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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


When absent-minded English professor Hugh
Bemling made his appearance writing outrageously bad poetry to the
heroine of The Rancher’s Unusual Nanny, he was anything but
heroic. After she ran off with a rancher, Hugh seemed destined to
disappear into the ranks of forgotten supporting characters.

Yet he refused to leave my imagination. In
this book, he’s front and center when Cindy McChad comes barreling
into town. She’s totally unlike the willowy ladies for whom Hugh
pines, and she thinks she’s in love with someone else. But the
juxtaposition of opposites was too much for me to resist. I hope
you have fun with this story of transformation, as I did.

Cindy and the Fella was first
published in the Harlequin Duets line, which paired two romantic
comedy novels in one volume. Mostly, these were unrelated books by
different authors, but I persuaded the editor to let me write two
related books. Cindy was published along with Calling All
Glass Slippers, the story of the next occupant of her
apartment. I’m updating, revising and issuing that book
separately.

Here’s a favorite quote from a review posted
by a reader (who, sadly, didn’t provide her name) in 2003: “I could
not put this book down… Cindy and the Fella is a very
charming story. It flows smoothly and has very likable characters.
There are quite a few laugh-out-loud scenes in the story. I enjoyed
it so much, I'll probably read it again soon.”

A special thanks to readers who post reviews!

—Jacqueline Diamond

 


 


 


CINDY AND THE FELLA

 



CHAPTER ONE




Midday at a noisy off-campus café was not
the best time to make a romantic gesture. The Lunar Lunch Box,
crowded with students and smelling of burgers and onions, wasn’t a
setting to thrill a poet’s heart, either. But Hugh Bemling was
determined.

From behind a dog-eared menu, the bearded
English professor peered at the loveliest lady in Clair De Lune,
California: Blair Riley, a teaching assistant in Comparative
Literature. In Hugh, she had inspired three odes, two sonnets,
several quatrains and a late-night limerick, which he had crumpled
and discarded as inappropriately lighthearted.

Until now, the exquisite T.A. had known
nothing of his sentiments. Merely from watching her graceful
movements along the hallways of the English and Comparative
Literature Department, Hugh had fallen in love with her.

He’d imagined himself in this state before,
but never had love struck so hard. The memory of his former flames
faded before this slender beauty, her black hair gleaming, her
green eyes glowing and her crop top revealing a bare midriff of
unparalleled perfection.

There was, Hugh admitted silently, a slight
impediment to his plan to touch the lady’s heart. That would be the
handsome man sitting opposite her, holding her hands across the
table.

The fellow was tall, with broad shoulders
and golden hair. De Lune University was a small world, and without
half trying Hugh had learned that the newcomer went by the name of
Roland Greenwald, hailed from Minnesota and was a graduate student
in Medieval Studies.

Steeling his spine, Hugh reminded himself
that faint heart ne’er won fair lady. And he had every intention of
winning. He planned to launch his opening sally the moment he
stopped hyperventilating.

Nervously he brushed a hank of prematurely
gray-tinged hair off his forehead. Since the lady and her escort
were taking their time before paying the bill, Hugh removed his
wire-rimmed glasses, breathed on them and wiped them with his
shirttail. Now he was ready.

Blair arose, tossed her gorgeous mane, and
smiled at Roland. The man smiled back, clearly besotted. How little
he suspected that he was about to be bested in a lovers’ duel!

As she walked toward Hugh, her hips swayed
and masculine heads turned to watch. He sprang to his feet. From an
overstuffed pocket, he pulled the poem he had stayed up all night
revising. Clutching a small bag of rose petals in his free hand, he
read aloud:

“There once was a T.A. named Blair,

To whom no woman on earth can compare.”

Wait a minute! This wasn’t the poem he’d
labored to perfect, it was the discarded limerick. In his usual
absentminded manner, Hugh must have stuck it in his pocket by
mistake.

Yet he couldn’t stop. The entire room was
staring at him. The owner, Stu Crockenmeyer, paused open-mouthed,
with an order pad in his hand. Behind the grill, the chubby cook,
Daffodil O’Foy, froze with her metal spatula raised like a tennis
racquet.

Helpless in the grip of his momentum, Hugh
read on:

“I’d be there in a jiff

If I might take a whiff

Of the fragrant perfumes in her hair.”

His heart sank as he heard a guffaw from an
onlooker. Then Blair said, very gently, “Did you write that poem
for me, Professor Bemling? How sweet!”

Roland merely gawked at him. Apparently
people didn’t make this kind of gesture in Minnesota.

The pair turned away and the blond man
opened the door, admitting a rush of November sunshine. Panic
seized Hugh. She was escaping before he’d finished his performance!
Hurriedly he grasped his small mesh bag and shook it into the
air.

A draft from the door sent velvety pink
petals fluttering into the open mouth of Stu Crockenmeyer. The
heavyset man spat them out in disgust. His face burning, Hugh
hurriedly paid his bill and departed.

He regretted the poetic switcheroo that had
foiled what would otherwise have been a glorious tribute, but it
had been worth humiliating himself in the attempt. Perhaps, if
angels came with rearview mirrors, Blair might at least have seen
the petals and been moved by them. Even so, now that she knew of
his feelings, she should gradually lose interest in the
empty-headed hunk at her side.

Although fate had not bestowed on Hugh a
husky build and tawny hair, his heart beat as fiercely and honestly
as any man’s. Someday, Blair would realize it and love him in
return.

* * *

A brisk wind, hinting of the approaching
Minnesota winter, swirled colorful leaves across the softball
field. Although autumn wasn’t the usual season for the sport, the
children of Oofdah took advantage of any spell of good weather to
hone their skills.

At home plate, the ball whizzed past a
four-foot-tall player, who waved his bat wildly. “Strike three!”
cried the umpire.

Mutters of protest wafted from the
bleachers. A man sprang to his feet. “What’re you, blind?” he
yelled. “That ball nearly took my son’s nose off!”

“Then he shouldn’t have swung at it,”
someone said.

“He was protecting himself!”

On the sidelines, a tall, stocky woman held
up the score: 4-3. “Congratulations, Tigers,” she announced.

“Congratulations, my butt!” roared the
outraged father as he shoved his way through the bleachers. “That
was the most boneheaded call I’ve ever seen. The Mammoths aren’t
out, and my son deserves another turn!”

As soon as he reached the ground, it became
obvious that the man towered over the slender umpire. One of the
coaches started toward him, then hesitated as the giant raised a
menacing fist.

“Dad,” said a small voice. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay, and you shut up!”

That was when the stocky woman got annoyed.
She showed this by setting down the scorecards and straightening
her large-framed glasses.

She walked calmly toward the enraged father.
The woman lacked several inches of his height and, even with the
added bulk of her sweater, she couldn’t match his muscular mass.
But there was something about her that made the crowd fall
silent.

“You’re new in Oofdah,” she said.

“We’ve been here a few months.” He frowned.
“You’re the second-grade teacher, right?”

“Cindy McChad.” She extended one hand. “And
you’re Al Saxon, I believe.”

Perhaps realizing he was on the brink of
being co-opted, Al ignored her hand and growled, “Get out of my
way.”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,”
said Cindy.

Around the field, the young players watched
with fascination. In the stands, one of the parents tried to take
bets on who would win the confrontation, but when he sided with
Miss McChad, no one agreed to bet against him.

The father appeared to have transferred his
anger from the quivering umpire to the unflappable woman blocking
his path. “For the last time, move!”

“I’m president of the Softball Boosters,”
said Cindy, her blue eyes placid behind the large lenses. A few
pale blond hairs, blown free from her long braid, wisped around her
face. “If you have complaints, you can bring them to me.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Hunching his
shoulders, Al barreled forward like a football player intent on
scoring a touchdown.

As to what happened next, the observers
never did agree. Some said that Miss McChad sidestepped and stuck
out her foot. Others claimed she leaped away in slow motion like a
mystical Chinese kung fu warrior, and the man lost his balance and
tripped from his own weight.

Whatever the case might be, the man went
sprawling. At that moment, a flock of geese swooped from the
heavens and zoomed inches above his head, honking loudly and then
bursting away in an explosion of wings. Perhaps they’d mistaken him
for Myrtle Sandfelter, who was waiting with bread crumbs by the
pond on the other side of the park. In any event, the effect was
startling.

With a cry of alarm, the man flailed at the
air. When he peered up again, another odd thing happened: a breeze
eddied around Miss McChad, raising a swirl of leaves. From the
ground, it must have appeared almost supernatural, the way the
many-hued bits flew around and around her.

The leaves settled and Al Saxon staggered to
his feet. Taking his arm, Cindy escorted him from the field.

“I’m sure you’ll want to join our booster
club,” she was saying when last heard. “You’ll find we all get
along splendidly.”

* * *

On the way home, Cindy stopped at the food
bank to bag groceries for the underprivileged. A little old man
with droopy eyebrows, working alongside her, said, “Have you heard
from Roland?”

“He’s been careless about returning messages
lately,” she said. “You know how he gets caught up in his studies.
He forgets to eat unless I remind him.”

“If I were you, I wouldn’t have let him go
all the way to California,” the man said. “Remember that time at
the football game when he started to carry the ball in the wrong
direction? I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t run
out on the field and turned him around.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” she said. “That
was ten years ago.”

“At my age, ten years doesn’t seem like very
long,” said the man.

Next, Cindy stopped at the library and
volunteered to shelve books. As always on Saturdays, it was
busy.

“I expect you’ll be checking out our wedding
section soon,” said the reference librarian, while scrubbing
chewing gum off a computer keyboard. “Next June, isn’t it?”

“We haven’t set a date. I’ll have to consult
my fiancé.” In truth, Cindy and Roland both knew that she was the
one who would choose.

Although he’d never gotten around to buying
her a ring, he’d have been happy to tie the knot six years ago when
they graduated from the University of Minnesota. But then her
father had died and her mother needed her more than Roland did.

He and Cindy had been best friends since
fifth grade, when his family moved in across the street and she
bested him in a snowball fight. They’d dated through high school,
attended university together in the Twin Cities and taught at
Oofdah Elementary ever since.

When Roland announced that he’d won a
scholarship to earn his master’s degree in Medieval Studies, she’d
agreed to let him go, even though it meant he’d be away for two
semesters in Southern California. He loved the subject, and Cindy
liked to see people grow and flourish.

She hoped that’s what was happening now,
that Roland was flourishing rather than withering. His
non-responsiveness had become troubling, however.

She returned to her car and drove between
billowing maples through the town where she’d spent her entire
life. She passed the white clapboard Church of Oofdah, where her
father had been minister for more than twenty years. Her mother
still conducted the choir, which had recently cut a rock ’n’ roll
version of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” available on CD and for
download from the church’s website.

Cindy nearly, out of habit, stopped at
Ahmed’s Swedish Deli to pick up meatballs and nettle soup, then
remembered that Roland wasn’t home. Until two months ago, he’d
lived across the street in his parents’ old house—which he’d
inherited--amid piles of books, papers, mail and clothing
carelessly flung across the furniture.

It had been Cindy who’d sorted his bills and
ensured his laundry didn’t pile up. During his absence, she was
keeping an eye on the renters. After she’d enrolled their dog in
obedience school, they’d settled in nicely.

When she swung into her driveway, she
glanced across the street and saw smoke rising from the chimney of
Roland’s house. How cozy it looked! Next winter, amazingly, Cindy
herself would be dwelling there, snuggled up with that big handsome
man, yet close enough to install her mother’s storm windows and
clean her drains.

Marrying Roland. Cindy tried to imagine what
it would be like, once they went beyond the hugging and kissing in
which they’d indulged so far. As a minister’s daughter, she’d held
fast to what was proper, and Roland had never objected. She hoped
his reticence wouldn’t persist once they were married, however, or
how would they ever produce children?

Inside the one-story brick house where she’d
grown up, Cindy found the lights blazing and the welcome scent of
baked chicken wafting from the kitchen. “Hi, Mom!” she called.

She was answered by the crash of piano keys
in an unholy chord. “Oh, my!” responded her mother’s sweet voice.
“You startled me.”

Cindy peered into the living room. Frances
McChad, who seemed far too small to have given birth to such a
large daughter, sat dreamily on the piano bench staring at the
printed music.

“How was your day?” Cindy asked.

“Exciting.” On the instrument, the
pink-cheeked woman launched into a dance rhythm that set her gray
curls bouncing. It took Cindy several moments to recognize the
melody as “Silent Night.”

In her opinion, the carol didn’t work well
as a cha-cha. Politely she said, “How creative.”

“I’m so full of ideas, I can’t tell you!”
With a smack, Frances dropped the cover on the keyboard and stood.
She barely reached her daughter’s armpit. “We’ll talk at dinner.
See you in half an hour.”

How odd. Usually Frances couldn’t wait for
Cindy to arrive home to discuss the events of the day. Since her
husband’s death, she’d clung ferociously to her daughter.

That hadn’t been true lately, though, Cindy
reflected. Recently her mother had taken to drifting in with a sack
of store-bought fried chicken or hamburgers after a long session
with the choir. Cindy had assumed it was due to the thrilling but
temporary business of cutting a CD to raise funds for the
church.

Perhaps Frances was preparing another one.
On the piano, next to “Silent Night,” stood a copy of “The Little
Drummer Boy” with the handwritten notation: “Try it as a
tango.”

Oh, dear, Cindy thought.

She proceeded to the small front bedroom
she’d occupied for as long as she could remember. The walls were
enlivened by posters promoting the softball team and the Oofdah
Elementary School Science Fair, both of which Cindy had organized
for the past three years. The red-and-white checked curtains added
a cheery picnic quality reminiscent of summer outings at the
park.

On the doily-covered dresser stood a photo
of Roland and Cindy when they’d been homecoming king and queen. As
a sign of school spirit, they’d both worn football uniforms to the
dance, much to the amusement of their classmates. They’d been so
tickled by the reaction that they’d repeated the outfits at the
prom.

Impulsively she switched on her computer to
check her email. Although she tried to tell herself she was seeking
messages from her little students or their parents, she knew she
really hoped to hear from Roland.

She missed him. He was her best friend and
future husband. What could be keeping him so busy out there in
California?

Probably he was too absorbed in his medieval
research to return phone calls and texts and emails, that was all.
He’d probably left his phone in airplane mode by accident.

When she clicked onto the Internet, she saw
that, as usual, she had mail. But was it the right mail?

She spotted a newsletter from the Oofdah
Friends of Foster Children, a notice of a PTA meeting, a Booster
Club alert about next week’s fund-raising wienie roast, and a
subject line that said, “From Roland.”

Cindy’s heart leaped into her throat. She
hadn’t wanted to admit, even to herself, how worried she’d been.
Everything was right with the world, now that Roland had
responded.

Eagerly she clicked open his message. It was
longer than usual, she noticed.

She began to read.

“My dear friend Cindy...”

What did this mean? Usually he addressed her
as “Dear Cindy.”

“Do you remember the day we got engaged?” As
if she could forget! “It was our senior year in college and we’d
come home to ride on a float in the Founders Day Parade.”

Cindy’s father, who’d organized the annual
event, had required someone to play the town’s first mayor, Farmer
Oofdah. She and Roland had had a friendly dispute over which of
them got to play the character. In the end, they’d both donned
overalls, grabbed pitchforks and spent the entire parade tossing
hay on each other and laughing as the float rattled down Oofdah’s
main street.

“When we got back,” Roland wrote, “your
father asked, ‘When are you two getting married?’ I said, ‘As soon
as Cindy sets the date.’ “

She smiled happily. Apparently he was
thinking the same thing she was, that they’d waited long
enough.

“It seemed like the most natural thing in
the world to plan a future together,” his message went on. “You had
always been my best friend, and that hasn’t changed a bit.”

No, it hadn’t, Cindy thought with pleasure.
Lots of people had commented over the years that the one constant
in their lives was Cindy and Roland, never wavering in their
loyalty to each other, not to mention how much fun they had.

“I love you as much as ever,” Roland wrote.
“However, recently, I’ve begun to understand that it’s a
brother-sister type of love. That explains why neither of us was in
any hurry to tie the knot.”

Frowning, Cindy reread the last paragraph.
What did he mean, a brother-sister type of love? She’d never
distinguished between types of love. Couples cared about each
other, married and established a home. Sure, she’d seen movies
about couples carried away by passion, but those relationships
almost always ended badly. Sometimes with murder or other criminal
activities.

Uneasily she read on.

“The reason I discovered this is that I’ve
fallen crazy in love with a woman I met here in Clair De Lune.”

Cindy shook her head. Somebody else’s email
must have crossed hers in cyberspace, dropping an errant sentence
into place. Roland, in love with another woman? Unthinkable!

Her heart squeezed. Without Roland, her
whole world would be empty. He couldn’t mean this. They were
everything to each other. If you went down the main street in
Oofdah and conducted a poll, you wouldn’t find a single
dissenter.

“I’m sorry, but I have to break off our
engagement.” The words glared at her pitilessly. “I was planning to
wait until I saw you, but I decided it would be unfair to break the
news at Christmas. Cinders, you’re my best buddy. I hope you’ll
forgive me, and that we can go on being friends.

“Love, Roland.”

There was no longer any question of an
errant email from a stranger. He’d used his pet nickname for her
and he’d signed his name. How ironic that he’d concluded with the
word “love,” when he claimed he didn’t mean it.

How could he drop such a stink bomb out of
the clear blue sky? How could he be so cruel?

Imprinted in her mind, his handsome face
regarded her impishly. Cindy ached to ruffle his thick blond hair
and watch the sunrise flash in his brilliant smile.

Sure, they goofed around together, but they
were far more than buddies. Years of shared experience and intimate
conversations had matured their friendship into love.

It had for Cindy. She refused to believe the
same wasn’t true for Roland.

A tap at the bedroom door roused her. “I’m
sorry,” she told her mother. “I forgot about dinner.”

“That’s okay.” Frances wiped her hands on
her apron, which was printed with tiny roosters chasing tiny hens.
“It’s not quite ready, but I can’t wait any longer to tell you the
news.”

Cindy didn’t think she could take any more
news today. “What’s that?”

“I’ve accepted the job offer I mentioned
last week, as choir director in Rochester,” said her mom. “I know I
promised to turn it down, but I changed my mind.”

“It’s an hour and a half away,” Cindy
replied automatically, still struggling to figure out the true
meaning of Roland’s words.

“I’ll find an apartment near my new job.
I’ll sell the house as soon as you get married,” Frances said.

The import of what she was saying broke
through Cindy’s daze. “What—why—?”

“The pastor in Rochester called to say the
local radio station is playing our CD and it’s a runaway hit,”
replied her mother. “He said his choir can’t live without me. They
want me to conduct an entire Christmas concert of updated carols.
My brain’s been humming all day. Don’t you think ‘0 Little Town of
Bethlehem’ would sound perfect with a salsa beat?”

Cindy hated to disagree. She did wish for
her mother to realize her potential. So… “What will the choir here
do without you?”

“They can drive to Rochester twice a month
for rehearsals,” Frances said. “It’s perfect. To be honest, I’m
tired of having the responsibility for a house.”

Wasn’t it only a few months ago that she’d
begged her daughter to stay because otherwise she might have to
give up their home? Well, no, it had been more like a half-dozen
years ago. Yet it seemed impossible that both she and Roland should
have changed this drastically.

In the space of a few minutes, Cindy’s world
had turned upside down. Her mother no longer relied on her. And the
man she adored believed himself in love with someone else.

Believed was the operative word. She refused
to concede such an impossible thing. Alone and lonely in a strange
place, Roland had been vulnerable. It was like that time on the
football field when he’d gotten confused and run the wrong way.

Which was pretty much what Frances was
doing, too. Of course she enjoyed the pastor’s flattery, and it was
only right that her talents should be recognized. That didn’t mean
she should abandon her home on an impulse.

“All your friends live in Oofdah,” Cindy
pointed out. “You belong here.”

“Everyone benefits from a change now and
then,” responded her mother.

“I’ll tell you what,” Cindy said. “Tell the
pastor you’d like a probationary period. Rent a room in Rochester
for a month or two and give it a try.”

“But, dear, I’ve already accepted his
offer.”

“Don’t burn your bridges,” Cindy warned.
“We’ve put down roots here.”

“You have a point,” Frances murmured. “I can
hold off on moving my furniture, but I did promise to start work
next week. I hope you won’t mind being left alone.”

“Actually I’m planning a little trip to
California,” Cindy said, having just reached that resolve in last
few moments. “I’ll tell you all about it after I wash for
dinner.”

“Very well, dear.” Frances departed with
tiny pucker lines dimpling her forehead.

Cindy’s thoughts whirled. She would have to
take leave from her job, but what else could she do? She must
confront Roland in person or he might never come to his senses.
Besides, it went against her nature to simply sit and do
nothing.

The second-grade students at Oofdah
Elementary deserved a good substitute, and fortunately Cindy had
one in mind. Her friend Doris, who’d been seeking to resume
teaching after full-time motherhood, would be delighted to get the
work.

Above all, she reminded herself, her fiancé
needed her. And she certainly needed him.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


Parking her large suitcase beside her on the
porch, Cindy rang the doorbell a second time. There was still no
response from within the house.

She’d emailed ahead with the exact time of
her arrival, so what could have befallen her landlady? Perplexed,
Cindy stared around, as if force of will could compel the woman to
materialize.

Forest Lane was a quiet residential street
not unlike those in Oofdah, except for a preponderance of stucco
houses and the smaller size of the lots. However, the Southern
California weather was quite different. Although November had
arrived, the afternoon air lacked even a trace of chill.

Up and down the block, the landscaping
struck her as fanciful: fat palm trees resembling giant pineapples,
bougainvillea and rosebushes in riotous bloom, flower beds spilling
over with pansies and primroses. Those were spring flowers, as
everyone knew.

Her landlady had a more sober, although
rather eccentric, approach. With its dark shingled siding,
gingerbread trim and an overarching tree that blocked the sunlight,
the house reminded Cindy of a witch’s hideaway in a fairy tale.
Instead of flowers, the beds sprouted spindly herbs.

To her left, at the head of the driveway,
rose a freestanding garage with a small apartment on top. Cindy had
considered the rent reasonable when she found the listing on the
Internet. Best of all, the landlady, Mrs. Pipp, hadn’t minded
leasing it for only a month.

“I’m willing to be flexible,” she’d said on
the phone. “The only thing I loathe are boring tenants, and you
don’t sound like one of those.”

Again, Cindy pressed the bell. No answer.
Had Mrs. Pipp fallen ill? She was considering whether to force the
door when a slim man with a distracted expression strolled up the
walkway.

In baggy slacks and a tweed jacket with
elbow patches, he struck her as supremely professorial. Long bangs
and a squarish salt-and-pepper beard nearly obscured his
high-boned, intelligent face. She judged the newcomer to be about
her height, five foot nine.

Lost in thought, he’d climbed several porch
steps before he spotted her and halted abruptly. “Who’re you?” he
demanded.

How strange that felt. In Oofdah, hardly
anyone failed to recognize her. “I’m Cindy McChad,” she said. “Are
you Mr. Pipp?”

“Am I who?” Frowning, he pushed up the
bridge of his wire-rimmed glasses. Instinctively mirroring his
action, Cindy adjusted her own frames.

He was kind of cute, she thought, although
shorter than Roland. She smoothed down the long skirt and
coordinated sweater she wore beneath her open coat. “Are you Mr.
Pipp?” she repeated. “Mrs. Pipp’s husband.”

“There is no Mr. Pipp,” he said. “Or perhaps
there was, but I’ve never met him. Mrs. Pipp, well, we all call her
Dean Pipp. She’s retired now. I’m Hugh Bemling, by the way.
Professor of English and Comparative Literature.”

They shook hands. He had a firm grip, which
added to her positive impression of him. Nothing spoke more poorly
about a man than a wimpy, weasely handshake. “I’m also an educator.
I teach second grade in Minnesota, and I’m renting a room from Mrs.
Pipp. But she doesn’t seem to be here.”

“Looks like her note fell off.” The fellow
pointed to a slip of paper lying on the doormat.

After picking it up, Cindy read aloud: “
`Ran out to the store. Back whenever.’ That sounds like it could
take hours.”

“With Dean Pipp, you never know.” The man
patted his bulging jacket pockets. “I brought her mail. Some of it
still comes to the department by mistake. I’ll leave it inside and
be on my way.” He knelt by one of the herb beds, retrieved a spade
from behind a bush and began digging.

“If you don’t mind my asking, what are you
doing?” Cindy said.

“Retrieving her keys.” Hugh glanced up at
her. When seen from above without the interference of glasses, his
eyes were bright blue. “She buries them when she goes out.
Otherwise, she loses them.”

“I don’t suppose there’d be one to my
apartment, would there?” she asked.

He lifted a plastic bag, shook off some dirt
and retrieved a key ring. “One of these probably fits your door.
Hold on.”

Cindy waited while Hugh let himself inside
and set a couple of crumpled letters on a table. After locking the
house, he led her across the driveway and up a weathered staircase
alongside the garage.

At the top, he said, “Oh, I forgot,” turned
and reached for the luggage Cindy had hauled along. “Let me help
you.”

Their hands bumped. At the contact, a
vibration ran through her, and she feared it might be one of
California’s infamous earthquakes. However, Hugh showed no signs of
alarm and a nearby palm tree held steady. Also, an earthquake
wouldn’t explain why she felt unexpectedly hot, although that might
be because she was wearing a heavy coat in mild weather,.

Cindy released the handle, even though they
were right at her door. “Thank you.”

“You’re most welcome,” said the professor.
One tug on the heavy valise and he nearly fell off the landing.

Regaining his balance, he fumbled with the
key and, after several tries, turned the knob. Normally Cindy would
have thanked him again and sent him on his way. However, her head
felt light, most likely from the flower-scented breeze drifting
past, and she allowed the professor to escort her inside.

The room was large and sunny, furnished with
a convertible couch, a desk and a chair. Behind the open door,
Cindy found a kitchenette with a small dining counter, refrigerator
and stove.

Regretfully she supposed that she shouldn’t
be alone here with a strange man, not even one as likable as Hugh.
“Well, goodbye,” she said.

Absorbed in a struggle to wrest her key from
the ring, he didn’t seem to hear. Suddenly it flew
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