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      “And now, may I draw your attention to what I consider the room’s finest work if you, like me, are someone who appreciates that first impressions need not last forever.”

      Allison Davis smiled at her silly pun and moved to the opposite wall, the museum’s visitors shifting their stance to follow like sunflowers following the light. Sure, some might prefer Monet and his haystacks or waterlilies or Renoir and his ballerinas, but Georges Seurat’s A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte was one of her very favorite pieces in all of the Institute’s hundreds of thousands of artworks. Something about the light and optical effects called to her, inspiring her with her own work.

      “At first glance it may seem easy to dismiss this painting as simply a collection of tiny dots. But this is one of the most iconic paintings of the Post-Impressionism period and demonstrates pointillism at its best. Here we see many figures that represent different walks of life as they gather on the banks of the Seine river on a Sunday afternoon. The use of color makes the artwork seem very alive, yet there is a stillness, with everyone bar a handful of figures facing the Seine on the left. There are things to ponder here: Why is the boater seated on the left so much larger compared to the couple sitting next to him? Why is the girl in white facing the viewer? And why did Seurat paint this?”

      She watched as the museum’s visitors paused, their faces melding into expressions of what she hoped was interest and not simply a desire to know how many more minutes remained of her tour on this sticky, stifling late-August day.

      “Pointillism is a technique of painting in tiny dots, often in complementary colors. Avant-garde artists in the late nineteenth century would consider complementary colors of the color wheel and how to use them to create effect. Complementary colors include yellow and purple, blue and orange, and red and green. When placed next to each other, they have a flickering quality, the pigments almost having a shimmer to them. Pointillism was a completely different approach to painting.”

      She talked more about the significance of the shadows, Seurat’s process, and related works by Seurat, including how this piece perfectly complemented his previous painting, Bathers at Asnières, which hung in the National Gallery of London. “Because of Seurat’s technique and subject matter, this is one of those paintings that we can return to again and again and not grow tired, because there is always something else to find that is unusual, that makes you think differently about what you thought you knew. To my mind, this is the sign of a great painting, and it’s one of the reasons I love the Impressionist movement so much.”

      She turned to the small group of art enthusiasts signed up for this free tour. “And that concludes our tour of the highlights of the Art Institute. I trust you have enjoyed our time today and will take the opportunity to visit the other galleries, filled with many other treasures. I’m happy to answer any questions you may have, but once again, thank you for your visit, and we hope you will enjoy your time in the Windy City.”

      No questions—save for directions to the nearest restrooms—and after a couple of murmured thanks, she was released to slowly wander back to the staffroom. Some days she still pinched herself to think she got to work here. She truly had one of the best jobs in the world.

      She paused to look at Renoir’s dancers, taking a moment to let the colors and shapes infuse her senses, then, conscious that Dave, the security guard, was looking at her with his usual tilted-head expression of concern, she smiled and moved on. How people could not stop and linger at every painting amazed her, and while most people who worked here were art enthusiasts, some, she knew, viewed this as merely a way to make a living.

      Wryness tweaked her lips. Few artists made much of a living from their work, as she well knew. Oh, to be successful…

      She pushed open the staffroom door and was greeted by the scent of stale coffee and perspiration.

      Selina Wemble looked up and waved her hands in a fanning motion. “It’s so hot today.”

      Allie nodded, swiping a curling strand of damp dark-blonde hair behind her ears. Selina had always made her tongue-tied, ever since that first encounter years ago when the polished, pretty art student had met her as they waited for a job interview, casting a look over Allie’s Target ensemble with a raised brow and curled lip. Of course, Allie’s lack of chattiness hadn’t helped matters either and had possibly been construed as unfriendly. In reality, it stemmed more from a case of literally not having the words to say. Allie’s lips curved to one side. It seemed some first impressions could last.

      She moved to the fridge to collect her now-chilled eco-bottle of water, briefly resting it against her forehead. These late-summer days in Chicago often reached a point of heated heaviness that even the building’s stone walls did little to alleviate. Thank goodness her two shifts of tour guiding were done for the day and she could now relax into the administrivia of her role as part of the Public Relations and Learning team. She pitied whoever had to run the kids’ tour this afternoon with the intern. Given this late stage of school vacation, that was bound to be lots of fun.

      “How was the highlights tour?” Selina asked.

      “G-good.”

      Selina glanced at her and shrugged. Surely she was used to Allie’s lack of detailed replies by now. “Did you see the roster changes?”

      “No.”

      Trepidation slowed Allie’s progress to the whiteboard, where a glance at the new roster evoked an inward groan. Kids’ talk. Again. On hot days like today, the air-conditioned Art Institute was a favorite place to take kids who were really ready to finish vacation and go back to school. She loved kids, and as the favorite aunt to two nephews, kids seemed to like her in return, but seriously. Again? A protest formed in her brain, then faltered. Was there any point in complaint? She released a sigh instead.

      “Hey, it’ll be better than last time, I’m sure.”

      Allie hitched an eyebrow. If Selina was so sure, then why hadn’t she volunteered?

      “Don’t look at me like that. I would’ve done it, but I’m working on the wording for the new promotion, and—”

      Allie’s chest grew tight, thumping sense from the rest of the words. That was supposed to be hers! Myra Fordley had as good as promised that promotion to her. “Since when?” she said carefully.

      “Oh.” Selina’s face instantly melded into contrition. “Myra just wanted someone who could articulate things very quickly, and, well, we all know that’s not exactly your forte, so I volunteered.”

      Volunteered? Or snatched it from her? She didn’t buy Selina’s innocent act for a second.

      She glanced at Myra’s office door. Shut. Which meant she was either busy or not in.

      “Myra’s out, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      As per Myra’s usual policy on sticky summer days, when she managed to either be elsewhere or what she liked to call “developing strategic partnerships with other museums,” which Allie strongly suspected was code for visiting the nearby Holborne Museum—more specifically, its director of programming, Neil Blanchard.

      Tension gnarled knots in her stomach. Her scruples protested Myra’s frequent visits to a very married man and made her vacillate between wanting to tell Neil’s wife and praying that God would reveal it another way. As he wasn’t on staff here, it wasn’t something that broke protocol as far as the museum’s policies, but the morality of it had sunk her opinion of Myra very low. And the knowledge that Myra knew that Allie knew, due to an unintended and most unfortunate glimpse of their encounter in a supplies closet, and that Myra was so far unwilling to say anything, had led to a strange standoff between them in which Allie was reluctant to make the first move. This news was just the latest in a series of events that showed the power games some people liked to play. Selina had learned from the best.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Allie. I did try to tell her you were the best for the job—”

      Sure she had.

      “—but I’m afraid it can’t be changed now. And those kids will be here soon, and Taylah really needs someone to keep her in line so she doesn’t spend the whole time on her phone.”

      Anger rose in Allie’s chest. Taylah, the summer intern who had impressed Myra so much in the interview, then done virtually nothing since. Allie couldn’t help but be glad that Taylah’s time with them was nearing its close and she wouldn’t have to work with her again.

      “And it makes sense that the person with the most patience is the one who deals with the kids now,” Selina continued.

      And the one least likely to complain.

      “I’m sorry, Allie.” Selina shrugged. “I wish I could help.”

      Swap then, Allie longed to say. But the words stayed stubbornly locked inside, refusing to spill from her mouth.

      The phone rang, and Selina snatched it up. “Hello, Public Relations and Learning, this is Selina speaking.”

      The door opened, and Taylah entered in her usual sliding manner that denoted the level of enthusiasm she seemed to hold for her role, the bouncy gait of those first few days most definitely gone. No point trying to impress Myra now.

      Taylah glanced at the whiteboard and made a face. “Kids? Again?”

      Looked like Allie would have to dredge up enthusiasm for the two of them. She forced a smile. “I’m sure it will go really well.”

      There. Why could she talk so smoothly in moments when it didn’t matter, but other times she might as well have her piano on her chest?

      “At least it’s with you,” Taylah muttered, casting a glance at Selina, who was still talking animatedly on the phone, waving a hand and flashing a grin like she was a celebrity filmed for a TV telethon event. “I think Selina thinks I’m an idiot.”

      Selina likely thought the same about Allie. Shaking off the thought, she motioned to the cupboard where the kids’ activities were stored. “We’d better go and get things set up.”

      “It’s still half an hour until we’re due to start.”

      “By now you know what some parents are like—that they like to get there early.”

      “Yeah. They’re happy for some free babysitting.”

      Which Allie didn’t mind—not if it meant their children were being encouraged to explore their God-given creativity and dream larger than their immediate worlds. Unless, of course, their kids were bratty. Then it was a problem when the parents weren’t there.

      She moved to the cupboard and began withdrawing the papers she’d printed off last week along with the stencils and pencils in their respective baskets. Best not to think about the injustices but on the positives. She was blessed with this job. Blessed to work so close to home. Blessed with family, friends, and a great church nearby.

      Allie pushed her hair behind her ears, slid her glasses up her nose, and internally braced for the next hour. This would go well. God was still on the throne, even if it felt like He’d dropped the ball on a few things lately. He’d straighten her paths. Eventually. She could do this, just like she’d done it a hundred times before.

      Beckoning for Taylah to follow, she moved to the creative learning space and began setting up. Sure enough, families soon started gathering, waiting for the magic moment when the rope enclosing the creative learning space would drop and the children were welcomed in.

      Twenty minutes later, given the space was heaving with kids already, Allie signaled for Taylah to place the Sorry, we’re at full capacity placard on the easel nearby and judged it best to begin. She drew in a deep breath.

      “Good afternoon, boys and girls, moms, dads, and caregivers. We’re so glad you’ve decided to join us today for the Summer Art Spaces series here at the Institute. My name is Allie”—so much easier for the kids to say than Allison—“and this is my colleague, Taylah”—Taylah grinned and gave a wave—“and we hope you’ll enjoy yourself this afternoon as we learn about the wonderful French artist Claude Monet.”

      She glanced around at the faces lifted expectantly to her—apart from one man, glasses and baseball cap on, looking at his phone already. Indignation rose in her chest. “I would like to take this opportunity to encourage parents and caregivers to explore the world of art with their children, to be in this moment right now.”

      Did that sound too sharp? Taylah’s raised brow suggested yes. Allie softened her tone. The man still hadn’t looked up. Oh well.

      She went on to explain the usual procedures, then began the brief slideshow of some of the Institute’s more famous treasures, some of which she’d also covered in the painting tour this morning. But kids liked the treasure hunting aspect, and after this, they would be released to go and explore with their families using the special kid-friendly “treasure maps” of the Institute, a concept she’d designed and implemented two years ago, for which Myra had taken the credit.

      Speaking of being in the moment, she needed to forget the injustices of the past and focus on right now. She completed her spiel and outlined instructions for the activity, unable to ignore the baseball cap man who still hadn’t looked up.

      “Are there any questions?” She glanced around, saw a small boy put up his hand. “Yes?”

      “Yeah, I want to know something.”

      From the edge of her vision, she noticed the man finally lift his gaze to pay attention. “Yes, what is it?”

      “Why do you talk so weird?”

      She blinked, all thought of further talk draining away in a special two-for-one deal of frustration and mortification. For that man looked exactly like none other than her favorite hockey player of all time, the one whom she’d had a crush on since she’d first learned of his existence: the left wing for Chicago’s top line, the fastest man on ice.

      Jai Mullins.
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        * * *

      

      Guilt shoved Jai’s phone into his back pocket as a titter raced around the room. He became aware that the woman who’d been speaking—a classy looking, glasses-wearing blonde with a mesmerizing, musical voice—had stopped and was staring at him.

      Then he heard that other voice again. “You talk funny.”

      Air pushed past his gritted teeth. Kyle. Why on earth had he agreed to help Kat out today by looking after her son? “I’m sorry,” he muttered, pushing forward. He sure hoped nobody here recognized him. He squatted until he could eye his nephew. “You are being rude. You need to apologize to the nice lady.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      And this was why he’d agreed to help Kat out. Imagine having to put up with this disrespect every day. “Now, or we’re leaving.”

      Kyle crossed his arms, his bottom lip projecting.

      Jai sighed, glanced up with an apologetic smile for the museum employee. “Sorry.”

      She shook her head, her gaze not meeting his, her cheeks bright pink. The knife in his gut twisted harder. He placed a firm hand on Kyle’s shoulder and gently squeezed.

      “Sorry,” Kyle muttered.

      Jai wasn’t sure if the museum employee had heard, but he’d take it as apology enough. It might be the first time Kyle had apologized this week. Or was it this month?

      A glance up showed the woman had retreated to the farthest corner, as if determined to get away from both Mullins men, and her college-aged associate was now leading things.

      Man. Now he really needed to apologize. He glanced at Kyle, who had started coloring a picture Jai thought might have been a haystack. Maybe the kid could manage a minute of scribbling unsupervised while Jai made up for Kyle’s rudeness.

      A glance around the room revealed that nobody here had recognized him—he’d put that down to the cap and glasses—so he shifted through the groups of chatting parents to where the art guide talked with a round-cheeked, redheaded woman. He listened and was once again caught by the musical cadences of the art guide’s voice. Then she pivoted and caught his gaze, and her mouth fell open as her words stumbled to a halt.

      “Hey, I’m sorry for interrupting. Please continue.” He made a small gesture to reinforce his words.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” the plump redhead said before giving him a quick scan and a smile that rippled uncertainty within. She moved on, leaving him standing awkwardly with the lady his nephew had embarrassed. His glance drifted down past her tiny cross necklace to her name badge: Allie.

      She cleared her throat, and his gaze snapped up to her now-narrowed eyes as he suddenly realized how his gaze might be construed. No. No, no. “Allie, uh, I mean, Miss, I wasn’t, um, checking you out—”

      Her jaw dropped.

      Kill me now. Could he insult her any further? “I mean, not that you’re not pretty, because you are, and I, well, it’s obvious that”—he shared his nephew’s gift for rudeness. He took a breath and tried again. “I’m really—”

      “E-excuse me,” she murmured, then hurried away.

      Whoa. He’d really outdone himself there.

      “Uncle Jai?”

      He spun to hurry to his nephew. It’d be better for all concerned if the people here didn’t know his identity. It wouldn’t help the team PR if they knew their left wing was prone to random spurts of obnoxiousness. “Hey, buddy. What have you got there?”

      “It’s a farm.”

      “Uh huh.” Looked more like a squiggled mess, but okay. Good to have the clarification.

      He snuck another glance at Allie, whose gaze instantly shifted away before she removed her glasses and wiped them. That was hardly surprising, seeing it was so hot in here, the collection of smaller and larger bodies contributing to a heat that probably rivaled outside, as if the building’s air-conditioning had given up.

      The noise level seemed to ramp up, echoing off the hard interior surfaces, and another sneaked peek revealed a wash of what looked like fatigue on Allie’s face as her smile dimmed and dropped and her fingers clutched the back of a chair.

      He gestured to the other girl—her name tag read Taylah—and murmured, “Is your boss okay?”

      “She’s not my boss, but”—her gaze flicked to Allie—“she doesn’t look great, does she?”

      No. Allie was wiping her forehead. “Is there something you can do to help?” he suggested, eyebrows raised.

      “Oh. Maybe. I dunno.”

      He figured Allie wouldn’t necessarily appreciate any more of his verbal vomitings, so any further approach from him might need to be avoided. “How much longer is the session supposed to go for?”

      “Um, I dunno. Maybe ten minutes?”

      “We started early, so we’re probably close to being finished anyway. Maybe you could start cleaning up. That might help people get the idea that it’s time to go.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Okay.” Her eyes lit. “Then we all could go, right?”

      Good to see that her desire to finish didn’t stem from self-interest at all. “Right.”

      “It’s so hot, isn’t it?” she said, waving a hand to fan herself.

      He nodded. “Should I help you start clearing up?”

      “Aren’t you nice?”

      Or maybe still feeling a little guilty. He shrugged. “Maybe you should make an announcement that you’re ending soon.”

      “Oh, yeah. Good idea.” She batted her eyelashes.

      He stepped back, turned to help Kyle clean up. Please. As if he needed to encourage some clueless college girl to start flirting with him. “Kyle, it’s time to go. Let’s clean up now.”

      “But Uncle Jai—”

      “Now.”

      Kyle’s bottom lip protruded, but Jai was made of stronger stuff than his sister and ignored it. He grew aware of Allie moving closer, asking Taylah what she was doing.

      “Oh, it’s so hot we thought it might be best to finish up.”

      A beat, then, “I beg your pardon?”

      Jai glanced at her. Smiled. “This has been great!” He clapped Kyle on the shoulder. “You’ve enjoyed yourself, haven’t you, buddy?”

      “Yeah.”

      Okay, so that disconsolate tone wasn’t exactly selling enthusiasm. Judging from the twitch of her lips, Allie might even agree. He needed to try harder. “I’m sure the other parents here would agree. You do a great job of helping kids learn more about art.”

      Her lips pressed together, and she nodded, her eyes still not meeting his. What had he said now?

      She murmured something to Taylah, then shifted to the middle of the room and clapped her hands. “Thank you, everyone,” she said in that slow and gracious way she had. “We trust you enjoyed yourselves today. If you can assist us by helping to put the pencils and crayons back in their baskets, that would be most appreciated. And if you would like to explore more of the treasures of the Art Institute, then you may wish to obtain a special treasure map from Taylah near the exit.”

      “Treasure?” Kyle exclaimed at the top of his lungs. “I want some treasure.”

      “They don’t mean real treasure, buddy,” Jai said in a voice he thought was for his nephew’s ears only. Apparently, it was heard by Allie, even above the sounds of rushing and exiting by people who seemed to have ignored her request for help to clean up in their haste to leave.

      “This is real t-treasure,” she said, her brown-eyed gaze finally meeting his before dropping to his nephew. “But I’m afraid it’s only for looking at, not for keeping. Unless, of course, you want to buy a postcard at the gift shop.”

      “Aww,” Kyle complained in that high-pitched whiney sound that always got Jai’s goat.

      “Perhaps it’s t-time for you to take your son home,” she said, thrusting a paper at him, then hurrying away with a murmured, “He seems very t-tired.”

      His son?

      Kyle glanced up at him, then back at Allie. “Hey, lady, Uncle Jai is my uncle, not my dad. Are you stupid or something?”

      God, help me. Jai hoisted Kyle to his feet and hurried after the woman, whose look of shock mirrored the sensation stealing across his chest. Yeah, he couldn’t believe Kyle’s rudeness either. “I’m so sorry. He’s not, well, he’s just—”

      How to explain his nephew had neither the smarts nor the filtering wherewithal to understand let alone practice good manners. Or that his sister seemed to have long given up her understanding of what parenting actually was.

      Allie shook her head, and he thought he glimpsed tears before she turned away and began stacking chairs.

      Man. What a fail this had been. He blew out a breath, crouched to Kyle’s eye level, and muttered, “You have been very rude to this poor lady. You need to say sorry.”

      “Why?”

      He had a feeling that reasoning with an eight-year-old was not going to succeed. He’d never been one for giving up though. “Because you’ve hurt her feelings and made her cry.”

      “Are you crying?” Kyle said in his too-loud voice.

      She paused in her chair-stacking endeavor, facing away from him as the noise that had dropped at Kyle’s comment picked up into whispers again.

      As much as Jai wanted to help with stacking chairs, and knew a weird desire to help her any way he could, he figured the best way he could help her was probably to leave with big-mouth Kyle as quickly as he could. And ensure that neither of them ever visited this art museum again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Hawks & Squawks Online Chat

      

      

      
        
        TubularBells: Saw Alex Petrovsky in Chi-town today. 	Looking fine!

        PucktheMagicDragon: OMG!!

        PipeDreams27: Heard in the group that Tesci is retiring.

        CoolplayismyJam: So who will be new alternate captain?

        PucktheMagicDragon: Drago?

        TubularBells: LOL!

        ArtHeart101: Guess who came into work today.

        PipeDreams27: Benny?

        CoolplayismyJam: Lasertaser?

        ArtHeart101: JM17

        PucktheMagicDragon: OMG!!!!
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      Okay. So yesterday may have proved one of her worst in history, even surpassing that oral report in her senior English class that had led to new depths of classmates’ bullying and no prom. After all, Allie had expected kids at school to be cruel and hadn’t had a crush on them for ten years. Heavens to Murgatroyd. Would she ever forget the unfortunate incident at the kids’ talk and how she’d created the worst first impression in all the world? Could she have embarrassed herself any further?

      But today was a new day. And as this morning’s Bible reading reminded her, she could do this. God would give her strength. Allie internally braced and pushed open the staffroom door.

      “Oh, look who’s here,” her boss said, glancing significantly at the clock.

      “G-good morning, M-Myra.” Allie glanced at Selina and Taylah and summoned a small smile.

      “Are you feeling better today?” Selina asked sympathetically.

      Huh? Oh. Yesterday, after the kids’ talk fail, she’d pleaded a headache—her migraine hadn’t been feigned—and gone home early. Allie nodded, then deposited her bag on her desk and took her seat. Funny how everyone had decided to come early for once, on the one day all year when her arrival might be construed as being late, even though the hand had barely scraped past the nine on the clock.

      “I heard the kids’ talk yesterday was a bit of a disaster,” Myra continued.

      What? Allie glanced at Taylah, who looked away.

      “Something about a little boy who made you cry?”

      Indignation heated her chest. “I didn’t—”

      “Perhaps we really should reconsider your role here if such things prove too difficult.”

      “It…it wasn’t t-too difficult,” she stammered. “It was just that it was my third t-t-talk of the day, and I…I—”

      “Others manage it,” Myra said, brow raised.

      “Who?” Allie burst out before drawing back in surprise. Never had she spoken back to her boss, something Myra clearly recognized too, if her affronted expression was any indication.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Who else h-has done three t-talks in a day?” Oh, why couldn’t she speak smoothly? She really needed to calm down, practice the breathing that helped her smooth her speech into that singsong tone that allowed for greater fluency, even though she sounded like she was on Valium. She drew in a deep breath and noticed Taylah straighten, a smile twitching as she glanced between Allie, Myra, and Selina like she was watching a Broadway show.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling well enough to be here today?” Myra continued. “You’re behaving most peculiarly.”

      “Perhaps you should go home,” Selina added in her ever-helpful, sycophantic way.

      And be intimidated into taking a sick day to suit the agendas of these women? “I’m fine.” Allie turned to her computer and focused on the email awaiting attention, pressing her fingertips on the keyboard to stop them shaking.

      Lord, give me peace. Help me be calm. Be my vindication.

      Hissed murmurs filled the room as she continued to pray and work through her to-do list. Her first talk was scheduled for just before her lunch break, and she planned to take her sandwich outdoors, regardless of the humidity. As much as she loved this building and adored the many treasures old and new it housed, sometimes it was necessary to escape the staleness inside.

      A knock was immediately followed by the door opening and the sound of Billy’s voice as he spoke to Myra, drawing Allie’s attention. The custodian was one of her more favorite people who worked here.

      “Miss Davis?” Allie straightened as Billy held out a mid-sized bouquet. “These came for you.”

      “What?” Who would send her flowers? She could count on one hand the times she’d received flowers, and it had been from a family member every time. But this time there was no birthday of significance or special promotion. Who—?

      “Really, Allison, you should know by now that work time is not to be used for personal matters.”

      The irony of Myra, of all people, saying this made Allie level her gaze at her as words burned to escape: Try telling that to Neil’s wife.

      “Who’s it from?” Taylah asked. “You never told us you had a boyfriend.”

      That’s because she’d never had one.

      “She never tells us anything,” Selina said in a volume Allie was sure she was supposed to hear.

      Curiosity drew Allie to open the envelope, to stare at the words, heart rippling with emotion.

      
        
        Dear Allie.

        Thank you for a most informative and entertaining kids’ art talk yesterday. Please accept these flowers as an apology for the way certain attendees made things even more difficult on an already challenging day.

        Sincerely,

        Jai (and Kyle)

      

      

      Breath lodged in her chest. Was she now actually living last night’s fantasy?

      After the tumultuous events of yesterday and a semi-coherent explanation to her parents and sister late last night, Allie had managed to finally get to sleep only to be plagued by images and questions and half-remembered words as she tossed and turned. Had Jai Mullins really been at her work? And she’d spoken to him? What had she said? Well, not actually said, more like word-spat at him. In between all the other awkwardness, had he really said she was pretty?

      It was like her best dream ever—the one she hated waking up from to face reality—albeit shaded with a degree of despair. For the fantasy of being dressed to kill, then descending a staircase before uttering witty and wise words and heading off to dance with Jai in her perfect Bachelor-like golden moment would forever be elusive.

      And yet she had now finally met him, bad though that meeting had been. Not that she’d admitted it to anyone. Especially her family, whose rabid enthusiasm for the Hawks had earned them the title of superfans and whose ability to keep a secret clocked in at zero. No way would she ever admit to having encountered him, to having spoken to him. Or that he’d spoken with her. And while it hadn’t exactly been the conversation of her dreams—try more like nightmares—it still counted, right?

      She’d been prepared to dismiss yesterday’s encounter as a one-off—her chance to meet the man of her (literal) dreams, even if she’d blown it. She would’ve been content with that.

      But now this. Flowers. From him. From Jai.

      Emotion stabbed her eyes.

      “Allison? What is it?” Taylah asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh. Did somebody die?” Myra asked.

      What? Allie glanced up at the trio of faces. “No. It’s a…th-thank you.”

      “Oh.” All traces of sympathy fled from Myra’s tone. “As I said, you really shouldn’t be engaging in personal matters—”

      “For my t-talk yesterday,” Allie persisted stubbornly.

      “What?”

      Myra and Selina rushed to read over her shoulder, but Allie refused to hand the card over despite their snatching at it. It wasn’t like Jai had actually written this—a florist had, for sure—but she couldn’t let anyone touch his words. Even letting the others read his words felt like they were trespassing on something sacred.

      “Jai? Who’s Jai?” Selina asked.

      “He was the guy with the bratty kid, wasn’t he?” Taylah asked.

      Allie nodded. His nephew he’d said, inducing one of the greatest rushes of relief in all of history. When she first realized Kyle belonged to him, she’d heard a sound like a Ming vase crashing off a pedestal into a million tiny pieces, shattering all she’d thought she’d known about Jai. Call her narrow-minded, but she’d never thought the never-married vocal Christian had a secret child. When she heard Kyle utter the magic word uncle, she could have keeled over in a faint. The rush of blood to and fro had likely caused the migraine.

      “Yeah, it’s probably fair enough to get flowers,” Taylah continued. “Yesterday was so hot, and that kid was pretty rude, right? I would’ve liked to have sent him out, but his uncle seemed…rather nice.” She flapped her hand as if warm.

      Wait. Had Taylah not recognized him? Granted, nobody here suspected Allie of holding the biggest NHL-player crush, but how could Jai’s utter amazingness slide past with a mere “seemed rather nice”?

      “Oohh. Sounds like there’s more to tell,” Selina said, ruffling the edge of a rose before slinking back to her seat.

      Breathe in. Allie breathed out with, “No more.”

      The tension knotting her insides said differently.

      “Hmm. Well, you’d better put them in water so we can finally get focused on what needs to be done today,” Myra said, her words punctuated as her office phone rang. “Hello?”

      Allie clutched the flowers and moved to the tiny adjoining kitchenette, taking a moment to inhale the aroma. It was stupid to get caught up in what this might mean. Stupid. But the fact she’d registered at all in his awareness—let alone that he’d taken the time to craft such a kind note—was enough to tangle her heart and whisper hope to her dearest dream. Well, one of them, anyway. And if she never became a famous artist, then attention from a famous hockey player would  just have to do.

      Water in vase, flowers artfully arranged, gift wrap disposed of—but not the card, never his card—Allie moved back to her desk and placed the bouquet on the corner where she could admire it.

      Her next talk was in an hour, and she had a mountain of emails to deal with, especially those relating to several school visits scheduled for the next few months. She dealt with these, then moved to prepare for the next talk—one on her special field of Impressionism and Post-Impressionism. With a nod to the others and a last look at her flowers, she headed to the Impressionism Gallery, mentally gearing up for her talk. As she walked, she took a moment to admire the paintings—Monet, Manet, Pissarro—then took her place in the large square room designated for talks.

      Celeste, the Pacific Islander guard, lifted a hand. “Hey, Miss Allie.”

      “How are you, Celeste?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      “No one listens,” Allie responded.

      “You know it.”

      Allie grinned. See? This kind of small talk she could do, especially with someone like Celeste, all relaxed and easy. Even doing her talks was okay, as there had only been a handful of times when so-called experts in the group had questioned her facts and proved to be embarrassingly problematic. It was only the big talks—the public address types or the kind where she felt a degree of intimidation, like with Myra or Selina—that made her fumble her words into foolishness.

      “How’s your son?”

      Celeste shared about her son and his challenges with ADHD, some of which sounded eerily similar to what she’d seen with young Kyle yesterday. Not that she should be surprised. She’d undergone training for working with various kinds of child behaviors before. But theory could be awfully different to practice.

      Allie glanced at the room, which was slowly filling, and murmuring an apology to Celeste, moved to the gold-etched inlaid wood at the center of the floor, nodding as various people enquired whether this was the right place for the talk.

      A glance at her notes. A deep breath and smile. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to our talk today on Impressionism and Post-Impressionism. My name is Allie, and I look forward to sharing with you for the next little while about my favorite period of art.” She kept her smile on as she made herself glance around the room, only for her gaze to alight on a man near the corner. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing shorts and T-shirt, baseball cap and glasses on, hands in his pockets. Her words stuttered to a halt.

      Jai Mullins was here.

      Again.
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        * * *

      

      Jai nodded, gave a half shrug as Allie’s spiel wound to a halt, her glorious voice fading as she stared at him like she recognized him or something. Not what he’d been aiming for. He didn’t mind people knowing that not all hockey players were only into sports, beer, and girls, but it wasn’t like he was here because he was any great art fan. Although, if she started talking again, maybe he could be. The stuff she’d said yesterday had been pretty interesting, and he’d bet today’s talk would be too, given the fact her face had been aglow when she mentioned this type of art was her favorite. Mind you, her face held a very different kind of glow now…

      “Miss?” an older gentleman asked.

      Heads swiveled from her to Jai and back, as if they expected some kind of confrontation. Yeah, he wasn’t the one in his family who did conflict—save on the ice, of course. He didn’t want to be recognized, so he hunched deeper and pulled out his phone, studying the screen as he prayed for her.

      Allie cleared her throat and started again. “T-today we are going t-to look at—”

      Was she nervous he was about to start acting like an idiot again? He’d hoped the apology flowers would’ve arrived by now, but if they hadn’t, it wasn’t any wonder she was worried about him being here. Maybe her talk would go better if he left. He moved away, near an enormous painting of a whole bunch of people dressed in fancy old-fashioned clothes standing in the shadows under trees while staring at the water. Huh. Weird. Why was the little girl the only one facing him? He peered closer, eyebrows rising. It was dots. The whole thing was done with paint dots. How cool was that?

      “Excuse me, sir.” A large woman of Islander heritage moved closer. “You need to stay behind the specially marked ropes.”

      “Okay. Sorry.”

      Great. So much for staying under the radar. He shifted back, glanced at the woman, and caught her nod. Another glance over his shoulder and he saw Allie’s gaze instantly avert. Maybe she was worried about him being too near her precious paintings also. And he bet they were precious. He’d seen a few art heist movies. Some of these would likely fetch a couple of million.

      As if aware of his thoughts, Allie said, “This Monet of haystacks here forms part of the Institute’s Meules series, the collection of six the largest in the world, with each painting worth over ten million dollars.”

      A whistle split the air. Wow.

      Jai listened a little longer, glancing around the room as Allie continued her talk, shifting to focus on the large waterlilies painting, which had a whole wall to itself. What she shared was fascinating, maybe more so because he could hear this was her passion in the same way people could no doubt hear his passion when he spoke about hockey. She clearly knew her stuff, and he found his gaze returning to her, her composure very different to yesterday’s debacle. Of course, it likely helped that a storm last night meant today’s temperatures were far more moderate, and it probably helped to not have obnoxious small boys—and their uncles—displaying their ignorance of good manners.

      What had happened to those flowers? Mom had promised they’d arrive this morning when he scrawled that note. Maybe traffic had held things up.

      He took the time to study Allie. The springy dark-blonde hair wound in a low bun, the glasses, the slim figure her professional white shirt and dark-green knee-length skirt hinted at—she was all class. Something he definitely was not. His gut gave a disconcerting twist.

      “Monet is a great favorite of many art aficionados, but some prefer the more muted works of Pissarro. Camille Pissarro was one of Monet’s contemporaries, and as we examine the paintings here, we can see a number of similarities in technique and the like.”

      Jai drew closer, her words weaving a spell of intrigue, and positioned himself behind a large man wearing a Disneyland T-shirt. He didn’t want to distract her, but neither did he want to miss a drop of what she said.

      Pissarro moved to Renoir, then it was something called Post-Impressionism and the painting he’d admired before. “This technique is called pointillism, and as you can see if you come a fraction closer, Seurat has painted this in a form most unlike the others, with thousands upon thousands of little dots of paint. The pigments here use complementary colors, which serves to highlight both the color and forms and gives a sense of shimmering light. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      Jai nodded, joining in the chorus of appreciation.

      “I don’t mind confessing it’s one of my favorites,” she confided.

      A few minutes more, then she opened the time for questions, including some from a British-sounding art professor, which she handled with a grace and calm equivalent to every other part of today’s talk. It was enough to make him wonder if his—and Kyle’s—efforts yesterday had thrown her off her game. Maybe she just didn’t do noisy kids. Heaven knew he barely did. After dropping off Kyle, he’d had a whole new appreciation for his sister’s patience—and a boatload of incentive to keep the relationship/family thing on the back burner for a whole lot longer. God knew Jai had no intention of screwing up a kid the way he and Kat had been.

      “Well, thank you once again for coming today. I hope you’ve enjoyed your time.”

      Jai clapped, the sound echoing through the muted building, causing more than one startled look in his direction. Oh. They weren’t supposed to do that here?

      He waited until she was clear of the quiet questioners who hadn’t been bold enough to ask in front of others, then cleared his throat. “Hi.”

      She glanced up, her cheeks pinking, her gaze darting down. “H-hello.”

      Man. She was still nervous of him? Maybe he shouldn’t have been so hard on Kyle. Except Kyle had been more than a little bratty and painful.

      “My name is Jai. I was here yesterday for the kids talk.”

      A beat. Then her brown eyes met him again. “I remember.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not,” he confessed with a sudden burst of honesty that he couldn’t quite understand. “I mean, between us, my nephew Kyle and I seemed to do our best to make things difficult. And I really wanted to apologize, because the last thing I ever want to do is insult a woman.”

      Her mouth opened, then closed, and he wondered suddenly—and completely inappropriately—what it would be like to kiss her. Which was stupid. He barely knew a thing about her. She probably had a boyfriend or—he discreetly checked for a ring, but her left hand was tucked under some index cards—a husband. But he knew a tug to keep on talking.

      “Anyway, I sent some flowers, but you probably didn’t get them yet. But when you do, I hope you know that it’s a genuine apology for making life difficult yesterday.”

      “Th-thank you.”

      He nodded and moved to turn away, then pivoted back. “You know, I really think you’re good at this.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “This.” He waved a hand at the paintings. “I can’t pretend to know much about art, but I really learned a lot from your talk today—and your talk yesterday, but there were other challenges then.” He smiled.

      Her lips half curved into what might be wry amusement.

      “So I hope you know you’re doing a good job. You had everyone here fascinated, even the art professor dude, so yeah. Be encouraged.”

      She bit her lip, and again he got the impression she might cry. Man. He had a gift. What had he said now? He was only trying to be nice.

      “Yeah, anyway, thanks. And sorry. And…” Man, he needed to get out of there.

      “Th-thank you for your flowers.”

      “I hope you enjoy them. My mom is a florist, and I think she does as nice work as anyone here in the city, so I hope you like them when they finally arrive.”

      Her gaze connected with his again, and he blinked. Man, she had pretty eyes. What would they look like without glasses in the way?

      “Does…th-that mean you wrote the card?”

      Huh? He took a moment to refocus. “Yeah.” Wait. How’d she know there was a card?

      Her half-smile curved into full bloom. “Please tell your mom that the flowers were beautiful, and the card, well, thank you. That meant a lot too.”

      “Wait, you got them?”

      She gave a small nod. “They arrived this morning. The others in my office were really impressed.”

      “Well, I hope nobody will be offended or anything. It’s not like I go giving flowers to random women all the time—not that you’re random, but it’s not like we really know each other or anything—”

      Who needed a Kyle when Jai was in charge of his own mouth? “Hey, I’m sorry. I’ve always been bad at talking with pretty women.” Maybe that was a better approach, seeing as the confused look from a moment ago had transformed into something sweet. “Um, anyway, I just meant before that I hope there’s no boyfriend or husband who’s gonna get upset because I sent you flowers. That’s all.”

      She made a sound like a husky burble. “There isn’t. You’re safe.”

      “Oh, good. I mean, not that I’m glad you’re not married, but—oh man, I should just shut up, shouldn’t I?”

      Another smile escaped. “It’s okay. I know what you meant.”

      “Good. Anyway, I should probably go. You’ve probably got another talk to do or something.”

      She shook her head, her gaze shy. “I’m actually going for my lunch break.”

      Was that a hint? As if. He was so bad at this. “Um, okay then. Well, I’ll see you around.” He stepped back, caught a flash of something that he might almost call disappointment cross her face. Please. As if a classy, intelligent, art-loving woman like her would ever be interested in a dumb jock like him. Better save the rejection and leave her in peace—the kind of peace that could be found away from Mullins men who always seemed to wreck things.

      “Th-thank you,” she said.

      “No problem. And hey, thank you for being so gracious.” He smiled, paced back, then added in another burst of honesty, “You know, you really have one of the nicest voices I’ve ever heard.”

      She blinked, mouth dropping open, and he spun on his heel. Looked like now would be the perfect time to go for his run. And run fast away.
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      The thick canopy of leaves above rustled in the light breeze, a welcome escape from the sun and the muggy heat that still lingered after yesterday. This section of lawn was different to Allie’s usual location, nearer the paths used by cyclists and joggers, yet it still contained a modicum of privacy and peace. Allie sat with her sunglasses on, eyes closed, listening as the sounds and scents of the park washed over her senses and the tension inside gradually faded away.

      Never had she been so glad for the timing of her lunch break. It had allowed her to collect her sandwich and water bottle and slip outside to this space she prayed would bring some sanity to the tumult of her heart.

      Jai Mullins had been there again? They’d talked—or at least word spurted at each other—again? But oh, her conversations with him in her dreams had definitely never sounded like that. Between them, she and Jai had more than a gift of awkwardness. They navigated their interactions with all the success of the Titanic, every blunder or faux pas another iceberg sending conversation and ease to a watery grave. Ugh.

      It was hard to believe her idol had feet of clay, but there it was. She might stutter, but he seemed to have the gift of foot-in-mouth, with his awkward apologies and bursts of impromptu confessions.

      Her heart rippled. Had he meant his last line about liking her voice? She couldn’t quite believe it—had been sure he was teasing her until she realized that was hardly in keeping with the rest of his kind words. Nobody had ever complimented her about her voice before. But she supposed some people might think it had a soothing quality, given its resemblance to a kindergarten teacher’s singsong tone—something that demanded much mental strain. Oh, to be so relaxed with him that she could speak like she could with her family or colleagues like Celeste.

      But at least this conversation had proved a mite easier than yesterday’s. Of course, his kindness had helped. Had he really called her pretty? For the second time? That was almost enough to make her think he meant it.

      This had definitely been a day of firsts. First flowers from a man—even if they were apology flowers. First time feeling a sense of appreciation from a man. She hadn’t imagined that; he’d said as much, hadn’t he? Even the first time of feeling like she’d halfway impressed her colleagues, between the flowers and the positive reports from Mr. Weinberger, the deputy director, who had apparently heard her talk as he showed some potential donors around. Thank goodness she hadn’t seen him, otherwise her already tongue-tied performance would’ve been three million times worse!

      But Mr. Weinberger’s praise—his encouragement not unlike Jai’s, actually—had lifted her spirits and lips, especially as he’d shared it just as Myra and Selina passed, prompting him to congratulate Myra on her choice of Allie as her second-in-command.

      “Oh! Well, Allie does her best, I’m sure.”

      “She certainly impressed me—and Mr. and Mrs. Donohue, who are potential donors. I wonder…” He glanced at Allie, then back at Myra. “I’ll be in touch soon. But this one…” He nodded to Allie. “We need to keep this one.”

      With Myra apparently struck dumb, Allie had managed to murmur her thanks and slip back to the office before Myra and Selina could wonder aloud in that ever-draining way of theirs. “Thank you, God, for vindication,” Allie said aloud now.

      Maybe God was paying attention, and these twisted ropes of disappointment and frustration could one day be straightened and woven into something lovely after all.

      Maybe the fact that Allie’s younger sister was getting married before Allie had ever had a boyfriend was okay. Maybe the fact that Allie had never felt Myra would support her career ambitions could be sorted too. It was funny how she could sing about God’s goodness but then seem to forget it so very quickly. She exhaled and opened her eyes, wryness tugging at her lips. She must be about the most human of humans she knew.

      She collected her eco-friendly water bottle and moved back along the shaded path. This was a nice part of Chicago, all prettified near the lake. She peered up at the tall residential towers, wondering about those lucky enough to live nearby. Her family’s house was in a modest suburb populated mostly by families like hers—middle-class, employed. She liked it, but it was all she knew. Rents here were sure to be abysmally expensive, but living in the city was like moving to the west coast. She could add it to her list of impossible dreams.

      Joggers moved along the path, committed to fitness in a way she’d never own, especially as they ran in the heat of the day. Admittedly, today wasn’t as hot as yesterday, but still, she couldn’t help but admire the effort. She stepped out of the way of an oncoming female jogger when—

      “Allie?”

      She turned, breath hitching as her heart had a conniption.

      “Jai? Remember?”

      Allie nodded. How could she forget?

      She swallowed. And looking at him now—T-shirt taut over a muscled chest, sweat glistening off tanned skin—she would likely never forget this, either. Get the girl a fan already. Or an ice bath. Or a camera.

      “Just had your lunch, huh?”

      Another nod. Oh, how this man tangled her tongue in knots!

      “What’d you have?”

      “A s-sandwich. Salmon, from a can.” Because she certainly hadn’t been counting on talking to Mr. Hot Hockey Player when she’d made her sandwich last night!

      Could he smell her breath? Dear heavens, please let him not smell my breath. She paced back. Faked a cough and covered her mouth with her hand and sniffed. Was that eau de salmon? This must be why her sisters always screwed up their noses whenever she made such a sandwich.

      “Do I smell?” he said, sniffing at one underarm. “Sorry. I’m trying to keep up with the training, and for some reason, my trainer seems to think it’s good to run in the heat.”

      Embarrassment that she’d embarrassed him faded at his later words. That’s weird, she wanted to say but couldn’t. Weird when you work on ice.

      “Which is strange,” he continued.

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Because I play hockey on ice.”

      Yes. Yes, he did. She bit her lip. Should she admit she knew this about him? She didn’t want to come across all stalker-like, but neither would things end well if she professed total ignorance. “For the Blackhawks.”

      “You know hockey?” A grin lit up his face.

      Her insides tensed as she wavered between admiration of his perfect teeth and an admission she could never speak. “A bit.”

      “Wow. Classy, pretty, and she knows hockey. I don’t suppose you’re a Christian?”

      She stiffened. “Why don’t you suppose that?”

      “Huh.” He drew off his cap, ran a hand through his curly brown hair. “Does that mean you are?”

      Her breath suspended as he drew closer. No way did she want him to smell her salmon breath. But no way could she move away from the glistening, sweaty hotness of him. Not when she felt herself standing on the precipice of something extraordinarily wonderful.

      “Yes.”

      He smiled, and again she felt that answering kick low in her stomach. “What church do you go to?”

      The same as you. She told him, enjoying the widened hazel eyes.

      “No way. How come I’ve never seen you there before?”

      “My family and I go to the early morning service. You must go later.”

      “Yeah. Wow. Well, okay. I guess this makes it official.”

      Her heart spun and danced in a crazy mix of foxtrot, salsa, and rhumba. Stop it, stupid heart. Come on, Allie, talk! “M-makes what official?”

      “I’m officially an idiot. I can’t believe you’ve been there all this time and I’ve never noticed you.”

      Ouch.

      “Wait—I didn’t mean that to sound like that. I just meant—”

      “It’s okay. I know what you meant.”

      His smile sent her heart’s dance moves to pirouettes. She grasped the water bottle more firmly. Obviously she was losing grip on reality.

      “So, Allie—”

      He knew her name? Oh my gosh, oh my gosh—

      “Do you have lunch here often?”

      She took a breath, willing herself to talk slowly even as her blood rushed at great speed. “Most days. When the weather’s nice enough. And I have time.” Speaking of time, she should probably check how much more she had before her break was—

      “I’ll keep an eye out then.”

      Now her pulse seemed to have caught her mouth’s propensity for stuttering fun. But no. He didn’t mean it. He couldn’t. Come on, Allie, speak! “Do you run here often?”

      “Most days.” His grin flickered. “When the weather is nice enough. And I have time.”

      Amusement pushed out in a chuckle. She’d definitely be keeping an eye out then.

      His grin hitched higher. “Okay then.”

      “Okay.”

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you around, Miss Allie.”

      “I guess you will, Mr. Mullins.”

      “You know my last name?”

      She froze. She didn’t want him to know she was likely his biggest superfan. That she moderated—okay, had started and basically ran—an online fan club devoted to Jai Mullins. “I follow the Hawks,” she allowed, “so I might’ve heard of you a time or two.”

      His forehead furrowed. “Did you recognize me yesterday?”

      She swallowed. Admit it now. Let him know her room had a poster or three of him, like she was some sad chick from the 1990s with her room covered in boy band posters.

      “Sorry.” His brow cleared. “That makes me sound so arrogant, doesn’t it? Forget I asked. Hey, good to see you.”

      Her tongue unclenched enough to offer a lame “you too,” and he grinned, saluted, and jogged away. She exhaled, watching his long stride, his steady gait, wondering at the fitness of the man and whether he’d score the title of fastest man on the Hawks’ roster this year for the third year in a row. Then also wondered whether he’d turn and catch her looking. She forced her feet to move, but her disobedient head refused to follow, watching him until the last moment.

      He didn’t look. Her heart felt a stupid pang of disappointment.

      This was ridiculous.

      But also awesome.

      This was stupid for her emotions to be getting so far ahead of reality.

      But also exciting. Judging from the last couple of encounters—three encounters in two days, no less—she was almost prepared to think the man might sort of like her.

      Which was a miracle of the big God variety. A miracle of an answered-dreams variety.

      As she moved back to the artwork of the past, her heart sang the “Hallelujah Chorus.” Dear God. Thank You. Thank You. Thank You!

      

      “Allie? Hello? Are you paying attention?”

      Allie blinked, stuffing her stupid imagination back into its box, and refocused on Chrissy, the song leader at tonight’s music rehearsal for Sunday’s service. “Y-yes.”

      “Are you sure? Because you’re going to have to introduce the song, and we all know that’s not always worked out well in the past.”

      No. It hadn’t. But at least most people in this church were far more patient and gracious than some members of the worship team at music practice.

      “If you can’t pay attention, then maybe someone else should do the solo,” Chrissy said. “Remember, we’re simply trying to minister to the Lord here.”

      Allie ducked her head.

      “Now, let’s go again from the top.”

      Allie closed her eyes, listening as Chrissy counted the musicians in, and let herself sink into the music written by Sarah Maguire of Heartsong Collective, the Australian worship group whose songs were sung in churches around the globe. There were only a few times when Allie felt completely like herself, and worshipping in church was one of them. For some reason, her voice always seemed to do what it was supposed to do, articulating sounds in a way that never came as easily in mere conversation. She didn’t have to try. She could just be. She could relax and feel almost normal for once.

      “Lover of my soul, You are always with me,” she sang.

      The words of awe-filled surrender, of hope and trust, rippled from her soul, reminding her once again of God’s faithfulness and mercy. Reminding her that He was always with her, that He’d been there in the depths of her embarrassment yesterday when she’d failed to restrain tears after her flop of a kids’ talk time. That He’d been there, even when Selina had basically stolen her work. That He’d been there today, when she’d returned from her hallelujah of a lunchtime to discover that Myra had suddenly scheduled her to do the Tots and Paint Pots activity that afternoon. She’d nearly earned another migraine from the ear-piercing shrieks and chaos that such afternoons always induced, while the second-guessing that seemed to be the soundtrack to her life whispered that she’d misread things and misunderstood, because why would Jai Mullins of all people think she was remotely interesting?

      Now such embarrassment didn’t matter. God reminded her it didn’t matter. And here, worshipping Him, she had no reason to feel ashamed or overwhelmed. She could simply be herself with the One who already knew all her flaws and imperfections, and she could do and be what she’d always felt she was created to be: a worshipper of the ultimate Creator.

      “And I need not fear, because I know that You’re my God.”

      She kept her eyes closed as the music washed around her.

      God. Her God. Regardless of what others said or did or how she felt about herself. God still deserved worship. This Sarah who’d written this song really knew her stuff.

      The music faded, the auditorium emptying of sound as if pausing to take breath.

      “That was really good,” Chrissy said, her voice holding a note of surprise.

      “Really anointed,” a deeper voice said.

      Allie opened her eyes and smiled. Josiah Abrahams, the pastor of the church Allie and her family had attended for years, had a real gift of encouragement. He also had a love for hockey, and she knew Jai was part of a special online Bible study he ran, along with several other players like Mike Vaughan and Brent Karlsson, both of whom had recently married. Not that she kept tabs on the relationship status of Christian hockey players or anything.

      “When will the church be blessed by this song?”

      “This Sunday, sir,” Chrissy offered.

      “Hmm. Both morning services?”

      Chrissy raised an eyebrow at Allie. Allie’s family usually only attended the earlier service, but she nodded anyway.

      “Wonderful.”

      She hoped it would be, anyway. She didn’t know many who attended the ten-thirty service, most of them belonging to the hip-and-happening crowd. Her experience showed that their tolerance for those who were a little different tended to be on the lower end of the spectrum.

      “So, we’re all set then? Allie will do the solo, and we’ve got the rest of the songs sorted. You’ll sing both services, yes?”

      Allie nodded.

      “And don’t forget you’ll need to introduce the item.”

      Another nod.

      “That means talking, Allie.”

      Her sense of humor bit, and she nodded again.

      Chrissy—fortunately—saw the joke and laughed, which tugged another smile from Allie. Okay, so maybe tonight’s practice hadn’t turned out to be so bad after all. Now if only she could forget that someone like Jai Mullins existed, she might be able to find her emotional equilibrium once more.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a long time since Jai had felt the need to get to church for the 8:30 a.m. service. Games that finished late on Saturday night didn’t exactly encourage waking early on Sundays. Especially when he’d always preferred to stay up and sleep in. All the more so when church required a twenty minute drive to get there. But today, traffic seemed much lighter, and the thought of why he was going earlier compelled him.

      He’d explained to his mom that the reason he couldn’t stay for breakfast with her was because he hoped to take the girl he’d met properly the other day—who just so happened to love his mom’s flowers—out for brunch after the service. “You could come too,” he’d offered, hoping she might finally say yes.

      “And cramp your style? No, thank you. I don’t mind you missing time with me if it means you finally get a chance to take a girl out. What’s it been? Six months? A year?”

      He shrugged.

      “Whatever it is, it’s been too long. And I’m getting older and would like to see you married, like Kat.”

      Yeah, maybe not like Kat. Her marriage hadn’t exactly been a recipe for happiness. He refrained from saying the obvious and went for caution instead. “There are no guarantees, Mom. Anyway, she seems a bit too good for me.”

      “Too good for you? Honey, who’s the person with the multimillion-dollar contract?”

      “I don’t think money is that important to her.”

      “Uh huh. Sweetie, I can’t help but think you’re a tad naïve to think money ain’t important to a girl.”

      “She’s not like that,” he protested.

      “And you know this how?” She hooked a tattooed eyebrow.

      “I kinda meant she’s really smart.”

      “Hmm. Smart enough to know how to pick up a hockey player, I’ll give her that.”

      “Mom! There’s no picking up. If anything, it’s me chasing her.” When was the last time he’d done that? “Oh, and let’s not forget where we’re meeting. At church.”

      “Maybe I should go. I might meet a nice man myself.”

      He’d saved his sigh for the car and chased it with a bunch of prayers, even as his heart wondered if maybe he really had finally found someone nice himself.

      It had been a long time since he’d dated or had a girlfriend. His friends in the hockey Bible study group weren’t much better. He knew Dan didn’t date. Beau hadn’t for months, or was it years? Mike had waited for Bree to finally pay him attention, and Brent had taken time out from the dating scene to rebuild a reputation soured by the so-called perks of too-quick success. A Cup by the age of twenty-four? A gold medal from the recent Vancouver games? Where did you go from there? Mind you, he seemed to have found someone good in his Aussie short track skating pocket rocket. Jai had met Holly a few times before Brent’s wedding two months ago, and he liked her forthright nature and sass. She was good for Brent and would no doubt prove a steadying, calming force in the volatile world of pro hockey.

      It was funny how, in this sport, the measure of success seemed to be found in contracts, money, and wins, but he knew—only too well—how promises weren’t always kept, money could disappear, and the magic of a win could fade as quickly as the sound of a car pulling away. Yeah. Success could turn a man’s head, that was for sure.

      Which was why he needed to stay grounded in truth and hang with people who were honest and could keep him accountable. Jai had dated fans before, as had some of his teammates, and experience showed that honesty wasn’t always their preferred policy. Which was why he’d made it his policy to never date fans. He wasn’t about to invest his time with liars.

      He pulled into the church parking lot, found a spot, and killed the engine. Here went nothing. Was it too bold a move to come to this service? He barely knew what was considered okay and wouldn’t be misconstrued by women these days. Maybe he should’ve waited. But hey, he still needed to go to church, and if today gave him a bit more insight into who Allie was, well, he’d take it.

      Two minutes later he was in the foyer, looking through the glass doors leading into the auditorium and wondering where he should sit. He was used to his little corner near the back of this large church, where he could pretty much come late and leave early as he needed, thus avoiding hockey-related conversations other than those his friends or Pastor Josiah Abrahams instigated. This service time he figured might be different.
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