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Chapter One

THE INSISTENT BEEP OF THE MICROWAVE TIMER sounded from the kitchen.

Adrian Adams checked his watch. “Whoops. There's the backup timer, kiddo. We'll have to go through the checklist again on the way to the door.”

“Dad!”

“Water bottle?”

“Check.”

“Sunscreen?”

“It's raining, Dad.”

“It could clear up. Sunscreen?”

“Check.”

“Umbrella?”

“Check.”

“Boots?”

“Dad, I'm wearing them.” Charlie, his seven-year-old daughter, sighed. “They're on my feet. Look at my feet, Dad. These are my boots.”

Adrian looked down at her blue-eyed, elfin face staring up at him. His little girl's dark brown hair peeked out from under a bright yellow rain hat, the perfect match for her yellow Dora boots, which were, sure enough, on her feet.

“See?” For a moment, Charlie's exasperated expression reminded him so much of her mother it stole his breath.

Then he checked his watch again. “Well, let's just hope you have everything else for school.”

“If I don't, it's probably in the emergency pack you put in Mrs. Tibbet's office.”

Adrian thought a moment. “Right. I'm wondering if maybe we should have another emergency pack in the gym office with your inhaler in it?”

Charlie sighed again. “Why don't you just use one of the emergency packs from the car?”

“No, we have to have two in case you go on a last-minute overnight.”

“You never even let me go on one overnight, even to Uncle Danny's.”

“We're going to be late.” Adrian grabbed her waterproof backpack and the lunch box he'd filled with as-healthy-as-possible stuff, and led the way out the front door. Their simple brownstone here in Cathedral Heights was a little large for just two, but it had been in the Adams family for decades and held a lot of memories. Sometimes more than he cared to think about.

“Can I ride in the front?” Charlie pleaded as she followed him down the stairs. She jumped in a puddle on the sidewalk with both feet, making a deliberate splash.

“No, you ride in the back. It's safer.”

“But then I can't choose the music and you always play that old music and it drives me crazy.”

“Hey, the Beatles are classic and timeless.” He tossed her lunch and backpack into the opposite seat. “You'll thank me someday when you have an appreciation for real music.”

Charlie climbed into her booster seat, and Adrian buckled her in, the back of his blue driver's uniform absorbing the scattered, cold drops of light spring rain.

“Miss Tutti says Murzart is real music and she makes us play it on the recorder and we stink.”

Adrian adjusted the straps on her car seat. “Miss Tutti is a hundred years old. She wouldn't know good music if it dropped on her head like a piano.”

Charlie's eyebrows arched with interest. “Can I tell her that?”

“Of course not.” Adrian shut her door and slid behind the wheel of his company's Mercedes S550. “Unless she gives you a bad grade this semester,” he muttered.

He started the car, checked all the mirrors twice, and pulled out into the street as the rain-sensing wipers began whumping across the windshield. As a driver for Hallmark Sedan Service, he knew pretty much every side road, one-way street, and unmarked alley in the whole Washington, DC area.

It was early spring, and the cherry blossoms were just starting to bud—the best time of year in the capital next to fall. Of course, he always thought of Karen when he thought of cherry blossoms. Every spring she would cut a few branches from the small, brave tree in their tiny front yard and place them in the vase on the front hallway table. The blossoms—her favorite—were the first thing you smelled when you came into the house. That and whatever new dish Karen had created for dinner.

Adrian smiled at another memory. He had never thought oven-fried pickles would be good, but they were.

He turned onto Easton Road, which meant Charlie's school was only two blocks away. Spring was always a little bittersweet for them both. Losing a wife was bad enough. He figured a little girl losing her mom was probably worse. But Charlie never seemed to let it get to her.

It wasn't like she never talked about it. Charlie kind of wore her heart on her sleeve. Even though it was hard for him to hear her talk about Karen so glibly sometimes, the counselors said it was better that way, so she didn't keep everything all bottled up inside. He definitely didn't want her to end up on some sour psychiatrist's couch someday, blaming life for taking her mom from her, having run off to join some cult in Montana that worshiped endangered chipmunks or something.

It had been over four years now, and Charlie seemed to be doing okay, but he wasn't going to take any chances with her. There was nothing wrong with playing it safe. If that meant no sleepovers at other houses or wearing kneepads when she rode her bike, so be it. One big heartbreak in life was enough for anyone.

He pulled into the drop-off lane of Van Allen Elementary School. He got out to get the door for Charlie while she unbuckled herself.

“Here we are, miss,” he said with a fake British accent after opening her door.

“Thank you, Jeeves,” she said as she hopped down, just as she always did. “I would give you a tip, but I'm only seven and I don't have a job yet. Maybe if you let me work at Aunt Beth's candy store?”

He shook his head. “You'd eat her out of business.” He thought for a moment. “You know as long as I'm here—and I'm going to be here for a long time—you'll never have to worry about anything, right? I'll always take care of you.”

Charlie smiled as she hoisted her backpack on her tiny shoulder. The speech was familiar. “I know, Dad. Bye.”

“I'll see you to the door.”

Her shoulders slumped. “You don't need to. It's right there and Mr. Coggin is there and my friends are there and you're going to embarrass me again.”

Adrian stopped. “Again? Since when do I embarrass you?”

Charlie just gave him a dirty look that somehow still seemed sweet and then headed up the two steps to the door.

Adrian's phone was vibrating in his pocket. He fished it out and saw it was his work number. He answered while watching her chattering with one of her school friends as she went through the school's open double doors. Maybe he should mention tighter security to the principal?

“Hey, Kevin,” Adrian said into his cell. “What's up?”

“Are you on your way in?” his co-worker asked on the other end of the line.

“Yeah, just heading over. Why?” Adrian got in the car and started it. “I'm not late yet.”

“No, it's not that. I thought I'd just give you a heads up. I think Martin is going to talk to you. I just overheard some stuff, and I didn't want you to get blindsided.”

“What stuff?” Adrian's brow furrowed.

“About your route and your hours. You know, the same stuff they brought up last fall.”

Adrian rotated the wheel and turned back onto Easton after checking for traffic. “I'll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Great. First the medical expenses and now this. The last thing he needed was more bad news.







Chapter Two

MAGGIE MACNALLY WRESTLED A PARTICULARLY LARGE BOLT of green chenille off a top shelf in the backroom of Bella Bella, the custom dress shop where she'd worked for her old college roommate for the two or so years she'd been back in DC. She struggled to balance the fabric on her shoulder as she descended a shaky stepladder.

“That emerald green looks great with your hair, girl,” Jelly said from the doorway to the sales area. “I should design a dress for you.”

“I don't have anywhere to wear a fancy dress,” Maggie said through the pins in her teeth as she stepped off the ladder. She carried the bolt to the cutting table and brushed a cobweb out of her short black hair. “And you're already busy enough anyway.”

“Speaking of which, can you come help me up front? A couple of mannequins in the window look like they're trying to hit on each other. They keep slipping.”

“Sure thing.” Maggie had been helping Jelly at the design studio/store in between attempts to find a steady job in the family trade of politics. Born prematurely in the States when her parents were briefly stationed in Washington, she had been raised in Ireland, where she was fed a steady diet of diplomacy by both her parents and grandparents. A moderately successful four years here at Georgetown had not only given her a diploma but a best friend and roommate in Jelly. Her family had hoped she would follow in the their footsteps, especially her grandmother, now the Ambassador of Ireland to the United States. She had struggled to find her niche back in Ireland after college. It always seemed like the rest of her family moved naturally in the world of meetings, hand shaking, and long lunch conversations about “Corporate Risk Registers” and corrigenda to this and that. She had always found it somewhat boring, to be honest. Now, as an automatic US citizen and with the help of her influential grandmother, she was trying to take advantage of her unique situation. Unfortunately, her attempts at developing a political career in the US had also been less than stellar, as a string of failed minor jobs procured by her grandmother had proven.

She'd considered Bella Bella only a stopgap job, a way to put her hobby of sewing for fun to temporary use and repay Jelly for giving her a place to stay. She was mildly surprised to find herself a “natural” (as Jelly called her) at making Jelly's brand of sophisticated yet fun clothing.

Jelly popped her head back in the room. “Now they're doing the splits. Not the look I was going for.”

Maggie dropped what she was doing and hurried to help.

Jellico Jones had owned Bella Bella for three years, a venture she started right after she completed a hard-won Professional MBA at the nearby Kogod School of Business. Short yet feisty, she had already gathered a reputation as a local designer with a casual, fun flair. Her creations graced the closets of some of the more cosmopolitan residents in Georgetown, and her Jelly line of handmade scarves was making inroads into some of the area's tonier boutiques. Maggie knew her friend was sinking everything she made back into the shop, and it showed—from the stylish window settings to the slightly funky interior. It was classy but also trendy, and its sunny location on Thirtieth Street brought in a fair amount of walk-in traffic. It wasn't the main drag like M Street, but Jelly planned to be there someday.

Maggie helped battle the ornery mannequins and then followed Jelly, picking her way carefully over the short railing, out of the display window, and back inside the store's main display area.

Jelly wiped her dusty hands on her pants. “Put that on the list of new things we can't afford—mannequins. These things must be holdovers from the disco era.”

Maggie straightened her shirtsleeves and blew a loose strand of hair from her forehead. “I don't know how you do it. There's so much to take care of. The customers, the inventory, making the clothes.”

“Don't I know it. I'm so glad you showed up here last fall. If I didn't have you to help, I'd be underwater.” She thought for a moment. “Did I tell you I'm working on a deal with Chestnutt's over on Potomac? They want to feature a few of our infinity scarves.”

Maggie beamed. “Jelly, that's terrific! Someday I'll be able to tell everyone back home 'I knew her when.' ”

Jelly feigned surprise. “You aren't leaving me, are you, girl?”

Maggie laughed. “Of course not. I don't think so.” She was thinking. “At least, not for a while.”

Jelly's smile disappeared. “What do you mean? You got something new planned? Is it another store?” Her eyes grew wide. “It's not with”—she affected a snooty accent—“Elizabeth Hand at Dory & Hunk, is it?”

Maggie laughed again. “No, I don't think I could manage wearing a tutu. And what does she have her salesgirls wearing on their heads?”

“Red berets. No, excuse me.” She affected the accent again. “Raspberry berets.”

Maggie wrinkled her nose. “So shabby.” She grew a little more serious. “But… I don't know…”

“What, girl?”

Maggie sighed. “I haven't had the best track record when it comes to kick-starting a career the past couple of years.”

Jelly shrugged. “Takes some people a little longer to find their niche. I had to waitress at The Cloverleaf for two years while I worked my way through business school.”

“That's just it. You knew what you wanted to do. I don't know what I want to get off my butt and go do at all. It just seems so easy for the rest of my family.” Her parents back in Ireland were well known as movers and shakers in the Irish Parliament. Even her cousin was a political party head.

“Well, it hasn't been for lack of trying. At least, you can eliminate all the things you didn't like. Or that didn't involve a visit from the FBI.”

Maggie folded a scarf. “The Commonwealth Office job? That was just a misunderstanding.”

“I'll say. I don't think the Turkish embassy delivers pizza.”

“I told you, someone in the office gave me the wrong number. Besides, they didn't have to be so rude. I was just trying to order lunch.”

“You probably had an expired two-for-one breadsticks coupon.”

“Funny.”

“Let's see, then there was your campaign assistant job for that DC delegate where you misspelled her name on all the posters.”

“It was just one letter. And I told them the right name over the phone.”

Jelly shook her head sadly. “I know. Poor Elizabeth Moron. I mean, Moran.”

Maggie sighed again. “Okay, I get the picture. And to save time, let's just skip past the internship at the UNIC where I accidentally called the Prime Minister of Algeria a chicken anus, or the Department of the Interior job where I ordered five hundred boxes of toilet paper instead of five hundred rolls.”

“That would have come in handy for the pigeon poop job,” Jelly said slyly.

“I'm not telling the pigeon story again. And they were doves, not pigeons.”

“Please,” Jelly begged. “I love the pigeon story! Tell it with the date you got after the guy from the cleaning service asked you out.”

“No. And don't get me started on the men either.”

“But your man stories are so much fun. Who was the guy that picked you up in the white van with no windows?”

Maggie covered her face with her hand. “Okay, that was Barry. He wanted me to dye my hair red and wear hats so I'd look more like his mother.”

“Creepy.”

“Yeah, and then I find out he's an orphan.”

“Okay, that's call-the-police creepy.”

“And Devin, can't forget Devin, handsome, witty successful senior bank manager Devin. The perfect gentleman. Brought me a rose from his garden on our first date.”

“What a sweet gesture.”

“His wife didn't seem to think so when she found out.”

Jelly winced and shook her head. “Youch.”

Maggie shrugged. “Oh, and last but not least, there was the really cute guy from the National Gallery who was teaching me how to oil paint. I managed to date him for a week until he got arrested for trying to sell a forged Picasso.”

Jelly held up her hands. “Hey, those things could have happened to anybody.”

“But that anybody was me, and I'm twenty-five—almost twenty-six,” Maggie suddenly realized, “and I'm still trying to figure out what I'm supposed to be doing with my life. Not to mention having to deal with all the Barrys and Devins and whatnot.”

Jelly sighed. “Well, join the club.” She put her hands on her friend's shoulders. “Hey, girl, it'll all work out. Look, you're doing a great job here. You and I have a great bachelorette pad just upstairs; I got five more years and the store's paid off, two months of inventory on the way.” She looked around the room, ticking off items on her fingers. “Let's see…two disco-obsessed mannequins, a front display case with cracked glass, a water leak in the ceiling from a bad pipe no one can find, a water heater that sounds like it's making love to a train wreck every time it heats up—yeah, we're screwed.”

Maggie laughed. “I suppose it's how you see it. I just expected that by now I'd have at least been more of a success.” She looked out the window. “Like everyone in my family.”

Jelly nodded. “We've been down this road before. I know practically your whole family back home is knee-deep in politics. And your grandma is some high mucky-mucky here at the Irish Embassy, but from what you've told me, she's also an ice queen with an attitude.”

“Well, sure, she may be tough, but she's done so much with her life. I mean, all of the stories I hear about her traveling. And who she meets—queens and presidents—you name it. And she always seems to know just what to do. Even when I was a little girl, she'd kind of boss my grandfather around. He played along, of course, but she was always ready to take charge.” Maggie realized she now thought of her mamó more as Ireland's Ambassador to the US than as her grandmother. “I wish I had just a little of that in me. Just once.”

Jelly shrugged. “It'll all come clear. Trust me.” The front door dinged and a customer walked in. As the stylish young woman began browsing through the discount rack, Jelly gestured with her head. “For now, we need to get back to taking care of business.”

Maggie started sorting spring dresses, her mind still trying to piece together her future.

She tried to envision herself more like her grandmother, ensconced in her stately office, making important decisions for her country, meeting foreign diplomats, going to balls. That was a life of distinction, the prestigious life her parents had wanted her to emulate ever since she could remember. She still remembered them taking her to see her mamó give a speech on the steps of the Irish Parliament House when she was a little girl.

But here she was, working as the only employee in a small dress shop. No future, no relationships, a string of failed attempts to make a name of her own for herself in this most political of all towns.

Her luck had to change sometime or… maybe she needed to change it herself. Maybe she should be more like Jelly, take the bull by the horns and finally make something happen for herself.

But what? Work in a dress shop? Her parents would love that.

Maggie glanced at the wall where the clock showed it was after ten. Past time for her tea and Jelly's coffee from Red Zone, the coffee place next door. She pushed her jumbled thoughts to the side. Jelly was right. They had work to do.

But she knew one thing. Something had to change, and soon.







Chapter Three

“SO, YOU'RE SAYING you're letting me go?” Adrian was standing in the office of Marty Suskind, the main dispatcher.

Marty had been head dispatcher of Prestige Driving Services for almost twenty years and had always been good to Adrian.

Now, he avoided looking Adrian in the eyes. “No, it's not like that. You know if it were my decision we'd work it out, but the company has new rules regarding hours.”

“And mine don't work anymore.” Adrian felt his face flush. “I've told them I need the flexibility for Charlie. They didn't have a problem with it before.”

“I know, but like I said, the policies have changed. HR and all that. I'm sorry. Look, I'll keep my ears open, of course. We have connections with the other agencies around, and with your federal clearance and record, I think you'll be able to pick something up real quick. Or if you can find someone to take care of Charlie—”

“Nope.” Adrian hardened his voice. “It's hard enough leaving her at school for six hours every day. The other day someone let the iguana out of his cage in her class, and it bit the custodian.” He rubbed his eyes briefly. “The thing could have given him parasites or some tropical disease. I can't let anything happen to her now.” He sighed. “I just can't.”

“Sure, sure,” Marty said sympathetically. “Just a thought.”

Adrian sighed again. “I know.” He stood and gathered his coat. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

Marty got up and stuck out his hand. “Anything for your family. Say hi to Danny when you see him, okay?”

Adrian shook his hand. “Sure thing. I'm sure he'd like to have you over for some of Beth's chili sometime.”

“Beth's chili?” Marty laughed. “Hey, I said I was sorry.”

Adrian also managed a smile at the thought of his sister-in-law's notoriously evil chili. He paused, then pulled out his key chain, unhooked the keys to the Mercedes and put them on the desk. “Forgot about these. Let me know if something comes up, okay?”

“Of course.”

Adrian pulled on his coat and headed toward the nearest Metro station. He tried not to think about the house payments and Charlie and the medical bills he was still paying off. He needed work, and quick.

He rubbed his chin. Time to make some phone calls and call in a few favors.

* * *

“Here's your coffee.” Maggie set a steaming paper cup on Jelly's crowded desk where she was busy going over some receipts.

“Thanks,” Jelly said, not looking up.

“Gerard says hi,” Maggie said slyly.

“Does he?” Jelly said, still not looking up.

“Yes, he says, 'When is Jelly coming over again? I think I want to marry her. I have a date set and—'”

Jelly slapped Maggie's thigh with the back of her hand. “Girl, shush. You're terrible.”

“Well, you haven't been over there in a while. I think he misses you.”

“I'm busy. Lot's going on.”

“Well, don't get too busy for fun,” Maggie advised.

“I hear that.” Jelly took a sip from her coffee. “Mmm. He does make good coffee.” She sat back. “And that man is easy on the eyes.”

“He definitely likes you,” Maggie said, fiddling with a box of antique buttons that needed sorting. “Talks about you all the time.”

“Well, maybe he can just talk himself over here sometime and we'll have ourselves a little conversation.”

“Yes, you can talk about your future together and how many babies you want to have,” Maggie teased.

“What're you, in grade school? And speaking of futures.” She got up from her desk, taking her coffee with her. “I was thinking while you were next door. C'mere, girl. Sit down.” She motioned to the overstuffed red velvet chair behind the counter.

“Are you firing me?” Maggie bumped the box of buttons, spilling them.

“Don't be stupid.” Jelly perched on the counter, her legs dangling over the edge. “I have a proposition for you.”

“Okay…” Maggie sat, as ordered, and gave Jelly a quizzical look.

“You've been here for six months now, and I have to tell you, I've been designing for a lot longer than that, and I can see talent. Plus, you've got a way with the customers. Like that German lady that was in here two weeks ago. I didn't know you spoke German, and there you were chattering away with her.”

“Oh, well, I only took one class.”

“Well, it must have been enough. Got her to buy two customs.”

Maggie shrugged. “Well, I do love the customers—the people. And the clothes…I just kind of make what I feel. It sort of comes to me.”

Jelly nodded. “That's why I say you're a natural. Match that with some more training and you could make this a career. And that's why I want to offer you a partnership.”

“A partnership? In the store?”

Jelly nodded again. “Yup. We're growing, no small thanks to you, and I think we can make it bigger, maybe even add another store someday, or even a chain of boutiques. Who knows? But we've got to move while things are cooking, or we might miss our chance.”

“We?” Maggie sat back. “But I don't know anything about running a business.”

“I'm not asking you to take over, just to be partners. I've got the degree for what that's worth, and you're getting experience.”

Maggie knew Jelly wouldn't be offering this if she didn't believe in her abilities, and she was flattered. But co-owner of a store? It wasn't really what she'd come to DC to do. She wasn't sure exactly how much money that would take, but she was pretty sure she didn't have it, which meant she'd have to take out a loan. Or worse, ask her parents. As if they would agree to her investing in a dress shop. Plus, it was a huge responsibility, and she'd hardly made a success of the things she'd already tried here.

“I know you've got to think about it.” Jelly hopped off the desk. “And we'd have to work out the details, but I thought I'd put the bug in your ear. We'll talk about it more later this week. But Maggie,” she said, locking eyes with her, “I've seen your work, girl. And all those outfits we stitched together for kicks in college? I'm pretty sure you have what it takes. You might think you're Miss Flighty and don't know which end's coming or going, but I think there's more in that head of yours than just Irish air. You didn't get through Georgetown on just your charm, you know.” She walked to the door that led to the stock room. “Besides, it'd be fun.”

After she disappeared into the back room, Maggie pondered the unexpected offer. Sure she had some experience with design, and she had to admit she did love it, but she wasn't sure she could pull it off. Besides, she reminded herself again, she had come here to start a different career.

The determination to make her own way, to follow the path of her successful grandmother returned. There had to be some job of some importance she could find in this famous town, something that would start to build her career and her life.

She just needed that one break.







Chapter Four

AT LEAST IT WAS A JOB, Adrian decided, as he tied on an apron in Bartlett's Candy Shop.

He began refilling a row of candy jars with bags from a cart. He couldn't help remembering when he and his younger brother, Danny, would sneak malted milk balls from Parson's dime store on the corner near their house. After yesterday's bad news, he had needed something for work, and fast. Bartlett's was an old-fashioned store that sold classic candy and homemade confections.

Danny's in-laws owned the store, and Beth, Danny's wife, worked here on the mornings their kids were at school, helping her dad out behind the counter and doing the books. It was a small but thriving business just off the Georgetown district, drawing a fair amount of tourists, especially now after a food show featured its famous white-chocolate-covered strawberries.

Adrian obviously knew it wasn't going to be a long-term job, but Beth was being generous with her offer, and he did need some money to fill in the cracks while he waited for his next opportunity.

Which he hoped would be soon. He had gotten the word out yesterday to all of his contacts in the driving service business, and he was trying to remain confident that his experience and connections would turn up something.

The door to the shop dinged lightly, and Danny walked in wearing his sharply cut police uniform. Adrian crossed the floor to meet his brother. Three years younger than Adrian, Danny was inches shorter than Adrian's six feet, with more of their French-Canadian mother's decidedly aquiline nose. He wore his Diplomatic Security Service uniform well and with authority, and had risen through the ranks fairly quickly for his age. He had dreams of becoming a US Marshal, but that would have to wait until his family was a little older.

Adrian thought briefly that this would have been him too, if he had been able to finish the program at the FLETC—the Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers. But Karen's illness had changed those plans, along with just about everything else in his life, and taking care of Charlie had become more imperative than finishing federal training.

“Officer Adams. Good to see you.”

“Citizen,” Danny returned with false gravity. He looked around the shop. “How are things in the candy business? Sweet?”

“Hilarious.” Adrian gestured to the young, cheerful woman behind the counter on the other end of the store. “The boss is an evil taskmaster, though. Makes me actually work and stuff.”

Danny nodded. “Humph. Tell me about it. This morning she made me fold the laundry.” He faked a shudder, then gave a brief wave to Beth, who gave her husband a knowing smile. “Seriously, though, bro, sorry to hear about the job. I'm glad we could help out a little, but you have any leads?”

Adrian shrugged. “I have the word out, but nothing just yet. Tell Beth thanks for letting me fill in here, though.”

“Of course. I mean I know it's not much, but I figure it can keep you going. You'll find something soon, I think, with your experience. No problem.”

Adrian appreciated his brother's encouragement, although he knew it was going to be a challenge to find a job with the flexibility he needed.

“So,” Danny continued, “Beth and I were wondering if you and Charlie wanted to come over for dinner this Saturday.”

Adrian's eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Every time you ask me and Charlie over for dinner there's always some single woman there who happened to have just dropped in to get a cup of sugar or pet the guppy or whatever.”

Danny held his hands open in apology. “What can I say? We're very popular with our neighbors.”

“Well, then, you have a lot of weird neighbors who also happen to be single women. Like that last one.”

“Which one? The one with the crew cut or the one with the Pekinese?”

“I was thinking of the one wearing the earrings made from her own kidney stones.”

“Yeah, Carly. Classy lady. She's a model, you know.”

“Yes, an ear model. Oh, and then there was the clown.”

“Imogene? She wasn't a clown. She just wore a lot of makeup.”

“Okay, then how do you explain the size fourteen feet?”

“I don't think you should call a girl a clown just because she has big feet.”

“Then she shouldn't have worn red shoes.”

“Well”—Danny smiled—“you know what they say about a woman with big feet.”

“Yes, they say, 'Watch out for those huge feet.' ”

Danny rubbed his chin. “Okay, then what was wrong with Olivia?”

“Olivia…was she the one with the beard or the mustache?”

“C'mon, there was no one with a beard or a mustache.” Danny paused, thinking. “Well, not a beard anyway.”

Adrian shook his head. “You're forgetting the one who managed the insect section of the pet store.”

“That wasn't a beard, it was just a really fuzzy turtleneck sweater.”

“She looked like she was being swallowed by a gorilla suit.”

Danny threw up his hands. “Okay, then, I give up.”

“Finally! That's what I've been waiting for. I told you, I'm not ready to go looking again.”

“Well, those were all quality ladies, my friend.”

“Uh huh. You were always a terrible liar.”

Danny acted hurt. “Hey, I was always a terrific liar. Remember that time we broke the bunk beds and I told Dad it was the dog?”

“Don't change the subject.”

“I'm not. The subject is life, Ady.” He grew serious. “We just want you to know…you know Beth and I are there for you, right?”

“Of course, I know.”

“Well, I know you're my big brother, but some of being there for you is to maybe kick your butt every once in a while. Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

Adrian's tone softened. “Sure, but—”

“So consider this a friendly butt kicking,” Danny continued. “I'm worried that you're, you know, not getting out there.”

“Oh, I'm out there. I was out there this morning, taking Charlie to school, taking out the garbage, cleaning up the neighbor's dog poop on our lawn.”

“You know what I mean.”

Adrian did, and it always made him feel defensive. “Well, sometimes real life get's in the way. We don't all get to have the perfect job with the perfect wife…” He trailed off, not wanting to say something out of anger he'd regret.

“You're right,” Danny said, sympathetic but firm. “But everybody has their own 'real life' to deal with. For me, it's waking up every day to go to a job I love but knowing my wife's worried that I'm maybe not coming home because some nutbag decided to shoot up an embassy. Real life is Beth taking care of three kids while trying to help run her dad's candy store because he's getting old and can't handle all of the work anymore.” He put his hands on his hips. “Look, I know you lost Karen, Ady, but if you keep staying stuck where you are, you're going to crumble in on yourself.”

Adrian held out his hands. “Hey, I'm trying to go forward. I'm trying to get a better job for Charlie and me. You know that.”

“That's just money. I'm talking about companionship. Family. Maybe even someone to love.”

“I may get to that. Sometime.”

“You never did like to take risks.”

Adrian felt his face grow warm. “Well, I can't really afford to take a lot of risks right now, can I?”

“Yeah, but where does that leave you? C'mon, Ady—and I'm saying this because I love you—it's time to let go of that part of Karen and live your life. She'll always be Charlie's mom, she'll always be a part of you, but it's time to start taking some steps forward. Make some friends, get out. You know we're happy to watch Charlie any time.”

Adrian knew his brother loved him, but there wasn't any way he could understand what he had gone through. “I appreciate that. We'll see.”

He was relieved to spot Beth catch her husband's eye and nod in the direction of the clock.

“Look, I've got to go,” Danny said, “but I want you to think about this. You're my brother and I care. You know I only want what's best for you.”

“That's exactly what I want for Charlie, too.”

Danny sighed, but at least he dropped the argument. “Okay, so how about Saturday night? Beth's making her famous Brazilian pot roast.”

“So I should bring some pizza from Bartoni's?”

“Right.”

Adrian decided to throw him a bone. “Okay, but no accidental guests dropping by to get your recipe for potato salad or something.”

Danny smiled and held up three fingers. “Promise. Just think about what I said. Beth thinks the same thing too, you know. Speaking of which I've got my own date for lunch.” He caught his wife's eye behind the counter and winked.

After they said their goodbyes, Adrian resumed filling the front canisters, feeling a tinge of jealousy for his brother and the wife he still had around to smile at him. He watched the various couples walking by outside the shop's front window. Not all of them seemed happy, of course, but there were a few that were obviously enamored with each other, holding hands, laughing.

How could anyone expect to find that twice? And what if it didn't work out? What about Charlie? Could she take losing another person, even if it wasn't her mom?

Could he?

He rubbed the empty finger where he'd once worn a ring. No, it was too risky. No one should have to go through that again.

* * *

Maggie stared at her phone screen, biting her lower lip in indecision. She'd been picking it up off and on for the last ten minutes, trying to decide whether to push the phone icon next to her mother's name. It was one thirty in the afternoon in Ireland, which meant who knew what government function they might be at and she might be interrupting. She'd never asked her parents for money before, and this would definitely be a large loan. She'd have to be certain it was what she wanted. And certain she wanted to swallow some pride as well.

She put the phone down. The courage wasn't there just yet.

Jelly's offer yesterday had dogged her thoughts for the last twenty-four hours, sticking in her mind more than she had expected. She found herself playing out different scenarios in her mind—designing, creating, expanding the business. And Jelly was right: regardless of how successful they were, it would be fun. But she also knew it would disappoint her family, and maybe even herself. Was she really ready to settle for less than what she'd been raised to do all her life?

“I'd say a penny for your thoughts, but I think you'd get shortchanged.”

Maggie looked up to see Jelly standing in the doorway of the back room of Bella Bella.

“Hmm? Oh, hi.”

“Looks like you have a lot on your mind.” Jelly came over to where Maggie was seated in the stuffed red chair by the counter.

Maggie frowned. “I suppose so.”

“Boss getting you down?”

“Of course not.”

“Then it must be men. The FedEx guy hit on you again? Meet a new guy at the coffee shop?” Her eyes narrowed. “It's not Gerard, is it?”

Maggie managed a smile. “No, but if you don't do something soon, I might change my mind.”

Her cell phone started ringing, startling her as it rattled on the counter. She gave an apologetic look to Jelly and picked it up.

“Hello,” she said without bothering to look at who was calling.

“Hello, Margaret.” The voice on the other end of the line was distinct, familiar, and undeniably sophisticated.

“Mamó,” Maggie said, instantly recognizing her grandmother's voice. “How are you? How are things at the embassy?”

“That's why I called.” Maggie's grandmother always got to the point, a habit probably acquired from years of negotiation as a high-ranking diplomat. “I want you to come by tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow? I'll have to make sure Jelly can spare me.”

Jelly was already nodding her head okay. “The ambassador?” she whispered.

Maggie nodded back at her. “Looks like it's no problem, Mamó. But I don't have a car.” She hadn't driven in years, and certainly not here in DC.

“I'm sending a driver for you. At ten o'clock. He'll fetch you from that seamstress shop where you work.”

Maggie didn't bother to correct her. “Okay, I'll give you the address.”

“Unnecessary. The driver will pick you up at ten sharp. I'll see you then, Margaret.”

The phone beeped and the call was ended. That was Ambassador MacCarthy, short and to the point.

Maggie realized she'd been holding her breath and blew it out.

“Something important?” Jelly queried.

Maggie bit her lower lip, as she always did when she was nervous. “I'm not sure.”

Her grandmother wasn't usually one for social calls during her workday. In fact, since Maggie had been in DC, she'd visited her grandmother's house, but not once had she been summoned to the embassy. Mamó had been instrumental in setting up some of her job attempts, but those had been pretty hands-off. Going to the embassy was a different story.

She crossed her arms in thought. What could be so important?

* * *

Adrian glanced at the clock on the candy shop's wall. He'd better get moving if he was going to pick up Charlie from school on time. He resisted the temptation to sneak a last few malted milk balls out of a nearby jar. Work at this job too much longer and I'll gain fifty pounds.

Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that, and something would turn up. Nothing against Beth and the shop, but he wasn't a high school kid looking for a lazy after-school job. He was already starting to feel a definite pinch in his dignity.

As if someone had heard his thoughts, the store door opened with its customary jingle and a man with a vaguely familiar face entered. “Hey, Adrian. How's it going? Good to see you.”

Adrian recognized him now. He tried to suppress his excitement as he wiped his hands on his apron before shaking Jack Swanson's outstretched hand. He was the dispatcher for Capital Transport, one of the other quality driver services in the DC area.

“Hi, Jack. Going so-so, if you want the truth, but maybe things are looking up. Have you found something for me?”

“Well, it's something. Not sure if you'll like it. Your message said you were working here, so I thought I'd just stop by. My wife loves Bartlett's sea-salt chocolate caramels.” He smiled. “We just got a job opening today driving for a local embassy. It's just a one-shot, but once you get your foot in the door, we could probably pick you up some more work. I don't have anyone else available right now, and I heard through the grapevine you were looking.”

Adrian's phone calls were paying off. He tried not to sound too eager. “Sure, where is it?”

Jack looked down at some papers in his hand. “Let's see… standard pickup and on-call for someone on Thirtieth Street. You'd be taking them to the Irish embassy.”

“Irish citizen?” It was always good to know if there were going to be any potential diplomatic immunity issues.

Jack scanned the paper again. “Says here American. So…if you want it, it's yours.”

Adrian looked at the work order. Not much on it; just the address, the pickup time and the last name: MacNally. Well, he definitely needed the money. “Sure, I'll take it. This all the info?”

Jack handed him the details from the folded computer printout he had with him. “Sorry it's just the one pickup. But you can fill in with some other jobs as needed.”

“Thanks, Jack. Appreciate it. A lot.”

“No sweat. Glad I could help. See you around.” He turned to the shop door, then stopped. “This also the place that sells those strawberries?”

“I'll get you a half dozen. On the house.” Adrian knew he'd be paying for them out of his paycheck, but now he wasn't as worried. He brought a pre-packed box over to Jack, who said another thanks and went to the counter to get his caramels.

Adrian quickly took off his apron and put it behind the counter. He'd text Beth later that he had left to pick up Charlie. And that he had found a new job. Even if it was just for one day.

Pausing in the back room to get his coat, he checked the name on the work order again, then pulled out his phone and began typing the address of the new client into his contacts, along with the name: MacNally. Hopefully not just another opinionated old guy who'd keep asking him to turn down the air conditioning and watch out for all the potholes.

Oh well, a job was a job, right?
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