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Chapter One
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Dublin, December 2001





'Quinn, could you not read something interesting?' Aisling gestured to the copy of Gina Ford's The Contented Little Baby Book resting on the coffee table before nibbling on her gingernut biscuit. Morning sickness was a fallacy because she felt sick morning, noon and night and had done for the last four weeks. 'I didn't enjoy learning the times tables the first time around, and I'm not enjoying them now,' she snapped. 'And, you're driving me mad with the "ABC Song". Sure the jelly bean's only just reached the three-month mark. So, singing the song and reciting the times tables isn't going to ensure him or her a place at Trinity.'

'Aisling, I'm setting our child up for a bright future. A parent always wants their child to do better than they did.'

'Just because you were considered disruptive and spent a great deal of your primary school years with your nose pressed to the classroom window on the outside looking in doesn't mean the jelly bean will.' Aisling brushed biscuit crumbs off the sweater she'd chosen to wear to the ultrasound appointment that morning. It was sage-coloured, bringing out the green in her eyes and red glints in her hair. She wanted to look her best when she saw her baby for the first time.

At the moment, she needed all the help she could get too. Dark circles had taken up permanent residence under her eyes even though she'd slept heavier than she'd ever slept for the last couple of months. It didn't seem to matter whether she got eight hours or not because she was knackered all the time. Her hair was lank too, despite using the salon-only Wella Balsam shampoo she'd splurged on.

Meanwhile, Moira's hair looked suspiciously shiny and full of bounce. Aisling was thinking about marking the bottles.

According to her pregnancy guide, the sickness plaguing her would ease once she hit twelve weeks. But so far, there was no sign of it letting up.

Aisling wanted to shout about the jelly bean from the hilltops or at least be able to share their happy news, but after the initial excitement of realising they were pregnant, she and Quinn had erred on the side of caution. They'd decided not to broadcast that they were going to be parents until they'd reached the magical three-month marker and had their first scan. Only their nearest and dearest, including her best friend Leila, Ita, and an Austrian guest who'd been in reception when Aisling had flown down the stairs of the guesthouse waving a pregnancy test stick with two pink lines knew.

Poor Mammy was fit to burst with having kept quiet this long. They all were, for that matter.

The days between that initial euphoria of a positive test to reaching the twelve-week point had dragged. Finally, however, Aisling could relax into her pregnancy. In contrast, Quinn had been confident that everything would be alright from the get-go embracing impending fatherhood to the point of being annoying. Very annoying, she thought, tuning in to what he was saying.

'I know, Aisling, but reading aloud about sleeping and feeding routines won't benefit him or her. Unlike the alphabet and the times tables. It's a dog-eat-dog world out there, and I'm trying to give our child a head start.' He got up from the sofa where they were sitting like Tweedledee and Tweedledum, waiting until it was time to leave, and smoothed imaginary creases from his jeans before sitting back down again.

Quinn had been antsy all morning, as had Aisling, who was beginning to think it would have been better if he'd gone to the bistro for a couple of hours. Her bladder was fit to burst, and she crossed and uncrossed her legs to take her mind off it. They were feeding off each other's edginess.

'It will so be beneficial. The jelly bean will know what's expected of him or her as a newborn.' She didn't believe this for one second not having borne witness to Kiera's first months in the world. But she lived in hope as all new mammies did that she would be the one to set her baby's routine, not the other way round. 'Besides, babies in the womb can pick up on their mammy's stress, so they can, and the ABC song is making me stressed.' Aisling craned her neck, trying to see the time on the microwave in the kitchen. Surely it must be time to go.

'It's ten thirty,' Quinn informed her. 'We'll leave in fifteen minutes. Do you think you have room for one more glass of water?'

'No!'

'It's just you're to have a full bladder for the ultrasound.'

'I'm aware of that,' Aisling said through gritted teeth. She was also aware she was being short with her husband. 'Sorry. I know I'm being awful, and you're trying to be helpful, but you're being—'

'Annoying?' Quinn grinned.

Aisling nodded, her fractiousness disappearing at the sight of his smile.

A cell phone ringing saw them both reaching for their mobiles. Aisling's was in her bag, Quinn's in his pocket.

It was Aisling's.

'Mammy,' she said, rolling her eyes at Quinn. She'd be ringing to give wheedling her way into the scan with them one last shot.

'You don't have to answer it. Ring Maureen back after the appointment, then you can tell her how it went.'

'This is my mammy we're talking about.'

The ringing seemed to grow more impatient.

'You're right.' Quinn got up.

'If you're going to the toilet, do NOT wee loudly.

Quinn saluted her and Aisling took a deep breath and answered her phone. 'How're you, Mammy?'

'As well as to be expected given my exclusion.'

Aisling sighed. 'I've explained it to you, Mammy. Quinn and I want it to be just the two of us when we see our jelly bean for the first time. Maeve understood.'

'Maeve Moran didn't give birth to you, now did she?'

'If she had, it wouldn't bode well for Quinn and I's relationship.'

'Don't be smart, Aisling O'Mara.'

'O'Mara-Moran.'

'Rosemary Farrell says it's the maternal nana's right to attend all the appointments. She went to all of Fenella's.'

Aisling thought that Rosemary Farrell could jam her hiking pole somewhere the sun didn't shine. It was time for a change of tack, she decided. Diversion was the best way to deal with Mammy when she'd a bee in her bonnet. 'Sure, and how is Rosemary? You're back on speaking terms, I take it.'

There was a sniff at the other end. 'She's not a gracious loser,' Maureen began.

And you're not a gracious winner, Aisling thought but kept this to herself. Mammy had taken gold home in the Howth Quilters Association's Memories section and behaved as though she'd won Ireland's Person of the Year Award.

'But Cathal Carrick, the cobbler, you know, her new man friend who made her the special boots that have her bounding around the Howth hills like the bionic woman?'

Aisling tried to keep up. She'd a vague memory of a man who'd been wrapped around Rosemary at Mammy and Donal's housewarming. He'd brought Chinky, Peter and Molly's pixie friend from her beloved childhood, Enid Blyton Wishing Chair series, to mind. 'Yes.'

'Well, he set the pair of us up, so he did. First, he lured me into visiting his cobbler's shop, promising to make me some special boots like Rosemary's. Then he lured Rosemary into the shop,' Maureen hesitated. 'I'm not sure under what premise, but I have my suspicions because there was no one to be seen when I arrived at the shop, but I could hear certain noises, and they emerged from out the back looking hot and bothered when I rang the bell.'

Aisling groaned. 'Don't, Mammy. I feel sick as it is.'

'You young people are all the same. You think you invited the bedroom shenanigans so.'

This conversation was veering into dangerous territory, Aisling thought, getting her mammy back on track. 'You said Cathal the Cobbler lured you and Rosemary to the shop, and then what?'

'It was all very awkward, but then I decided to be the bigger woman, and I told Rosemary her memory quilt was very good and that it must have been a tough decision on the judges' part.'

'And that did the trick?'

'No, it did not because Rosemary implied I'd attempted to bribe the judges by offering them free pairs of Mo-pants.'

'Did you?' Aisling wouldn't put it past her mammy.

'I did no such thing. Sure, I'm a businesswoman, Aisling. You don't get rich giving your stock away. I merely offered them a generous discount, and it was only good manners on my part to say thank you for giving up their time to judge the competition in the first place. There was no attempted bribery. I told Rosemary she was being slanderous suggesting such a thing and walked out, so I did.' Maureen bristled with self-righteous indignation.

Aisling sensed there was a 'but then' coming.

'But then, Cathal came running after me offering a fifty per cent discount on the special boots I was after if I'd share the gold ribbon with Rosemary on a month about basis.'

'A bribe.'

'It wasn't a bribe, Aisling. It was a tempting offer because my knees have been aching lately. The long and short of it is I went back into the shop and conceded the competition should have been a tie and could we not share the ribbon and let bygones be bygones.'

'And after all that, do you have your special boots, Mammy?'

'Not yet. Cathal's after telephoning earlier to say he'll have them finished for me next week. Kiera, don't be putting that in your mouth!' There was a clatter as the phone was dropped, and a wail went up a second later. At nine months old, she was a demon for putting things in her mouth, a problem exacerbated by her latest trick, crawling.

Maureen came back on the phone. 'She was after trying to gnaw on Donal's flip-flop again.'

'Jaysus wept, Mammy! It could still have the fungal toe germs on it! Why's his flip-flop in the living room anyway. It's only three weeks until Christmas. Sure, his toe would fall off if he ventured out in them in this weather.' Thus far, December was bleak, and Aisling’s eyes flitted to the window and the outside downpour.

'It's Pooh's fault, so it is. He's gone from being resentful of Donal's presence to hero-worship, and he can't bear to be parted from him. The flip-flop to Pooh is what blankie was to Patrick. It was a manky thing that blankie, but your brother dragged it everywhere, refusing to be parted from it. Pooh's the same because I no sooner tuck the flip-flops away in the wardrobe than he carts them out again.'

'Throw them out, for feck's sake!'

'Aisling O'Mara, the jelly bean will hear you. Wash your mouth out.'

'O'Mara-Moran.' Aisling corrected her for the second time.

Maureen ignored her. 'How're you feeling this morning?'

'Well, I'm bursting to go to the toilet. The information sheet from the clinic said I'm to have a full bladder for the ultrasound. I'm terrified I'll have an accident before we even get out the door!"

'Ah, sure now, cross your legs on the way there, don't run any taps, and you'll be grand. How's the sickness this morning?'

'The same. I've had my head down the toilet twice already. It's not fair, Mam. Rosi and Moira didn't have a day's sickness between them when they were pregnant with Noah and Kiera. And don't you dare sing me the “Soldier-On” song!'

'I wouldn't dream of it, and fair doesn't come into it, Aisling. They've strong constitutions, those two. Like oxen the pair of them. You were always the one who got the flu instead of just a cold. And you know I was terrible sick with you but not with Patrick or your sisters. I sailed through those pregnancies, although the childbirth was another matter with your pumpkin heads.'

'Mammy, stop with the pumpkin heads. I don't want to think about that yet. And what's your point anyway?'

Maureen had forgotten her point and then, realising she didn't have one said, 'I thought you'd be the awkward child as a result of all the sickness, but no, it was Moira who gave me the headaches.'

Aisling frowned. 'So are you saying I'm going to have an easy baby?'

'Not necessarily, but you'll love him or her something fierce either way. Aisling, I've got to get the babby. Kiera's going for the Christmas tree! You're to tell the santana person to take a nice, clear photograph of my grandchild and ring me as soon as you've had the scan, do you hear me.'

'It's sonographer, Mammy, and I hear you.' But the line had already gone dead.

'Ash, are you ready to go?' Quinn reappeared in his jacket.

One thing about Mammy, Aisling thought as he helped her into her jacket; she was a great distraction. Then, tossing her phone in her handbag, she followed her husband out of the door.








  
  

Chapter Two
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Aisling and Quinn paused briefly on the second-floor landing to say good morning to Mr and Mrs Jones from Wales. Mr Jones, an affable man with a generous girth, was patting his pockets down for the room key and produced it triumphantly as Mrs Jones replied to Aisling's enquiry about how their breakfast had been in an indecipherable Welsh brogue. Aisling smiled and nodded even though the dark-haired woman could have said it was awful, for all she knew. 

Ita had her head in the cleaning cupboard at the end of the hall on the first-floor landing when they reached it, and upon hearing her humming happily, Quinn looked back over his shoulder at his wife with raised eyebrows.

Aisling shrugged. Miracles never ceased, and she preferred this loved-up version of their director of housekeeping to the Idle Ita of old. This new and improved Ita had the bathrooms sparkling, and she tucked sheet corners into the beds with hospital-sharp precision. As for the banister rail, she was currently resting her hand on, it gleamed. Yes, finding a fella had done wonders for Ita's work ethic.

Bronagh was on the telephone, and Aisling's practised eye did a sweep of the reception area as she ticked off her mental checklist. The cushions on the sofa were plumped, magazines arranged neatly on the side table, the brochures advertising the delights of Dublin and beyond well stocked, and the pink peonies in the arrangement of fresh flowers on top of the reception desk were giving off their sweet fragrance. She nodded to herself approvingly. Good. Everything was ship-shape. They couldn't afford for there to be anything amiss.

'One sec,' Aisling said, holding up her index finger to Quinn, who was already at the door as she waited for Bronagh to finish her call.

'I'll bring the car around,' Quinn said, not waiting for a reply and, opening the door pulled the hood of his jacket on.

'We'll look forward to seeing you on the twelfth of January, Mrs Simmons. You be sure to have a lovely Christmas now. Thank you, I will. Goodbye.' Bronagh smiled into the receiver, and as she put the phone down, Aisling's mobile rang.

'Feck off,' Aisling mumbled, digging it out and, seeing it was Mammy again, she ignored it. 'Morning, Bronagh. How's your mammy doing?' she asked overtop of the insistent ringing. Mrs Hanrahan had struggled with her health for years but had been especially poorly in recent weeks.

Aisling was putting Bronagh's absentmindedness at work these last months down to the strain of her mam's illness. She'd forgotten to pass on guest messages, and double bookings had been made. All of which was out of character. Luckily, Freya, their night receptionist, had sorted the issues out, and Aisling hoped Bronagh would be back in top form after a decent break over Christmas.

Because of her upcoming holiday, Aisling hadn't mentioned these slip-ups to Bronagh. But, if they continued in the new year, she'd have to broach them. What if something was wrong with her? Aisling's mind raced ahead, imagining worst-case scenarios, but she shut those thoughts down. She was getting way too far ahead of herself.

'She seemed brighter this morning, thanks, Aisling. Knowing Lennie will be over soon is a tonic for her.'

'And for you.' Aisling smiled. She was very fond of their receptionist, who was like a second mother to her at times. A warm glow settled over her, thinking of Bronagh and their long-time guest, Leonard Walsh's romance. She'd had a part to play in it, after all.

'And for me,' Bronagh agreed. 'I'm looking forward to a few weeks off, and sure, it was grand Freya offering to step in and cover my shifts for the fortnight. I know it was a juggle for her with college re-opening the second week I'm away. But I'll be able to relax now, knowing O'Mara's is in safe hands and that you won’t be overdoing it.'

Bronagh was waiting for her to reply, and Aisling summoned a bright smile. 'You deserve a decent break with plenty of R & R, and you're right too. It did work out well.'

Bronagh asking for time off was usually the stuff of nightmares, but Aisling didn't begrudge her it in the least. The problem was that in O'Mara's trusty receptionist's absence, it usually fell on her to fill in on the front desk on top of her usual management tasks. So by the time Bronagh returned, she'd been run ragged and needed a holiday.

There was no way she'd have managed it this time feeling so rundown, and she'd nearly kissed Freya when she'd suggested she cover the eight am until four pm shifts. James and Evie, the part-timers who worked on the weekends, were eager to boost their student income by divvying up Freya's usual Monday to Friday evening hours. As such, everything had fallen into place nicely.

'How's Joan getting on these days?' Aisling asked in a change of subject. Joan Walsh was Leonard's sister, and while Leonard had long ago crossed the water to Liverpool, she'd remained in the family home in Dublin.

'Would you believe she's invited Gordon, Lenny, myself and Mam to the house for our Christmas dinner?'

'Ah, that's wonderful, Bronagh.' Joan's life had not been easy, but things began to change for the better when Bronagh came on the scene.

Aisling remembered what else she'd wanted to ask Bronagh. 'Did the Bridsons get away alright on their Avoca Valley tour this morning?' It was a terrible day for sightseeing, but at least they'd enjoy the pub lunch at Fitzgerald's. The food was always good and the atmosphere cosy and convivial.

'They did, or at least I think it was them. I could barely make their faces out under their rain ponchos. Sure, it's lovely weather for ducks, so it is, and by my reckoning, they should be trying to spot the Guinness Lake through the deluge out there as we speak.' Bronagh gave Aisling the once-over, her eyes fastening on the sweater beneath her jacket. 'That colour looks very well on you.'

'Thanks, Bronagh. Your hair looks nice.' Aisling repaid the compliment noticing the white stripe down her parting was gone. Bronagh sat up straighter in her seat, fluffing her Cleopatra-esque hair.

Aisling pictured another of their guests with hair just as dark as Bronagh's, Sara Scott and was almost afraid to ask after her, especially given Bronagh's recent blunders.

The young woman from Belfast had arrived the day before, and Bronagh had inadvertently caught their latest arrival taking photos of the guest lounge. The lounge, with its high Georgian ceiling, carefully chosen furnishings and large sash windows through which colourful flower boxes on the sills partially hid the street beyond, was a photogenic room. So, taking photographs of the room wasn't unusual. What was strange, however, was how Ms Scott had rifled through the selection of beverage sachets as though inspecting them.

Bronagh had continued to watch, perturbed, from the doorway as Ms Scott, unaware of her presence, trailed a finger across the buffet before inspecting it for dust. Then she'd gone on to check the dates on the pile of glossy magazines on a monthly subscription for their guests' reading pleasure.

Bronagh relayed this odd behaviour to Aisling, who'd been sure to keep a watchful eye on their Northern Irish guest the day before. Little things hadn't sat right with her, and her keen eyes had picked up on how Ms Scott had held her cutlery up to the light at breakfast, scrutinising it. Most tellingly of all, though was, given she'd purported to be in Dublin to attend a three-day sales conference, she'd barely left the guesthouse all day. It didn't add up, and Aisling had worked in the hospitality industry long enough to know when something wasn't right. She smelled a rat.

The thing was, Sara Scott was a nondescript woman. She favoured comfortable, if not a little frumpy sweater and trouser combos, wore minimal makeup, and had sharp eyes that missed nothing behind the lens of her glasses. Her dark hair sat squarely on her shoulders and was held back with an Alice band. She reminded Aisling of a mouse. There was nothing about her to make her stand out from the crowd. You'd barely notice she was there. All attributes, Aisling knew, stood an undercover hotel inspector in good stead.

She relayed her suspicions to the O'Mara's staff with instructions that they were to bend over backwards where Ms Scott was concerned.

'Was everything to Ms Scott's satisfaction at breakfast this morning?' She steeled herself for the response.

'Mrs Flaherty told me she sent her breakfast back to the kitchen claiming her egg was too runny given she'd asked for her eggs over easy.'

Aisling bit her bottom lip, feeling a spike of anxiety. Of all the employees Sara Scott could test, she'd had to pick Mrs Flaherty. Aisling knew O'Mara's breakfast cook did not take well to criticism where her full Irish was concerned. The customer was not always right, in Mrs Flaherty's opinion.

'You'll be pleased to know,' Bronagh continued, 'That Mrs Flaherty cooked yer woman a fresh egg, flipping it over this time and presented it to her with a smile and not so much as a sniff of a sarcastic remark.'

Air whistled through Aisling's teeth. It was a relief the breakfast cook hadn't met the request with her usual banging about in the kitchen and mutterings that would make you blush. 'I'll give her a pat on the back.' She fidgeted, moving to the window to look out for Quinn. The traffic was heavy given the wet weather, and across the road, St Stephen's Green would be quiet save for those using the park as a shortcut to get where they were going.

'It's a big day for you and Quinn,' Bronagh said, opening her drawer. 'And I don't mind telling you I'm as on edge as you are.'

The ensuing rustling told her Bronagh was into her not-so-secret biscuit stash. She watched amused as their receptionist checked over her shoulder, making sure Sara Scott wasn't lurking about before munching into it.

'It keeps my blood sugar up, Aisling,' she mumbled through her mouthful. 'The menopause plays havoc with it, so it does.' She knew better than to offer Aisling one. The only thing she could keep down in the mornings was a gingernut. A thought occurred to her. 'I wonder whether the baby will look like Ronan Keating if he's a boy?'

Aisling was saved from having to answer. The new family-friendly SUV Quinn had sheepishly brought home from the dealership a week ago had just slid into the kerb, sending up a spray of water. She rolled her eyes at the sight of the vehicle. It was her fault for telling Quinn to purchase whatever he thought would be a suitable car for them once they became a family of three. The simple reason she'd given him free rein wasn't that he was an expert in all things mechanical. He'd as much sense as she did on that front. No, it had been because she couldn't be arsed traipsing about dealerships.

However, warning bells should have sounded when Quinn informed her his two older brothers, Ivo and Rowan or Dumb and Dumber, as Aisling had nicknamed them, had offered to come with him. Desperate, she'd begged Moira's husband, Tom, to tag along and make sure Quinn didn't come home with a convertible Mustang or the like. He was a daddy himself and, as such, would ensure Quinn made a sensible purchase, she'd reassured herself. Moira had shaken her head upon hearing this, telling Aisling that there was no such thing as a sensible man when it came to cars. Her youngest sister had shown rare insight because Quinn had come home with a tank suited more to a builder than a restaurateur and guesthouse manager with one child on the way. 'Quinn's just pulled up. See you, Bronagh.'

'Good luck!' Bronagh called out as Aisling dipped her head to brave the elements outside.

Her heels tip-tapped on the slick pavement as she dodged a woman on a mission under a black umbrella to open the car's passenger door. Then, cocking a leg, Aisling heaved herself up onto the seat. 'How do you think I'm going to get in this thing when I'm nine months pregnant? I just about need a step ladder as it is. And I've my Manolo Blahnik boots on,' she directed at Quinn, whose hands were tapping the steering wheel impatiently.

Too late, she thought as the windscreen wipers swished back and forth and the indicator ticked while Quinn waited for a break in the stream of cars. She braced herself for the monologue that was sure to follow as he pulled out into the traffic.

He didn't disappoint her as he began reeling off the wagon's safety features, like the ABC song and the times tables he'd learned by rote. She tuned him out, watching the rain splatter on her window and the huddled shapes of pedestrians side-stepping puddles on the pavement as the tank crawled around the Green to turn onto Lower Baggot Street. Both their heads automatically swung towards Quinn's namesake restaurant. The door to the bistro opened, and they caught a glimpse of a suit-clad man and a woman in a smart blue coat with gold buttons exiting. An early lunch perhaps, Aisling mused.

'I hope they're satisfied diners,' Quinn said, his brow furrowed in the couple's direction.

'I'm sure they are,' Aisling reassured him, shifting in her seat, trying to get into a bladder-friendly position. 'Look there. He's loosening the waistband of his trousers. That's the mark of a satisfied customer,' she said, jabbing at the window.

Quinn laughed, and she was pleased. The restaurant was his first baby, and she knew it was hard for him to take a step back. He'd trained his staff well, and common sense told him they were perfectly able to manage the busy lunchtime service without him. But it was hard to separate common sense from passion, and he'd shed blood, sweat and tears building his business into the popular Irish bistro it was today. Despite the tug of the restaurant, her husband had put her first every time, never missing an appointment on what had turned out to be quite the pregnancy journey for them. She turned away from the window to study his profile, feeling a surge of love. She was a lucky woman to have married Quinn, who'd be a wonderful daddy.

'What?' Quinn asked and, feeling her eyes on him, glanced over.

'I was just thinking what a lovely daddy you're going to be.'

'And you're going to be the best mammy.' He reached out, picking her hand up off her lap to give it a quick squeeze before giving the road ahead of them his full attention. 'The traffic will thin out once we get onto Northumberland Road.'

Aisling was worried about whether there'd be any potholes en route, but given they were heading to Blackrock, not rural Ireland, she thought she'd probably be alright.

Her mind latched onto her latest worry. How would she and Quinn manage two demanding roles when the baby came? Tom and Moira juggled Kiera successfully, but they had a lot of help. Mammy and Tom's mam were on board. But, Maeve Moran had battled ill health in recent years and raised four boys. So, it wasn't fair to ask her to commit to helping care for her and Quinn's baby. Mammy would want to be hands-on with her new grandchild, but she already had her hands full with Kiera.

Aisling chewed her thumbnail. She knew she'd have to take a back step, cut down her hours at the very least but like Quinn, O'Mara's was her first baby.

She'd stepped in and taken over when Mammy had been unable to face continuing to run it without her husband by her side. And, by doing so, had ensured the guesthouse stayed in the family and continued to turn a profit. Moreover, she was responsible for ensuring their staff were paid. How could she trust all that to someone else?

Aisling sighed. Like the birthing of the pumpkin heads, she'd cross that bridge when she came to it. 








  
  

Chapter Three
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The clinic Dr Kinsella had written Aisling's referral to was in a nondescript building not far from Blackrock Market and Quinn backed the tank into a parking space as close to the entrance as he could find. 

'I don't know how you think I'm going to manage parking the fecking thing,' Aisling muttered, unbuckling. 'It's not far off needing a pilot vehicle with 'wide load' on it leading the way.'

'There's nothing to it, Ash. It's all in the wing mirrors,' Quinn said.

Aisling noticed his voice had dropped an octave. 'Listen to you, Testosterone Ted. And don't even think about giving me the safety rating rundown again.'

Quinn wisely kept his mouth shut and, clambering down, came around to help Aisling out of the SUV. Then with a firm grasp of her hand, they dashed for the entrance. Aisling thought it was a danger run, feeling the pressure on her poor bladder as she stomped her Manolos on the mat inside the door.

It took a moment to get their bearings in the glaringly white foyer after the gloom outside, but they saw the dark-haired receptionist smiling over at them when they did. Aisling noticed she had lipstick on her teeth as she managed a desperate smile back.

'Good morning, I'm Martina. Do you have your referral form, please?'

Aisling and Quinn nodded, the raindrops dripping off the bottom of their respective jackets. Quinn looked at Aisling, waiting for her to dig the form out, which had somehow migrated to the bottom of her handbag between leaving home and arriving at the clinic.

'Here you go.' Aisling offered an apologetic smile as she handed over the crumpled paper. Martina glanced at it and tapped something into her computer before clipping another form onto a clipboard.

'If you could fill this in and return it to me, please.' She held the clipboard out, and Quinn took it from her. Then pointing to an alcove over to the left, she added, 'You'll find the waiting room through there.'

Aisling wished she was Moira right then because Moira would have told Martina about the lipstick. Moira would also have demanded to know how long she would have to wait for her appointment, not smile meekly and walk knock-kneed behind her husband to the waiting area.

'Shall I fill it in?' Quinn asked, eager for something to do as he sat down in one of the last two seats, pen already poised over the questionnaire.

'Fine by me.' Aisling glanced around at the other women, in varying stages of pregnancy, seated alongside their partners. She wondered if they were all desperate for the loo too. Given their frowning concentration and tightly crossed legs as they flicked through magazines, she guessed they probably were.

A small boy with a matted nest of blond hair was vroom, vrooming a toy car across the carpet, and a dubious smell wafted towards them. Aisling scanned the room for suspects, her eyes settling on the plump baby girl on her mam's lap. She was the picture of innocence as she mouthed a teething ring, but her mammy was breathing through her mouth.

Quinn took the completed form back to reception and, as he sat down, told Aisling they shouldn't have to wait too long. 'Martina said the appointments are running to schedule.'

Aisling sent up a silent prayer of thanks before telling him to stop with the jiggling of the leg because it wasn't his bladder that was in danger of rupturing. She knew she'd be unable to concentrate on any of the magazines on offer and Quinn was busy making silly faces at the smelly baby, so she leant back on the seat and allowed her eyes to close. She'd taken to catnapping at any opportunity, but her mind was too busy to allow her to relax.

One day soon, she and Quinn would have to sit down and have a heart-to-heart about how they envisaged managing their work and a new baby.

Aisling was startled as Quinn nudged her. 'What?'

'Your phone.'

'Oh, I was miles away. Sorry.' She fumbled about in her bag for it, intent on switching it off. In her opinion, people who had loud conversations on their mobile phones in waiting rooms were rude. Mammy sprang to mind, and hoping it wasn't her ringing to say it wasn't too late because she could still make it to the clinic, she checked the screen quickly before switching the phone off.

'It was Leila,' she said to Quinn. 'She must have been ringing to wish us well.'

Quinn paused in his face-pulling at the baby. 'That's nice.'

It was nice, Aisling thought. Leila had been making a concerted effort to show interest in her morning sickness, constant need for the loo and penchant for gingernuts. It wasn't one-sided. Aisling made sure she listened when Leila brought up her boyfriend, Bearach because while she and Leila were at different stages in their lives, it was important not to let what was going on in your world consume you—a lesson Aisling had learned on her quest to get pregnant when they'd fallen out briefly.

A man in a crisp white coat denoting he was a medical person appeared. 'Geraldine Pritchard?'

'That's me,' a nasal voice answered. The mammy with the smelly baby got to her feet, as did the man sitting alongside her.

'Thank God for that,' the studiously dressed woman next to Aisling said once the family had disappeared down the corridor. 'They say you don't bat an eye when it comes to your own baby's poo, but that little girl's was making mine water.'

Aisling smiled then sobered, 'Ah Jaysus, imagine sitting in it like so.'

They both grimaced.

'You'd have thought one of them might have changed her before they went through like,' the woman said.

'Maybe you get immune to the smell and they didn't notice?'

Aisling and the woman simultaneously shook their heads and said, 'No,' then laughed.

'Laughing is not good. I'm fit to burst. I love your boots, by the way. Manolo's?'

Aisling, who had thighs of steel so tightly were they squeezed, nodded. She felt an instant kinship with her neighbour as with any man or woman who knew their designer shoes. 'Thanks.' She tucked her hair behind her ears as she smiled at her. She didn't look like the sorta woman who'd wear Manolo's dressed as she was in a plain maternity blouse with a suit jacket over the top and a pair of smart trousers. She'd boots on too, but they were much more sensible than Aisling's six-inch heels, and a pop-up umbrella lay on the floor next to them. Still and all, perhaps she was a killer heels sorta woman outside work hours.

The woman had her hands wrapped protectively around her bump, and Aisling guessed she must be nearly full term. Then, realising she'd been staring, burbled, 'I'm the same. I haven't been this busting since I was in primary school. Mean old Sister Rosamunde wouldn't let us go to the toilet during class.'

'Oh, that's awful.'

'It was. I wet my knickers when we were doing the quiet time reading while sitting on cushions. So I stayed inside at lunchtime and tried to dry myself off on the radiators. I was steaming and the smell!' Too much information, Aisling she told herself, but the other woman laughed.

'Sorry, it's funny, but it's not funny if you know what I mean. I'm Jodie, by the way. Is this your first?'

Aisling elbowed Quinn, who she sensed was about to insert himself into the conversation now he'd lost his audience. But, this was exclusive future mammy-to-mammy bonding time, and she was gratified when he got up and began rifling through the toybox.

'Yes, yours?'

Jodie nodded too. 'I'm due in two weeks, and I feel enormous.'

'Ah, sure, you're all bump.'

Jodie smiled, then glanced at her watch with a frown. 'My husband should be here any minute. He's meeting me from work, but the traffic's terrible.

'It always is when it rains,' Aisling said. 'I don't know where everybody comes from.'

The two women chatted away about morning sickness, the awful fatigue and how iron tablets gave you terrible constipation before Jodie moved on, mentioning she lived in the sought-after suburb of Sallynoggin and worked as an accountant in the city. The latter didn't come as a surprise. Her attire had hinted at her doing something that involved an office. Aisling informed her she had an older sister who worked in London for an accountancy firm.

'What do you do?' Jodie asked.

'I manage my family's guesthouse. O'Mara's. It's opposite St Stephen's Green. We live in the apartment at the top along with my sister, Moira, her partner Tom and their baby, Kiera, who's nine months. She's gorgeous.'

'I know it. I walk past it often on my way to and from the office. So, you'll have had plenty of hands-on practise then?'

Aisling nodded, and the conversation came to a lull. Jodie pressed her lips together as though weighing up whether she should say something or not. In the end, she must have decided to voice her fears because, lowering her voice, she confided, 'To be honest, I'm worried about how I'll cope with the chaos of a new baby when I'm so used to order at work and home. I've three months of maternity leave, but then I'll have to return to work. We've not long bought our first home. And I've no clue how that will work either because child care's so expensive and both our parents have busy lives. It all feels a little overwhelming.'

'Really? You look very capable.'

Jodie laughed. 'Sensible, you mean?'

Aisling opened her mouth to dig herself out, but Jodie held a hand up, 'It's alright, I know what you mean, but don't let this,' she swept a hand over her office wear, 'fool you because I might know my sums but when it comes to baby's I haven't a clue.'

It was nice to know she wasn't the only one worrying about how she'd juggle all the changes their jelly bean would bring. 'Neither have I.' Aisling glanced to where Quinn was now racing a toy car alongside the little boy and lowered her voice. 'I mean, I know how to do the practical things, but I don't know how we will manage. Quinn runs a restaurant which isn't nine to five, and the guesthouse is demanding.'

'Would you like to catch up for a coffee sometime after this one here's born?' She dipped her head towards her stomach. 'Scratch that, herbal tea. I don't know any other first-time mams or mams-to-be, and I'm not a mother-baby group sort of person.'

'I'd like that,' Aisling said, a warm glow at having made a potential new friend settling over her.

Jodie was already pulling an address book from her handbag. She opened it to A and jotted Aisling's name and number down. She'd no sooner put it back in her bag when the door to the clinic burst open, and a man in a business suit appeared, shaking himself off like a dog at the beach. Martina gave him a disapproving glare.

'That's my husband, Luke,' Jodie said, waving out to him. He strode through to the waiting area apologising for being late.

'It's alright. I haven't been seen yet. Luke, this is Aisling and—'

'Quinn Moran,' Quinn looked up from the picture book he'd been flicking through, smiling and nodding to them both.







OEBPS/images/fec465d7-0f82-4540-a5fe-4e823110b2ed.png







