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Chapter 1
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Dublin Airport was a hive of activity, full of people with places to go and people to see. A sea of bobbing heads striding around importantly, hefting bags about, wheeling cases behind them or pushing luggage-laden trolleys. There was a buzz in the air and it was infectious making Moira feel important as she strode toward the check in desk or rather shuffled toward it. She was bent double by her backpack, a turtle with its house on its back. How those poor creatures carted that weight around day in day out was beyond her and she was beginning to wonder if she’d overdone it on the packing. 

Moira had packed for every possible climatic event. The guide book Mammy had bought and given her to read said it was cooler in the north of Vietnam than the south. She hadn’t wanted to take any chances with the retail outlets on offer once on foreign soil. She didn’t know much about the shopping situation in Vietnam but she was fairly certain there’d be no Marks and Spencer or Penney’s finest where she was going. Hence, she’d opted to stuff her pack with everything from bikinis and flip-flops through to thermals and hiking boots. The hardest decision had been not packing one single pair of heels, not even her casually, dressy ones. She didn’t think she’d gone a whole day in flats since she was at school but this definitely wasn’t going to be a high-heeled sort of a holiday.

The backpack wasn’t hers either. This encumbrance weighing her down belonged to Lisa the no-frills Australian legal secretarial temp at Mason Price where Moira was employed as a receptionist. She’d offered her the loan of it when she’d gotten wind of Moira’s upcoming trip assuring her she’d find it much easier to manage getting on and off buses than lugging a suitcase about. It had been very generous of her and Moira had felt quite intrepid laying it open on her bed deciding where to put what in its many compartments. She’d left her packing to the last minute as per usual. 

Now, feeling the straps pinch her shoulders she’d put money on Lisa not being a subscriber to the O’Mara family travel policy. Mammy was a firm believer in not being caught short. She’d drummed it into her four children to always take two pairs of smalls for every single day they were away and then a few extra sets just in case. Lisa, Moira had decided, was likely to be one of those practical types who’d wash her knickers out at the end of the day, leaving them to dry overnight. 

The art of travelling lightly was not something any of the O’Mara’s had mastered, not even Patrick. Mind, he had a suit collection that put Aisling’s designer shoes to shame and more in the way of hair products and skin potions than any of his sisters. Having said that Moira had packed a giant bottle of Evian mineral water spray in her carry-on; her friend Tessa had recommended it to stop her skin drying out. It wasn’t that she was vain, it was just she couldn’t be doing with flaky skin. Patrick was a vain man. Not a ray of sunshine was allowed to caress his handsome features unless he’d slathered on his SPF 30. 

It rankled that Pat hadn’t been in touch to wish her and Mammy a good trip. For Mammy’s sake as much as hers. He was her golden boy, after all. Her only boy come to that. Fair enough he was in LA but a phone call wasn’t too much to ask—five minutes of his precious time. She’d taken off the rose-tinted glasses she’d always worn where her elder brother was concerned these last few months. She’d not liked the way he’d behaved when Aisling had told Mammy she’d take over the running of O’Mara’s. It had been obvious he wanted the family guesthouse sold; the proceeds divvied between them so he could focus on whatever it was he was actually doing over there in the city of Angels. Most of all though his lack of contact at a time when she’d needed him most had hurt. 

Vain git. She gave him and his obsessive SPF habit a metaphorical flick as she heard Mammy’s strident cry behind her. ‘Aisling, Moira! I’m after forgetting my passport.’ 

Christ on a bike, the holiday was off to a grand start.








  
  

Chapter 2
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Moira swore softly under her breath and came to a halt. She teetered forward as she swung around, narrowly avoiding taking Aisling out in the process. 

‘You’re a menace, with that thing so you are,’ Aisling muttered, putting out a steadying hand as she glared at her sister before turning her attention to Mammy. 

Maureen O’Mara was patting down the pockets, of which there were many, in her new travel pants. She too had a pack strapped to her back, only hers was brand new and a more compact design than Moira’s; it also had a lot of compartments. Plenty in which to lose a passport. Unlike, Moira’s pack though, her mammy’s wasn’t bulging at the seams. Watching her now, Moira couldn’t stop thinking of the musical Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dream Coat, only it had morphed into Mammy and her Pants of Many Pockets. 

‘Breathe, Mammy, breathe,’ Aisling soothed. ‘C’mon now it’ll be somewhere on your person. You checked it off your list before we left, remember?’ The checklist had been gone through twice to avoid dramas precisely like this one.

‘So, I did.’ Maureen O’Mara took big gulping, calming breaths like Roisin had shown her on her last trip home. Like you’re eating the air, Mammy. She’d needed to attempt this particular breathing exercise after she’d gotten the bill for the lunch she’d treated her eldest daughter to. She had expensive tastes did Roisin. It came from living in London—the big smoke.

‘Mammy have you checked your bum bag?’ Moira was impatient, keen to join the line. The sooner they checked in the sooner she could get this pack off her back. 

‘Moira, I wish you wouldn’t call it that, it sounds so undignified.’ Nevertheless, Maureen lifted her new quick-dry top to reveal the black bag strapped around her waist, unzipping and thrusting her hand inside it to triumphantly hold the little book aloft a beat later. 

Moira cut her off before she could launch into the Thanksgiving prayer and they were mistaken for travelling evangelists. ‘Jaysus, Mammy, would you cover yourself! I can see your tummy and that’s undignified, so it is,’ she hissed before carefully turning to make her way over to the ever-growing British Airways queue. 

They were flying with the airline to Heathrow where they had to pick up their bags and check in with Thai International for the long haul through to Ho Chi Minh. It meant hanging around Heathrow for a few hours but it had been their cheapest option. By the time they reached the smiley check-in woman with her pillbox hat tilted just so, Maureen O’Mara had told twenty-five strangers she was after having a Mammy and daughter adventure in Vietnam. She’d also informed them that she had six pockets in her travel pants—six pockets, sure wasn’t that a marvellous thing? Moira knew it was twenty-five people because she’d counted. 

Now, she began going through the motions of checking in, cringing at the sight of her passport photo. It was a mug shot, not a photograph. She couldn’t blame the smiley woman with a name badge that said she was called Ciara for narrowing her heavily made-up eyes as she glanced down at the photo and then back up at Moira. She did look guilty in it. Whatever her thoughts though, she let it go and passed the little book back to her.

‘You look very smart in your uniform,’ Maureen beamed pushing past her daughter to take her place at the counter. Moira moved aside watching as her pack was swallowed up by the rubber flaps, satisfied it was on its way to being loaded aboard the plane. Aisling helped her mammy off with her pack and put it down on the scales. Ciara beamed back at Mammy. 

She had lipstick on her teeth Moira noted, ignoring the sharp-eyed glance she got as Mammy compared her youngest child with the glamorous woman busy stamping her boarding pass. Moira had thrown on joggers and a sweat top, going for comfort over fashion for their journey. She might have a reputation as the last of the big spenders in the O’Mara family but even she drew the line at forking out shedloads for travel pants. So, what if they could be dried in a couple of minutes? Sure, they were bound to have a laundromat somewhere over there and she’d been adamant she did not need six pockets. Nobody needed six pockets! Mammy begged to differ but more to the point the pants were fugly (fecking ugly) in Moira’s humble opinion.

‘That’s a lovely photo of you,’ Ciara said to Maureen before snapping her passport shut and handing it back. 

Maureen puffed up peacock-like and looked set to launch into a long and involved story as to how she’d managed to get such a fetching passport photo taken. Moira, however, was having none of it and she linked her arm firmly through her mammy’s, smiling her thanks at Ciara as she dragged her away. 

‘Don’t rush me, Moira.’

‘There’s other people waiting, Mammy. Yer woman doesn’t need to hear about how if you hold your chin up just so it makes you look younger in photos or whatever it was you were going to tell her. She’s a job to be getting on with. There was a queue a mile long waiting to check in.’

Mammy made a tsking noise. ‘Well let them wait, I say. People are in too much of a hurry these days, so they are. The art of polite of conversation is being lost and I for one think it’s a crying shame.’

Moira cast an exasperated glance over at Aisling who was smirking. She didn’t need to be able to read her sister’s mind to know it was at the thought of Moira and Mammy sharing a room for nearly a month. The thought made her shudder! Three and a half weeks alone together and not one drop of alcohol was to pass her lips during that time either! There’d be no fuzzy glow to hide behind because she’d be, had been, stone cold sober since Mammy had more or less ordered her on this trip and put the kibosh on her drinking. It was her penance; not in so many words but Mammy was a woman whose face said it all, for the pickle she’d gotten into with a man she’d no right to be carrying on with. 

She felt the familiar pang of loneliness mingled with longing she always felt when she thought of Michael. One thing she’d realised though was Mammy was right in so much that hitting the bottle was not the answer. All the things she didn’t want to think about, Michael, Daddy not being here anymore, they didn’t magically disappear with each drink, they were still there the morning after. The pounding of her head only serving to make her pain worse. 

It had been nice to wake up clear-headed this last while. For the first time in a long while she felt like she had some semblance of control over her life. She’d have to survive this trip with Mammy though because she had her date with Tom to look forward to when she got home. She liked him and wanted to see where that took her. He also got two very big ticks in the potential new boyfriend department. One on account of his outstanding bum and the second because he was a nice guy. He had to be because only a nice guy would bother to ask a girl out who’d led him on only to turn him down because her head was all over the place. 

Right now, though, a meal with Tom to tell him all about this mental trip she was going on, seemed ever such a long way away. Oh yes, it was going to be a tough test getting through this tour of duty with Mammy. Speaking of whom, she noticed she was delving into one of her pockets. A tick later she produced a crumpled tissue and gave a tell-tale sniff. ‘Go now while you can,’ Moira mouthed at Aisling. Mammy was not good at goodbyes. They were only going on holiday, not emigrating, but she knew from past experience Maureen O’Mara would look like a panda bear, thanks to the non-waterproof mascara she insisted was the only one that didn’t make her eyes itch, by the time she disappeared through those gates. 

Aisling should know better too than to wait around, what with the number of goodbyes she’d said over the years. Her job in resort management had taken her all around the world until she’d put her roots back down in Dublin to take over the running of the family guesthouse, O’Mara’s. Instead of wishing them a happy holiday and saying a quick goodbye however, she was busy rummaging in her shoulder bag. 

‘I’ve something for you,’ she said to Moira.
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‘Is it drugs?’ Moira asked receiving the sharp end of Mammy’s elbow. She rubbed at her ribs. ‘What was that for? Sure, it was only a joke.’ 

‘It’s not funny, Moira. You never know who’s listening.’

‘It’s not drugs, Mammy.’ Aisling rolled her eyes before retrieving a scrunched-up bundle of material and thrusting it at her sister. 

‘Yes, but the walls have ears and we might be targeted by the Custom’s man if they hear the ‘d’ word.’ She made the inverted comma sign with her fingers.

‘Oh, for fecks sake, Ash, you loaned her the film, didn’t you? After I said not to.’ 

‘Bangkok Hilton’s a great film, so it is.’ Aisling was defensive. ‘And, neither of you are exactly worldly. I let her watch it for educational purposes. Jaysus, Mammy would be the first to put her hand up if someone asked her to carry their bags or a stuffed toy through customs for them especially if they were nice to her.’ 

‘Oh no, I wouldn’t, not after seeing that film. Yer Kidman woman deserved an Oscar so she did.’ Maureen piped up momentarily distracted from the tears she was working up to by the turn the conversation had taken. 

‘See.’ Aisling shot her sister an ‘I was right’ look and then remembering what she held in her hand she jiggled the bundle. ‘C’mon take them. Don’t leave me standing here waving them at you like an eejit.’

Moira did so shaking the fabric out and holding it up. She stared uncomprehendingly at a pair of baggy elasticized waist and bottomed pants. They had elephants all over them and looked like something a clown might wear. ‘What the feck are these?’ 

‘Elephant pants,’ Aisling said. She’d debated whether or not to give them to her sister. They were the sort of thing that would look ridiculous if she were to strut down O’Connell Street in them but in the middle of Asia, they’d look right at home. ‘I bought them when I was in Thailand. Everyone wears them and they’re super light and comfortable.’

‘Like my fisherman pants,’ Maureen piped up. She’d opted not to wear them on the flight deciding on her six pocket, travel pair instead. It wasn’t just because they wouldn’t crease but because she didn’t fancy her chances of getting the fisherman ones done up in the airplane toilets. It would be too much of a challenge in such close quarters and she’d decided the odds were too high of her smacking her head on the toilet door as she bent down to pull the back bit up through to the front—a complicated business. A concussion was not on the cards for this holiday, thanks very much!

‘They have elephants all over them.’ Moira screwed her nose up. ‘And I’m going to Vietnam not Thailand. They don’t have elephants there, do they?’ She’d been wary when Mammy had first informed her she was heading to Asia of hippopotamuses. They were, according to the television show she’d seen recently, among the world’s most deadly creatures. She now knew there was no chance of bumping into one of them but elephants? Well, she wasn’t one hundred per cent. She’d have to look it up in the guide book.

‘Look, Moira, you won’t care whether they’re covered in teddy bears once you hit the tropics. Those pants are light enough to wear despite the heat and they’ll stop your thighs rubbing together and your legs getting eaten alive.’ Aisling was indignant her gift wasn’t being well received, although she knew she shouldn’t be surprised; graciousness was not one of her sister’s stronger personality traits.

‘My thighs do not rub together!’

‘Believe me, Moira, in that heat your thighs will slap together. Kate Moss’s thighs would rub together.’

‘Girls, stop bickering. I’ve brought the Lanacane gel, nobody’s thighs will be rubbing or slapping together under my watch.’

Moira shook her head; it was one of those surreal life moments. Here she was in the airport discussing elephant pants and chafing. It was hardly the stuff of Hello Magazine, where the celebs, ie, aforementioned Kate Moss, all strode out of Arrivals looking amazing, a pair of big black glasses covering their faces and the kind of tight-fitting jeans sprayed on that Mammy always said would give a girl a nasty bout of thrush, especially if she were to sit in them for thirteen hours straight.

‘Take the pants, Moira, and say thank you to your sister. It was very thoughtful of her so it was.’

Moira grudgingly did as she was told even though she knew she wouldn’t be seen dead in them. She shoved them inside her carry-on bag while Mammy yanked Aisling toward her quick dry top. She hugged her daughter to her ample bosom and began to sniffle.

‘Mammy, stop that.’ Aisling’s voice was muffled. ‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got Quinn to look after me remember?’

‘Ah, he’s a lovely lad, so he is.’ The words and a grand son-in-law he’d make me hung in the air. 

‘Don’t you be moving him in while I’m away,’ Moira muttered pulling her sister from her mammy’s arms to give her a hug goodbye. ‘Because I plan on coming back.’

‘I plan on you coming back too.’ Aisling squeezed her sister back, although, it would be nice spending each and every night with him for the next month, because moving him in while her sister was away was exactly what she was planning on doing. She knew he was at his mam’s this very minute packing his bag. ‘Look after each other,’ she called as Moira hauled Mammy toward the sliding doors. ‘And keep in touch. Promise me you won’t be riding on any of those scooters over there, Mammy?’

‘I promise. We promise, don’t we, Moira?’ Maureen paused to call back.

Moira gave her sister the Girl Guide salute. ‘I promise to do my very best.’ 

Aisling didn’t grin, another panicked thought had sprung to mind. ‘Mammy you remembered to sort your insurance out, didn’t you?’

Mammy gave her the thumbs up and a final wave before the doors slid shut behind them.

Aisling stood there for a moment feeling odd. That was it then, they were gone. It had always been her that had done the leaving. This was a first and, sending up a silent prayer that her mam and sister travel safely, she turned and made her way toward the exit. Quinn would be waiting at home for her. The thought warmed her and chased away the feeling of trepidation watching them walk though those doors had left her with. Five minutes later as she eyed the ticket under the windshield wiper, she was too busy cursing the parking warden to worry about Mammy and Moira. There went the new pair of Manolo’s she’d had her eye on.
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Mammy dabbed at her eyes with the tissue that looked like it had seen better days as she stood on the other side of passport control. They’d emerged in the glitzy duty-free area having passed inspection without incident despite Moira’s dodgy picture. Moira suspected this was down to the customs officer man’s sixth sense. An ability to size people up must be in their job description because she was sure he’d known were he to give Maureen a conversational opening he’d live to regret it. 

As it was Mammy had drawn breath, her chest puffing up magnificently beneath that quick-dry fabric. She was all set to tell him why she was teary over leaving the country even if it was only for a holiday, how it was a mammy’s lot in life. He must have guessed too it would be followed swiftly by questioning along the lines of how it was a nice young man like himself, had come to be working on customs and did he catch many drug dealers? Hence, he’d slammed her passport shut, thrust it back at her and waved them both through, Mammy sniffing all the way, partly from indignation and partly because it was just what she did.

Now, Maureen O’Mara’s tears miraculously dried as she spied the perfume section. A child in a sweet shop. Mind, thought Moira, a certain serum she’d been unable to justify the price of at Boots might just be affordable tax free. Oh, and there was that bottle of Allure by Chanel she’d been hankering after. She’d had to make do for months with a sneaky spray of Aisling’s Gucci. Personally, it wasn’t Moira’s favourite but needs must. Where was the harm in checking them out? Hadn’t her credit card just received its minimum repayment? Sure, it was raring to go.

‘Ooh, I do like a free squirt so I do, come on, Moira.’ 

She was like a bee to honey, and Moira followed her as she honed in, her nose twitching as she sought out her go-to fragrance.

‘Mammy, why don’t you try something new? Live dangerously, come on. Look at them all, there’s hundreds to choose from.’ To demonstrate her point she picked up the bottle of Jean Paul Gaultier that was closest to hand. Maureen blinked at the womanly shaped bottle with its gold cone bra, corset embellishment. 

‘I don’t think so, Moira. I couldn’t be doing with that. I’d think of what’s-her-name every time I picked it up.’

‘Madonna?’ That’s who’d inspired it after all.

‘No not her. I don’t mind a bit of Madonna. I like that song you know, the Virgin one. I’m thinking of Patrick’s friend.’ She had the lemony lips she always wore when Patrick’s girlfriend Cindy was mentioned. 

Moira couldn’t quite make the connection herself but she put the bottle down. She’d had a better idea. Perhaps she could talk Mammy into buying a bottle of Allure. That way she could uses hers and she’d be able to splash out on the serum. It was smart thinking if she did say so herself.

Maureen however, had other ideas. ‘I’m an Arpège woman, Moira, you know that. It’s my signature fragrance so it is.’ 

‘You’re not Coco Chanel, Mammy.’ 

‘Now listen to me, Moira O’Mara. If for some reason you found yourself in a dark room, lost and needing your mammy, would you or would you not be able to follow your sense of smell and find me?’

Moira shook her head slowly. On the one hand Mammy was right. She would indeed be able to sniff her out but on the other hand it was an out and out weird analogy to come up with. She sincerely hoped she’d never find herself in a darkened room trying to hunt her mammy down by smell alone.

Maureen O’Mara however had moved on and her eyes were darting around the dust free shelves. They were simply laden with gorgeous bottles yearning for a place on her dressing table but there was only one that would be given the honour. She spied the familiar stylish black and gold canister, by Lanvin. Classy, that’s what it was, not like that pornographic thing Moira had been waving about. Maureen was an extremely loyal woman when it came to her scent. She harboured a secret fantasy that somehow Lanvin would get wind of this loyalty of hers and offer her a free lifetime supply of Arpège in exchange for her squirting it daily and spreading the joy. She picked up the bottle and stroked it lovingly for a beat before, ignoring the cardboard strips in the plastic container alongside it, she sprayed a heady cloud around her and closed her eyes to inhale the floral symphony.

Moira wafted her hand back and forth coughing. ‘Jaysus, Mammy, I feel like I’m standing inside one of the glasshouses in the National Botanic Gardens.’

‘Indeed, madam, Arpège is the fragrance of one thousand flowers,’ cooed the consultant whose own eyes were watering with Maureen’s heavy handedness. She’d seemingly materialised from thin air, lurking and ready to pounce from behind one of the shelves. A bony, hard-faced woman who was testing various lipsticks on the back of her hand nearby began to splutter and putting the tube back in the slot she flat-eyed Maureen. Moira didn’t blame her. The odour wafting off her mammy was akin to walking into the toilet after the prior occupant had gone berserk with the air freshener. Still, it would take more than a lick of colour to soften that face she thought, defensively glaring back at her. It was like a blind cobbler’s thumb. 

‘One thousand flowers you say?’ Mammy squinted through the perfume atoms floating in the air to the consultant’s badge. ‘Eva. Now that’s a pretty name so it is.’ And just like that, she was away.

Moira smirked and left her bending Eva’s ear while she went in search of her magical serum. She found it tucked in alongside a glorious selection of eternal youth potions and picked it up. The bottle was smooth and cool in her hand as the battle between the little common sense she had when it came to money and her conscience began. 

‘Moira, you are a woman in her mid-twenties do you really need an age-defying serum?’ 

‘Yes I do. It’s never too early to start planning for the future. I do believe the phrase is “future proofing”. And, I like the bottle.’

‘Sure, you pinched that from a building society advert, so you did.’ 

Moira sighed; it was true she had. Her conscience had played a blinder and she put the bottle down backing slowly away from it. It was time for a compromise and she made her mind up that if she had any credit left on her card at the end of the trip, she’d buy it on her return. 

Eva, she noticed, approaching her and Mammy, was wearing a glazed smile that didn’t quite stretch to the perfect liquid eyeliner flicks on either side of her eyes. She was, Moira guessed desperate to get a word in edgewise. Her chance came as Mammy was momentarily distracted by Moira’s return. ‘I hope you haven’t been spending money you don’t have.’

‘I haven’t.’

Eva jumped in. ‘Madam we also have the fragrance in, erm,’ she cleared her throat, ‘Eau de Parfum. This stays on the skin longer and mellows throughout the day. Or, if Madam prefers, we have the concentrate perfume.’ She eyed Maureen meaningfully. ‘One dab is all one needs.’

Moira had had enough; she wanted a cup of coffee and something to eat. She only had so much willpower and it was wavering. Time to put some distance between her and the serum. ‘Don’t encourage her,’ she said to Eva. ‘Would you want to sit next to one thousand flowers in a tin can with no windows? She’ll be setting my hay fever off as it is.’

‘Excuse my daughter, she forgot to pack her manners,’ Maureen tutted. ‘Thank you for your time, Eva. I won’t be buying today because I have a bottle to tide me over on my holidays. Now then, did I tell you Moira and I are off to Vietnam?’

‘Erm, you did, yes.’ Eva looked like a mouse cornered by a cat and Moira felt a pang of sympathy. She’d been that mouse many times and as such she turned to her mammy and said, ‘Mammy I just heard a lady over by the Elizabeth Arden stand saying she’d seen Daniel Day Lewis buying a slice of mud cake from Butler’s Chocolate Café.’ It was a total fib and Moira was normally a very truthful girl but desperate times called for desperate measures. Her rather enormous white lie would move Mammy over to where she wanted to be. Besides the chocolate café was a highlight of any trip to the airport and she wasn’t about to miss out on a visit. 

It worked a treat because at the mention of her favourite heartthrob, Mammy was off like a racehorse at the starter gate as the flag dropped. ‘She loved him in Last of the Mohicans. It was the loin cloth that did it,’ Moira said to an open-mouthed Eva, before following the trail of burning rubber, Mammy had left behind.








  
  

Chapter 5
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‘Iknow what you’re going to say and it wasn’t me,’ Maureen shouted at her daughter. ‘And don’t interrupt me, I’m watching Entrapment. That Catherine Zeta Jones is very bendy, so she is. Sure, you wouldn’t believe the limbo dance she can do to get under those laser beam thing-a-me-bobs.’ Maureen might have added that Moira had a look of Catherine about her but she didn’t feel like giving her daughter a compliment. She still hadn’t forgiven her for her little Daniel Day Lewis trick. It wasn’t nice to get a woman all het up like that over nothing. 

She turned her attention back to the screen in time to catch Sean Connery attempting some bending of his own. It didn’t impress her; she’d never been a fan of his. Roger Moore was the Bond for her ever since she’d seen him in The Man with the Golden Gun. It was that film that had set this whole adventure in motion. The scene with Roger on the romantic old boat with its venetian blind-like sails had cemented a desire in her to one day sail on a junk. Preferably with Roger but Moira would have to do.

It had happened that one day she’d been out shopping for good quality walking shoes with her friend Rosemary—they belonged to the same rambling group—when she’d seen a poster of Ha Long Bay. She’d stood outside the Grafton Street Thomas Cook, mesmerised by the glossy photograph of limestone islands soaring out of emerald waters. That alone was breath-taking but it was the red-sailed junk that had captured her imagination and seen her drag Rosemary inside the travel agency. 

Moira lifted the headphone away from Mammy’s ear. ‘Stop shouting,’ she hissed. ‘And it was so you. I told you not to eat the cheese.’

‘It’s not my fault. I think I may have a little intolerance problem.’ She definitely wasn’t going to say kind things to her daughter if she kept that up. Maureen folded her arms and tried to ignore her.

‘Then why did you eat it? And such a great big wedge too.’

‘Sure, what else was I supposed to have with the crackers?’

‘You could have left them; nobody twisted your arm to eat them.’

‘Moira, it was complimentary and the O’Mara family does not turn their nose up at complimentary.’

‘Well, I’m turning my nose up now, aren’t I?’ Moira let the headphone ping back against Mammy’s ear and glanced past her to where the gentleman who’d told them he was in the importing and exporting business was asleep. He looked to be around his mid-fifties with a big head of badly dyed hair and the kind of girth that would make long haul flights uncomfortable. His importing and exporting, whatever that entailed, couldn’t be doing that well, she thought, not if he couldn’t stretch to a business class ticket. 

He was late boarding and Moira was sure she’d caught a strong whiff of whisky coming off him as he’d squeezed into his seat muttering an apology. Once he’d managed to adjust his seatbelt he turned and offered up a brief greeting before, to Mammy’s disappointment, putting his headphones on and closing his eyes. He hadn’t so much as stirred since, not even when dinner was doing the rounds. Mammy was most concerned about him missing out on the beef noodle stir fry but Moira had managed to convince her that he wouldn’t thank her for waking him.

She felt a stab of envy watching his chest heave with a contented snore. Oh, to be sound asleep like that. He must have taken something because while she was knackered, completely banjaxed in fact with her poor old body clock telling her it was way past her bedtime, she felt wired. There was too much going on around her and she shouldn’t have had so many coffees. Lucky so and so she thought, screwing her nose up as she turned away, and not just because he had the aisle seat. 

She normally loved the window seat but next to Mammy she felt trapped, squished in, and she twisted for the umpteenth time in her seat. She couldn’t get comfortable and crossing then uncrossing her legs she mused that the lack of leg room was punishment for being economy passengers. Sure, it was torture the way you had to walk through business class when you boarded. Trying not to stare at them all spread out like they were on their sofas at home, blankets already tucked in around their laps. She’d been about to nod off an hour or so back when she’d been startled awake by a kick in the shin thanks to an unapologetic Mammy doing her ankle rotations. Now, she let out a huffy sigh and glanced at her watch. Jaysus, five more hours of this! It seemed an interminable amount of time and leaning her head back against the seat rest she closed her eyes and let her mind drift off.

Heathrow had been a nightmare; the busy hub was heaving due to a swirling fog that had plonked itself squarely over the London airport causing delays. She and Mammy had fought their way through the swarms of disgruntled travellers to collect their bags and had checked in with Thai Airways without drama. They’d been left with enough time for another cup of coffee, and to have a wander in order to stretch their legs before boarding their plane. 

Moira was grateful for small mercies, like Mammy refraining from dousing herself in Arpège at the duty free this time round. She was sure she’d only gone without a free top up because of the little boy who’d had the misfortune to sit in front of them on their short British Airways hop. He’d announced in that loud and proud way of the under-fives that he reckoned Nana must be hiding on the plane because he could smell her stinky flower smell. Moira had elbowed Mammy but she’d pretended she hadn’t heard.

Thanks to the fog, it was well over an hour before the plane that would take them on the last leg of their journey to Ho Chi Minh had been cleared for take-off. It was just long enough for her and Mammy to get edgy with one another. There they were trapped in their seats thinking about those feckers in business class as they sniped at one another—beholden to Mother Nature waving her wand and banishing the pea-souper. By gosh, at that moment in time, Moira would have loved a drink. Her mouth had watered at the thought of an icy cold glass of crisp, white wine. 

She’d imagined the dry fruitiness smoothing out her ragged edges. Instead of imbibing she doused herself in Evian and as the pilot’s voice finally crackled over the tannoy system, he’d come as a welcome distraction. The sound system was dodgy but she’d managed to string together enough of what he was announcing to know they were expecting to be airborne in the next half an hour or so. She’d sat digging her nails into her palms thinking unkind thoughts about the woman who’d birthed her sitting next to her. 

Moira blinked, coming back to her present situation. Her eyes were dry from the air-conditioning; the Evian wouldn’t do anything for that and she was beginning to feel a little cold. She retrieved the blanket from under the seat in front of her and ripped the plastic off before draping it over herself. Mammy she saw was still engrossed in her film. They’d stopped niggling at one another once dinner was served. All those foil sealed containers had broken the boredom as they’d peeled the lids back excited to see what was inside. Mammy had been most impressed with her meal as she said the last time she’d flown, a budget airline to Tenerife with Daddy, the meal had been so small ‘it t’wuldn’t fill the holes in yer teeth.’ Moira jammed her pillow up against the window and leaned her head on it feeling the vibrating motion of the plane as she thought back on her going away dinner with Andrea. 

They’d met at Zaytoon in Temple Bar for a chicken shish, too skint to stretch to anything fancier but both agreeing the Mediterranean food was to die for. Andrea had been trying to keep a straight face over her glass of Coke, the restaurant wasn’t licensed which suited Moira just fine, at the thought of her friend backpacking around strange and exotic Far Eastern shores with her mammy.

‘It’s not funny.’

‘Sure, you’d be falling about the place if the shoe were on the other foot.’

It was true she would have been. ‘No, I wouldn’t, friends are supposed to support and sympathise with one another.’

Andrea had snorted. ‘Ah well, on the bright side it’s a good thing you’re off for a bit because Friday night drinks are rolling around at the end of the week and someone is sure to shag someone they shouldn’t. You and Michael will be old news by the time you get back.’ 

‘But I didn’t shag him.’ Moira had defended herself.

‘I know that but you can hardly make a public announcement to say that while you seriously entertained the idea of finding out what lay beneath that suit of his and taking him for a few laps around the race track you didn’t actually pass the start line. And if he is after having extra marital affairs it’s not with you.’

‘He wasn’t like that.’

‘He was exactly like that Moira.’

Moira refused to believe her Michael, no scratch that he wasn’t hers, never had been, made a habit of sleeping around on his wife. Andrea however had him pegged as a middle-aged cliché and would not be swayed from her way of thinking. It had been time to deflect the conversation away from herself. ‘I wish you’d hurry up and give yer man one. That would give the Property girls something else to talk about. They’re the worst so they are.’

‘Conveyancing will do that to you, it’s boring as shite. As for me and Connor, there’s no chance. He’s still dating the Amazonian Accountant.’ Andrea had gotten that daft dreamy look at the thought of Connor Reid. It was the same expression she wore when she tucked into her bag of hot chips after a night on the lash.

‘No, not Connor, you need to move on from that eejit. You do not want a man who fancies himself more than he fancies you, Andrea. Sure, you’d spend the rest of your days fighting for mirror space. I told you I caught him gazing at his reflection in the lift doors the other day. I’m talking about Jeremy from IT. He’s cute in a computer man sort of a way.’ 

‘I don’t know why you seem so sure he fancies me.’

‘Because of his exorbitant interest in your box that’s why. He’s forever after tinkering with it.’

Andrea’s Coke had gone down the wrong way and as she coughed and spluttered, she sent tiny pieces of chopped lettuce flying off her plate. A couple glanced over alarmed, watching Moira get up to give her friend a few whacks on the back before fetching her a glass of water.

‘Are you alright now?’

Andrea had nodded.

‘I was talking about your computer by the way. You need to get your mind out of the gutter.’

The memory of that conversation made her smile but the smile faltered as an unpleasant smell wafted her way again. Mammy was shifting tellingly in her seat but had her eyes glued to the screen. Moira scowled at her even though she was oblivious. She felt bullied into this trip. It wasn’t on her bucket list. She didn’t have a bucket list for fecks sake, she was only in her twenties and as such never in a million trillion years had she thought she’d wind up where she was right now.

Ah she knew well enough it wasn’t Mammy’s fault she was here, not really. She’d gotten herself into a mess and Mammy was just trying to get her away from the pig’s ear she’d made of her life for a while. That and fill Rosemary of the recent hip replacement’s place. Why, oh, why couldn’t Mammy have booked herself a lovely long holiday in Sydney where there were lots and lots of shops and beaches or, or, she cast around, Hawaii, she’d always fancied Hawaii. But no apparently, Mammy had a dream—a dream to sail on a fecking junk, and had decided that since you never knew what was waiting for you around the corner, the time had come to fulfil that dream. 

Thinking about it, if anyone was to blame for her present predicament it was Mammy’s so-called friend, Rosemary Farrell. It was her who’d left Mammy in the lurch. She’d decided she couldn’t possibly go to Vietnam for a month with Maureen, not when Bold Breda was making eyes at the new fella in their rambling group. This was despite already having booked. She didn’t want those bionic hips of hers going to waste. She hadn’t actually said that last bit and Moira pushed the thought of Rosemary getting up to shenanigans aside only to find the space instantly filled by Michael Daniel’s handsome face. She felt the familiar pang as she conjured up those beautiful eyes of his. Eyes she’d lost herself in. What there’d been between them had ended before it really began which was a blessing because she was not the sort of girl to have a fling with a married man. Although, she’d come close, too close for comfort. 
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