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It had been one of those weeks.

On a misty Saturday morning in May, walking through downtown Calter Creek, Ohio, Mel Chesterton knew she needed a serious attitude adjustment. Too much these days challenged her predominantly sunny disposition. 

Mostly it was minor stuff, but even the minor stuff knocked her off kilter. Take the mustard stain on her white blazer, courtesy of a barbecue fundraiser at Sinclair Imports, where she was executive assistant to the president, Amanda McKinnon. She’d fumed all afternoon.

More serious was the shouting match with Amanda a day or so later. Mel loved her job, and they had a great working relationship, bordering on friendship. But at three months Amanda could be in a bear of a mood, giving the lie to that maternity glow stuff. Mel wasn’t worried about her job or anything like that, and peace had been restored, but the fact of the confrontation had shaken her.

She waited at a stoplight and sighed, shifting the bag of books she’d brought with her from one hand to the other. Day-to-day events weren’t to blame, and she knew it. There’d been a lack in Mel’s life lately, as if her world didn’t have the same bright shine as before. Mundane, that was the word for it. At thirty-five, she’d expected to have the man, house, kids, and dog by now. Instead she had a singular lack of excitement, a one-bedroom apartment with white walls, which she abhorred, and no prospects for the man-and-kids situation to change any time soon. 

Not much she could do about the rest of it, but she could use this Saturday morning expedition to renew her generally positive outlook on life. First she’d call in at Morrison’s, Calter Creek’s go-to source of books both new and secondhand, and spend a cheerful half hour picking out a book or two. 

Second, and most important, she’d visit the downtown branch of the Dublin and Central Ohio Bank. She needed to know how much mortgage they’d approve, based on their assessment of her salary and savings. It was high time she escaped her neutral rental apartment and bought a place of her own, where she’d paint the walls whatever glorious, glowing colors she chose. She couldn’t stand the thought of living with off-white for the rest of her life.

First things first, though. She needed a book or she’d never survive the weekend.

Calter Creek, situated half an hour southwest of Columbus, sported the quaint architecture and hanging flower baskets typical of a smallish, prosperous town, but none of that caught Mel’s eye this morning. Because while waiting for the light to turn green she had plenty of time to see the brown paper covering the windows of her favorite bookstore.

She stormed across the street before the light had fully changed. A small sign in pencil had been taped haphazardly on the ancient wooden door. Under new ownership. Reopening after a while. The writing was angular and the letters oddly formed, as if taken from a book of arcane magic spells. Someone was moving around inside; she’d seen shifting light in the upstairs windows.

Enough was enough. She ignored the sign and started pounding. Repeatedly, until whoever had the nerve to close the store gave up and opened the door.

“Ah,” said the man in the doorframe. He studied her for a beat or two. “Titian, with a net of diamonds. Luscious.”

Since there was no possible response, Mel simply gaped at him, as if caught in a hypnotic web. Tishun? What was that?

He looked stunned as he reached out and touched her mop of curly red hair, which, thanks to the weather, had attained new heights of frizzy. His hand barely grazed the wild halo before he pulled away. Normally she backed off when someone invaded her personal space, but this time she didn’t move.

She guessed he’d be tall, if he didn’t slouch, and he wasn’t in the least prepossessing. Glasses in old fashioned granny frames perched on his straight nose, though he studied her over the top of them. An otherworldly glint danced in his mild, light blue eyes, as if they didn’t miss much, but might not see what everyone else did. His eyebrows and shaggy hair were the shade of gray her mother visited a salon to duplicate. The gray messed up her sense of his age, but he wasn’t ancient, she figured between thirty and fifty.

He wore a string of mixed jewel-tone glass beads on his left wrist, where ordinary men wore important-looking wristwatches with dials. An oversized sweatshirt that once had been navy swamped his torso, and black slacks that should have hit the trash a decade ago led to equally worn out sneakers.

However decrepit his wardrobe, he himself was immaculate, clean shaven, clean hands. He reminded her of a mildly daft scholar who caught flies to put them outside instead of swatting them.

The word he’d used tickled her mind. Tishun... Was he saying ‘titian’? Wasn’t that a hair color? One that turned up in historical romances? She’d read the word but had never heard it spoken, and suspected it had nothing to do with her own hair, which, as far as she was concerned, was miles from romantic.

They simultaneously snapped out of whatever trance they’d fallen into, and the world got back on its axis. She started breathing again. Whatever tishun meant, it didn’t fit her, she’d bet on it. “No, it’s more carrot.”

“True. And the bane of your existence—the word, but perhaps also the reality? Might as well put a poetic spin on it, don’t you agree? Especially on such a gray day. Please, come in.” He stepped aside and gestured toward the interior of the store.

“That’s not such a good idea.” Mel experienced a flutter of unease. Going into a closed and deserted store with a strange man, even in Calter Creek, which had to be among the safest communities on the planet, wouldn’t rank as one of her cleverer ideas. She hadn’t considered what she’d do if the person upstairs answered her pounding.

But the anger that had driven her to assault his door had been supplanted by curiosity. Mel couldn’t pinpoint where the appeal came from. It wasn’t a sexual-chemistry, girl-places-quivering reaction. More a magician thing? She’d always wanted to meet an honest-to-goodness magician.

He got it, suddenly. “I’m sorry, I get carried away. You’re right to be cautious, but I promise I’m harmless—although I can’t say the same for the piles of books all over the floor. Tripped yesterday and gave myself a whopper of a bruise on my shin.”

A whiff of home baking drifted from somewhere inside.

Mel caught the aroma and abruptly decided to ignore everything she’d read and heard about the dangers of strange men in isolated places. She stepped into the once familiar store, now cast into an orange murkiness by the brown paper on the windows.

He gave her a delighted smile and no time to reconsider. “I’m afraid we have to hurry. Mind your step, the lighting...” He gestured at the room. “It’s approaching ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’.” He rubbed the bruised shin, then hurried toward the wide staircase bisecting the space. “It’s better higher up, but there is a need to rush.”

He left her stranded amid stacks of ancient books that appeared almost threatening in the strange half-light. Mel thought of Gothic novels.

At least she’d gotten into the place, which, as near as she could tell, was unchanged from the last time she’d called in, three weeks ago. Was there a chance she could buy a paperback or two from this peculiar man? She stood still for a moment, assessing the situation, then closed the door, dumped her bag of books, sent a quick text to Julie so someone would know where she was—she wasn’t a total idiot—and followed him. Her radar would alert her if anything felt off, and the vibes weren’t threatening at all.

Besides, whatever was baking smelled like heaven.

The building must be a hundred years old. The wood floor sagged under the weight of the massive, overburdened bookshelves. She’d long admired the elegant flight of stairs, with its worn treads and elaborate banisters, that rose from the middle of the room parallel to the front wall. In the past, a decidedly inelegant do-not-enter sign had always closed it off. With no sign in evidence, she climbed up.

He had disappeared by the time she reached the second floor, which proved to be a gigantic, mostly empty room with a few books and bookshelves strewn around. An area against the back wall to the right of the stairs had been walled in. The natural light from the towering, unpapered windows was a relief. She reckoned the wide-open space spanned not only Morrison Books but also the adjacent stores.

“In here.” His voice came from a door in the wall.

In for a penny.

Besides, whatever he was cooking precluded bad things happening, didn’t it? She poked her head through the doorway.

He stood at the stove in a bright, if dilapidated, country-style kitchen. “Made it in time.” He stirred around the contents of a baking sheet. “Darker than usual, but still tasty. Try.”

He held out the sheet to her. Homemade granola. She nibbled, nodded, and grinned. “Way better than the stuff from the store.” Clearly her radar was working just fine.

“Please, sit,” he said over his shoulder. He pulled a serving dish off a shelf, coming close to spilling the granola out of the pan. He talked as he scraped the cereal into the dish. “You know, some old wisdom is valid. A healthy breakfast—well, never mind. You’re a coffee drinker, I expect? But tea is being served this morning, so I hope you’re flexible.” He abandoned the granola and produced tea from one cabinet, a teapot from another. “One day I’ll be sensible and store these two together, since they’re obviously meant to be mated. Not yet, however.”

Grateful to be anchored on the other side of the table, Mel said, “I’ve never had tea in the morning. Coffee’s sort of an office ritual.”

In the midst of the whirlwind, the man commanding the kitchen had put a kettle on to boil. He removed it from the heat, poured water into the teapot, swirled pot and water around, then poured the water out and measured the tea.

Measured. Loose tea. For Mel, loose tea was a novelty, not a staple. When he’d suggested tea, she’d automatically assumed he meant iced.

“However, in the absence of coffee, I hope you’ll join me.” He saluted her with the teapot, which appeared to be from an old-fashioned line of fine china.

Surely no one trusted this frenetic man with antiques?

“Next time you drop by, I won’t leave you bereft. I have a French press around somewhere.”

“You’re expecting a next time?”

“Oh, yes. Aren’t you?”

Mel shrugged off her jacket and slid onto a rickety chair at the battered wooden table. She took stock. Through a door behind her she glimpsed a living room as shabby as the kitchen. An apartment, then. Based on the boxes and miscellaneous articles lying on most flat surfaces, her host, while at home, hadn’t fully moved in. Or was he the sort who never completely unpacked? She couldn’t decide whether he lacked focus entirely or was able to focus on fifteen things at once.

He elaborated. “When people share a breakfast it’s a fair bet there’ll be a next time. Lunches and dinners mean anything or nothing, but breakfast? Maybe it’s because of the extra effort to get out of bed for it.”

He added boiling water to the teapot, then set a digital timer and sat across from her, placing the granola dish between them. He bounced up again immediately, coming back with his hands full of bowls, cups and saucers—mismatched—and cutlery. “Purists say four minutes for this tea, but I prefer two and a half. A bitter principle begins to develop. Best to nip it in the bud, so to speak.” He looked pleased, as if he’d made a joke, but if so Mel didn’t get it. She drew her brows together, puzzled.

“Tea buds? Best part of the tea plant? Harvested—nipped?” He sighed. “Well, you can’t say I didn’t try.”

“Sorry. I almost never drink hot tea, and then it’s in bags.”

“A sin. They virtually powder the leaves, no subtlety, and the tea goes stale. With practice you’ll recognize the difference.”

Anchored at the table, she studied this strange man who held her weekend reading fate in his hands. He was ageless. Was it the hair? The haircut, or lack thereof? Or the glasses, with their refugee-from-the-seventies frames?

His gray cowlick flopped onto a high forehead. His mobile mouth seemed poised to speak, or maybe eat. Whichever, she didn’t expect that mouth to be still for long.

At first she’d taken him to be slight, but as he moved around the kitchen she realized he was no weakling. Not ripped, but not a wimp, either. He was tall, but not abnormally so, about six feet, which was still a good eight inches taller than Mel.

By now he’d pulled containers from an ancient white refrigerator. “I regret the berries are, as they say, previously frozen. May’s not the best time for fruit. Help yourself. I prefer almond milk, but I can offer yogurt.”

He enthusiastically spooned granola into his bowl. She wondered if he ever decelerated and wished he’d sit back down.

“Thanks. The almond milk is fine.” She accepted the granola dish, which was quality china, although it didn’t match the teapot, and took a spoonful. “But you don’t have to feed me, I mean, I had...”

“A piece of toast and a glass of juice? Pfft.”

Was he peering in her second floor windows?

“How do I classify that? A lucky guess?”

“Intuition? Experience?” He pulled the tab on the new carton of almond milk. “Take more. We have a lot to do this morning.”

“Like what?” She added another spoonful to her bowl before topping it with berries and almond milk, then tasted. Bliss. “I don’t even know what your name is.”

“Umh.” He’d followed her with berries, almond milk, and tasting. He held up a finger, chewed, and swallowed. “Names are symbolic, don’t you agree? A name reflects who you are, or imposes a societal expectation. Now, if I’d been burdened with a name like Clint or Lance or Butch, I’d find it difficult to live up to it. All very masculine, but do real people have that kind of name? Not in my experience. Or maybe in Texas? I might aspire to extreme masculinity—no, I confess I don’t. Book binding and minor home repairs have more appeal than roping and branding and such. I’d need calluses.”

He opened his hands for her inspection, turning them palm up, palm down. Trim nails, businesslike, no calluses. “A pianist’s hands, my mother says.” He stopped and took a breath, which she didn’t believe he’d done up to now.

She seized the moment. “So, do you play piano?”

“Only to the extent that the parents signed my brother and me up for lessons at a tender age. When we showed not a thimbleful of talent, they allowed us to make our own choices. Huff went on to guitar, and I chose Renaissance recorder. But to return to the subject at hand. What would you expect my name to be? Translating your impressions into the symbol that is a name.”

One of the containers he’d shuffled to the table held honey. Before she could reply, he frowned at the jar and murmured, “And another spoon, yes.” He bounded onto his feet again and dove into a drawer, from which, after rummaging, he produced a dented and tarnished silver tablespoon.

Finally, he sat, took a breath, and picked up his spoon, as if he just might stay put.

Mel didn’t answer immediately. The combined force of this man’s monologue, the breakfast, and his assumption she’d be helping him today needed time to be absorbed. She occupied herself with a bite of the exceptionally tasty granola. Then, fortified with a deep breath, she plunged in. “Did the Pied Piper have a name?”

He leaned back and laughed. “From what I’ve read, no, he’s a legend, and a creepy one at that—although the fate of the children is a mystery. Did he lead them off to paradise? But the poor parents... I’ve heard a theory that the story might refer to the Children’s Crusade. Bad piece of business, not a suitable breakfast topic.”

The timer rang.

All that in two and a half minutes?

He poured the tea, marmalade orange, into their cups. The sort of cups she associated with great-grandmothers.

Slightly breathless, Mel was catching up. “I never knew this was up here. Is it a whole apartment?”

“It is, and if the rain ever stops I’ll show you the view. The sundeck looks out over half of Calter Creek, quite lovely, or it will be with repairs. I bought this place because of the second floor. It’s not difficult to find bookstores for sale these days, alas.”

Alas?

“I combed the Midwest before finding this one. It has amazing potential. The staircase, the massive upstairs room. The hidden elevator. There actually is a hidden elevator,” he assured her.

“But then,” he continued without pause, “we need to reflect on the matter of ‘pied’. I doubt I qualify. All of a piece, as they say in England.”

Mel remembered her manners and swallowed her bite of granola before she spoke. “I guess I don’t know what ‘pied’ means.”

“And you’re willing to ask. I always ask, which can be tedious for others, but I love learning new things. We’ll share our combined knowledge.”

“Yes, well...”

She remembered ‘titian’ with a twinge of embarrassment and resolved to look it up when she got home.

“Pied means many colored, variegated. Much though I’d like to be variegated, I’m not sure... but could it depend on what scale we’re using? My poor parents might argue that my mind is multifaceted. They’ve had a lifetime of frustration, poor dears, trying to lure me to alight on one thing and stay with it. Possibly my definition of ‘one thing’ is different from theirs?”

If she’d believed she’d caught up to him, she’d been totally, completely deluded. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Move around that way. Hit three or four topics in the same sentence. That should qualify as pied.”

“Possibly, taken in a narrow context. Problem is, I do it constantly, so overall it might be considered one thing. I was never skilled at essay writing. Lack of focus, the teachers informed my parents. I’m afraid it caused more grief for them than it did for me.”

He rambled on. “Sugar for your tea—besides being a poison, I’m out, but we do have the honey. There will be milk, once the grocery and I find mutually satisfying hours. Would you care for honey? I’m told it transforms the nature of the tea experience. The same for almond milk.” He tapped the quart carton, which, like the honey jar, was seriously outclassed alongside the china serving bowl and teapot, the great-grandmotherly cups.

“All right. I mean, thank you, but I’m no closer to learning your name.” Nor did she want to be, Mel realized. He’d drawn her into his words, his game, and she wasn’t in any giant rush for enlightenment.

“Try a guess.” Those large hands cradled his teacup as he sipped.

Yes, perfectly safe to entrust the fine china to him.

“Okay, a name to suit you.” She idly stirred honey into her tea. “Francis, maybe, or Robin.”

“Less he-man-ish, yes. Not that Francis was any slouch—the saint, I mean. Led a harsh life, even if of his own making. Those early saints tended to live rough and die gruesomely. Different times, of course.”

“Of course.”

“And Robin—a songbird of the thrush family and no friend of earthworms. Or Robin Hood? Television’s diluted the old legend. It must have been dreadful, with tents made of skins and freezing in the winter. They were probably smelly, too. We have to hope it was endemic, or Marian would have rejected him outright. You’re picking gentler sounding names, or gentler associations. Am I correct?”

“Ye-e-s.” Mel drew the word out while she absorbed a few new ideas about Robin Hood and considered the why of her selections.

“And right you are. My name is Adrian, which is so un-mystical. It means a place in northern Italy, where I’ve not been, so far. Not terribly creative of my parents, but in terms of sound, the predominance of vowels, I believe it’s appropriate. Although I’ve also come across the meaning black, or dark—do you suppose the Adriatic is dark? Now, for you, a name like Boadicea, a true warrior’s name—but no, it wouldn’t suit, would it? A warrior you may be, but there’s too much music in your soul.”

Mel stopped with her honey-laced tea halfway to her lips. “What? Forgive me, but you don’t know me well enough to say that. Were you expecting someone else?”

He grinned. “And behind that question you’re thinking, is this guy for real?”

It was possibly the first hint of normality she’d experienced from him since stepping into the bookstore.

“No, I’d never... that would be rude. You’re... a little unusual?”

“Or a lot. I’m afraid I’m totally for real, although occasionally those who know me doubt it. I do possess a conventional side, trust me. Sometimes it’s dominant, but those aren’t the happiest times in my life. But to answer your question, no, I wasn’t expecting anyone else. I wish I’d known I was expecting you. I’m not always so disheveled.”

“If you’re cleaning up the store... it’s sort of grubby down there.”

“Exactly. I’m glad you understand. You’ll have me wrapped around your little finger by the time we whip this place into shape, I’ve no doubt at all. It’s the lure of that music in your soul.”

He dove into his cereal. Mel followed suit, hoping to ground herself against the tide of Adrian’s enthusiasm, which stood a reasonable chance of pulling her under. Like a riptide, or the rapture that came when a mermaid kissed you—but that was men, wasn’t it? How did he do it?

But Mel wasn’t faint of heart. It was past time for her to snap out of the spell he’d woven and speak up. Boadicea-like, she girded her loins and let exasperation tinge her voice. “Just to clarify, we’re not getting this place in shape. I’m here for something to read. When I saw the papered-over windows―”

“Oh, the mad came through loud and clear when you tried to batter the door down, believe me. Since it’s a day for new experiences, possibly I should try this.” He’d drunk half his tea, but he added a generous spoon of the honey. “As for the book part, the pharmacy carries romances and such, and the library has all manner of things. No, my dear, you’re here for another reason, and the most likely one, besides sharing my breakfast, is to participate in the rejuvenation of the bookstore. But now, we must turn to your name.”

“Mel.” She didn’t have the mental energy for the guessing exercise again.

“Mel. Melissa? Bees and honey, most appropriate. Wait.” Adrian rose and disappeared through the door behind her, emerging a minute later with a large and ancient-looking book.

A tome. This is what they mean by a tome.

“Dusty, I fear.” He rested it gingerly on the table and shuttled the granola, berries, teapot, honey, and almond milk to safety on the counter. “This will tell us. It’s positively loaded with what we might call archaic lore—herbs, remedies, how to predict the weather or pickle a calf’s foot, and names and their meanings. I found it a day or two ago on the shelves downstairs. I could spend a lifetime rummaging in old books. In fact, I am, I guess. Let’s see.” He sat across from her and began to flip through the pages. “M... Mel...”

“The book’s upside down.”

“To me. To you it’s indubitably right side up.” He glanced up. His grin was lopsided. It was sort of endearing.

“It was part of my misspent youth. Once I worked out that letters are symbols, and groups of letters are symbols of concepts, I resolved to find out if there was any intrinsic meaning to the symbols themselves. I was twelve and bored, so I figured if I learned to read upside down, the inner meanings of the symbols would be forced to show themselves.”

Adrian continued to search for Melissa while Mel stared at Adrian.

“Ah, yes, here it is. A honeybee, also a nymph who had dealings with Zeus. Dangerous, messing around with those gods. But bees and honey, that’s a satisfying image.”

At last she could contribute. “Melissa officinalis, too. Lemon balm. It’s a medicinal herb that calms you, gently. Works pretty well for PMS.” She realized what she’d said and pinched her eyes closed, muttering, “Dunce.”

“A terrible affliction, I hear. But although it’s sad, I do not believe your name is Melissa.”

At least he hadn’t given her a treatise on PMS, or worse, inquired about her own experience of it.

“No, it’s Melanie. I never use the whole thing. I’ve been Mel most of my life.”

“That might change.” He didn’t elaborate, but found the citation in the book and read. “Melanie. Black, dark. Interesting that we both were given names with dark connotations. But while I might have my black moments, it’s not you at all. I’m not surprised you choose not to use it. Although we should consider Melanie Wilkes. Full of light, a counterpoint to Scarlett, but complex.”

“She was? I never saw much depth.”

“To get through the Civil War with her integrity intact, well aware her husband was in love with her close friend, and love the friend anyway? A lot was going on, but none of it dark. Now Mel... On its own it’s a bald man, hardly the case with you, my dear, your hair is luminescent. I can’t wait to see it in sunlight. Melvin has to do with swords and chieftains. That could be you, but really, this time historical meaning carries little weight. Much though I like Melanie for its sound, I’ll call you Mel. Besides it being your preference, you are truly a creature of light, not dark.”

Mel gathered her wits together—those he’d left intact. “I’d better go. Thank you for breakfast.”

Some of the animation drained out of Adrian’s face. He slumped. She worried she’d hurt him.

Talk about irrational.

He closed the book gently, so the dust stayed trapped. She could hear regret in his voice. “I’m sorry. I do tend to overwhelm. There’s so much inside...” He paused, waving his hands aimlessly. “And it wants out so badly. As soon as I have a captive audience, I crack open and out it pours. Please don’t go yet. At least take a few minutes to look around. We face a big job ahead, renovating, but the potential―”

She wanted to get a few things straight before she left, if that was even possible. “You keep saying ‘we’. I’m not involved in the bookstore.”

“You are.” This time he stated it as a quiet fact, not as an enthusiastic sledgehammer. “So let’s see what we’ve got.”

Did he hear her at all? Could this be some kind of elaborate scam? “I don’t have any money,” she said. “I’m not investing.”

His eyes widened, as if shocked she could imagine such a thing. “No, of course not. It’s energetic, not financial. Can’t you sense the bond between this space and you?”

Before she knew what was happening, he’d squared the book on the corner of the table and placed their bowls and teacups in the sink. The couple of sips of tea she’d taken had been—okay. No bitter principle.

“We can start up here, although I don’t expect you to discuss the interior design of the apartment with me yet.” His magnified eyes twinkled at her. “A bit too intimate for first acquaintance. Another day, perhaps. And downstairs is overwhelming.”

He took off into the vast, nearly empty space outside the apartment, leaving her no choice but to gather up her rain jacket and follow.

“Now this excites me. It’s like undiscovered territory. The wiring’s solid, thank heaven. Imagine the heartbreak if the electricity shorted out and the whole building went up in smoke before we brought out its full potential. What could we put up here, Mel?”

In this bizarre morning, and with this unusual man, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to ask, “Do you catch flies and release them instead of swatting them?”

“Certainly. Don’t you?” His smile returned. “We’re on a shared wavelength.”

Shared wavelength? Why should she be surprised?

Mel couldn’t figure out what he wanted from her. Or why she suddenly felt guilty about flies. “Do you think I should?”

“Put yourself in the fly’s place. To them you’re a great goddess with the power of life and death. Are you willing to be the kind of goddess who’d squash you? Or maybe it’s a Zen thing. Or an aversion to squished flies on my walls.” He shrugged, then rambled on. “Now, I see a coffee bar in the corner—we’ll have easy chairs scattered around, that’s a given, and I suppose we’ll need to stock electronics. Did you know you can’t do the reading-upside-down thing on one of those tablets? I tried, and it flipped.”

“Some people at work have tablets. I think there’s a setting.”

“I’ll let you find it for me one day, and we’ll force the text to behave. Now, we might want the coffee bar on the ground floor, for easy access, but marketing strategy suggests we propel the customers further in, so they’re forced to pass more of our merchandise. I wonder if that actually works. The idea is to sell books, I suppose, but it isn’t very welcoming to coerce people just so they can get their coffee.”

“Selling’s what a store’s for, though, whether it’s books or coffee. You can’t renovate Morrison Books and make it into a modern bookstore without worrying about sales.”

“Not my favorite subject, it’s true. My family assures me it’s absolute folly to run a bookstore for the fun of it. I wonder if I’m not constantly trying to prove myself to them. Do you suppose we ever believe we’ve proven ourselves to our parents? Possibly... my brother has, I think.”

“All my mother wants me to prove is that I can make her a grandmother. She’s proud enough of me, or at least she says she is.”

“I don’t doubt it. I expect I’d like her.” Adrian propped himself against a wall, studying the room. “As of when the store closed, the walk-in business was marginally self-sustaining. Up here... as you can see, it spans two stores to the west, as well as Morrison Books. And it’s ours, an empty canvas to create what we want.”

Mel wondered again how old he was.

“Samuel Morrison did a brisk mail order and internet business, it turns out. He must have spent his life in the stacks downstairs, given the lack of a written inventory. Impossible to tell what’s there, which means we can’t risk bringing in the bulldozers. There are treasures buried in those rotting books, but we’ll have to dig them out one book at a time.” He rubbed his hands together, and she could have sworn she caught an excited spark in his eyes. The thought seemed to energize him.

The thought left her limp. She’d always headed straight for the new books section near the windows, or the ‘lightly used’ paperbacks, and never paid much attention to the endless shelves of secondhand books. “You’re kidding, yes? There can’t be anything valuable in that mess.”

“Oh, they’re in there. Finding them will be like excavating a ruin, exposing a long-lost golden temple to the light of day.” He laughed. “Mel, if you could see your face. We’ll have fun, even if you don’t believe me yet. It’s not all Franco-Prussian War—though that does seem to be a popular subject.”

“I’m just here for weekend reading, remember?” Mel headed for the stairs.

He followed her. “You’re here for much more, but your purpose hasn’t revealed itself to you yet. But I promise, no Franco-Prussians.”

In the dim orange light at the foot of the stairs, she turned to face him and they collided. Her hand inadvertently landed on the dilapidated sweatshirt over his chest. He felt solid enough. Not a figment of her imagination, then. His hand covered hers for support while she regained her balance. She peered into the gloom. “What’ll happen to the new book section?”

“We’ll return what we can. The stock will be out of date by the time we reopen.”

“How about a sidewalk sale one weekend? To introduce your store to the neighborhood.”

“It might work.” His face lit up. “Yes, a sidewalk sale. You’re better at marketing than I, that’s evident. Oh—you can help now by taking some books away with you. That was your original impetus this morning.”

The morning that was nearly over.

She looked toward the old checkout counter. “The cash register’s gone.”

“But you surely don’t expect to pay. Energetically the books are already yours.” He found a switch and turned on the downstairs lights, reducing the dimness by a few levels. “No new romances have come in for a couple of months, but see what you can find.”

They stood eyeball to eyeball, except for the eight-inch difference in their heights. He wasn’t that old. The gray hair was deceptive. “How do you know I like romances?”

He smiled at her. He smiled a lot, this Adrian. “Besides your being a romantic at heart, you arrived with a bag full of books. I noticed a few of the titles. What I believe is, you don’t want grim, and you don’t want boring. You want to be uplifted and happy. Go on and look, I’ll be right back.” He gave her a gentle shove toward the front of the store, then disappeared into the dusty secondhand shelves.

Mel had shrugged into her jacket and chosen a couple of best-sellers and a handful of romances when he turned up again, his clothing grubbier than before. “For you.” He handed her a book. “Romantic, yes, but thought-provoking, too. Try her.”

She turned it over, trying not to dislodge the dust along the upper edge. “Emily Dickenson. We read her in school.” Not that she remembered what she’d read; English lit hadn’t been an attention grabber back then.

“The trick to reading poetry is not to overdo it. One a day, unless you get hooked. I recollect in my college years lying under a tree with a young woman as delightful as you, at least in my memory. I had the idea we should sip wine and I’d read her some poet or other, in the original German. Needless to say, I saw little of her thereafter.”

“I bet,” Mel said under her breath.

He caught her comment. “I won’t do the same to you, I promise. Now, you need to be elsewhere, so I won’t detain you any longer. Tomorrow? Or next weekend? We have so much to discuss.” His eyes shot question marks at her.

“Next Saturday?” She spoke hesitantly, unable to imagine saying no, while her logical angel wondered what on earth she was doing.

His entire face smiled. He positively radiated happiness. “Excellent. Come early. I’ll create an imaginative breakfast, and then we’ll brainstorm floor space and layout, books, coffee shop.”

He walked her to the door, his hand grazing her coat. Pianist hands. What was it about this man? Definitely a magician.

Stepping into the light of day was like stepping out of a fairy tale. As she stood on the sidewalk and looked up and down Main Street, she felt disconnected and unexpectedly wished she hadn’t been in such a hurry to leave the bookstore.

Mel abandoned her plan to visit the DCO bank. Post-Adrian there wasn’t enough time before they closed at noon, so she sighed and resigned herself to sacrificing her Monday lunch hour for a visit to the bank.
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Chapter 2
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Monday morning, Mel settled at her desk, anticipating the day ahead. For her, catching up on the news, the happenings in her co-workers’ lives, ranked equal with her work in importance. As Amanda’s executive assistant, she carried a fair load of responsibility. As social central at SI, she celebrated new babies, gushed over vacation pictures, provided a supportive shoulder, and wasn’t above kicking a little butt when someone needed it. She was trusted and popular, and she responded with competence and affection. Her job suited her to a T, and a guy at work had once called her sunshine personified.

She made an appointment with the Dublin and Central Ohio Bank and arrived with two minutes to spare, leaving Amanda holed up with the latest financial reports. Her feet had sent dance-step messages to her brain as she passed the papered-over bookstore. She thought fleetingly about Adrian poking through the books, or baking something sensational up in that homey kitchen of his.

But her mind wasn’t on the bookstore. It was on the DCO Bank. 

The prim woman at DCO’s reception counter sounded a note of apology. “Our usual loan officer left early with a bout of spring flu, so you’ll be meeting with Mr. Pope, the branch manager. I hope that’s all right with you?”

“Sure. I just need some information.”

The woman glanced across the lobby. “Here he is now. Mr. Pope, Ms. Chesterton.” Introductions perfunctorily made, the receptionist returned to her computer.

Mel turned from the information counter to the man before her. A man—

Holy crow.

She belatedly remembered to close her mouth.

This was no man. This was a god.

Blond. Surfer blond. Ripped, she could tell from the way he moved, the way his suit shifted over his—she nearly gulped—his body as he held out a hand to her. His eyes were the blue of summer skies and bluebirds. He wasn’t overly tall, which meant he didn’t tower over her, a plus in Mel’s estimation.

He grasped her hand. “Ms. Chesterton? Welcome to DCO. I understand you’ve come in to inquire about a mortgage?”

Had she? For a moment she forgot why she was standing in the DCO lobby.

But nothing fazed Mel for long, not even the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in person, so she pulled herself together. “Yes.” She pretended to be calm and businesslike. “I’ve decided it’s time for me to invest in a home of my own. I want to know what I can afford.”

He held out a business card. “Let’s go back to my office, shall we? I’m confident we can offer you something that will work for your circumstances.”

Oh, I’m sure you could offer plenty that would work.

No ring. She checked that detail as he guided her into his office and installed her in a chair.

Mr. Ryan Pope—she learned his first name from the business card—filled the office with pleasant, bank-managerial talk. Even her lust-besotted brain couldn’t confuse his professional courtesy with genuine interest. He asked some questions and pulled some papers from his printer. She trained her eyes on his printouts, followed his points with at least half of her mind, and self-created herself as a mature, intelligent woman.

Rather than a quivering ninny.

She’d find the information from her meeting in the reports the printer spewed out, thank heaven. She’d go over them later, once her brain had anchored firmly back inside her cranium.

Twenty minutes later, clutching an envelope and remembering his incredible eyes as he’d once again grasped her hand in his, Mel found herself on the sidewalk outside the bank. She congratulated herself on pulling off the meeting without hyperventilating. Her next stop was the real estate office across the street, where she intended to corner Julie Peters, supposedly her closest friend. Except Julie had not shared about the DCO bank manager.

“You never told me about Ryan Pope,” she burst out the moment she turned the corner into Julie’s cubicle.

“Huh?” Julie frowned at her while she sorted this out. “Oh, over at the bank. He’s been around for six months or so. You bank at DCO. Haven’t you run into him before?”

“How can I keep track of drop-dead gorgeous branch managers with ATMs everywhere? Jules, he’s the hottest man in town, and you don’t tell me about him?” Mel sank into Julie’s client chair. Another idea found its way into her overheated head. “He’s married?”

Julie tossed her dark mane out of her eyes. “Single. But I go for lunch with some of the gals at the bank, and they say he’s strictly hands-off, so I didn’t extrapolate to a horny friend.”

“He gave me a major hot flash, right in the lobby. He probably thinks I’m a cretin.”

Julie laughed. “He’d never think that. Give yourself more credit.”

“And you’re not interested?” Girlfriends’ honor; if Julie saw him first...

“Nah. I met him when he first turned up in town. I wasn’t the lucky one who got to show him houses, but from what Suzanne told me, he’s polite, distant, not very interesting. And not on the prowl. Unlike you.”

“Not interesting? I don’t believe it.”

“Telling you what I’ve heard. How’d it go? Do I start showing you starter homes?” Julie flapped a hand in Mel’s face. “The meeting? Mel, are you in there?”

Mel popped back to the present. “My mind’s fried into mush.” She shoved the envelope across the desk.

Julie flipped through the reports. “Hmm.” She looked up. “It won’t be spectacular, but there’s a decent selection on the market right now. Says here he’ll expedite a pre-approval on a mortgage.”

“That’s good, right?” By now Mel’s heart was back in step with her body, and her girl parts were behaving again, but her brain hadn’t got the message yet.

“Control, woman. Drooling is not attractive. A house is probably out of reach, but go home tonight and think about whether you want a townhome or a condo. Pluses and minuses, I’ll give you some brochures. Call if you have questions.” Julie tapped the report back into the envelope and handed it to Mel. “Heard from the mysterious bookseller?”

Saturday afternoon, shopping for spring wardrobe additions, Mel had given her friend a full rundown on her unusual morning.

“No.” She flipped her hand dismissively. “We didn’t even make it to last names. I’m not likely to hear from him. That was weird.”

“Which was weird? Adrian No-Last-Name or Ryan Pope?”

“Either. Both. What happened to boring? My life could do with better pacing. I don’t need two encounters in three days. I’m exhausted. It’s not fair.”

“You’re overdue for excitement, but don’t get your hopes up about Mister Bank-Manager Pope. Word is, there’s nothing doing.”

* * *
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But the word was wrong, because that evening she received a phone call from Ryan Pope. And ten minutes later she’d arranged to see him Friday night for dinner and who-knows-what.

Not that he said or implied who-knows-what. But what else are you going to do after a meal? Calter Creek wasn’t exactly a hotbed of nightspots, and Ryan Pope didn’t look like a club type person anyway. He looked like a bank manager... but in a good way.

A very good way.

On the other hand, maybe he’d take her to Columbus. There were clubs in Columbus. He might know of a romantic, intimate one where you could listen to jazz and order cognac and gaze into each other’s eyes...

Mel gave herself a shake and opened one of the romance novels she’d taken from the bookstore. But she had to deal with some serious palpitations first. At the moment, her own life was far too intriguing to allow her to lose herself in fiction.
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Chapter 3
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Mel’s closet held four types of clothes. Work, which was mainly pantsuits; dress-up, mostly light and frothy; fun, for kick-back casual; and grubby, which could range from beaten-up shorts for touch football, to paint-spattered for refinishing the little table and chairs in her kitchen. What her closet didn’t have was black or any shade of drab. For Mel it was rich colors, all the way.

She was unsure which category would be best for her date with Ryan. Her fluttery self suggested an out-on-the-town outfit with cleavage, while her met-him-in-a-bank logical self dictated one of her dressier work suits.

She had a whole workweek to stew. She stewed.

In the end, she chose a favorite, a burnt orange pantsuit with a silky green camisole. Not flirty, but dressy enough for Columbus, only a little too formal should he be planning on Joe’s Café, the local hamburger joint. She wouldn’t have minded showing off her legs, but none of the clubbing outfits felt quite right for a date with a banker. She stuck green barrettes in her hair to tamp it down, checked her face—subtle; however bright her clothes, she used little makeup—and considered herself ready for a night to remember.

Ryan was right on time, and Mel, in a rare state of nervous excitement, buzzed him up to her second floor apartment. He took the stairs, she could hear his feet from her open door, and then there he was.

The single most gorgeous man who’d ever stood in her doorway was standing there now, smiling at her.

“Good evening, Melanie. Are you ready?”

“Yep,” she said cheerfully. “Soon as I get my shoes on I’m good to go.” She shifted away from the door to let him step in.

“This is nice.” He wandered toward the living room window.

Mel looked up from where she balanced on one foot while she adjusted the first strappy green sandal. “You reckon? It’s a basic one bedroom rental. Adequate, but nothing to write home about. Tell me what catches you.”

“It’s clean and uncluttered. And the view’s not bad.” Mel’s apartment faced south over a scattering of suburbs and cornfields.

“True, I suppose.” She worked her foot into the other sandal. “But it’s not me. There’s not much personality here. The sofa maybe.”

Ryan looked dubiously at the burgundy sofa, which sported a bright cerulean and green throw and a pile of cushions in primary colors. “I guess I see your point. You prefer bright things?”

“Definitely. And I’m ready.” She got the dressier of her two lightweight coats out of the closet and looked over to where he stood near her window. Their eyes met and locked.

Locking eyes wasn’t her idea, it just happened. But it drew the two of them toward each other like opposite poles on magnets. Before she knew it he was in front of her and had his hands resting on her upper arms.

“You look very nice tonight.”

“Thank you,” she said a little breathlessly.

And he kissed her.

It was barely a peck, which was just as well, given they’d been on their first date for under five minutes, but Mel’s stomach nosedived before it bounced and ricocheted around in her chest. Which was inconvenient, since the underused female places further down were twitching, too.

“Thank you. It’s not my intention to rush things, but it felt right.”

It sure did.

She handed him the coat, and he held it for her while she put it on. “Shall we go?”

“Let’s.” He waited while she locked up. “Elevator or stairs?”

“From the second floor? I haven’t been in the elevator since I moved my furniture in.”

“Here’s the thing,” he said as they walked to his car, which he’d parked in front of the building. “When I know what I want, I’m not hesitant about going for it. Something happened between us Monday morning. Attraction, but more than that. It was like... fate.”

Mel smiled at him but didn’t speak. At that moment she didn’t have any idea what she could say without being corny or implying more than she was ready to. But she sure did enjoy that little hint of a kiss.

Ryan drove a shiny black sedan. “Nice,” she said. Every guy liked to have his ride complimented.

“Freshly washed in your honor.” He held
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