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“How about wedding planners?” Ellie Dineen tapped the speaker icon and lay her phone on the kitchen counter so she could finish washing the saucepan.

“That would be incredibly fun and incredibly stressful, and I don’t know who would hire us,” Brooke Teahan said. “Maybe if one of our friends, someone extremely forgiving, gave us a shot, and we were actually successful, the good word might get out through the wedding guests.”

“Alternately, the bad word would get out.”

“This is true. So maybe we’ll add that to the ‘probably not’ collection.”

“Anyway, did you get your Halloween costume yet?”

“Yes, it came yesterday, and it’s the same one you ordered. We are going to be adorable times two,” Brooke said. “Those parties can be so overheated, and I’m glad you talked me out of the princess idea. The tiara would have given me a headache in about ten minutes.”

“I love the idea of a party in the library, don’t you?”

“Yes, and I love the fact that we’re helping to raise money for the new roof.”

“Maybe if it doesn’t turn out to be all that much fun, we can get something to eat, then look for books to borrow,” Ellie said. “Either way, it won’t be a waste of time.”

“Right. Maybe we’ll even meet a couple of nice guys there.”

“Miracles do happen. Maybe if there’s someone in a Santa suit we can tell him what we want for Christmas.”

Brooke laughed. “Now I’m getting really excited. It’s a good thing we only have to wait until next weekend.”

“I’m going to try mine on again, and if it’s as loose as I remember, I’m going to take it in along the sides.”

“Maybe you can do mine, too.”

“Sure.”

“How about seamstresses? You have sewing skills and maybe you could teach me how to sew.”

“I had one semester of sewing in eighth grade, and I got a C- on my apron, and that was a kindness from Mrs. Burke. I don’t think you want me to be the one to teach you how to sew.”

“Fine. We’ll keep thinking, and we’ll come up with something eventually. We have to. We already have the name picked out,” Brooke said. “Ellie-Brooke has a really nice ring to it. Talk to you later.”

When Ellie finished drying the pan she put it away in the cabinet, then went into her room and stared at the costume hanging from her closet door. Off came her tee shirt and jeans and on went the dress. The black belt cinched it in at the waist, but she could still make it a little trimmer. Pulling it off over her head, she put on her jeans and shirt, then turned on her sewing machine and got to work.

Minutes later, she was in the costume again. Much better. She wasn’t crazy about the look of the hat, but if Brooke was going to wear hers, Ellie certainly needed to. Plus it completed the outfit. The hat, and the tights, and the boots. Oh, yeah. It should be a rip-roaring good time at the Abingdon Public Library next Saturday night. She wondered what Evan would have had to say about it. Nothing complimentary, she knew that. He would have pushed her toward something clingy that left little of her to the imagination.

But Evan had broken up with her two weeks ago, and she no longer gave a rat’s patootie about what he thought about what she wore or about anything. It still kind of amazed her they were together for four months without one of them giving up, but she had tried her best to make things work. She did learn from the experience, though. If people had to put in that much effort just to get along in the early months of a relationship, the relationship was doomed.
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ELLIE’S PHONE RANG as she finished pulling on her tights, and she picked it up from the bed. “Hi, Brooke. Are you getting ready? Or are you in the car already?” 

“I got held up at my parents, and I’m just leaving their house now. Don’t wait for me. I’ll take my car and meet you there.”

“How much longer do you think you’ll be? I can wait.” Walking in with Brooke in the identical outfit would have a bit of an impact, while walking into the library alone had a bit of a squirm factor.

“No, don’t wait,” Brooke said. “People might not hang around too long and you want to see the costumes. I hope they have yummy treats.”

“Same. Maybe I’ll head right for the food. See you when you get there.”

Despite the darkness, Ellie realized before she reached the block the library was on that parking was going to be interesting, and she opted for the municipal lot instead of hoping for a space much closer. As she cruised past the library, she could see there were cars parked everywhere. Not super convenient for her, but it meant the fundraiser looked to be a rousing success. 

After squeezing her Golf into a space, she walked through the parking lot, feeling half naked with no coat and no purse. She had stashed her essentials into the handy-dandy pockets of her dress, but she didn’t anticipate needing to use any of them. 

Her eyes on the windows as she approached the library, it looked as if every light in the building was on. There were wall to wall people in costumes representing every color in the crayon box, and she grinned, anticipating a good time. Standing outside the front door, she texted Brooke. “Just got here. What’s your ETA?”

While she waited for a response, she saw Cleopatra, a witch, and the Lone Ranger join the party, and every time the door opened, she heard music that would most likely never again be heard in that library. The noise, the costumes, and the music made a provocative combination, and she was enjoying the party before she’d even stepped inside. When her phone vibrated, she checked the screen, seeing Brooke’s text.

“Sorry, Ellie! My tire is flat and I’m waiting for AAA. I’ll text with updates.”

Crappity crap. She didn’t want to be at the party alone. “Can I come get you?”

“Thanks but I need to wait and get this fixed. Sorry! I might still make it.”

“Okay. Sorry about your tire!” Ellie slid her phone back into her pocket and looked into the windows again. The view was the same as it had been, but the party had lost a good deal of its allure. Sighing, she told herself to get in there and have some fun, and hope Brooke got the tire situation resolved soon. Squaring her shoulders, straightening her hat, and making sure her tights were pulled all the way up, she opened the front door.
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Case McGee wondered if he should have done what Josh had, just pay the hundred for the ticket to the library’s fundraiser, then stay home. He could have been watching college football instead of hanging around in an astronaut costume looking for something to eat. When he’d learned genuine space suits went for a billion bucks he’d been impressed as hell, and decided he’d walk around as if he’d spent ten thousand times more on his costume than he had. 

He'd never expected to hear “Bohemian Rhapsody” playing in the Abingdon library, but he was pretty happy with the music choices. He looked around and saw some interesting costumes, some of them amazing as hell, and he knew Josh would have liked seeing them. Finally spotting the food over by the DVD section, he slowly made his way through the crowd toward it, hoping there’d be something left when he reached the buffet tables. He was surprised he hadn’t seen any familiar faces tonight, but maybe they were well disguised.
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ELLIE STEPPED INSIDE and really wished Brooke were with her. But she would find the food, as Brooke suggested, and instead of just being miles out of her comfort zone and hungry, she’d only be miles out of her comfort zone. Looking around, she wondered where the powers that be would have decided food belonged. Near fiction? The children’s room? The paperbacks?

No. The DVD section. It was surreal seeing all the costumed people carrying cups and plates, and making the party actually feel like a party, despite all the bookcases jammed with books. Brooke was going to enjoy this.

As she made her way through all the super heroes and aliens and cowboys and princesses, she saw the buffet tables were being swarmed. The area looked as busy as an open bar at a wedding. That was all right. She maneuvered herself into the crowd near the tables and waited for her chance. Claiming a spot behind an astronaut, whose tall, broad-shouldered figure surely would get them both to the food sooner than standing behind the dainty Tinkerbell or the Raggedy Ann would, she looked around and saw a face she really didn’t want to be seeing. And he was coming toward her. Crappity crap. She stumbled against the astronaut as she turned away, hoping Evan wouldn’t notice her. 

How in the name of wrong place and wrong time was she going to get out of this? And why was he even here? He wasn’t the costume type, or at least he hadn’t given any indication he was during the months they were together. She needed rescue and she needed it now. When the astronaut turned, probably to see who had crashed into him, she knew what she had to do. “John Glenn, could you please, please, please pretend to be with me for just a few minutes because my ex is coming this way and I really need your help.”

Case looked down into the eyes of the pretty elf with the long brown hair and he wondered if Santa Claus would be bumping into him next. Then he processed what she’d said. Please pretend to be with me ... my ex is coming ... need your help. Maybe he should have gone with the suit of armor instead. He lowered his head so their faces were only inches apart. “I’ll think about it.” Her eyes were pleading now, and he knew he was going to do what she wanted. Why the hell not? “Where’s your ex?”

“Coming this way. Dressed like a poor excuse for a pirate.” Ellie couldn’t tell if this guy was going to be a blessing or a curse, and she wished he’d make up his mind. She was really out of options.

When Case looked beyond the elf and saw the pirate, he grinned, then lowered his voice. “What’s your name, elf girl?”

“Ellie. And you are?”

Ellie? Was this his lucky day, or what? “I’m Case. Great to meet you, Ellie. Don’t go anywhere, okay?” Case stood at his full height and kept his eyes on the pirate, seeing the second he noticed Case, then grinned. 

“Well, this is a surprise,” Evan Foley said.

This was it, then. Despite having turned her back, Evan had recognized her and Ellie needed to woman-up instead of cowering against an astronaut. Anyway, his snazzy orange suit clashed horribly with her red and green dress and hat, and even more so with her red, white, and green striped tights. Ellie felt Case’s hand on her back as she turned to face Evan. She thought about telling Case to remove it, but there wasn’t time now. And maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. Evan had been ridiculously possessive as soon as they began dating, and Case’s hand on her would send a message Evan would understand.

“What’s happening, Case?” 

Ellie stared at Evan, who was grinning at Case. These guys knew each other? How wonderfully fantastic. Her whole plan just exploded. Evan looked at her, first at her face, then he gave her a slow once over, and his grin changed.

“Oh, Ellie. I didn’t even notice you there,” Evan said.

Always the flatterer ... Why had she stayed with him ... It didn’t matter now. “Hello, Evan.” If she wasn’t mistaken, and she was quite sure she wasn’t, Evan was sneering, which brought her the greatest of pleasures. How low she had sunk.

“I don’t think that elf costume fits in here, Ellie. Wrong holiday.”

Case put his hands on Ellie’s shoulders and gave them the most gentle of squeezes, feeling her shiver when his fingers came in contact with the bare skin of her shoulders. “From where I’m standing, I think Ellie’s costume fits her just right.”

Ellie wondered if Case was an actor. The way he delivered his lines was absolutely perfect, and so convincing she half believed what he was saying.

“You here alone, Evan?” Case asked.

“Not for long.”

Ellie had had about enough, but she didn’t know how she was going to get herself out of there without Evan discovering the truth. One good thing about his presence was it had ruined her appetite. Meaning she’d spent a hundred dollars for the rare opportunity to see Evan Foley dressed as a pirate. And he was a ridiculous looking pirate at that.

“You ready to get out of here, Ellie? I need something to eat, and that’s not going to happen here,” Case said, tired of hanging around Evan, and hoping Ellie would play along.

“Yes. I’m starved.” What was one more lie tonight?

“Let’s go.” He took her by the hand and stepped toward Evan. “See you around.”

“Yeah. See you at Thanksgiving,” Evan said.

See you at Thanksgiving? Ellie pretended she knew what was going on as she walked past Evan, led by Case, as if it were the most natural thing on Earth. When she felt they were far enough away from Evan, although she wasn’t going to turn around to check, she pulled ahead of Case and led him to where she thought they might have some privacy so she could thank him. It was really a shame she was leaving the party. The man had been kind enough to cover for her, his acting had been so convincing Evan had even looked a smidge jealous. And, also, Case just happened to be tall, dark, and gorgeous. She wished Brooke were here to see him.

Case wished he knew where Ellie was leading him. Maybe right out a side door. “Hey, Ellie? What’s your plan here?”

She stopped walking and looked around. They were relatively alone, and she chose the large print aisle ahead for their chat where they’d be able to see anyone approaching or lingering in either of the aisles surrounding them. Reaching her chosen destination, she let go of Case’s large, warm hand and faced him. “First of all, thanks a million. You were really convincing.”

“You’re welcome. You did well yourself.” 

“I’m going to sneak out the side door now, but I have a question first.”

“What’s the question, Ellie?”

“How do you know Evan?”

“I’ve known Evan all my life. We’re cousins.”

Dear heavens ... Ellie closed her eyes, wanting to rest her head on a shelf and moan. Of all the guys she could have latched onto, why did it have to be this man?
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Case had been watching Ellie’s face and he grinned when she closed her eyes. He could guess what she was thinking. And he was pretty damn happy about being able to clarify things for her. “I have a story to tell you. Do you want to hear it in the large print book section, or do you want to go somewhere else?”

Ellie opened her eyes, frowning. “Listen, John Glenn, if you expect me to go somewhere with you, especially when I’m dressed like Santa’s elf, you can think again. I don’t know anything about you.”

“We can remedy that. How about if we meet up at the Sunshine Café? Where Evan works? We know he isn’t working now, and even if he happens to stroll in, it will only reinforce the story.”

She appreciated that Case knew where Evan worked, but she wondered why Evan had never mentioned Case. But maybe she’d never mentioned her cousins to him, either.

He could see she wasn’t convinced. “I think we can help each other. I’ve already helped you, haven’t I? Now you can help me, and I can continue to help you. You said you were starving, didn’t you? I’ll buy you dinner.”

“I was lying. The sight of Evan’s face made me lose my appetite.”

Case grinned. “My cousin has that effect on a lot of people. Meet me at the café. And you can have cookies and milk. You’ll be able to force down cookies and milk, won’t you?”

The thought of some nice chocolate chip cookies was helping bring her appetite back. Case was right. He had helped her out. “I need to send a text first.”

He nodded. “You want to see my driver’s license and take a photo of me so they’ll know who to come after if you don’t return home in time? My last name is McGee, by the way.”

“Why isn’t it Foley, like Evan’s?”

“Our mothers are sisters. There are five kids in my family, and five kids in Evan’s, and we grew up around the corner from each other. Our parents all still live in the same houses, and my grandparents are living in an in-law apartment at my parents’ house.” He pulled his wallet from a zippered pocket, then flipped it open. “Here’s my license.”

Ellie was no fool, and she leaned close enough to read everything she needed to see. Six feet two inches, blue eyes, brown hair, Case McGee ... He took it back before she could read his full address, but she saw he also lived in Abingdon. “Thank you. I still need to send my text.”

He gestured to her. “Be my guest. I’ll catch up on my reading while I’m waiting.”

Ellie took a few steps, then turned to keep an eye on the man as she pulled out her phone and tapped the screen. “Super long story, but I’m leaving the party and going to the café with Case McGee, who is Evan’s cousin. I will call you later with all deets.”

Brooke responded instantly. “What? You be careful, bestie.”

“I promise.” She looked at Case, who had a Robert Parker book in his hand. “I’m going to take you up on the offer to let me take your picture, so smile pretty.” Not giving him a chance to argue, she got two shots, both of them acceptable, and she sent one to Brooke.

“Gorgeous, Ellie! Can’t wait to hear all about this!”

When Case saw Ellie pocketing the phone, he said, “Where are you parked?”

“In the municipal lot.”

“Good. You want to walk through the library to the front door, or head out this door?”

“You know what? Let’s go out the front door. Maybe Evan will see us again and do that sneer that’s so attractive.”

“Thought you were going to say it was because you wanted more people to see us leaving in case you don’t get home when you’re expected.”

She met his eyes again, seeing the crooked smile. “My people know you’re with me, so I’m not worried.” Not too worried, anyway. “And I know Karate.” Well, she knew how to spell it.

“Good. If we get attacked by the rest of Santa’s elves out there, I’ll know I’m safe. Are we holding hands for our exit?”

“Yes. But you lead this time. And make it look convincing in case Evan is around.”

“I’ll make sure I look like I can’t wait to get you home,” he said, grinning.

Was it really worth it to Ellie to have to deal with this nonsense? Yes. The man was only kidding, and he seemed nice enough, but he was taking this whole thing a little too far. And she was going to straighten him out at the café where no one would be around to hear them talking. She hoped.

She was a little disappointed not to see Evan watching as Case led her through the library and out the front door. She was also a little disappointed that her night had been ruined by Brooke not being there, and not getting a thing to eat or drink, and having to leave before she really got to see all the costumes. With lots of luck, she wasn’t going to be disappointed by the trip to the café next.

As he said he would, Case walked Ellie to her car, telling her he’d see her in a few minutes, after asking her not to let him down. And he’d used the word please.

Driving to the café, Case thought about things Evan had told him about Ellie. Granted, he’d just met the girl, but he was having trouble with Evan finding fault with her intelligence, her sense of humor, and her looks. None of the criticisms made sense, but then Evan was possibly the least trustworthy person he knew. He smiled when he parked in the café’s lot and saw Ellie climb out of her red Golf. 

This was going to be a hell of a good time.

And he was going to enjoy every damn second of it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 




[image: ]


“Am I the only one who feels a little out of place walking in here in costume?” Ellie said when Case pulled open the heavy glass door of the Sunshine Café. 

He grinned. “It’s two days until Halloween.”

“Yes, that will explain your astronaut costume, but clearly I should have made a wiser choice.”

“I don’t see anything wrong with what you’re wearing.” 

Ellie guessed either Case was extremely open-minded, oblivious of the feelings of others, or he was lying. When a server asked them to follow her, Ellie appreciated the woman hadn’t acted as if seating an elf and an astronaut was anything out of the ordinary. Sliding onto the bench seat and facing Case across the booth, she opened her menu and wondered what she felt like having. “Do you come here a lot?”

Case shrugged. “Once in a while. Did your appetite return?” There was a good chance what he was going to say to her was going to take it away, but it was worth the gamble.

“I’m hungry again, yes.” Closing her menu, she said, “French toast it is. And you?”

“Roast beef sandwich. You sure you don’t want dinner type food?”

“What makes you think I don’t have French toast for dinner?”

“Do you?” he asked.

“I have been known to, yes. And this whole thing, this whole night, is bizarre, so why not?” 

Once they placed their orders and had been served their drinks, Case leaned
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