get-together for all the new mammies who’d been on their antenatal course. ‘Won’t it be lovely to get all the little babies together?’ she’d chirped.

Moira had found herself agreeing to go even though she fully intended to make her excuses on the day, all the while wracking her brains to put a name to the face at the end of the phone. She’d hung up still clueless as to who the woman was and in a state of disbelief that anyone could sound that chipper with a newborn in the house.

When she’d mentioned the conversation to Aisling, she’d filled in the blanks telling her she remembered Cliona from the infamous evening at antenatal class when Moira’s waters had broken on account of Cliona having told Mammy to shush. Mammy hated being told to shush and it took a brave, or stupid—however you wanted to look at it—person to do so. ‘She was the big blonde one suffering the Braxton Hicks,’ Aisling informed her and Moira had further resolved not to attend the coffee morning.

Tom however had other ideas.

She didn’t know why this was such a big deal to him. ‘It will be good for you, Moira,’ he’d said. ‘It’s a tough gig being a first-time mammy. You need some outside support.’ She’d told him in no uncertain terms that he was to stop practising his Doctor Daly speak on her. Then Mammy had gotten on the bandwagon not to mention Rosi, and even Ash had put her penny’s worth in, going so far as to say it would be good for Kiera to be around other babies and she might make some new friends.

How could a one-month-old make friends? And, it was very annoying how everybody seemed to know what was good for her and Kiera. In the end, it had been easier to say she’d go. Now she was regretting her decision.

She zipped up her purple hoodie worn over a white T-shirt. Normally she’d have gone for black but she suspected given her daughter’s tendency to spill after she’d been fed, it wouldn’t be a good choice. 

‘Do I look alright?’ She’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail and added mascara and gloss which were all improvements on the greasy-haired, no makeup look she’d been sporting of late. She wasn’t sure about the cargo pants though. It was strange being out of her Mo-pants. She felt as though she’d been living in those and her pyjama bottoms since she’d gotten home from the hospital.

Night and day had merged into one big ever-turning wheel of sleeping, feeding, bathing and nappy changing. The Mo-pants had gone in the machine with the stretch-n-grows for a much-needed wash that morning. ‘Not too casual?’

‘It’s a mammy-baby coffee morning not a night at the theatre.’ Tom shook his head with an amused glint in his eyes. ‘You look grand, Moira. You always do.’

She sighed, not knowing why she’d bothered to ask him his opinion because as a man he could never possibly grasp the importance of wearing the right thing. She wanted to look down to earth but at the same time, show the other mammies she still had a sense of her own identity and that she had a handle on this new mammy business.

The fact she was at Kiera’s beck and call twenty-four seven, was a walking zombie who had no sense of who she was anymore other than her baby girl’s mammy, and hadn’t the foggiest idea as to what she was doing when it came to this parenting lark was neither here nor there.

It was all about keeping up appearances. Mammy had taught her well.

She wished Aisling was on hand to ask because her honest opinion could be relied upon but she’d gone to check out a new Glendalough tour and had been spouting the history of the eleventh century round tower she was off to see to Kiera in between nibbling her toast earlier that morning. Moira had told her sister Kiera wasn’t interested in medieval towers to which Aisling had retorted that baby’s brains were sponges and she’d thank her one day when Kiera was bringing home report cards with an A-plus in history.

Moira had replied that if this were the case then Mammy must have given them all the silent treatment as babies because she didn’t remember many A anything’s coming home on report cards.

‘Come on then,’ she sighed now with a glance at Kiera ‘Let’s go before she wakes up screaming the place down and I change my mind altogether.’ She scooped up the baby bag that had replaced her art satchel for the time being and trudged out the door behind Tom.








  
  

Chapter Three
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Moira descended the stairs to the second-floor landing, noticing how quiet it was despite the guesthouse having nearly full occupancy. The guests would be in the dining room having their breakfasts about now as they fortified themselves for a day’s exploring with a plate of Mrs Flaherty’s full Irish, she thought. 

She was dragging her heels, watching Tom make his way down the creaking stairs and her mind turned to the rollercoaster they’d been on this last while. Her brain had been mush and yet she’d had so many big decisions to make. They both had.

Firstly there’d been the conundrum of what to call their daughter. This had been hotly debated by all family members on both sides before Moira and Tom had announced they’d reached a decision. Their baby’s name was to be Kiera.

Mercifully, this had been met favourably although Maureen was adamant it was tradition for the first daughter to be called after her maternal nana. She’d had to concede she’d made this up because not one of her daughters was called Breda after her mammy.

She’d been appeased when Moira and Tom had further announced Kiera’s middle names would be Maureen, Sylvia. The order of these two names had been of the utmost importance to her.

Then there’d been the time off from college to sort as well as the pressing point of where their little family of three would live. Not to mention the biggest question of all, how she and Tom would navigate being parents. Her head was still spinning as a result.

It had been out of the question that she and Kiera move into the house Tom shared with two other fellow medical students. She couldn’t be doing with those eejitty arse flatmates of his policing the shredded wheat and milk. Then there was the fact they couldn’t cope with her in the house let alone her baby to boot.

Tom’s parents had offered to make room for them which was generous but given they still had his younger brother and sister at home it wouldn’t have been ideal. Moira told Tom that while it was a kind offer she didn’t think it would be conducive to good familial relations were they to all squish in under one roof.

Mammy, upon hearing this, had put her hand up and said they’d be very welcome at her and Donal’s new Howth sea-view, love nest. They hadn’t even moved in at the time and were only now beginning to unpack boxes and set up home.

Moira had told Mammy the very fact she referred to the house as hers and Donal’s love nest made her answer to that well-meant offer a big fat no. She’d also asked her to kindly stop mentioning the sea view every five minutes. It was very annoying, so. They all knew the house had a sea view and could she not have tacked this news onto the end of the baby announcement she’d placed in the papers and been done with it?

Mammy had replied, ‘Child birth hasn’t softened you, Moira. You’re still a bold girl.’

She was wrong though Moira thought each time she gazed at her daughter and her insides turned to marshmallow. She was changed and she knew she’d never be the same again.

Tom had taken a little convincing that moving in with Mammy and Donal would not be a good thing. He’d liked the idea of a sea view and an experienced mammy to hand.

Moira had told Tom she’d rather stick pins in herself than move in with Mammy and Donal. ‘Think of the petrol and then there’s the fact she’d be forever telling me what I should be doing where Kiera’s concerned. It would be the end of the riding too, Tom,’ she’d added. ‘I wouldn’t be able for it knowing Mammy and her live-in man friend were just down the hall quite possibly doing the same thing.’

The riding had been thin on the ground as it was. Tom didn’t want the stables closing up altogether and so when Moira suggested he move into the family apartment over O’Mara’s, given there was plenty of room, he’d readily agreed. Moira told Quinn and Aisling it would be good practice for them to have a baby about the place.

As it happened Aisling and Quinn were besotted with their niece and didn’t seem to mind her nocturnal waking. Well, not much anyway. Moira flashed back to Aisling’s sour expression first thing before she’d had her cup of tea.

Now, as she reached the first-floor landing and spied Idle Ita’s bucket full of cleaning products keeping a lonely vigil in the hall, she paused, her fingers tapping the bannister rail.

There was no whining brmm noise from the vacuum cleaner, she thought, her eyes narrowing. She was a lazy mare that one and she’d put money on it Ita was sat on her arse playing that Snake game she was so fond of on her phone.

If it were up to her O’Mara’s self-titled Director of Housekeeping would have been long since given her marching orders. It wasn’t up to her though and Aisling kept her on at Mammy’s behest because she was old friends with Kate Finnegan, Ita’s mammy.

Ita, according to Mammy, at any rate, hadn’t had an easy time of it when her parents divorced and deserved a break.

You couldn’t be a soft touch in business though and Moira knew if Aisling had a penny for each time she’d had to give Ita a talking to over her lacklustre attitude when it came to ensuring O’Mara’s gleamed, her sister would be a rich woman.

It was tempting Moira thought to tiptoe down the hall and pop her head around the open door of Room 3 to see what she was up to. Oh yes, she’d like to give her a well-deserved fright. It might galvanise her into doing some actual work.

‘Come on, Moira!’ Tom called back over her shoulder irritation sounding in his normally easy-going tone.

Moira had to content herself with calling out, ‘Morning there, Ita. Hard at it, I hope!’

It did give her a degree of satisfaction to hear the hoover whir into life as she carried on down the stairs.

Her nose twitched at the waft of frying bacon floating up from the kitchen below as she reached the ground floor. The coast was clear she saw, thinking it was like taking part in an obstacle course trying to get out of O’Mara’s since Kiera had arrived. Take Mrs Flaherty for instance. She’d wipe her hands on her pinny and hot foot it up the flight of stairs with incredible speed for a rotund little woman in her golden years each time she heard the creak of the stairs just in case Moira and Kiera might have surfaced.

Even if they managed to escape O’Mara’s cook there were the guests to contend with. They’d sight Kiera and instantly feel the need to cluck over her and yes, yes, Moira was well aware her child was quite possibly the most beautiful baby ever born but still, it was hard to maintain a cheery equilibrium with strangers when you’d had feck all sleep.

There was no escaping Bronagh though and she braced herself as she ventured forth to where Tom was attempting to move swiftly through reception and out the door to the street beyond.

‘Morning, Bronagh,’ he grinned, striding past the receptionist. A man on a mission.

Bronagh however was not going to let him make his escape so easily. She was out of her seat with the bowl of Special K she’d been chomping through forgotten about as she nearly tripped over herself in her eagerness to stick her head in the baby capsule.

‘Bronagh, if you wake her up there’ll be murder,’ Moira warned taking advantage of the situation by sidling in behind the reception desk to help herself to a custard cream from the top drawer. She needed sustenance for what lay ahead this morning.

‘I’ve eyes in the back of my head, Moira O’Mara. I’ll put a lock on that drawer one of these days or better yet a mousetrap. That would teach you not to help yourself.’ Bronagh didn’t turn around as she waited for Tom to lift the capsule so as she could stick her head in it and get her morning Kiera fix.

Moira watched the goings-on as she demolished the biscuit and wondered if Kiera were to open her eyes whether the sight of Bronagh’s face looming at her would leave her scarred. Probably not, she decided. She’d probably think it was her zebra cuddly given the strip of white Bronagh had going on down her centre part.

‘Babies love me, Moira,’ Bronagh said, her back still to her as she began to make cooing noises. ‘I’ve a way with them.’

‘She’s not a fecking dove,’ Moira muttered.

‘No, she’s a wee dote is what she is unlike her foul-mouthed mammy.’

Tom grinned, well used to the banter between his girlfriend and Bronagh.

‘Don’t you dare prod her,’ Moira warned brushing the crumbs from her top as she came to stand alongside the receptionist.

‘As if I would.’ Bronagh was indignant.

‘You would and you have.’

‘Once, Moira, and I was checking her reflexes.’ Bronagh turned her attention back to the sleeping child. ‘You’re my beautiful little girl, yes you are.’

Bronagh was Kiera’s self-appointed godmother. She didn’t care that it was tradition for siblings of the parents to be given the role. She’d gone so far as to say, ‘Sure you’ve two sisters and Tom’s one, it’ll save the squabbling if you just give me the job and besides I’m as good as family, aren’t I?’ There wasn’t much Moira could say to that. It was true enough and she happened to know their receptionist had gone and bought an outfit to wear to Kiera’s christening the very same day she’d heard she’d been born.

This news hadn’t gone down well with Moira’s best friend, Andrea who said she’d first dibs on the role because as she’d put it, ‘It’s all the go now to have your best friend as godmother and I am your best friend aren’t I?’

‘What am I going to do about it? She’s five godmothers now.’ Moira had asked Tom. She’d no choice but to include her sisters and Tom’s sister if she didn’t want ructions. Tom had said sure, why couldn’t Kiera have five godmothers? Andrea had been mollified hearing of her appointment, but had said to Moira on the quiet, ‘So, long as yours and his sisters and her on the front desk know I’m chief godmother, Moira, we’ll be grand.’

As for godfathers, given Tom had no say in the mothers’ part, Moira had left him to it. He’d appointed his cousin Declan from Limerick whom she’d yet to meet and Quinn. When his brothers had heard this he’d hastily bestowed the honour on them too.

Christening convention, it would seem had been thrown to the wind.

Quinn was delighted and taking the responsibility very seriously. Just the other night he’d asked if he’d be expected to oversee Kiera’s religious education. Moira had told him that no he would not but a decent present come birthdays was expected.

Bronagh gave Moira a searching glance. ‘And where are you off to this morning that has you looking like a smacked arse? It’s far too beautiful a day for a face like that, Moira. Don’t you know spring is in the air? You should be full of the joy of it, you with a handsome fellow here and a gorgeous wee babby.’

Try as she may Moira couldn’t inject enthusiasm into her reply. ‘A mammy and baby group.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Bronagh nodded sagely.

‘Why’d you say it like that?’ Moira asked as Tom edged towards the door, his hand grasping the knob.

‘C’mon, Moira, we need to get going.’

She ignored him standing her ground and eyeballing Bronagh.

‘I didn’t say it like anything at all.’ Bronagh fidgeted. ‘You’ve a suspicious mind on you. Sure, you’ll have a grand time so you will.’

‘That’s what I told her, Bronagh. Moira!’ Tom pushed the door open, his patience wearing thin as he kept it open by leaning against it.

There was nothing for it, Moira thought, shooting Bronagh one last suspicious glance before trailing out after Tom into the glorious morning sunshine.

Bronagh watched them go and made a tutting noise to herself. Poor Moira, she thought. She might not be a mammy herself but she’d plenty of friends who were and she’d heard them going on about what those cess pit of one-upmanship, mammy, baby groups were like. By all accounts, your first-time mammies were more competitive than a bunch of Irish dancers at a Riverdance audition.

Oh yes, Moira was a lamb to the slaughter—or a lamb amongst wolves or a lamb—she couldn’t remember any more lamb adages but all this lamb business had her hungry and she moseyed back to her Special K.








  
  

Chapter Four
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Tom strapped the capsule in the back of his clapped-out old Ford. 

‘Make sure you’ve got it done up properly,’ Moira said automatically as she hovered on the pavement.

There was a thud as he straightened and hit his head on the door frame. He’d been about to tell Moira he had it under control but instead swore softly.

Moira decided it would be prudent to slide into the passenger seat and say nothing.

A few minutes later, Tom’s mood wasn’t improved by the refusal of the Ford to start.

Moira stroked the dashboard and said, ‘Come on now, George. You can do it.’

Tom stared at her. ‘George?’

She shrugged, ‘It’s the first name that popped in my head.’

‘Could you not have come up with something cool like, like, I don’t know,’ he shrugged ‘but George sounds very old.’

‘This car is old,’ Moira whispered.

‘Why are you whispering?’ he asked.

‘I don’t want George to hear.’

They both froze as there was a mewling cry from the back seat.

‘Try again, Tom. The engine noise will settle her.’ She kissed her fingers and stroked the dashboard once more.

‘For feck’s sake the car’s getting more action than me.’ Tom turned the key and George purred into life. He stared at Moira in amazement.

Moira gave a satisfied smirk. ‘I haven’t lost my touch. It always worked when I was a kid and Mammy’s car wouldn’t start.’

All was silent in the back once more as they inched out into the traffic, which had eased now the morning rush was over.

The trees on the Green were budding once more and on the ground, Moira knew pops of yellow daffodils had begun to appear. She’d never paid much attention to the changing of the seasons other than as to how they affected her wardrobe but yesterday as she’d pushed Kiera’s pram through St Stephen’s Green she’d seen the world through new eyes. She’d paused to point out the little duck with her downy ducklings waddling behind her in a row before risking the wrath of a park attendant by picking a blossoming flower to show her daughter. Kiera had stared unblinkingly up at her from where she was swaddled in the pram.

Moira settled back in her seat and watched the familiar buildings pass by as they wound their way out of the city centre and stifled a yawn. As they moved out into the suburbs, she continued unconsciously making the braking motion with her foot whenever she thought Tom was being heavy on the accelerator.

It was a habit of Moira’s that annoyed Tom no end because he was not a speeder.

Moira, however, was oblivious to the white-knuckled grip her beloved had on the steering wheel and the tense set of his jaw as she continued to brake sporadically and stare out the window lost in thought.

She didn’t drive and Tom, along with the rest of her family, all thought she should learn. It would give her independence they said. Everyone had a lot to say where her life was concerned these days, she thought, frowning at her reflection.

She’d had a few half-hearted attempts at getting behind the wheel with various boyfriends over the years but they’d usually ended in tears on the boyfriend’s part. This was why, when Tom had suggested teaching her, she’d turned him down flat. They’d had their fair share of drama they didn’t need to add driving lessons to the mix.

Getting her licence hadn’t seemed worth the aggravation not when she’d always been able to get to wherever she wanted to go in the past. Not driving hadn’t been a problem until now.

The thing was, if she were to set about learning now, it would be yet another thing to wrap her sleep-deprived brain around. And yes, alright, she could see that it would be nice to have the freedom and not be reliant on others to take herself and her daughter wherever it was they needed to go. But it, along with everything else right now, seemed like a mountain she hadn’t the energy to climb.

Common sense told her if she could drive then Tom could have gone into school early and used the hour he’d spent waiting around to take her and Kiera to this stupid group for studying. It was precious time wasted and time, she’d learned this past month, time was not to be wasted. You had to make every second in between Kiera’s needs count and Tom was stretched thin as it was.

She recalled Mammy’s argument when she’d told her she was grand the way she was and sure didn’t Dublin have a perfectly able public transport system.

‘But what about when you need to take the baby Kiera to the Irish dancing lessons?’

‘Stop calling her the baby Kiera like you’d say the baby Jesus and what Irish dancing lessons?’ It was the first Moira had heard of any such lessons.

‘The ones she’ll be after taking as soon as she’s on her feet. You’ve got to start them young, Moira. You know, like they do in Russia and China. It’s a competitive world we live in.’

‘But what if she doesn’t want to do Irish dancing. She might want to do karate for all you know, Mammy,’ had been her rebuttal.

Maureen had shaken her head. ‘Moira, Moira, Moira,’

‘I might have baby brain, Mammy but I haven’t forgotten my name,’ she’d said, feeling very annoyed all of a sudden.

‘Look at her little legs go when she’s under the baby gym. She’s a born Irish dancer that one. Not like you and your sisters, you all had two great big left feet and—’

‘If you say pumpkin heads, Mammy, I won’t be responsible for my actions and sure, Roisin is perfectly able on the dance floor.’ Her elder sister was the most coordinated of the three girls.

Mammy was a law unto herself though and Moira had even caught her playing the soundtrack to Riverdance when she’d watched Kiera for an hour last week. They’d had words about covert Irish dancing training.

Now, as a truck’s jarring honk sounded she startled and her gaze swung to Tom to see what he was doing wrong.

He tapped the steering wheel.’ It’s not at me, Moira, yer driver man there’s after showing his appreciation for the young one in the shorts prancing along.’

Moira’s gaze swung to where Tom was studiously and sensibly avoiding looking at said girl. She might as well have worn a big pair of knickers out and nothing more, Moira thought sniffily. She blamed Kylie Minogue and her hot pants for corrupting Ireland’s youth. It was swiftly followed by a Jaysus wept because she was turning into Mammy, now she was a mammy! She’d even be known in the weeks after giving birth to have made use of the four-pack of sensible knickers her mammy had brought up to the hospital for her.
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