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Chapter One
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Dublin 2001





‘I’m late,’ Moira said dumping her satchel down on a spare seat before sitting down at the table opposite her pal, Andrea. They’d not seen each other in weeks but she wasn’t here for a cosy catch up. 

She took a second to survey the crowded lunch bar and wished Andrea had chosen somewhere quieter to meet for lunch even though she was as partial to their specialty gourmet sandwiches as the next girl.

Sammy’s was Andrea’s favourite lunchtime spot though. It had been their Friday haunt in the days before Moira had enrolled in art school. They’d used it as their treat to mark the end of the working week. That was when Moira was still employed at Mason Price, the law firm where Andrea ran around after the cantankerous, Nora, queen of the taxation department. The stodge of all that bread had set them up for the after-work drinks sessions in the evenings too.

All of which seemed a lifetime ago now, Moira thought, settling herself into her seat. She sniffed the yeasty smell of freshly baked bread that would, under normal circumstances, have her tummy rumbling in anticipation. Today though the smell left her cold and could have been overcooked broccoli for all that it tempted her.

Andrea raised her head from the menu to greet her friend with a wide grin before glancing across to the wall clock behind the counter.

‘You’re not late. Well, only a couple of minutes but by your standards, that’s pretty good. Isn’t it a gorgeous day out there? You’d never guess it’s supposed to be autumn with the week we’ve had. If we had more time it would have been nice to get our sandwiches to take away. We could have found a spot to soak up the sun by the canal. Mind you, the sight of all that pasty Irish male flesh I spotted walking over might put us off. You know what the lads are like. A hint of sun no matter what time of year and they’re stripping off like they’re lying on a beach in Ibiza. Mark my words, Moira, there will be bad cases of sunburnt chests all over Dublin tonight.’

Moira nodded her agreement. She could almost smell the sizzle of chest hair as they spoke. There’d be a run on the E45 cream for sure.

Andrea was wasting her time perusing the menu, she thought, glancing over at the white card her friend was holding and admiring the pale pink of her nail polish as she did. She could’ve told her what she was going to order before she sat down. Andrea was a creature of habit. She always had a chicken Caesar wrap with extra mayo. Always.

Moira picked up the salt shaker for want of something to do with her hands. ‘No. I mean I’m late, late. Two months to be exact, pushing toward three.’

The penny dropped and Andrea’s mouth fell open. ‘Jaysus, Moira. You’re not.’ Her brown eyes darted left and right as though there were spies everywhere before she leaned across the table to try and cop a load of her friend’s stomach before whispering, ‘Pregnant, are you?’

Hearing it said out loud felt like a slap across the cheek and Moira flinched. ‘Ah Jaysus, don’t be saying the ‘p’ word, Andrea. I don’t know for sure. And stop looking at my belly. Sure, it’s three months not eight and I had pasta for dinner last night that’s all. You know I blow up on that.’

‘Sorry.’ Andrea sat back in her seat.

‘I keep thinking of reasons I might be late on. You know, too much exercise, stress, that sort of thing.’ Moira had been clinging to the hope there was a perfectly valid reason for her monthly not having arrived other than the glaringly obvious one.

‘What exercise have you been doing?’

‘Only the ridey sort.’

‘Obviously,’ Andrea said having forgotten all about the menu she’d been staring hungrily at a moment earlier. It lay face down on the table ignored by them both. ‘Is it college stressing you out?’

‘No. I love college and I’m not stressed. Well, apart from having no money. That stresses me out. I saw a gorgeous dress in the window of Storm Cloud the other day. Remember that boutique you and I checked out when we were looking for dresses to wear to posh Mairead’s engagement do?’ Her eyes took on a dreamy quality remembering halcyon days spending all of what she earned each week.

Moira had come a long way since that party where she’d made a holy show of herself. She’d given up the sauce for one thing as it had become glaringly obvious she’d a problem with the drink. Now though she’d got herself in another right mess.

She focused on the memory of the dress once more, not that she’d have any need of sexy, floaty dresses if she was, as she suspected, pregnant. No, it’d be a sack she was after.

‘Do you mean the pricey boutique on Henry Street that makes you want to clench your bottom cheeks when you step inside it?’

‘What do you mean clench your bottom cheeks?’ Moira frowned at the imagery.

‘I always do it when I walk in somewhere that’s really, really expensive. It’s reflexive. I think I’m subconsciously trying to brace myself for the shock when I see the price tag.’

‘Andrea, that’s a very strange thing to do.’

‘Do you think?’

Moira nodded. They were getting off track. ‘Quinn leaves the toilet seat up all the time, too. That stresses me out. And Aisling’s always referring to Quinn as ‘my husband’. That’s like fingernails down the blackboard each time I hear it which is immensely stressful.’ She was surprised at just how much stress there was in her life now that she thought about it.

‘But he is her husband.’

‘And has been for months and months now. That’s the point, Andrea. We know. All of Dublin knows and since we went to Los Angeles, all of LA knows too. It’s very annoying her going on like so. Oh, and I get super stressed when I hear the headboard start to bang in their room.’ It should be Aisling, not her who suspected she was in the family way. She’d not been shy in announcing her and Quinn had decided to start trying for a family. They’d been trying very, very hard by all accounts. They’d get the gold star for effort for sure.

‘I’ve been spending more and more time at Tom’s which isn’t ideal because he’s got these two eejitty flatmates, Tamar and Malcolm. They’re medical students too and honestly, Andrea, they live and breathe all things mediciney. I wouldn’t mind if they were after wanting to do something glamorous with their qualifications, you know like the ER on the tele or something but they’re both looking at the general practice. I missed a crucial bit on Fair City the other night because Tamar was going on about the causes of ingrown toenails.’

‘Ooh, she didn’t happen to come up with any cures did she? My mam’s after moaning about hers all the time. She always brings it up right on teatime too.’

‘No, she didn’t, sorry.’ Moira’s thoughts turned to Malcolm. He’d been short with her the other day and yes, alright she’d used the last of the milk and helped herself to his shredded wheat but she hadn’t known it was his. ‘I think Malcolm thinks I’m a freeloader too.’

‘Arse,’ Andrea stated loyally.

Moira nodded her agreement. ‘He’s a specky, fecky arse,’ she added, thinking of the black-rimmed glasses he wore. She suspected he didn’t need them because he managed to flick through his medical journals without them right enough. He probably thought they made him look like a proper trainee doctor when he wore them. Her Tom was a trainee doctor and he looked like he should be running down the beach in red swim trunks attempting to rescue people. She knew whose bedside manner she’d prefer.

‘And did I tell you Mammy and Donal are house hunting? That’s the most stressful news of all.’

‘For a place together, like?’ Andrea gasped at this news.

‘Yes. Mammy has decided to live in sin with her man friend.’ Moira shook her dark hair. ‘There’s no stopping her now she’s gotten the cast off her foot. I told you she fell off the catwalk in Los Angeles, didn’t I?’

‘No, you did not. Sure, I’d remember something like that. What was your mammy doing on a catwalk?’

Moira explained how her mammy had announced strutting her stuff down a runway was on her bucket list and how she was convinced she added something new to her bucket list every other week.

‘My uncle Cormac’s a bigwig designer in Hollywood as you know and he organised for us all to take a turn down the runway prior to a show he was part of. We’d a proper model show us how to walk and everything only Mammy went and ruined it all by strutting right off the end of the thing. She said she was blinded by the lights but I think she got carried away with the ABBA music she chose to be played. You know what she’s like. She always has to take things to the extreme.’

It had been a weight off Moira’s and Aisling’s shoulders to know Mammy had Donal to fetch and carry for her while she was incapacitated with her badly sprained ankle. She was not an easy patient was Mammy. Oh yes, Moira mused, it would have been a true test of Donal’s devotion to her mammy, caring for her with a casty foot. Hats off to him, he’d hung in there.

Andrea listened to this story open-mouthed; sure, her family was positively dull by comparison.

‘Now she’s after ringing me every day with house-hunting updates as if she’s on one of those property shows on tele,’ Moira said. ‘Mammy wants to stay in Howth even though Donal’s a Drumcondra man. She says she’d miss not being by the sea now and she loves the holiday vibe of Howth. She thinks she’s in the South of France because there’s a couple of palm trees that look nothing like the palm trees in Los Angeles so I’m not even sure they’re proper palms in the village. I don’t think Nice and the likes get arctic gale force winds coming off the ocean either.’

Andrea nodded her agreement. ‘Although it’s as pretty as anywhere on a sunny day.’

‘Sunny, Ireland?’

‘Sure, the sun’s shining today. It’s a scorcher out there so it is.’

‘True enough but what’s the bet the heavens have opened by four o’clock?’

Andrea hesitated; she wasn’t prepared to put money on this.

‘She likes to walk Pooh along the pier too. I don’t know how he’s going to take having male competition under the same roof on a permanent basis.’ The poodle still had a propensity for turning into a poodly version of Cujo where Donal was concerned.

‘Well I say good for them,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m all for living your best life.’

‘Oh, feck off with you and your women’s magazines, Andrea. It’s not an episode of Oprah she’s after being a guest on. Sure, how would you like it if you knew your old mammy was doing the riding with a new fella?’

Andrea’s nose wrinkled. ‘I wouldn’t like it at all and neither would my dad.’

‘Well, I for one think Mammy and Donal are moving very quickly. I mean I know they’re not getting any younger but I’d only just got used to the idea of her having a man friend. Now, she’s got a man friend who she’s moving in with. It’s the next step isn’t it?’

‘Toward what?’

‘To me, Ash and Rosi having to wear hideous bridesmaids’ dresses, that’s what.’ Moira’s chin jutted up. ‘Ah Jaysus, Andrea you don’t think Mammy would wear white, do you? Not at her age?’ Moira closed her eyes at the mental picture of her mammy in a frothy white princess gown complete with sparkling tiara.

She and her sisters for some reason looked like the ugly stepsisters in the Cinderella book she’d had as a child. It got worse because it wasn’t a handsome prince Mammy was after marrying in her polaroid mind-shot but rather Donal who was clad in a white Kenny Rogers suit. It had flared trousers and everything.

A sound bite was added to the film running through her head whereby Mammy and Donal were after singing their vows to the tune of Islands in the Stream. Then things really deteriorated as she realised she was the fat bridesmaid with an enormous belly as she stood alongside her slimline sisters.

‘Breathe, Moira,’ Andrea ordered.

Moira inhaled deeply and then exhaled. ‘I’m getting ahead of myself, aren’t I?’

Her friend nodded. ‘And no, I don’t think she’d wear white. I could see her in red myself. She likes to be different does your mammy. To stand out from the crowd.’

Moira shook her head. ‘An understatement if ever there was one.’ It was worse than the princess number she decided, thinking of her mammy’s favourite Chinese silk red prostitute dress.

‘Have you been weeing a lot and throwing up, that sorta thing?’ Andrea asked, bringing them back to more pressing matters.

‘No, I’ve not been sick and I haven’t noticed I’ve been going to the loo more. I feel grand in fact.’

‘Some women glow all through pregnancy.’ Andrea’s eyes narrowed as she studied Moira intently. ‘You’ve a glow. Have you not done the pee on a stick thing yet then?’

Moira shrugged. ‘No. I’m too scared to because what will I do if the two lines pop up in the window?’

‘Well, if you are,’ she caught Moira’s warning gaze and rethought her terminology, ‘in the family way then it’s not going to go away just because you decide to pretend it’s not happening.’ Andrea had forgotten all about her chicken Caesar wrap now. ‘What about Tom? Have you told him you’re worried?’

Moira fixed mournful eyes on her friend. ‘No, he’s a lot on his plate at the moment and I don’t want to worry him until I know for sure. It’s not part of our plans. We’re both still students in the throes of our romance,’ she said dramatically. ‘We’re not ready for babies. We can’t afford one for starters. I’m having to shop at Penney’s these days as it is and besides I’m too young to be a mammy.’

‘Not really, Moira, you’re twenty-six. You’re in your clock ticking prime.’

‘Is that right, and what are you doing about your clock ticking prime then?’

‘I’m still waiting for Connor Reid to break up with that Amazonian accountant of his and realise his dream woman has been under his nose in the taxation department of Mason Price all along. And don’t you be giving out about clocks ticking. My mammy invited her friend Noelle around for tea the other night and they were talking about what a coincidence it was that I was single and so was Noelle’s oldest son, Lorcan. Then they went on about how neither of us was getting any younger before trying to psych me out by staring me down. It was very awkward, so.’

‘What’s he like this Lorcan?’

‘He’s a face that would drive rats from a barn and I don’t want little ratty babies.’

‘Fair play.’

‘You should talk to Tom, Moira.’

‘I don’t know how to even start that conversation and it would only make it feel real.’

‘You can’t bury your head in the sand. Sure, you don’t want to be one of those girls you read about who thinks she’s getting a little podgy around the middle and then one day she goes to the toilet and there it is.’

‘There’s what?’ Moira eyed her friend warily.

‘A baby, you eejit.’

‘I’ve never read that.’

‘Well, I have. What would you do if you are? Would you consider a—’

‘No.’ Moira surprised herself with the certainty of her answer. How she’d manage, what sort of mammy she’d be, and how Tom would take the news were all part of the great unknown but that she’d have the baby if there was one was definite, she was sure. It was more than just her Catholic roots, it was primal.

C’mon, let’s skip lunch and go to Boots.’ Andrea was already half out of her seat.

‘But you said you were starving,’ Moira protested.

‘I couldn’t eat a thing now, not knowing you might be pregnant.’

‘I said don’t use that word!’ Moira scanned the heaving café half expecting to see all eyes had turned to the scarlet woman whose friend had a big mouth.

Everybody was far more interested in their sandwiches than in Moira and Andrea and so Moira slung her satchel across her shoulder and trailed after her pal reluctantly.








  
  

Chapter Two
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The street they emerged blinking at the bright light onto was thronging with lunchtime shoppers and Andrea, a woman on a mission, was taking no prisoners as she carved a path along the crowded pavement. 

‘Jaysus, Andrea, you nearly took that poor woman out with your elbows,’ Moira muttered trying to keep up.

‘I can’t stand dawdlers,’ Andrea said, suddenly veering right through the doors of Boots.

Moira followed but screeched to a halt just inside the pharmacy’s entrance causing the automatic doors to keep opening and closing.

Andrea looked back over her shoulder to see what she was doing.

‘Moira,’ she said, turning and retracing her steps, ‘Hurry up you’re interfering with the sensors.’ She pointed back at the entrance.

Moira didn’t care, she wasn’t budging. ‘I don’t want to buy a test, Andrea. What if I see someone I know? What would I say?’

‘Mind your own business, that’s what you’d say and would you stop loitering like, it makes you look shifty and we’ll get told off for jamming up the doors in a minute.’

‘I feel shifty just not in a shoplifter way.’

Andrea sighed. ‘I’ll buy it, alright.’

‘You’re a true friend, Andrea.’ It was what Moira had been hoping for.

Her friend let out a huffy sigh, ‘C’mon then, follow me.’

She could be very bossy, could Andrea, Moira thought, but she did as she was told.

It took them a few minutes to locate what they were looking for because neither girl wanted to ask for help but finally, they were standing in front of the shelf filled with pink and blue boxes with pictures of white plastic sticks with windows on them.

‘What do the people who make these things think?’ Moira muttered. ‘If you choose a blue test kit you’re hoping for a boy?’

‘I don’t know,’ Andrea said reaching for a blue box.

‘No! Not the blue. If I am you-know-what, you might be tempting fate. We’ve already got Noah. It’s a little girl we need. Take the pink box.’

‘But that’s dearer and it does exactly the same thing.’

Moira hesitated because while Andrea had offered to buy the kit, that clearly entailed taking it to the counter and handing it over but not the actual paying for it. She’d have to stump up the cash.

‘The pink one, Andrea,’ She said recalling the time she’d changed Noah’s nappy not long after he was born and been piddled on for her efforts.

Andrea murmured something under her breath before picking up a pink pack.

‘No, look that one below is cheaper. I’m a student you know.’

‘For feck's sake, Moira, you can get it yourself if you’re going to keep on and besides it’s cheaper because it's only got the one test in it. You want two to be sure.’

‘But twins don’t run in our family. Sure, I’ll only be needing the one.’

Andrea shook her head. Moira’s hormones had addled her brain, she thought, plucking the box she’d pointed out from the shelf and heading off towards the counter. She reached the end of the queue, turning to ask Moira for the money to pay for it and frowning. Where’d she gotten to now? She retraced her steps and found her perusing the hair colours.

‘Why’ve you a box of ash blonde hair dye in your hand? Sure, you’d not suit the blonde, Moira,’ Andrea said sidling next to her.

Moira hissed, ‘I don’t want to go blonde. Mammy’s friend Rosemary Farrell is over there. I knew we’d see someone I know. Don’t look and she might not notice us.’

Andrea feigned interest in the box of colour Moira was holding and whispered out the corner of her mouth, ‘Are you talking about the woman with the walking pole like they use in the Swiss Alps?’

Moira nodded.

‘Jaysus, Moira, all she needs is a Saint Bernard with a whiskey barrel around its neck and she’d be set.’

‘It’s a hiking pole. She’s in Mammy’s rambling group.’

Both girls started as a voice sounded behind them and Andrea quickly shoved the pregnancy testing kit in her handbag, zipping it up to be on the safe side.

‘Moira, hello there. I thought it was you.’

Moira swung around. ‘Mrs Farrell, fancy seeing you here. How are you?’ As soon as she asked, Moira knew she was going to live to regret it.

‘Well now, Moira, since you ask, my hips after making a peculiar clicking this last while and it’s got me worried so it has. Listen…’

Rosemary set off giving them a live demonstration in the Boots’ aisle as she strode up and down it with her hiking pole. She’d a sprightly step on her for someone who’d had a hip replacement, Moira thought, watching as Rosemary paused to glare at an elderly man who got in her way. Moira and Andrea held their breath as Rosemary raised her hiking pole in a menacing manner, and it was touch and go for a second or two as to whether she was going to prod him with it. Mercifully, she refrained.

‘Mrs Farrell’s after having a hip replacement, Andrea,’ Moira explained as the older woman returned and both girls made sympathetic noises over the pronounced clicking they’d heard as she’d traversed the aisle.

For Andrea’s part, the last vestiges of desire for the chicken Caesar wrap she’d had her heart set on for lunch evaporated upon hearing this appetite destroying sound.

‘It’s not under warranty is it?’ Moira asked.

Rosemary shook her head. ‘No, it’s a hip, Moira, not an electric appliance.’ She proceeded to give them the low-down on the aches and pains which had brought her to Boots.

It was Andrea who butted in. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you Mrs…’

‘Farrell. Rosemary Farrell.’

‘Farrell, but we’re on our lunch break and there’ll be murder if we’re late back.’

Rosemary’s eyes narrowed and homed in on the ash blonde hair dye Moira was still holding. She pointed her pole at Moira. ‘Does your mammy know you’re thinking of becoming a bottle blonde?’

Moira shoved the box back on the shelf. ‘I was just looking. Lovely to see you, Mrs Farrell. I hope you get that click sorted.’ She and Andrea beat a hasty retreat and were headed out the automatic doors. They’d forgotten what they’d come for after the carry-on with Rosemary Farrell and Andrea only stopped when a meaty hand clamped down on her shoulder.

‘Hold it right there, miss.’

Andrea spun round, wondering who it was accosting her.

A burly security guard dropped his hand as he stood over her and said, ‘I’d like you to open your bag, please.’

Andrea’s gaze flew to Moira stricken as she said, ‘I forgot to pay.’

‘Jaysus wept, Andrea.’

‘I hid it in my bag, didn’t I, so your clicky hip woman wouldn’t see it and ask questions.’ She was speaking rapidly as panic set in.

Moira looked at the security guard’s badge and said, ‘Whoa there, Ned.’ In the same tone you might a frisky pony, then batting her lashes and putting on a breathy Marilyn Monroe sort of a voice, albeit with a Dublin accent, purred, ‘There’s been a misunderstanding. That’s all, it’s easily explained.’

Ned frowned, his eyes disappearing underneath two hungry caterpillar eyebrows. Your Demi Moore one could turn on the charm offensive all she liked. It wouldn’t wash with him. He’d not have his head turned by a pretty face. He was a trained crime-fighting professional, so he was.

‘Well then, if your friend here opens her bag and there’s nothing in there that shouldn’t be in there we can get this all cleared up, can’t we? And youse can both be on your way.’

‘And would we get an apology, too, for the manhandling like?’ Moira asked.

‘Shut up, Moira.’ Andrea glared at her before fixing her attention on the guard. ‘The thing is, Ned, there is something in there. Only, I didn’t mean to walk out without paying for it. I forgot that’s all. How about I just go and pay for it now?’ She made to move away but Ned blocked her way, placing his hand on her shoulder once more.

Moira thought he looked very much like he was dying to say, ‘You’re nicked,’ like on that old television show her daddy had liked, The Sweeney.

‘Listen, miss, we can do this the hard way or we can do it the easy way. It’s up to you but I’ll not ask you again. Open your bag.’

Andrea’s bottom lip trembled as she unzipped her handbag and held it open.

Ned plucked the test kit out from where it sat on top of her makeup bag and purse and held it aloft like he was raising the Olympic torch.

‘I’m not a shoplifter,’ Andrea sniffed.

‘She’s not a shoplifter,’ Moira affirmed. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t let you go down for this, Andrea. We’re in this together.’

Andrea looked at Ned as tears welled in her cocoa-coloured eyes, ‘It’s not even for me. It’s for her.’ She pointed a trembling finger at Moira.

So much for united we stand, Moira thought, as Ned ordered them to follow him upstairs while they got this matter sorted.

It was then Moira and Andrea became aware of all the pairs of eyes staring accusingly at them as they watched the unfolding action happening at the front of the shop.

Moira wondered if she could hold her jacket up over her face like celebrities coming out of court do and then realised it was too late to worry about being spotted. There, at the front of the checkout queue, was Rosemary Farrell and standing behind her with a can of shaving foam and packet of razors was Andrea’s number one crush, Connor Reid.








  
  

Chapter Three
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An hour and a half had passed by the time Andrea and Moira were told they were free to leave Boots, once they’d paid for the test that was. They’d been sat like naughty children in the principal’s office for the duration of that time. Ned had frogmarched them up the stairs to the store manager’s office where they’d had to wait until the lunchtime rush was over before she joined them. 

They’d opted, after much conferring and red-faced urging that justice be handed down on Ned’s part, not to ring the gards for which both girls were grateful. Moira suspected though if Ned had been left to decide their fate he’d have had them both in stocks in the village square. He’d have probably been selling the rotten tomatoes to biff at them too.

The store manager, however, who, despite her resemblance to Margaret Thatcher with too much makeup on, had a soft heart and an apparent dislike for Ned. She opted to take their story at face value. As such, they were let off with a warning not to try and leave the store with unpaid-for items stashed in their handbags in the future.

Moira had elbowed Andrea to shut up and nod along as she opened her mouth to protest that she hadn’t intended to leave without paying for the tenth time.

‘How am I going to live this down?’ Andrea asked, now glaring at Ned before she strode towards the freedom on the other side of those automatic doors. Moira didn’t answer, only pausing to pay for the pregnancy test. Once she’d stashed it out of sight and had the receipt in her hot little hand she went outside to join her friend.

The foot traffic had dissipated now and both girls stood there gulping in the sweet taste of liberty.

‘Rosemary Farrell will be burning up the telephone line to Mammy as we speak. If she hasn’t already called around in person to convey the news her daughter and friend were collared for nicking a pregnancy test kit that is.’ Moira winced imagining her mammy’s reaction. She was very glad Mammy didn’t own a hiking pole.

‘I didn’t nick it.’ Andrea was indignant and then, glancing at her watch said ‘Sweet Jaysus, would you look at the time! It’s after three o’clock. Nora will be going mad. She’s a demon on Friday afternoons. Everything’s urgent and has to be done before the close of business as if Monday won’t roll around and the end of the world is nigh.’ She hesitated and looked close to tears. ‘They’ll all know what happened. Why did it have to be Connor Reid of all people who was waiting in the checkout queue? Why? Now he’ll think I’m pregnant and a shoplifter. He’s bound to have mentioned it to his secretary and mealy-mouthed Melva will be burning up the internal lines. I won’t be known as Nora McManus’s poor secretary. I’ll be known as the girl in the taxation department who pinched a pregnancy test kit from Boots. I’m mortified so I am.’

‘I’m so sorry, Andrea.’ Moira despite having told Andrea it was a weird habit, was doing the clenching of the bottom herself. ‘We should stick together.’ Mind you, she wasn’t holding her breath given how quick her pal had been to point the finger at her when the going got rough. ‘Come up with a good story. You know something like it was all a big misunderstanding and we were being secret squirrels with the test because it’s for a friend whose identity we can’t reveal.’

‘I suppose.’ Andrea didn’t look convinced. ‘Even if it does sound like a plot for one of the Shirley Conran books my mam’s always got her head in and, Moira, if anyone so much as glances at my tummy I shall be telling them the truth.’

Moira couldn’t say much to that. She’d do the same.

‘Are you going back to college?’

‘No, there’s no point now. I’d be finishing at four anyway. Aisling’s on a Viking tour, checking it out for guests as we speak so I’m going to go home and put myself out of my misery.’ She tapped her bag.

Andrea forgot she was annoyed. ‘I wish I could come with you but I’d best get back to work. Will you phone me as soon as you know?’

Moira nodded. It was the least she could do given what they’d gone through to get the test.

‘It’ll be alright.’ Andrea gave her a hug. ‘Ring me,’ she said before hurrying off in the opposite direction to face the music at Mason Price while Moira dragged her heels all the way back to O’Mara’s.


      [image: ]Bronagh’s eyes peered furtively over the top of the desk as the door opened.

‘It’s alright, Bronagh, it’s only me. Don’t choke on your biscuit,’ Moira said closing the door behind her.

The guesthouse’s receptionist finished chomping and swallowed, brushing the telltale crumbs off her skirt. ‘You’re back early, Moira. Good day was it?’

Moira couldn’t bring herself to go that far. ‘It was alright.’ She didn’t hang about to chat. Bronagh was like Mammy. She’d the sixth sense when it came to knowing when she, Aisling or Rosi were up to something and she wasn’t in the mood for the Spanish inquisition, not after the afternoon she’d had.

‘I’m starving, Bronagh,’ She wasn’t hungry despite not having had lunch but the need for food pronto was something Bronagh understood and as such she was excused without further ado.

She took to the stairs, hearing the rustle of the biscuit packet which meant the receptionist was helping herself to another. Under normal circumstances, as Bronagh’s former personal trainer, she’d tell her to put it back but today she didn’t care whether she snaffled the whole packet.

Reaching the first-floor landing, Moira spied Idle Ita living up to her nickname. She’d her back to her and was so engrossed in the game she was playing on her phone that she didn’t look back to see who it was. She’d been in the process of vacuuming the hall outside the guests’ rooms when the urgent need to bring up Snake on her Nokia had overcome her. The vacuum cleaner was forgotten on the floor beside her.

‘Don’t work too hard there, Ita. I wouldn’t want you to get the back strain or anything,’ Moira couldn’t resist calling out. Aisling was far too soft on her but Moira wasn’t frightened to give her a nudge.

Ita jumped and the phone disappeared back in her pocket lickety-split. ‘How’re you, Moira? My poor mammy’s under the weather and I was just texting her to see if she wanted me to pick up anything for her on my way home.’

Moira half expected their self-titled director of housekeeping’s nose to grow as the fib tripped off her tongue. She doubted very much whether Ita’s mam even had a mobile phone. If her mam wasn’t an old friend of their mammy’s she wouldn’t still be here but there’d be murder if she was let go.

‘Oh dear. I hope she feels better soon. Aisling will be back any minute,’ Moira added pointedly.

At the thought of the boss putting in an appearance, Ita gunned the hoover and Moira carried on her way. The guesthouse was quiet this time of day with no sign of life on the next floor. Most of the guests wouldn’t be back from their Dublin adventures until later that afternoon when they returned with the intention of relaxing for a while before heading out to dinner.

The apartment, when Moira pushed the door open, was silent and she took a deep breath. There was no point putting it off any longer. Tossing her jacket over a chair, she dumped her bag on the dining table before fishing out the box that had already caused them so much trouble.

‘Here goes,’ she muttered to the empty room, traipsing off to the bathroom.


      [image: ]Five minutes later, Moira sat on the toilet seat with the lid down and stared at the stick in her hand. There were two vivid pink lines glaring back at her. It hadn’t changed when she’d closed her eyes and counted to ten before reopening them. She did it again just to be sure. Definitely two lines.

She got up and put the stick down on the bathroom vanity before peering into the mirror. She half expected to see herself changed. That a sensible, grown-up version of her would gaze back at her. Instead, she saw a pale, frightened girl as she said to her reflection, ‘You, Moira O’Mara are going to be a mammy.’
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