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        Saint Paul, Minnesota

        August

      

      

      

      As far as ordinary went, Britta Jane Johnson thought there was nobody more ordinary than herself. Below average height, above average weight, brown eyes, hair neither blonde nor brown, all her life she’d heard words like “plain” thrown at her. But even though some might think being considered ordinary was boring, being average had its upsides too. Nobody ever expected much from her, so she had no pedestal to fall from, and any day she felt like she looked good wasn’t the norm but a win. Being ordinary meant she had no expectations to live up to, which some might think was a disadvantage, but it meant she could be herself. And as she’d had nearly three decades of figuring that out, and had grown more comfortable in her skin this past decade, it also meant that on days like today she could pull out a move that would surprise—or shock, as the case may be.

      She studied herself in the mirror, and smoothed down the bright yellow fabric. Too much? Well, too bad. A swivel of shoulders showed the wings were still attached. Let’s see if they lasted until she arrived.

      Thirty minutes later she pulled into her parking space, and readjusted her wings, touched up her lipstick, and exited her car. Then bit back her smile as she caught the dropped jaws and wide eyes from several pedestrians passing by.

      Yep, this wasn’t the usual attire for downtown Saint Paul, Minnesota, even in the heights of hockey mania which saw all manner of wacky costumes along this stretch of road leading to the arena just down the street. But then, she wasn’t shooting for average today.

      “Looking good, Britta!” Derek called as she neared the library’s front door.

      “Thanks Derek.” She smiled as he lounged against the stone balustrade. In winter, numbers of the city’s homeless gathered near the front doors, taking shelter from the bitterness that plunged temperatures to minuses deeper than nearly everywhere except for North Dakota or Wyoming. Thanks, Benny Latimer, for asking her to help with that school homework report that had lodged that piece of trivia inside her brain.

      “Did you sleep well?” She paused as she scanned him. Derek seemed well, even though there was a chill in the air.

      “Can’t complain.”

      She smiled. “You can, you know. I’d be happy to talk to Pastor Norberg and—”

      “You don’t want to waste your time doing that.”

      “Come on, Derek. Don’t tell me you’re not worth it. I happen to know someone thinks you’re pretty important.”

      “Who? You?”

      She nodded, and pointed upward.

      He scoffed and shook his head. “Don’t go giving me that.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that God loves you.”

      He folded his arms and glanced away, his usual sign for this conversation being over.

      One day, Derek, God is going to zap your tough heart, in Jesus’s name. “Have a good day,” she called, and offered a wave.

      Her bosses didn’t like the fact she spoke to the homeless, but she figured her ultimate Boss probably approved. One could take the evangelist out of the church setting but could never take the fire out of her soul.

      She moved to the side and accessed the staff entrance, then took her dressed-up self to her desk, stifling a chuckle as she passed those dressed far more staid and sedate, whose ideas of heroes seemed to be research scientists or librarians. And fair call, both were true heroes and made a nice change from the caped crusaders that Hero Day usually inspired. Many of the librarians she worked with were heroes to the kids and parents who were so appreciative for the extra support the kids’ librarians offered during school time.

      “Britta.” Margaret Rankin blinked as Britta drew near. “Um, wow.”

      “I know, right?” Britta swished her ruffled yellow skirt.

      “I gather from the antennae and the black and yellow stripes you’re meant to be a bee.”

      Meant to be? She clicked her fingers and pointed at the head of the children’s department. “Meant to be. I see what you did there.”

      Margaret blinked behind her horn-rimmed glasses. “I, er…”

      Britta swallowed a smile. Margaret had a very different sense of humor. Some of the people she worked with, like Kayla, described Margaret as a “boomer”.

      Her colleague snickered softly, and Britta eyed Kayla’s Regency gown and raised her eyebrows.

      “Don’t start. Jane is a literary goddess.”

      “And you’ve dressed as her for the past five years. Wasn’t this year supposed to be your chance to break out of your rut and try new things?”

      “I know, I know. It’s just that John wanted to take me out last night and I ran out of time and… yeah.”

      Ran out of time when today’s event had been on the calendar all year? Okay. She swallowed a sigh. “Well, it looks like it’s going to be up to me to celebrate all things sweet and powerful today.”

      “You look good,” Kayla said.

      “Thanks.” She suppressed the desire to suck in her stomach, courtesy of her overindulgence at the recent State Fair. What was a girl to do—pretend that the Fair’s deep-fried ranch dressing triangles or dill pickle tots or a chile mango whip weren’t supposed to be tried, at least? Besides, bees were meant to be round after all. And if she sucked in too far then the corset might have issues elsewhere.

      “Love the corset.” Kayla waggled her eyebrows.

      “It’s not too much, is it?” Everything was covered, and with the long sleeved black and yellow tee nothing could be seen.

      “It’s just enough.” Kayla winked, which wasn’t exactly reassuring. “But I’m not sure if many people are going to understand just why bees are heroes.”

      “Well, they will after I explain it fifty million times today.”

      Yes, she knew her outfit was going to prove a stretch to most people’s ideas of heroism, but there was a limit to how many times a girl could dress as Jane Austen or Anne of Green Gables. And while she might have Pippi Longstocking-esque height, her body shape had been all woman since tenth grade so that wasn’t really gonna fly.

      Margaret cleared her throat, ensuring the small team gave her their full attention. “Now, I just wanted to run through the order of events today. We have a busy schedule so we need to stay on the ball.”

      “I just love when she uses sports metaphors,” Kayla murmured.

      Britta grinned. Margaret was the most non-sporty person on their team, the one who always complained whenever the Wild played next door and the sheer volume of fans meant there were always a few wanting to know where the nearest bathroom facilities were.

      “We are not a public convenience,” Margaret would say with a sigh.

      Except their jobs, employed by the city of Saint Paul, kind of suggested they were. Hence the need to practice patience with those who paid their taxes—or even with those like Derek, who probably didn’t—to ensure this public facility could remain open to serve the needs of those in the Saint Paul area.

      “…and at four, we’re expecting a visit from some of the members of the Wild hockey team.” Margaret’s nose wrinkled in distaste.

      “Woohoo!” Kayla called.

      Margaret eyed her over her glasses. “You have been assigned to do shelving at that time.”

      “What? I mean, pardon?” Kayla glanced at Britta who shrugged. Yep, this was a surprise to her as well. “I thought Britta and I were doing the hockey session. You know we love hockey.”

      “Your enthusiasm for the sport has not passed unnoticed,” Margaret said. “Which is why I did not feel it appropriate for you to run a session on heroes when you were meeting yours.”

      “But… but—”

      “Mrs. Rankin,” Britta interposed. Margaret always preferred the title; no over-familiarity for her. “You can trust us to be completely professional in that situation.”

      Margaret eyed her. “I’m sorry, but it’s rather hard to equate the word ‘professional’ with you dressed in that attire today.”

      She refused to take offense. “We all need bees. They’re the bee’s knees of agriculture, so to speak.”

      Kayla smothered a snicker, as Margaret frowned. “I’m not sure—”

      “I’m not sure that anyone else would know the players well enough to introduce them to the kids,” Britta continued. Not that they’d need introducing. The kids who would come today knew every detail about these men they regarded as real-life heroes. Minnesota wasn’t known as the “state of hockey” for nothing.

      “One doesn’t need to know a guest speaker to be able to introduce them.” Margaret glanced at her redheaded second-in-command. “I thought I’d ask Carol to do the honors.”

      “Oh!” Carol blinked behind her glasses, glanced at Britta then at Margaret, and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I just remembered I have an appointment then.”

      Judging from the resignation spreading across Margaret’s face, it didn’t look like Carol should expect a promotion any time soon.

      “Very well,” Margaret said.

      Kayla fist-pumped as Britta internally cheered.

      “I suppose I shall have to do it.”

      “What? I mean, pardon?” Kayla said.

      “Oh, Margaret, let the girls do it,” Carol protested softly. “You don’t need to spoil their fun.”

      Amen, sister. Britta smiled at her.

      “I don’t want to discuss this further,” Margaret said. “We have a busy day, so let’s get on with it.”

      “I bet she doesn’t want to discuss this further,” Kayla grumbled as Margaret moved to the front desk. “She’s a dictator, that woman. You know the only reason she doesn’t want us to do it is because you did such a great job organizing it last year.”

      The highlight of her year. “Don’t let her pique spoil your day,” Britta said softly. “I’m sure we’ll still get a way to see them.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to go all crazy fangirl on them,” Kayla complained.

      Britta eyed her.

      “Well, not now I have John anyway. But you still could.”

      “That would be unprofessional,” she said, as primly as she could.

      Kayla rolled her eyes. “But they’re hot.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Come on, we both know that’s a lie.”

      “Fine. I would be interested, but they’re all taken or not Christians so that’s that. Okay?”

      Kayla sighed. “I don’t know why no guy has asked you out.”

      One of life’s great mysteries, and a question she’d asked God many times before. She might be plain, but she didn’t think she was conventionally ugly. Nobody had said that to her, anyway. And her personality mightn’t be to everyone’s taste, but it wasn’t like she had none. An ordinary plain girl had to cultivate a sense of humor, even if just to shield herself from the slights, slings, and arrows of the beautiful and entitled. But dwelling on such things too long was a recipe for discontentment, and not something that helped her remember she was a child of God. “I guess nobody has recognized my inner awesomeness yet.”

      Kayla smiled. “Or your outer awesomeness. I gotta say this is your best look yet.”

      Britta smiled. “I tried.”

      “You slayed.” Kayla motioned to her corset. “I know it might not be Red Jellybean approved, but you should keep that on rotation.”

      Britta laughed, thinking about how well this would go down at her youth group. Yeah, that was something else not worth investigating.

      “Girls?” Margaret called. “Get to your stations, please.”

      Britta joined the others in moving to their appointed places. The front doors would open soon, and it would only be a matter of seconds before the children’s area would be crawling with eager kids, ready for children’s author talks and book readings and activities. And while missing the hockey talk was disappointing, there would be plenty of other fun activities to stay engaged in.

      She pushed back her shoulders and smiled. Today was going to be a great day.
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      Today was going to be awful.

      Mitchell Reilly stared at the phone where his latest message to his girlfriend lay unanswered. Unread, even, according to the phone’s handy-dandy little messaging thing that announced when his texts had been delivered or read. Why wasn’t Georgia picking up?

      He flicked back to where the message from the club’s PR and community liaison officer lay. He had twenty minutes to get to the venue of the presentation he was supposed to show up for. And read a book. A book! He hadn’t read a book in years. Well, apart from the Bible, and even that he tended to read on his phone. There was less chance others might ask him about it if it was on his phone, and he could pretend he was just like the others and how he’d always been. Tough, uncompromising Mitch Reilly, known for his killer checks and his hard-core defense, always ready with a smart-mouthed comeback. Even if some of that wasn’t quite what he thought Jesus would do.

      He gritted his teeth and took the elevator to his car. Okay, so the fact he was a Christian would come as a surprise to many, as it had to his family. Even if faith had been part of his growing up. But then, that was what the love for a good woman could do to a man. And since Georgia had entered his life, well, he was trying to change and prove he was the man she expected him to be.

      And despite his on-ice toughness, he did find it reassuring to know that there was Someone bigger than himself, who could be trusted with his future. Even if he sometimes couldn’t remember things like he used to, and what was happening with Georgia wasn’t tracking the way he wanted at all.

      He steered into his usual spot, where he parked on game days, then jogged to the library entrance, where he recognized a teammate wearing a jersey with the Wild colors of green, Iron Range red, and yellow.

      “Hey, Enzo.”

      Jack Enzo turned and grinned. “Reilly.” Backslaps. “How was your summer?”

      He shrugged. “Good. Saw the fam in Trinity Lakes.”

      “Where’s that again?”

      “Southeast Washington. My sister got married a few months ago.”

      “Ellie, right?”

      “Good memory.”

      “She’s kinda hard to forget.”

      A firecracker, his sister. Youngest in a clan of boys. She’d looked amazing, totally unlike the tomboy he’d always known, dressed up to the nines at her wedding. Her wedding. His stomach tensed. Was Georgia still unhappy about that kiss?

      He shook off the concern and refocused on his friend. “How about you? What have you been up to?”

      He’d seen a few of the guys in recent months, joining with various ones for training purposes or skills clinics. Living four states away, and spending a lot of time in Seattle trying to get Georgia to pay attention to him, meant he hadn’t had as much time as he should’ve had prepping for this season.

      As Jack continued sharing about his family, regret knuckled within that he’d left serious relationships a little late. He didn’t like regrets. They felt too much like mistakes, and he didn’t want to second-guess his life choices. Yeah, he could’ve done a few things better—okay, a lot of things—but he was on the right track now. Even if Georgia didn’t seem so onboard.

      He became aware that Jack had stopped talking, that he was supposed to say something, like he was interested and hadn’t been in his own head. “Yeah, well that sounds great,” he mumbled.

      He wasn’t sure if he’d sold his interest, as Jack eyed him then shrugged. “So, you ready?”

      “Born ready.” He frowned. “What are we doing today?”

      Jack shook his head. “It’s the kids’ Hero Day. Remember?”

      He clicked his fingers. How could he have forgotten? “Of course.” He smirked. “Not surprising they asked us.”

      Ahead, someone opened the door, and he glanced at the homeless man lying nearby.

      “Wassup?” the dude said.

      Mitch nodded, but ignored him and hurried inside. A couple of other Wild players drew his attention and he did the reunion thing again. He really needed to get his head into gear and off the question marks around Georgia and Seattle 1600 miles away.

      A middle-aged woman wearing glasses directed him up the stairs to a glass-fronted space behind which little bodies moved, many of them dressed up. In fact, a number of the adults around here had dressed up too, which suggested they took Hero Day pretty seriously. Wait—was that woman dressed as a bee? “What the actual—?”

      Matt Barlow sniggered. “Did you see Bee Chick too?”

      “Since when is a bee a hero?” He glanced back, saw her with her hands on her yellow and black hips, her antennae bobbing around as she tilted her head and joined the kids in watching their progression down the hall.

      They passed that room, and yeah, he might’ve waved to a few of the kids, who instantly turned to follow them. And maybe that was bad of him, because it quickly became obvious that they had a little entourage following them.

      Mitch wasn’t unused to fans—his family liked to tease him about his groupies—but little kids were the best. To have the chance to inspire them just like he’d been inspired all those years ago was awesome.

      He joined the other players and they were met by a severe-looking lady in glasses and a cardigan, who looked like she read the encyclopedia for breakfast. Unlike Ms. Bee, who looked like fun.

      He frowned at himself, and maybe scared a kid who backed away, so he found a smile, pushing thoughts of Georgia and women in bee costumes far from his mind. Right now was about the kids, not anything else.

      “And it’s wonderful that you can join us,” Cardigan Lady said. She glanced at her notes, adjusted her glasses. “Now, which one of you is Mitchell Reilly?”

      He lifted a hand. “I am, ma’am.”

      She peered over her glasses at him, and he suppressed a shiver as unfortunate memories of a high school English teacher flooded through him. It had been rumored that Miss Wicklow boiled alive students who didn’t do their homework, and he’d had her a few too many times to ever truly be comfortable with a woman who wore glasses.

      She frowned, peering up at him. “You’re very big, aren’t you?”

      Either that, or she was very small. Probably best not to say that. He opted for a nod instead.

      The room had filled with little kids, and some not-so-small ones too. It looked like any press day, but it was apparent the lady wasn’t used to the kind of energy young hockey fans brought. The longer she took, introducing his teammates, peering at her sheet of paper, then across at them, the more obvious it was the kids were getting restless. Still, patience was a virtue, according to some. So he dug a little deeper, folding his arms, and glancing across the room, to see another dressed-up woman had entered the space. He huffed to himself—why was this chick dressed like an extra from Bridgerton?—then glanced back to see Cardigan Lady was now giving instructions, but he had to fight to hear what she was saying.

      He nudged Matt. “What’s she saying?”

      “Apparently you’re going to read a book.”

      “I’m what?”

      The room froze, and all eyes swung to him. By now Bee Chick had joined the room too. Cardigan Lady coughed gently, but he couldn’t look away from the black and yellow creature. She was short and, to be honest, kinda plain, especially with those glasses, and those horizontal stripes were doing nothing for her. But that corset sure was.

      He blinked, glanced down, as heat streamed up his neck. Sorry, God. Oh, and, uh, Sorry, Georgia.

      Man. Was it any wonder Georgia wanted nothing to do with him? He was such a bad boyfriend.

      “Hey, lady, when are we gonna hear from them?” A rude kid pointed to Mitch and his teammates.

      Mitch threw the kid his best scowl. But he couldn’t really blame him. The lady was as boring as bat—

      “Oh, Britta, do you mind?” Cardigan Lady looked flustered. “I just remembered I have something to do.”

      “Sure.” The woman dressed as a bee moved forward, and everyone in the room seemed to straighten as if to attention. And to be honest, how could they not, with the small Bee Woman clapping her hands and demanding “Eyes this way, please.”

      “You got it,” Matt muttered.

      “Dude, you got a girlfriend, remember?”

      “Can’t stop a man from looking,” Matt said.

      Mitch was about to protest when conviction clanged within. Something he’d read recently about a speck in another’s eye while he wore a log in his own…

      “It’s wonderful to see so many fellow hockey fans are here today.”

      Fellow hockey fan, huh? He might’ve known.

      “Can we give the wonderful players who have come along today another round of applause?”

      He didn’t think they’d received an earlier round of applause, but that didn’t matter. This woman might be little but she had single-handedly won back the room.

      Then in clear ringing tones she outlined what was going to happen, and Mitch found himself beckoned forward—and gently shoved by Matt too—to the seat beside her. She smiled up at him, but he didn’t dare look at her for too long, in case people misunderstood where he was looking, given their height difference and all.

      “Okay, and Mr. Reilly is going to read to us.” She passed him a book, already opened to a page, then encouraged him to sit.

      He peered at the front cover of the book, then murmured, “Uh… why am I reading this one?”

      “Because it’s the one you nominated to read,” she murmured back.

      Had he? When? Why couldn’t he remember? “But—”

      “You know how to read, don’t you?”

      He shot her a look.

      “Then sit down and read. Hey guys,” she said in a louder voice, “Mr. Reilly needs you all to sit down, then he can start. Okay?”

      Mr. Reilly. He might have trouble with remembering some things, but he’d always hated that name.

      A kid’s hand shot up. “Hey Miss, why are you dressed as a bee?”

      She glanced at Mitchell, who instantly looked down at the page. Then she cleared her throat. “Because bees are my heroes. One of my heroes, anyway.”

      “Why?” the kid asked.

      “Do you like to eat?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, bees are super important because they pollinate most of the food crops and other flowering plants. And in lots of parts of the world they’re in strife, so I think it’s important to shine a little light on that.”

      “They’re in trouble?” Mitch asked.

      She nodded. “In some parts of the world, yes. Some diseases have affected their numbers, which has a knock-on effect on other things.”

      A ripple of restlessness heaved through the gathering.

      “But that’s not why we’re here,” she said in a louder voice. “Who’s ready to hear from Mr. Reilly?”

      “Me!” a score of voices shouted.

      “Then please, let’s show Mr. Reilly our best manners and pay attention as he reads from one of his favorite books.”

      He caught a snicker from one of his teammates, and he felt heat flush his collar. He glanced up from the book, saw the questioning looks of various kids and adults, and knew what hypocrisy tasted like. What on earth was he doing sharing this when he hadn’t read a book in years?

      He glanced up at Bee Woman, whose smile softened a little, like she recognized that he was struggling, then she nodded. “Just read the first paragraph, that’ll be fine.”

      “Uh, do I have to hold it a special way?” he murmured.

      “No. Just read. Loud enough so the kids in the back can hear you.”

      Man. How could his memory be so bad that he’d forgotten so quickly what he was supposed to do? Why hadn’t he spent more time thinking about this instead of thinking about Georgia?

      She moved closer, and he could smell a sweetness that he really didn’t want tickling his nose.

      He coughed, and she backed away. Good. Then he started to read.
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      Someone somewhere had a lot of explaining to do. What on earth were they doing getting an obvious non-reader in to read to the kids? Poor guy.

      She scanned the room, saw some of the kids scratching their heads, and some of his teammates squinting like they couldn’t believe it was Mitch Reilly there. And truth be told, neither could she. She’d thought his natural arrogance that he used on the ice to such good effect and that he’d displayed before when he’d walked past and interrupted her session would extend to reading aloud, but perhaps this was not his forte.

      “And… and then h-he…”

      His cheeks seemed flushed, and he was stammering over his words, so she touched his shoulder. “Just finish that sentence,” she murmured.

      He glanced at her, then his cheeks seemed to go redder still. If she’d been put in charge of this segment, she would’ve made sure the poor man knew what he was doing, rather than throw him in the deep end like this.

      “…and then he went home.”

      He lowered the book, and she knew she had mere seconds to save him.

      “Wow, thank you so much Mr. Reilly. Can we give him a big round of applause?” She led the way, and when some of his teammates seemed to be clapping half-heartedly, she narrowed her gaze at them, which seemed to do the trick as they upped their pace. “Thanks again for doing that, Mr. Reilly. Now, I’m sure many of you who have come today have some questions you’d like to ask your hockey heroes, so I’d like to invite the rest of the Wild team members to come out the front, and we’ll have a quick question and answer session. Remember, our theme today is heroes, so it’d be great if you can make sure your questions are focused on that.”

      One of Mitchell’s teammates nudged him and laughed, and the man’s cheeks deepened to magenta. Well, they would if she could see past the rusty-colored beard.

      “Dude, that was embarrass—”

      “Okay!” She grinned to hide the yell in her voice. “Who’s ready to ask the first question?” She pointed to a little boy wearing glasses. Yes, she played favorites and always picked those who wore glasses to answer first. So sue her. “Who do you have a question for?”

      “I want Mitch.”

      “Okay, Mr. Reilly—”

      “Can you please stop calling me that?” he mumbled.

      “Oh! Certainly. Is Mitch okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      He didn’t look at her. Weird. But then, he probably wanted to get out of here as quickly as he could, and for that she couldn’t blame him.

      “Okay, so what’s your question?” she asked the boy in glasses.

      The next ten minutes passed far more peacefully, and the tension within dropped. Maybe everyone would focus on this side of today’s event, when things were going well, rather than remember the embarrassment of before.

      “Oh my gosh,” Kayla said, sidling up. “Can you believe how bad he was?”

      “Stop it,” she whispered, her smiling attention on the front. “He was mortified.”

      “Didn’t he know what he was supposed to do?”

      Apparently not. But she wouldn’t say that aloud and expose Margaret’s shortcomings. It was one thing to organize an event, but quite another to ensure all the pieces would flow together. And seeing Margaret had been adamant about doing the kids’ Hero Day program herself this year, Britta had thought she’d known what it all involved. Which she obviously hadn’t. Which had now embarrassed a poor hockey guy in front of his teammates and his fans. Regret knotted within. She should’ve stepped in and risked Margaret’s displeasure by checking everything was organized properly.

      The sea of waving hands soon petered out to the last one, and she invited the girl to ask her question.

      “Uh. This one is for Mitch too. I want to know how many goals you think you’ll score this year?”

      “Great question. Let’s say I’ll be shooting for my season top score, so maybe forty?”

      Britta laughed. “See what he did there? Shooting for… when we’re talking about scoring goals?” Okay, judging from the blank faces, maybe they didn’t appreciate her penchant for corny jokes like Kayla did. “Right, well, let’s thank the team for answering so many questions by giving them a round of applause.”

      Applause always bought a few moments to breathe, to refocus and get people settled.

      Once that was done she steamrollered on. “Now we have one more component this afternoon. Kayla, give everyone a wave.” Kayla waved. “Now, if you follow her, she has a number of player cards that the players here are happy to sign, but you’ll need to collect a card from Kayla first then hop in line. Okay?”

      “Okay,” the kids chorused.

      “Ah.” She held up a hand. “Before you skedaddle, we here at the library want you to know that we’ve loved having you visit us today, and you should know you’re always welcome to visit the library. Books are our friends, after all.”

      Hmm, the kids looked itchy to leave. Very well, then.

      “Okay, once again, thank you to the Wild guys for coming today, let’s give them one last round of applause!”

      Once that was done she continued. “And thank you for demonstrating that reading is something tough people do too”—although some of them probably could afford to do it more often—“and we hope you’ve had fun. Now, I’m going to ask the team to take their places and the rest of you can line up and get your card from Kayla at the door.”

      “Why do you want them at the door?” Matt Barlow, one of the newer Wild team members, asked as the kids scurried to line up.

      “Because otherwise it’ll be a crush. It’s all about the safe movement of people here.” She grinned. “And we want everyone to leave with a card with the library’s details on it, which is what you’ll be signing, so they won’t throw it away.”

      “Good plan,” Jack Enzo said.

      She smiled modestly. That’s what she’d thought when she’d suggested it. “Now, Mr. Enzo, can I ask you to please sit at this table here, and you, Mr. Reilly—”

      “Mitch,” he insisted.

      “Mitch, my apologies, could you sit at this table here near Mr. Barlow. That allows for people to have enough room to take photos and do the things they need to do.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      When she’d organized this event last year, they’d found that moving some of the crowd toward the exit had helpfully encouraged some of those people to leave, which meant only the most hard-core fans remained, and that had made things easier. Clearly Margaret hadn’t thought through all the logistics of what this event involved.

      Twenty minutes later, the last of the stragglers were leaving, which meant only Kayla, Britta and the last two hockey players remained. Time to encourage them to leave also, so they could clean and tidy this space.

      “Well, thank you very much for coming. I hope you know that the library truly appreciates your time.”

      “Sure.” Mitch’s features settled back into the hard mien he was known for.

      “You’re welcome,” Jack said, far more graciously. He glanced at his friend. “I didn’t realize just how bad Reilly was at reading though.”

      “Well, we’ll have to make sure you read next time.” She smiled sweetly.

      His brow wrinkled, like he wasn’t sure if she was being sarcastic or not. And to be honest, she wasn’t exactly sure if she was being sarcastic or not either. All she knew was that she felt a strange sense of defensiveness for the man who might exude confidence, but had displayed little in that moment when asked to read a book.

      She glanced at Mitch, but he wore a frown too. Whoa. Had he thought she was insulting him? Not that there was any easy way to get out of that. “Um, I should probably let you both go. Again, thank you for your service to the community of Saint Paul.”

      She held out a hand. They grasped it—nope, no tingles or foot pops, just like there shouldn’t be as both men were taken—and she waved as they left the room.

      “Whoa.” Kayla joined her in watching them descend the stairs. “I know you didn’t mean it to sound this way, but it did sound a little bit like you thought Mitchell Reilly was dumb.”

      She winced. “I really didn’t mean that to come across like that.”

      Kayla shrugged as they returned to the room. “Well, not everyone is cut out to read books to kids.”

      “Apparently.” She straightened some chairs.

      “Although why he couldn’t read a paragraph of his favorite book, I don’t know.”

      “Maybe he was just having a bad day.” She picked up the jacket slung on the back of a seat. Whose—?

      A cleared throat spun her around. To see Mitch Reilly standing there. His cheeks were pink again. “I, uh, left my jacket.”

      She lifted it and, at his nod, hurried to hand it to him. “I hope you have a good rest of your day.”

      “It could hardly get worse now, could it?”

      She stepped back, the animosity rippling from him like radiant beams. And not good radiant beams, like in “Silent Night”. “I’m sorry if you heard any of that.”

      “About how bad I am at reading?”

      She winced. But she wouldn’t admit it was Kayla who had said that. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      He grimaced. “I didn’t think bees lied.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He gestured to her outfit.

      “Oh. Look, I’m sorry you weren’t better prepared.”

      His eyebrows rose like he was offended. “I don’t like to read.”

      “And that was our fault,” she rushed to say. “We should have made sure you knew what to do, so I’m very sorry about that.”

      “Hey, that wasn’t your fault, Britta,” Kayla murmured.

      “Still, as a representative of the library I feel like I should apologize. So I’m very sorry that today’s experience was not what we quite imagined.”

      He dipped his chin, shrugged into his jacket, then pivoted away. So much for all her training in people skills. She was a zero for two at the moment with this man.

      “I get the impression that he’s not very happy with you,” Kayla murmured.

      “I can’t blame him. I feel like he got thrown under a bus.” She sighed. “We really should have organized today better.”

      She didn’t want to blame-shift, yet she knew whose shoulders bore that responsibility. And it wasn’t theirs.

      But once the room was straightened and they returned to their desks it was to see that Margaret had already left for the day. Instructions on the whiteboard listed what was happening tomorrow.

      “Well, that’s great,” Kayla mumbled. “From the looks of that she’s probably not planning to come in.”

      “If she doesn’t, then we’ll cope.”

      “Because you do her work for her. When are you going to step up and go for a promotion?”

      “I’m happy doing what I’m doing. Besides, if I took on more responsibility, then I’d have less time for my kids.”

      “Your kids.” Kayla rolled her eyes. “You do too much for them anyway.”

      But for some of them, “I can’t do too much.”

      Kayla sighed. “Well, I’ll let you polish your halo. I’ve got a date with John tonight.”

      While she had a date with… Hmm. The usual. “Have fun.”

      “You too.” Kayla pistol-pointed a finger at her. “Don’t do anything I would do.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how… okay.” She watched as Kayla exited the room.

      Well, seeing she had no date, and no boyfriend, she was unlikely to do anything Kayla would do. Dinner with her folks for one, and no man in her bed, for two. Kayla might be her friend, but they didn’t share the same views about that. Which made life tricky sometimes, walking as a Christian without wanting to come across as judgmental.

      She powered down her computer and grabbed her coat, then departed the upper floor, waving goodbye to the janitor as she exited the front doors. Only realized she still wore her bee outfit when a few wolf whistles came her way from those gathered outside.

      There were more people with Derek now, but he still called a “Bye Britta” to her.

      She waved to him, and hurried through the park to where she’d parked her car. There was still plenty of daylight, but it never hurt to be careful.

      Then she paused. What would Jesus do? She veered to a nearby bakery and picked up a couple of croissants, then turned back to where Derek sat and handed the paper bag to him. “Sorry, Derek. They were out of the chocolate ones.”

      “You didn’t have to,” he said.

      “I kind of felt like He wanted me to.” She pointed to the sky.

      He shook his head.

      She smiled, dimming it a little for the others around, then shrugged into her coat.

      “Hey, honeybee, you got some honey for me?” one of the men called.

      “Leave my girl Britta alone.” Derek lurched like he was trying to stand.

      “Don’t get up. I’ll be fine,” she murmured. “See you tomorrow.”

      She hurried across the road and through the park. A peek across her shoulder saw one of the men was following behind her. She didn’t recognize him, he wasn’t one of the regulars, and her pulse picked up. But she was safe. This was a fairly popular part of downtown with plenty of restaurants and people milling about. Even if she couldn’t see anyone right now.

      One of Saint Paul’s copious wild turkeys—thanks to a very successful reintroduction program in the 1970s—scuttled across in front of her, heading to the road, where no doubt it would cause traffic delays as often happened. She peeked behind her—her peripheral vision showed the man was still there—so she drew her bag across her and pulled out her phone. Even if just to pretend she was on the phone would be better than acting like an easy oblivious target. “Hi, Josh.” Her mythical husband’s name. “Yep, I’ll be there in one minute,” she said, loud enough so anyone behind her could hear. “Yep, I can see the place now.”

      Footsteps hastened behind her, and she picked up her pace. The lights from a nearby hotel’s restaurant glowed, drawing her in. She’d be there in ten seconds, eight, five—

      Then a hand grasped her upper arm and she spun around, kneed the man and screamed.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch wheezed, clutching himself as he bent over, as the sound of footsteps faded away. This was the last time he was going to pretend to be a knight to rescue a damsel in distress.

      He heard a gasp, then an “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry!”

      “So am I,” he rasped, finally finding enough air so he could straighten, and pretend he was all right.

      “Oh my goodness.” Her fingers clasped his arm. “I didn’t realize it was you.”

      He coughed, then shook off her hand.

      “I didn’t mean to touch you either.”

      “I suppose it’s good you know about self-defense,” he gritted out.

      “I teach my girls that.”

      “Your girls?” That’s right. She’d been on the phone talking to a man who must be her husband. But she didn’t look old enough to have girls who needed to be taught self-defense.

      She shook her head impatiently. “What were you doing?”

      Yeah, what had he been doing? “There was this guy following you, and I thought he looked a little weird, and, yeah.”

      From the way she was looking at him and backing away, he was fairly certain she thought the creepy guy following her was him. Then her face softened. “You were trying to protect me?”

      “My mistake. Won’t happen again. Clearly you know how to protect yourself.”

      She took a step forward, and the stupid antennae bobbed, drawing his reluctant smile.

      Maybe she misunderstood for her face softened a little more and she smiled too. “Well, thank you.”

      He nodded. “You’re welcome?”

      She winced. “I’m so sorry. This afternoon really hasn’t gone the way you wanted it to, right?”

      “Not your fault.” Some of it, anyway.

      “Um, just out of curiosity, you were expecting to read today, weren’t you? I really feel bad, and that we should’ve better prepared you.”

      He couldn’t let her take responsibility for his own lack of prep. “Yeah, that was my fault. I agreed to do this weeks ago, but kind of forgot, and yeah, sorry.”

      Sorry? Now that was a word he didn’t often say. What was wrong with him?

      She studied him, still keeping her distance. Then she nodded, sending those dumb antennae bobbing. He fought another smile.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I like your antennae.”

      “My what?”

      He touched his head, and she touched her hair.

      “Oh! I forgot I still had them on.” She grimaced. “No wonder people thought I looked weird at the bakery.”

      “The bakery?”

      “Yes, I was just getting some food for Derek and all these people looked at me strangely.”

      “Who’s Derek? I thought you mentioned Josh before.” He mentally shrugged. So he’d been accused of being blunt a time or two.

      “Oh, Derek is one of the guys over there.” She pointed to the steps of the library.

      “One of the homeless guys?”

      “Yep.” She eyed him.

      “What does Josh think about that?”

      “Who?”

      “The guy you were talking to on the phone.”

      “You were listening?”

      “You weren’t exactly keeping quiet, lady.”

      “Britta, not lady.”

      He blinked. “Um, Mitch.”

      “Not Mr. Reilly, I remember.” Her smile sparked. “Why is that?”

      No way was he about to spill his loathing for his dad to this yellow and black creature.

      Her smile faded, and she backed away. Maybe he was wearing resting scowl face again.

      “Okay, sorry for asking,” she said. “And look, I’m sorry for things being awkward before. And just for the record, I hope this hasn’t put you off partnering with the library in future events.”

      “Sure,” he lied. No way, Jose would he ever grace this place with his useless presence again.

      “Really?”

      Her face lit, like she thought he’d said yes. Which to be fair, he supposed he had. Uh-oh…

      “Oh, that’d be awesome! Do you mind if I reach out to the team PR people?”

      What, not his phone number, like most groupies would have? Not that she was his groupie, even if she’d admitted to being a hockey fan. She definitely wasn’t his type, especially compared to Georgia, who definitely was.

      His heart tensed—he really needed to talk to her—and maybe some of that fell onto his face as she backed away again.

      “It’s okay. I’m sorry for being pushy.”

      Huh? She wasn’t being pushy at all. She was a weird mix of confidence and grace and quirkiness as shown by her bee costume. “Why bees?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He pointed a finger at her outfit. “You said something about bees being your hero. Which is weird, by the way.”

      “Come on. You like to eat, right? Don’t you remember what I said before? Bees are the number one pollinators, and essential for food production, so I would’ve thought a hockey player would appreciate those creatures who are responsible for their food.”

      Okay.

      “Besides, I said bees are one of my heroes.” She smiled again. “I have a few.”

      “Yeah? Like who?”

      He stilled, as awareness fell on him. This wasn’t flirting, was it? It kind of felt that way, though, even though he was only meaning to ask as a way to exchange information. He didn’t mean anything more. He couldn’t mean anything more. Not with Georgia.

      Maybe she felt it too, for she backed away, her face dimming. “We should probably go.” She gestured to a couple of kids who were standing nearby holding up their phones. “I know you have a girlfriend, and I don’t want to get you into trouble by having any pictures taken that get misconstrued by others.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      She jerked a nod, stepped back another pace. “Look, don’t worry about coming back to the library. Unless you want to, and your girlfriend knows, and it’s okay with her.”

      Why was she being so pedantic? Georgia wouldn’t care. He blinked at that shocking thought.

      “And um, thank you for coming to my rescue.”

      “Even though you’re obviously a ninja and you didn’t need it.”

      Her lips perked as she shrugged. “And thank you again for coming today. It’s great for kids to associate tough guys with reading.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      She studied him a moment longer, then nodded, pivoted, and strode away.

      And he glanced across at the teenagers, who scurried away. Then wondered if the Bee Woman—what was her name?—would be safe reaching her car, especially dressed like that, and whether he should follow, just to make sure.

      Then realized that would only further muddy the waters, and that she seemed plenty tough enough to protect herself. And that he really needed to call Georgia, and finally figure out why she was avoiding him. Once and for all.
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      “So, how did the Hero Day talk go?” her mom asked that night at dinner.

      “It was okay.”

      “Just okay?” Dad asked. “I thought you were really looking forward to it.”

      “I was. But…” She shrugged.

      “It’s not the same as when you organized it,” her mom guessed.

      “I don’t have control issues—”

      Her sister, Astrid, huffed.

      “—but Margaret was pretty adamant she wanted to do things her way. Until she basically dumped me in the middle of things.” She winced. “It’s such a bad look for the library.”

      “What do you mean she dumped you?” Mom asked.

      Britta explained, and was soon comforted by their understanding.

      Some might call it lame that she still lived with her parents at the ripe old age of twenty-eight; she called it being prudent, especially with the cost of living these days. Besides, she’d tried the share apartment thing; it wasn’t for her. It was too tricky trying to negotiate apartment rules when those she was living with did not hold similar personal boundaries, such as who was allowed to sleep over. And after days like today, it was good to relax with those who understood, even if she and her younger sisters had occasional moments that added to, not eased, the strain.

      Astrid and Milla had inherited the blonde, blue-eyed Norwegian genes from their equally beautiful mother, while Britta had always felt she looked like the first pancake that didn’t quite turn out right. But that was okay. And as the eldest she was proud that her sisters were strong in their own ways. Looks didn’t have to define a person, anyway.

      “You should go for Margaret’s job,” Astrid said.

      “She’s been there for years, so it’s not like I can move her out and take it on.”

      “We’ll have to pray the right door opens then,” her mom said.

      “Amen.”

      “Well, I better go to bed. Goodnight, all.” Her mom had an early shift as a dementia nurse at a nearby aged care facility.

      Britta kissed her mom’s cheek and she finished her meatballs—hey, a girl with curves like hers had to maintain them, right?—and took her turn loading the dishwasher, allowing time to think on what she had to do for Friday night at youth group. But stubborn thoughts kept persisting, and she winced. Had she been a little forward today? She hadn’t wanted to suggest Mitch Reilly return, even though she’d pretty much said that. Well, she’d like him to return for his sake, for a redemption round, so to speak, but hadn’t wanted to imply at all that she wanted him to return for her sake.

      Lord, did I do that?

      She searched her heart, but no. No attraction lay there, so maybe she was safe. Sympathy for a person didn’t mean attraction. It just meant they were a fellow human, and as she believed in compassion for fellow humans, she was allowed to feel sorry for a man who’d stumbled and embarrassed himself in front of others. And if she had accidentally smiled a bit much, then that was only because she was trying to make up for kneeing him, and to prove she was a nice person, after all. And she had emphasized she knew he had a girlfriend a number of times, so hopefully he knew she wasn’t trying to hit on him, even if she had hit him, so to speak…

      “Hey Britta, what’s this?” Astrid drew close and showed a picture on her phone.

      “Let me dry my hands. No, don’t move it higher, I can’t see it when you do that.”

      She wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, then held her sister’s phone.

      And saw a photo of herself, dressed in her bumblebee outfit, standing very close to Mitchell Reilly. “Oh dear.” It must’ve been taken and uploaded by one of those teens near the park when she’d accidentally touched him. She checked the Facebook site. Saint Paul’s Insiders, a local gossip site. Great.

      “Um, the man has a girlfriend, right? Georgia, or something.”

      She handed the phone back. Lord, let this not make trouble for them. “Yep.”

      “Then what on earth—?”

      “We were just talking, that’s all.”

      “It doesn’t look like that was all.”

      “Well, it’s true.” She held her sister’s gaze.

      Astrid nodded, then returned to the screen. “You should see the comments. Or maybe you shouldn’t.”

      Why, when people said things like that, did it instantly make her want to read them? Even though she knew it was a bad idea? Lord, don’t let this snag my heart. “I’d appreciate your prayers so that this doesn’t blow up.”

      Astrid sighed. “You are always so good, aren’t you?”

      Ah, this old chestnut. Which sounded awfully like Astrid wanted her to be bad, and if so, how bad did her sister want her to be? Best to change the topic of conversation. “So, tell me about your work today.”

      Astrid shared a little about her job at a local elementary school, and she made it through the next ten minutes keeping the conversation firmly focused on Astrid. As the middle sister, Astrid had often complained about feeling overlooked at times, and not getting the attention she thought she deserved, which everyone in the household knew was a lie. Now she was older, Astrid’s need for validation was demonstrated via strongly expressed opinions, which honestly got a little exhausting at times.

      Thank goodness for Milla who, as the baby of the family, was a lot more chill.

      Her dad worked as a factory foreman, and he’d never had time for female histrionics, so he usually put Astrid in her place when she got too critical and self-pitying. But his shifts at work meant he wasn’t always here, and Britta had learned the hard way that her well-intentioned eldest sister advice wasn’t always appreciated.

      She showered, hopped into her PJs and into bed, but not to sleep, instead wrestling with the talk she was due to give at the Red Jellybeans tomorrow night. She was one of the leaders at her church’s junior high youth group, and loved her kids, and they loved her. She hoped today’s outfit hadn’t scandalized any of the kids. Or their parents.

      After picking up her phone she flicked back to the photo that Kayla had uploaded to the library site, with all of them dressed in their outfits. She still couldn’t quite tell who Margaret and Carol were supposed to be, but there was no mistaking who Kayla was, while Britta’s black and yellow outfit stood out.

      She zoomed in on the photo. Nope. Everything was covered, so that was the main thing. And yes, the corset had given her more of a waist than she normally had, but she’d never be Marilyn Monroe va-va-voom voluptuous. She just held her weight, like her body was conditioned for Minnesota’s icy winters, and was always prepared with an extra layer of padding in case she got lost in the snow.

      The black leggings had slimmed her legs, and the black boots had probably made her look more powerful than she planned. But how anyone could call her sexy while she wore a yellow headband with bobbing antennae needed their eyes checked. Even if Mitch had said he liked it.

      Ugh. She was not thinking on that man. “Lord, bless him and his girlfriend. Lead them into the future You have for them. But I don’t want to think about him anymore.”

      So to make sure she did not, she pulled out her latest read—Georgette Heyer’s The Nonesuch—and soon lost herself in the antics of faraway England, and the comfort of a hero who was nothing like those of today. Even if they might both be known for their sporting prowess.
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        * * *

      

      Mitch tapped out a message. Georgia, we need to talk.

      It was the sixth time he’d tried to reach out to her. Heck, this was dumb. He was going to have to call her.

      He tapped her number, unsurprised when she didn’t pick up. So he did the next best thing and called his sister instead.

      “Mitch? What are you doing calling me?”

      Yep, this was a conversation that would go well, he could already tell. His day, which had not been great, was about to get a whole lot worse. “Um, how is married life?”

      “Great, thanks for asking. But that’s not why you called, is it? Come on, out with it.”

      Ellie was always a straight shooter. Here went nothing, then. “So, I was wondering, have you heard from Georgia at all?”

      He closed his eyes at the silence filling the phone. Silence that said his sister knew something but didn’t want to share.

      “You have, haven’t you?” he said flatly.

      “Mitch, I don’t know what to say.”

      He clenched his hand. “Well, I’d sure appreciate it if someone said something. She’s basically ghosted me these past weeks. I thought she was supposed to be my girlfriend.”

      Way to go, spilling his heartache to his youngest sibling. But maybe, because she was female, she might have an ounce more compassion than his brothers would. His brothers, who he was pretty sure were jealous of him, and had always been, simply because he’d been basically headhunted from a young age to join pro hockey and was a million times more successful than them. Apart from in matters of relationships, that was.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Whoa. Judging from Ellie’s tone, perhaps compassion had skipped the entire Reilly DNA. Put that down to his loser of a father. He always would.

      “Did you ever actually talk to Georgia about her being your girlfriend?”

      “Huh?”

      “Did you?” she persisted.

      Well, “We went out on dates. She said she wanted to see me again.” Prior to the kiss at Ellie’s wedding, but still, it had been enough to make him think she was serious about him.

      “But did you ever have a ‘define the relationship’ talk?” she asked.

      “People do that?”

      “Oh my gosh, Mitchell. You’re so clueless sometimes. Actually, most times.”

      “You don’t have to be mean,” he grumbled.

      “No, but you want me to be honest, don’t you?”

      “Maybe not this honest.”

      Her chuckle ended abruptly. “Mitch, I think you kissing her at my wedding scared her off a little.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I haven’t talked to her, so I don’t really know, but I think you’ll find she’s trying to figure out if a relationship with you is what she really wants or not.”

      “Wow. And she couldn’t tell me this herself?”

      “Like I said, this is only what I think. She hasn’t said anything to me.”

      “Can you…?” He swallowed. “Can you ask her?” Man, pride was being flushed down the toilet tonight.

      “Aww, poor Mitchy.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Look, when I next see her, I’ll ask her to call you, but there are no guarantees. Mitch,” her voice softened. “You need to understand that it’s not easy for her with you over there and her over here, four states away.”

      “I know it’s not easy,” he gritted out. “I hate being the guy who people think has an imaginary girlfriend because we’re never together.”

      “Then why keep pursuing her?” Ellie said gently. “She’s not leaving Seattle any time soon. You know she’s committed to her studies here, and her family.”

      Her family. Georgia’s family were very rich, and very small in number. They were the neighbors of the Reilly ranch, and consisted of only Georgia’s grandmother and brother, Liam, and now Liam’s wife as well. Liam had helped out the Reilly ranch when it had some money troubles a few years ago, so the Reillys owed him. And yes, it was no surprise that Mitch and Georgia pairing up had proved a shock to everyone, himself included. But there’d been something intriguing about her, which he’d pursued, even with all the comments about their different backgrounds, age difference, and living in different states.

      But he hadn’t got to the NHL by shrinking back at adversity, so he wouldn’t let dumb things stop him now. Besides, if God wanted them to be together, then He’d make a way. Wouldn’t He?

      He wished he had a way of knowing for sure. Hey God, it’d be good to find some other people who believed like me who I could ask.

      “Mitch? Are you still there?” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well? What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know what to do. She doesn’t want to talk to me and I’m trying everything I know.”

      Except trust Me, a little voice in his heart seemed to say.

      Whoa.

      “You should pray about it, you know,” Ellie said.

      “I have been.”

      Ellie laughed. “Wow! I keep forgetting you made a commitment recently.”

      “Recommitment,” he corrected.

      “Whatever. It’s good you’re walking with God now.”

      Her voice held a softness he wasn’t used to hearing from her, forcing him to clear his throat. “Yeah.”

      “And it means you can trust Him,” she said, like she’d peered inside his heart and heard the echo of that tiny whisper too.

      “I’m trying to, but I feel like there is still stuff that I can do.”

      “Like fly over here again?”

      “It’s too close to preseason. I have too many team things going on.”

      She sighed. “Come on Mitch. If you want a girl to like you, you need to make an effort.”

      “I thought I had been. We went on dates. Did she ever say anything about that?”

      Judging from Ellie’s silence, maybe she had.

      “What did she say?” he asked stiffly.

      Ellie sighed. “Look, maybe you could afford to be a little bit more, I don’t know, romantic?”

      “She wants romance?”

      “Again, I’m just making a best guess here, but yeah. I think she’d respond well to romance. And I know it’s not something any of my brothers have had a lot of practice in, but sometimes a girl likes to feel wooed.”

      “Wooed? What does that even mean?”

      Ellie gave another long exhale. “Mitchell, Mitchell, Mitchell. How did you get to be your age and not know this?”

      “I’ve been busy playing hockey. Hockey players don’t woo.”

      “You need to show her your romantic side.”

      “Hey, I’ve sent her flowers. We’ve gone to nice restaurants and stuff.” Nice restaurants suitable for a millionaire’s sister that made him grateful he was one of the Wild’s highest-paid players.

      She laughed. “I think it’s the ‘and stuff’ that proves there’s still a long way to go. Come on. You can do better than that.”

      “But that’s the point. Apparently I can’t. I thought I was doing okay but it’s not working.”

      “And it will be hard to work when you live so far apart.”

      “I’m no quitter,” he said firmly.

      “You know, I really feel like this is a situation where you could afford to quit.”

      His heart froze. “Are you saying she wants to quit?”

      “Aw, Mitch, don’t go putting words in my mouth. I’m not saying that. But I feel like you two are probably in a situation where you can pull back and it’d all be fine or you press on and try to figure this out. But long-distance relationships aren’t easy, especially if you’ve already got doubts. Now they’re only gonna be squeezed and made harder down the track. So you have to be sure this is what you want.”

      “It is what I want.”

      “Why?”

      He straightened. Since when had his sister gotten so in-your-face?

      “Why do you want to go out with Georgia so much?” she persisted.

      “Because she’s…” Beautiful? Hmm, no, a better word to describe Georgia was striking. She was independent—although a bit too independent, apparently. Why didn’t she want him?

      “Can you seriously not think of any reason why you want to go out with her? Don’t tell me it’s because she’s rich.”

      “What? Are you kidding me? I don’t need a rich bride.”

      She choked. “Did you just say bride?”

      He fought a swear word. “No.”

      “You did, and you just lied as well. Wow. Hey Mitch, you might want to read the part of the Bible that talks about not lying.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Okay.”

      And she hung up.

      What the—? He dialed her back, then instantly stabbed the screen to end the call. No way. His sister might have sass for days but he’d demeaned himself enough already today, and wasn’t going to give her any more fuel for pity, especially when she’d likely then snigger about it with Jasper and the rest of the family. Uh-uh.

      If she thought he needed to be more romantic, then he’d romance the crap out of Georgia. But how could he do that when she was so far away?

      He might be the most lame dude out there, but he flicked open the internet and scoured articles. Ugh, cringe city, but at least it meant there were enough other clueless dudes like him. He opened up a blog post with a list of how to romance your long-distance girlfriend.

      1. Send her flowers. Check.

      2. Play online games together. Yeah, she hated that kind of stuff, and he was about to get too busy.

      3. Watch the same sunrise or sunset. That was hard when they lived two time zones apart.

      4. Start a book club for two.

      He scratched his jaw. What was with all the book stuff today?

      But… maybe that last one could work. If he knew what book to suggest. Georgia didn’t mind reading, but he couldn’t remember the last book she’d mentioned she’d enjoyed. So who could he ask? He wasn’t about to ask Ellie anything more—she’d laugh and mock him for sure. And no way could he ask Liam. He likely already thought Georgia was wasting her time with Mitchell.

      His phone buzzed with a message from Jack. Then he blinked, and saw a picture of himself standing close to the bee lady from the library. After she’d just kapowed him.

      Now maybe she was someone who might know a thing or two about books and romance. She was safe, anyway. Not his type, and in a relationship with her Josh, whoever he was, and her girls.

      He studied the picture, then realized what the closeness suggested in that camera angle could imply. Then wondered if someone super helpful out there in internet land had sent it on to Georgia, and what she might assume.

      Which meant he had to enact his plan ASAP. Which meant returning to the library tomorrow.
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