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      Finding a quiet place to study was nearly impossible in Charles Town because it seemed everywhere she went, Erin O’Connell ran into someone she knew. Whether it was the diner, the bakery, or even the library, before she got too far into her studies, someone would interrupt. It was hard to be upset; everyone was so friendly and always had something pleasant to say, but with her midterm exam in Counseling Theories less than a week away, it was imperative that she find some place where she could focus on the text before her and not be constantly interrupted.

      She sat in her Chevy Cruze in the driveway of the home she lived in with her parents trying to decide where she should head today. It was almost March, and the West Virginia weather was warming, but it was still a little too chilly to go to the park.  Staying at home today wasn’t an option; it was Wednesday, the day the cleaning ladies came, and even though they were lovely, both of them were very chatty. Sometimes Erin ducked outside to the back porch for the few hours they were working, but it was just too cold today. She’d have to find another place.

      Starting her car, she headed toward downtown, determined to take a look around and see if any location caught her eye. As she turned onto the main thoroughfare where most of the shops and eateries were, her cell phone rang. Using her hands free device, she answered, already knowing from the number that appeared above her speedometer that it was her brother. “Hey, Alec. How’s work?” she asked, mindful of where she was headed as she continued to slowly steer the car.

      “It’s work,” he replied, though his voice sounded chipper. Her older brother’s entire disposition had changed a few weeks ago when he started dating Valerie Thomas, a waitress at the diner he’d had a crush on for as long as Erin could remember. She was over-the-moon happy for Alec; he absolutely deserved to find the love of his life, and Erin truly believed Val was the gal. Of course, Alec being in a relationship did cause a lot of friends and family members to ask her when she might “settle down.” Luckily, Erin had the excuse of finishing up her master’s degree in counseling right now, so there was no way she’d have time for anything romantic.

      “What are you up to?” Alec asked.

      “Oh, you know. Scouring the town looking for a place to study that isn’t overflowing with people I know.” She drove past the bakery, a cute little shop owned by one of her friends, Delaney, and saw that it was very busy. Delaney’s Delights had definitely become more popular recently. Erin wouldn’t be stopping there.

      “Why not home?”

      It was a reasonable question, but she definitely had her reasons. “Oh, you know how Marnie and Alma can be. Always wanting to chat. Which is fine, but if I don’t get a good grade on this midterm, Professor Hawkins is never going to let me go out of town for two weeks.”

      “Oh, somehow I doubt that,” Alec replied. “You have all A’s, Erin—in every class you’ve ever taken. In your whole life.”

      What he said was true, but she still worried that if she didn’t do well on her midterm, her entire trip to Ireland to visit her grandparents would be ruined. “Still,” she began, “I want to do my best.” She drove past the diner now. The way it was situated, it was difficult to tell how many of the cars parked nearby belonged to people catching an early lunch or late breakfast and how many were just people who’d parked in the bigger lot and walked to a nearby store. The downtown businesses were booming lately, which was great for their little town. Most of the success was due to Melody Murphy, a friend of Erin’s from high school, who had recently moved back to town to help her mother with the family antique store after her father passed away unexpectedly. Melody was a great marketer, that was for sure.

      As Erin pondered whether or not to chance finding a booth in the back of the diner, Alec continued, “Well, this actually works out pretty well. I was going to ask you to do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?” Erin asked, deciding to pull into a parking spot while she finished her conversation and contemplated trying the diner. She carefully slid her Cruze, which she had lovingly nicknamed Penelope, between an older model truck and a smaller Honda.

      “Well, Val left some paperwork she needs for cosmetology school on my coffee table when she was over watching a movie Sunday afternoon. She’s been meaning to get it all week, but I’m not home during the day, and she works in the evenings. She has to call them today, so I thought maybe you could go by and let her in?”

      Erin couldn’t help but smile. She definitely didn’t mind helping her brother out, but she still wasn’t sure how this benefited her. “No problem,” she replied. “What time is she coming over?”

      “I figured you could just call her when you got there.”

      “Will do,” Erin replied. “But, I’m sorry—how does this help with my problem?”

      “You can stay there and study for as long as you’d like. I won’t be home until late. Valerie has the night off, so I’m taking her out for dinner. Of course, I’ll need to come home and get changed, but the place is yours.”

      A smile spread across Erin’s face. Why hadn’t she thought of asking Alec if she could study at his house before? “That would be great,” she said, feeling relieved. “I’ll head over and give Valerie a call.”

      “Great, Sis. Thank you,” Alec replied. “I owe you one.”

      Erin knew there was no way to count how many times either of them had helped the other out. That’s just what they did. “Nah, you’re helping me, too,” she reminded him. “I’ll see you later, big Brother.”

      Alec said goodbye, and Erin disconnected the call. Brushing her long red tresses over her shoulder, she turned to make sure nothing was coming before backing out of her parking space and heading over to Alec’s, happy to know she’d be able to study in peace and quiet for as long as she needed to.

      It didn’t take long for Erin to drive the few blocks to Alec’s house. She pulled into his driveway and pulled her keys from the ignition, flipping through them to find the one that would unlock his front door. Half the keys on her key ring had been there so long without any use that she didn’t even know what they were for. She slung her bag containing her laptop and notebook over her shoulder and stepped out onto Alec’s nicely manicured lawn.

      One thing about her brother, he always kept everything very nice and neat. Erin liked to think she’d be the same way when she owned her own house, but since she’d moved back to Charles Town from her apartment in Baltimore to live with her parents last year, she’d been more reliant on her mother than she should’ve been, which really wasn’t fair since her mother worked full-time as a pediatrician in a neighboring town. Of course, the housekeepers coming once a week also had her more than a little spoiled.

      Alec had purchased this white, three-bedroom Craftsman Bungalow  a few years ago. Even though he’d had a ton of offers to go work for big companies in DC and other cities on the East Coast, he’d chosen to take their father’s offer and come and work for O’Connell Construction. It had taken him a little longer to save up his down payment than it would’ve had he taken an accounting position with a large firm, but family was important to both of them, and Erin was so happy to have her big brother move back home, even though she’d ended up moving away herself for a little while. Still, her relationship with Alec was beyond the bond typical siblings had, and she felt very blessed that they continued to be so close.

      Erin pushed the key into the lock and opened the door. Everything in the living room was in its place, except for a small stack of papers on the coffee table, which she assumed belonged to Val. She figured the blonde had brought them over to discuss her financial options with Alec, but Erin hadn’t asked why the papers were there. It really wasn’t her business anyway.

      She set her bag down on the couch and took a seat, pulling her phone out of her pocket. The sooner Valerie came over and retrieved her papers, the better. Otherwise, Erin might get distracted from her studies, waiting for her friend to show up.

      Valerie answered on the second ring, but her voice sounded groggy. Erin glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was almost 10:30. Surely, she hadn’t woken Valerie up? But then, she did work the nightshift at the diner, so maybe she was still in bed.

      “Valerie? I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Erin asked, feeling bad if that was the case.

      “No, it’s fine,” Valerie replied, her voice sounding a little richer now. “How are you Erin?”

      “Good.” She still wasn’t completely convinced that she hadn’t roused her friend from slumber, but she let it go. “I’m at Alec’s house, if you want to come over and get your paperwork.”

      “Oh, that’s great.” The chipperness was fully back in Valerie’s voice. “How long will you be there?”

      “Probably a while,” Erin admitted. There were more exciting activities she could think of than spending a whole day studying—but it had to be done. “If you can come get them in the next hour or two, though, that would help. I’m studying for a midterm, so I’m going to be up to my eyeballs in counseling stuff.”

      “Yuck,” Valerie muttered. “I mean… not counseling. Just studying. I’m not looking forward to that again.”

      Erin knew what Valerie meant. And she also understood what she was alluding to. Valerie hadn’t been able to go to college because her mother had passed away from cancer when they were still in high school, and her father had moved away shortly thereafter, basically leaving Valerie to fend for herself. She’d been working at Bishop’s Diner and taking care of herself for as long as Erin could remember. Now, however, she’d saved up enough to go to cosmetology school, something she’d always wanted to do, and Erin was excited for her friend to finally have a chance to follow her dreams.

      “I’m sure you’ll love it,” Erin assured her. Even though studying wasn’t something Erin necessarily enjoyed, she did love learning about counseling, so she was actually liking her counseling classes. Not to say that she wouldn’t be happy when she graduated in May—assuming she was able to pass this midterm and do well on the finals she had coming up in a few months.

      “I think I will, too,” Valerie admitted. “I’ll try to be over there within an hour, okay?”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Val,” Erin said, saying goodbye and disconnecting the call.

      With a loud exhale, Erin set her phone down on the coffee table and drew her laptop out of her bag. All of her classes were online, and even though it was different than actually going to school with classmates she could see in person, she did like that she could set her own pace and complete all of her assignments on her own timeline. Otherwise, she never would’ve gotten ahead of schedule enough so that she could take two weeks off. For her other class, Play Therapy, she’d had to do some research and write a paper. Three times a week, Erin drove to Winchester for her internship with Dr. Tina Lancaster, so she was able to collect plenty of information from the children there.

      Dr. Lancaster had hesitated to give her time off, not because Erin was behind in her work, but because she had actually become an intricate part of her practice, and Erin was hopeful she might be able to get a job there once she graduated, although she was keeping her options open. Prof. Hawkins had sent her a nice email not too long ago encouraging her to apply for several positions in Baltimore and DC because he felt she was “especially talented.” It made her feel good to hear that, but Erin wasn’t sure she was ready for big city life again. Last time she’d tried that, things hadn’t exactly turned out how she’d imagined, and even though she was aware that being a counselor and being a social worker were not nearly the same thing, she hesitated to make that leap.

      Erin opened her laptop and waited for the WiFi to connect, which took a few seconds. She took a sip of water out of the bottle she’d brought along and set it down next to her computer. Before long, she was completely immersed in her studies and didn’t even realize an entire hour had passed until she heard a knock on the front door.

      “Coming!” she shouted as she scooped up Valerie’s paperwork. As much as she’d love to invite her friend in for a chat, she was just getting to a critical part of her studies, and she wanted to get back to it before she forgot everything she’d just read.

      “Hey!” Valerie said, smiling as Erin pulled the door open. Her long blonde hair fell to her shoulders in waves, and her smile seemed more energetic than Erin had seen for years. “Thank you so much for coming over to let me in.” Valerie took a step inside, and Erin moved out of the way, her initial plan seeming to unravel.

      “It’s no problem,” Erin assured her. “I think these are yours.”

      Valerie glanced at the stack of papers Erin extended to her. “Yes, they are. Let me just make sure….” She began to flip through them, probably checking to make sure they were all there. “I brought them over for Alec to go through with me. I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything. Numbers and I do not get along so much, except for making change, you know.”

      “Right,” Erin nodded, smiling, even though she wanted to return to her computer. “He’s the one to call if you need help with math.”

      “That’s so true,” Valerie agreed. She must not have been missing anything because she moved the papers down so that they were at her side. “Can you believe how much it costs to get an education these days? I mean, I’m sure your program is a lot more expensive than mine, but still… it’s crazy.”

      Erin had received a partial scholarship thanks to her good undergraduate grades, and she’d been able to save some while she was working, even though it wasn’t a lot. Still, she’d had to take out student loans, so she could definitely agree. “Hopefully, we’ll be making more money once we graduate, though, so it will pay for itself.”

      “Oh definitely,” Valerie agreed. “I can make so much more doing hair than at the diner. I mean… Frank pays me well, don’t get me wrong, but owning my own salon… now that would be amazing.”

      “That will be so great!” Erin exclaimed, her enthusiasm for her friend overriding her urge to get back to studying. “I can see it now. Valerie’s Cuts and Curls!” She made a gesture with her hands like she was looking at a billboard.

      “I’ve been spending a lot of time thinking about what I might call it, but I haven’t come up with anything yet. And I have to find a location. Of course, I’ll probably have to do a few years of work in someone else’s salon before I open my own.”

      “Maybe the shop downtown will be hiring,” Erin said, encouragingly.

      “That would be ideal,” Valerie agreed. “That way, I might be able to build up my own clientele. It would be great if people I know from the diner would also come to me for haircuts.”

      Erin nodded, but the more Valerie rambled on, the more she felt her smile was fake. She did realize, however, there was a good chance Valerie would actually be her sister-in-law one day. Lord, give me the patience to be a good friend right now and not to rush Valerie out the door.

      “Anywho,” Valerie said, “I know you’re busy. I won’t keep rambling.”

      “Oh, no, it’s fine,” Erin replied, thinking perhaps God had answered her prayer in a different way by telling Valerie to stop.

      Valerie took a step back toward the door. “Now, when do you leave for your grandparents’ house?”

      “March tenth,” Erin replied. The date had been etched in her mind for almost a year.

      “That’s so exciting. I hope I get to fly over and meet them someday.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Even though Valerie only been dating her brother for less than a month, something told Erin Valerie would be part of her family one day, and then she’d just have to go and meet Maw and Granda Houlihan. The only reason Alec wasn’t going with Erin was because he’d gone last summer, and it was just about tax season, so he was especially busy at work.

      “And you come back on the twenty-fourth?” Valerie’s hand was on the doorknob, but she hadn’t turned it yet.

      “That’s the plan,” Erin assured her.

      Valerie nodded and smiled. “Well, have a nice time studying,” she said, finally pushing the door open.

      “I’ll do my best,” Erin laughed. She couldn’t tell if Valerie’s smile at the mention of the twenty-fourth of March was because she remembered that was also Erin’s birthday, or if she was just being polite.

      “See you later,” Valerie called as she stepped onto the porch and began to make her way across the yard to her truck which was parked on the street in front of the house. That particular truck had belonged to Erin’s father only a few weeks ago, but he’d made a special arrangement with Valerie to buy it because she needed a more reliable vehicle to get to and from Berryville for her classes, and he was looking to sell it anyway. It seemed Valerie was becoming more and more a part of the O’Connell family all the time, which was fine with Erin. As close as she was to her brother, it would be nice to have a sister of sorts.

      Right now, however, she really needed to get back to studying. Once Valerie pulled away, Erin closed the door and returned her attention to her laptop, hopeful that by the time her brother made it home from work in a few hours, she’d be much more confident in her ability to get a good grade on her test even if this was the last quiet afternoon of studying she got for the rest of the week.
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      Erin drove the forty minutes or so from Winchester back home to Charles Town thinking about the children she’d worked with that day. Two of them were in foster care now, having survived a horrific situation with their parents. While Erin was happy to have the opportunity to help them heal, this was the part of being a social worker that had led Erin to look elsewhere. As much as she loved helping children and seeing her adult clients get back on their feet, it was so hard to hear their stories. She’d always been very empathetic, which was what had driven her to this sort of work in the first place, but now, alone, in the solace of he car, the tears streaming down her face were a reminder that making other people’s worries her own took a toll on her heart.

      “Father, please be with little Angel and sweet Wes as they get a fresh start with parents that will love them and would never harm them. Help them to know that the things that happened in the past were not their fault and that they are over now. Please let them see you through each of us as we work together to make a new life full of love for them.”

      It seemed most of her drive home nowadays was spent in prayer, asking the Lord to reach out and touch the lives of the people she worked with. She believed it really would make a positive difference in their lives, even if the people never even knew she’d been praying for them. She couldn’t help but add on a plea for God’s grace to calm her spirit. In two days, she’d be getting on an airplane and flying to see her grandparents, and even though Erin had done a lot of things on her own, flying for nearly seven hours all by herself was not one of them.

      “Let me be at peace about getting on that plane. Surround me with the people you choose, those whom you know will keep me at ease and make my trip enjoyable.”

      She was more than a little excited to see her grandparents again, even if the getting there wouldn’t be the most pleasant part of her journey. Her mother’s parents, Dolores and Sean Houlihan, were in their early seventies but just as spry as could be. The last time she’d gone for a visit had been the summer after she graduated from college, right before she started as a social worker. Even then, Maw had warned her she thought she was too soft-hearted for the job, but Erin was determined. Now, just a few years later, she’d return to her parents’ homeland before embarking on another, though related, career. She was eager to see what Maw thought of this new endeavor.

      Erin pulled off of the highway and headed into Charles Town toward her parents’ house. It had been difficult moving back in with them, but she knew it was the only way she’d be able to afford graduate school. Having gone to medical school herself, her mother, Caroline, had insisted that Erin move home and take it easy so she could concentrate on her studies. While she appreciated having such support, she would also be glad to move back out on her own someday soon.

      But living on her own and flying on her own were two different things. There was something about being so far up in the sky with only a thin tube of aluminum around her that made Erin nervous. She knew her mother had made that journey on her own when she came to the United States to study medicine not too awfully long ago in the grand scheme of things, though thirty years or so seemed like a lot to Erin, who was only twenty-four.  Caroline often joked that there were more sick children in Ireland thanks to Erin’s dad, Bruce, because she’d never intended to stay in America. But once she met the architect, she’d never looked back.

      Pulling into the driveway and parking off to the side a bit so that both of her parents could get out if they needed to, Erin imagined what it must be like to move across the ocean just to be with someone. That had to be one giant leap of faith. She didn’t think she could ever do anything like that.

      The house was a Colonial, close to two hundred years old. Her father and brother had lovingly worked to restore it, and Erin absolutely loved everything about it from the wide front porch to the expansive backyard. Moving back into her childhood bedroom had been odd, but at least she’d had grown up furniture to move in with her. Watching her mother cry as her dad and Alec moved her childhood furniture out to donate had been hard on Erin. Her mother was so sentimental, and Caroline loved having Erin back at home. When she left again, her mother would be upset, but Erin knew she would enjoy having her own crafting corner again—this time hopefully for good.

      Erin’s internship was usually over at 3:00, which got her back in plenty of time to get home, study for a few minutes, and then go retrieve dinner, which they picked up from Bishop’s almost every night. She usually picked up Alec on her way and he came over for dinner. Of course, that was before Valerie. Now, it depended upon whether or not Val had the evening shift. If she didn’t, Alec would usually eat dinner with her.

      This afternoon, Erin had stayed a little later than usual to help Dr. Lancaster with Angel and Wes, so by the time she pushed open the heavy oak front door, her parents were already home.

      “Well, there she is,” her father greeted her from his recliner, setting the newspaper aside. “How was your day, honey?”

      Bruce O’Connell’s parents had never lived in Ireland at all.  They lived in nearby Martinsburg, and Erin tried to go visit them at least once a month. Despite their ages, they were both still able to live at home with some help from a nurse who came by daily. Erin hoped that, when she was their age, she’d be as spry and nimble. Her father always joked that she came from good Irish stock on both sides.

      “It was good,” Erin replied, hanging her jacket by the door. She’d take her purse and bag upstairs, just in case she needed something out of them. Not living in her own house also meant that sometimes things got unintentionally moved or misplaced.

      “Any word on your midterm yet?”

      It was nice of her father to remember that Prof. Hawkins had promised to post midterm exam grades either that day or the next. “So far, nothing,” she said, managing a smile.

      “Mom’s in the kitchen. I think she’s making spaghetti for dinner.”

      It wasn’t often that Caroline got home in time to cook or wasn’t so exhausted from a long day that she wanted to. “Is Alec coming over?” Erin asked, approaching the stairs.

      “It’s Thursday,” Bruce reminded her. “Valerie has the night off. So, I’m guessing no.”

      “That’s right.” Erin began to climb the stairs, headed toward her room. She was so used to seeing her brother every day, it was an adjustment having him absent from family dinners at least twice a week now. “We should invite Valerie over for dinner!” she called back down to her father.

      If he replied, she didn’t hear it. She went to her room, dropped her bag and purse on her bed, and then, remembering she was going to try and be more tidy, she hung them up on hooks by the door, the same princess ones her dad had installed when she was a little girl, one of the few things that had stayed.

      Hurriedly, Erin took a shower and changed into more comfortable clothes, leggings and a long sweatshirt, before heading back downstairs to see if her mother could use a hand in the kitchen. Even though it was nearly spring, it was still fairly cold outside, and her father was constantly complaining about how much it took to heat their large house, despite the fact that he’d put in all kinds of insulation over the years.

      Caroline was draining pasta over the sink when Erin walked in. “Hi, sweetheart,” she called. Her accent was much thicker than anyone else’s in the family since she’d spent nearly half of her life in Ireland. “How did it go today?”

      “It was okay,” Erin replied with a shrug. “Do you need any help?”

      Finishing up with the draining, Caroline set the spaghetti noodles aside and returned to the sauce on the stove. “No, I’m just about done here.” She used the back of her hand to brush her unruly red curls out of her face. Erin’s hair was nearly the same shade of bright, fiery red, but she had been spared the ringlets her mother was constantly battling.

      “Nothing from your professor yet?” Caroline glanced over her shoulder, and Erin took a seat on a barstool. Her mother’s emerald green eyes were another feature she’d inherited. So had Alec, though his hair was dark brown like their father’s.

      “Not yet.”

      “Well, you needn’t worry. I’m sure it’ll be good news.”

      Erin nodded, but she wasn’t as certain as everyone else seemed to be. She’d done everything she could to get a good grade on her exam, but the material was difficult. Hopefully, she’d get good news soon.

      “Anything else you need to finish up before you leave on Saturday?”

      “No, all my work is done. I’m finished at the clinic until I return. So… tomorrow, I’ll just need to double-check I’ve packed everything, and then… Saturday, I’m on my way.” She tried to keep her voice cheery, but she was fairly certain her mother could see through it.

      “Erin, it’ll be fine,” Caroline reassured her, turning to face her daughter.

      “I know,” she agreed, but her voice wavered just a bit.

      “I wish I could go with you. It’s just… not a good time.”

      “Right.”

      “And your grandfather really wants you there for St. Patrick’s Day.”

      St. Patrick’s Day was quite the big deal to her grandparents, and it had been years since any of them had visited during that time. When she’d confirmed she’d be able to make it for the celebration this year, both of her grandparents had been giddy.

      “I’m sure I’ll be all right, Mom,” Erin said quietly. “I’ve just never flown alone so far before.”

      “We’ll get you to the airport. That’s the hardest part.” Her mother’s smile was warm and reassuring, and Erin did feel a little better. “Now, go and fetch your father. Dinner’s ready.”

      Erin jumped down off the barstool and headed to the living room to get her dad. She was so thankful she had such wonderful, loving parents. She knew so many people who were not so lucky. Someday, she hoped to be as good a mother as her own, and that she’d find a man like her dad to marry and spend the rest of her life with. For now, however, she had to get through her master’s program. Until that was over, nothing else mattered.
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      Packing was never fun, but Erin was glad she had all day to do it. She’d been throwing items in the general vicinity of her suitcase for the last few weeks, which she’d opened and propped against one wall, but when it came time to actually make everything fit inside, she’d had to take all of those items out and start over. She realized if other people could see the mess she’d made, they’d probably think she was a real slob, which would likely go against the all-American girl façade that had somehow become attached to her quite some time ago.

      Her goal had been to make sure every single item went into her larger suitcase, the one she would check, so that she wouldn’t have to worry about cramming a carry-on in the tiny bins above the seats. The last thing she wanted was to look ridiculous trying to get her luggage to fit in a place it wasn’t designed to, or to seem like a damsel in distress who needed some man’s help—even if that was the case. Normally, her dad or Alec would be going along with her, and he (whichever he that happened to be) would make sure her carry-on was properly stowed. Since this trip was solo, it would be entirely up to her. Thus, she would be carrying only one small bag which she could easily place beneath the seat in front of her.

      After watching several YouTube videos about how to efficiently pack two weeks’ worth of clothing into one suitcase, she managed to get everything into one bag except for the necessities she would need, such as her wallet, cell phone charger, and a book for the plane. Almost everything else would be stowed in the bottom of the aircraft where she couldn’t possibly get to it even if she needed it, a realization that was more than slightly unsettling, but she was sure she’d be fine. If she really needed something before she got on the plane, she could always buy it in one of the gift shops. Sure, the prices were ridiculous, but at least she wouldn’t be one of those people beating her carry-on to death to stuff it into a honey pot hole its Pooh-sized figure just wasn’t meant to fit.

      Once the packing was done, Erin looked back over her documents. She made sure her passport was in her bag, as well as a copy just in case something happened to the original. Her boarding pass was printed and also stowed in her carry-on bag. She had her driver’s license easily accessible, and from the outside, it looked like she was ready to go. On the inside, she wasn’t quite so sure.

      A soft knock on the door caught her attention. She turned to find her father there. Glancing at the time, she thought he must’ve come home for his lunch break, as he did from time to time, since it wasn’t anywhere near the end of the work day. “Hey, kitten. Mind if I come in?” The door was open, and he was a few steps into her room before she smiled and assured him it was fine. “You all packed up?”

      “Yes, I guess so. I just need to stuff my makeup bag into my suitcase in the morning.”

      Her father smiled and sat down on her bed, not far from where she was now sitting at her desk. “Remember all the liquid rules.”

      “I know, Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes at the regulations but still smiling at him. She’d definitely done a fair amount of research about all the things that were permitted and all of those that weren’t.

      “And now that your brother helped you get that security pass, that should help right?”

      “It’s not a pass, Dad. I still have to go through security. It just makes it a little easier.” He was referring to the Global Entry and TSA PreCheck known traveler number Alec had helped her apply for, which would make getting through security a little easier. While Erin was slightly nervous to actually fly, getting to the plane was her biggest worry, and security had always been one thing that made her anxious. Not that she’d ever intentionally do anything against the rules, but it seemed sometimes those TSA guards were a little rough with innocent people, and she had nightmares about something inappropriate happening to her. This way, she should be able to get through security without any hassle.

      “Honey, I know you’re worried, but don’t be. Everything will be fine. Alec will take you to the airport and make sure you get to security. From there, it’s terminal two, like it always is. You’ll get there in plenty of time to relax for a bit before your flight, and then you can just read or take a nap.”

      “You’re right, Dad,” Erin said, forcing a smile. “I’m sure it’ll be just fine.

      “Before you know it, you’ll be sitting on Maw and Granda’s bench listening to them tell yarns about the good old days.”

      Erin nodded again, glad her dad was so concerned because it showed how much he cared, even if she did feel a little silly. “I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl now.”

      “I wish I could go with you, I really do. So does Mom. There’s just so much going on.”

      “It’s okay. I really will be fine. Besides, this trip will probably do me some good. I need to learn to be independent again. I can’t keep living here for the rest of my life, as nice as it is.”

      “I know you won’t live here forever,” Bruce said, a bit of sadness filling his eyes, “but you will always be my little girl. Even when you have your own children, when you’re older than I am now, when your hair is graying, when you have grandkids, you’ll always be my perfect little princess.”

      Erin couldn’t help but become a bit emotional herself. She’d always been close to her dad, and hearing him essentially say he would miss her was enough to pull at her heartstrings. “I will call or text every day, I promise.”

      “Good.”

      “And I’ll bring you back something Irish.” They both laughed as Erin quoted a phrase her father often said just to tease her and her brother—even if he was going with them.

      “You better.”

      Erin stood and crossed the small space between them to wrap her arms around her father. How she got so lucky, she wasn’t sure, but she prayed she’d always be this close to her family and that nothing would ever take any of them away from her.
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      The drive to the airport was over an hour, and normally Erin would have spent the whole time in nervous anticipation, if she were going with her family. This time, however, the nervous part was there—just not the anticipation.

      As they approached the exit for Dulles International Airport, Erin felt her stomach roll over. “It’ll be fine, Sis,” Alec reminded her from the driver’s seat. “You’re going to have a great time.”

      “I know,” she replied weakly, and she really did think he was right. She just had to get there first. She glanced down at her outfit one more time, hoping it was comfortable enough for such a long flight. She’d chosen a peach long-sleeved T-shirt and linen pants in a dark gray color. A light jacket in the same shade of gray would also allow her to adjust to the temperature. Remembering pictures of people actually dressed in their best outfits to fly on planes back in the day, Erin couldn’t imagine what it would’ve been like then, wearing heels all the way through the airport, with pearls and a hat. Thank goodness for lesser expectations these days.

      Alec pulled his Subaru into short-term parking and then helped her with her larger suitcase toward the main building. She carried her other bag, which she had also managed to shove her purse into. It was a little heavy, but she was certain it would fit under the seat in front of her.

      There seemed to be a mob of people headed in the same direction. “It’s awfully crowded,” Erin mumbled just as an older man caught her elbow, knocking her forward. He apologized under his breath and hurried on his way.

      “You have plenty of time. Your flight doesn’t even leave for two hours. You can get through security and go grab some coffee.”

      “Right.” She wished she could be as calm and collected as her older brother.

      Before they went in, Erin watched, perplexed, as Alec took her bag over to curbside bag check. Just as he finished the transaction and handed over some cash as a tip, she asked, “What are you doing? Won’t it get lost if I check it out here?”

      “No,” Alec assured her, taking her by the elbow and leading her inside. “It’s a lot easier to check it out here. It has no more of a chance to get lost from these guys than the people inside.”

      “But…” Erin cried, looking over her shoulder as the man with the distinctive vest indicating he worked for the airport stacked her bag on a cart with several others, “everything is in that bag. The gifts for Maw and Granda… all of my clothes.”

      “Sis, it’s fine.” Alec turned her so that she was looking in his eyes. “You’re going to be fine.”

      Erin swallowed hard. She was being silly, and she knew it. Perhaps this trip was just a reminder that Alec would never have to go anywhere alone again unless he wanted to. Erin couldn’t say the same. “Okay,” she finally muttered.

      “Security line is right over there. You’ve done all of this before. Just remember with your PreCheck, you don’t have to take off your shoes or anything.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t have anything to worry about, Erin.”

      “I know.” She could say that all day, but that wouldn’t make it any more true.

      “Do you need me to do anything else?” Alec asked.

      Erin looked around. Everyone else seemed to know exactly where they were headed and precisely what they were doing. The line at security was a little long, but it did appear to be moving. “No,” she said quietly.

      “You have your passport, ID, everything?”

      She opened her bag and looked inside. They were exactly where she’d placed them that morning. “Yes.”

      “Okay, then. You’re all set,” Alec said. She looked up at him, and his reassuring smile did help. “Once you’re on the other side of the gate, just check one of the screens to make sure your departure gate hasn’t changed. And if you need help, ask for it. There are a lot of people here who can help you.”

      It was all good advice. “I will,” she assured him. She could do this—couldn’t she?

      “One more thing,” Alec said, digging in the pocket of his brown leather jacket. “I got you this. So your ears don’t pop on the way up.”

      Puzzled, Erin extended her hand, and he slipped a package of grape Hubba Bubba chewing gum into her palm. Erin couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh, my goodness. Just like when we were kids! I didn’t know they even still made this. Where did you find it?”

      Alec shrugged. “I’ve been keeping it my sock drawer for fifteen years.”

      “No, you haven’t,” she cried, nudging him in the arm. “Thank you, Alec. I remember mom used to give us this on the flight over and that awful Irish bubble gum Maw chews on the way back.”

      “I thought you might not feel so alone if you had a little reminder of home.”

      Erin reached over and wrapped her arms around her big brother. He really was a gift. “Thank you.”

      “I love you, Sis,” Alec said squeezing her back.

      “I love you, too.”

      Extending his arms so he could look her in the eye, he said, “Erin, you are going to have the best trip ever. You’re gonna take a ton of pictures, and hear some great stories, maybe even make a friend or two. Go, celebrate St. Patrick’s Day. Give Maw and Granda a hug for me.”
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