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A sudden summer squall. The heavens
opened up over the quaint little seaside town. Waves of relentless
rain swept across the cobblestoned main downtown street. Though it
was only the middle of the afternoon, the photo-sensitive street
lamps had come on, lighting up the driving rain like shimmering
Christmas tinsel. Cars drove by, splashing waves of water from the
storm-swollen gutters onto the sidewalks. Their windshield wipers
sluiced rain off the smooth glass with a thudded rhythmic sound.
Their lights turned on.

Caught in the deluge, rain-soaked Ella
to her skin.

She ran down the sidewalk, holding her
purse over her head. It offered next to no protection. Her
porcelain skin glistened wetly. Each droplet traced a path down her
delicate features, plastering tendrils of her drenched and
rebellious chestnut hair to her forehead and cheeks as she rushed
across the street, ignoring the harsh blare of car horns. The
soaked fabric of her blouse and red skirt clung to the contours of
her slender form, revealing the outlines of her dark bra and
panties.

She passed the nautical novelty shop,
the corner diner - open for breakfast and lunch only - and the
new-age clothing boutique. She sprinted toward the arched wooden
signboard advertising the "Book & Bean” bookstore.

Ella rushed through the door,
breathlessly flinging the heavy glass and oak door open with a
fervor matching the tumultuous weather. The bell over the door
jingled. The aroma of lemon oil, well-loved books, and aged wood
enveloped her senses, providing a sanctuary against the raging
storm outside.

"Jeez, it's really coming down out
there," Ella commented, twisting around and wildly shaking her arms
to shed the excess water from her body, not unlike a dog coming out
of the water and shaking off their coat.

In doing so, Ella found herself
entangled with another. Their eyes locked.

"Ow, watch where you're going!" the
woman snapped.

Ella looked up and gulped.
"Sorry."

Tall and regal-looking, the woman had
long silver hair swept off her narrow, angular face and held in
place by a brown barrette. She had piercing blue eyes that narrowed
into an annoyed look. She wore a black pantsuit with a colorful
scarf around her neck and carried an armload of books. She towered
over Ella.

Ella's cheeks reddened. Her eyes
darted around the store as if looking for an escape. She put her
hand out to steady the woman, apologizing again, and inadvertently
knocked the books from the woman's arms.

They crashed to the floor in a
jumble.

"Oh, now look what you've
done."

"Sorry. Again."

Ella bent down to help pick up the
books, but the woman brushed her away. "You're getting them all
wet." The woman sighed and rolled her eyes. "I have it."

With the books gathered in her arms,
the woman straightened up. She balanced the books and patted at her
silver hair with her other hand, ensuring not a strand had fallen
out of place.

Ella caught a whiff of the woman's
perfume. It smelled like... lavender.

She again took stock of the woman. In
her early sixties, Ella guessed, but a very put-together, preserved
sixty, the young woman thought admiringly.

As if reluctant to ask, the woman
asked, "May I help you find something, miss?"

"What? Oh, no. I’m not here for a
book. I'm the new cashier," Ella said.

The woman's blue eyes narrowed
further. "Of course you are. I'm Vivian. And in that case, you're
late."

"What? Oh. You own the place. You…
you’re the… owner.”

“I am.”

Flustered. “I, I'm sorry. The bus was
delayed, and then it started raining. Pouring. Have you seen it out
there? I had to run all the way here," Ella explained.

Vivian held up a hand, stopping her.
"I'll show you around."

She put the books she carried on the
front counter and led Ella to the back of the store, to where a
small office was located. The space was cramped. One could barely
fit the desk where an old computer sat. Every conceivable space was
chocked full of books. Shelves were crammed against walls. Stacks
formed teetering towers high above Ella's head. Every flat surface
was occupied. The room smelled of dust and lemony furniture
polish.

"You can use this computer to check
inventory and customer orders. And this phone, in case you need to
speak to a distributor or publishing house or contact a customer,"
Vivian said. "But strictly for bookstore business only."

“Understood.”

They returned to the front of the
store, where the cashier's station was located. Vivian spent the
next hour showing Ella how to use the register and the scanner and
how to handle the customers.

"And this is the most important
thing," Vivian said, pointing to a bell on the counter. "If you
ever need me, just ring this bell, and I'll come as soon as I can.
Got it?"

Ella nodded. "Got it," she
said.

"Good. And I have one in my office,
too. For if I ever need to ring you up."

"Understood."

"Good. Now, I have to do the bank
deposit and run some errands. I'll be back in an hour or so. You
think you'll be okay?" Vivian said.

"Sure,” Ella smiled eagerly. “It all
seems pretty straightforward."

Vivian paused as if not sure she
should leave, then nodded. "Okay then. And there's a towel in the
bathroom. You can dry yourself off."

Ella blushed. "Thanks."

Vivian grabbed her coat and scarf and
headed for the door.

Ella watched her leave, feeling a
strange sensation in her chest. She sighed, marveling at the fact
the woman would trust her with anything at all after how they'd
met. And yet she couldn't explain it, but she felt good about being
there. And Vivian. She was so beautiful and confident. Ella wanted
to do anything not to disappoint her again.

She shook her head and tried to focus
on her work. She had a lot to learn, and she didn't want to mess up
anymore on her first day. She greeted the customers with a smile,
scanned their books, and printed out their receipts. She enjoyed
the smell of paper and ink and the sound of pages of books turning
as customers browsed.

Ella felt like she was in her
element.

She didn't notice how fast the time
passed before Vivian returned. "Here, I brought you this," she
said, handing Ella the cup of coffee.

Ella took it and thanked
her.

"How are you doing?" Vivian
asked.

Ella smiled. "I'm doing great. It's
been busy, but fun," she said.

Vivian nodded. "That's good to
hear."

Ella noticed Vivian had also brought a
muffin for herself. She watched as Vivian took a bite and licked
her lips. The sight made something stir inside Ellis' belly. At
eighteen and still a virgin, she already knew she preferred women
over men.

"Would you want some?" Vivian offered,
breaking off a piece of the muffin and holding it out to
Ella.

Ella hesitated, then accepted it. She
put it in her mouth and tasted the sweetness. She looked at Vivian.
The lines at the corner of her eyes crinkled as she smiled. They
locked eyes for a moment. Ella felt a spark. She wondered if Vivian
felt it, too. She quickly looked away and sipped her coffee. She
felt her cheeks heat up and hoped Vivian didn't notice. They ate
their snacks and chatted for a while. Vivian asked Ella about her
background and interests. Ella told her about her plans for after
college.

Vivian explained how she’d been
running the bookstore for nearly a decade. The sole owner now since
her late husband, Sam, died two years earlier. Cancer. Her parents
were gone; she had no siblings, nor did she have children. The
bookstore was her life.

Ella felt a pang of sympathy for
Vivian.

And a surge of admiration for the
strong woman. Or was it something more?

The bell rang over the door as
customers came in. Vivian said, "Well, I'll be in the back should
you need anything."

The rest of the day went smoothly.
Ella was again surprised at how fast the time went by when she
realized it was almost time to close. She sighed and wished she
could stay longer.

Vivian came out and showed her how to
cash out for the day and ran through all the other mundane routines
of closing the bookstore down.

"Do you have any plans for tonight?"
Vivian asked.

Ella shook her head. "No, not really.
Why?"

Vivian smiled. "Would you like to join
me for dinner? There's a new Italian place nearby I've been wanting
to try, but I hate to eat alone."

Ella felt her heart skip a
beat.

Was the older woman asking her out?
Like a date? She wanted to say yes, but she felt nervous. Vivian
was so much older than her, by like forty years, and she was her
boss.

Or, maybe she was reading too much
into it. Maybe it was just about dinner.

“An apology for how I
acted earlier. I’m not usually that short-tempered with people,”
Vivian said. “I’m not used to having people… about anymore since…
Sam…”

“That’s not necessary,
Vivian. I was a klutz. Should have been watching—”

“I really could use the…
company.”

Ella saw a hopeful expression in the
older woman’s eyes. A warmth and sincerity in her voice.

"Yes. I'd love to have dinner with
you," Ella said.

Vivian's face lit up. "Great. Let me
just grab my coat and scarf, and we can be off."

They locked up. The rain had stopped,
and they walked the few blocks down the street to the restaurant,
to Ella's surprise, arm in arm.

 


Dinner at La Sirena, a quaint Italian
restaurant with candles and live music, was divine. Ella and Vivian
dined on antipasto, shrimp scampi, and penne puttanesca, all of
which were wonderful. The conversation was light and fun. They
shared an interest in reading and being near the water, making the
little seaside village especially ideal for them both.

After dinner, Vivian suggested they
take a walk along the beach. They carried their sandals by their
straps.

The moon shone over the water as they
strolled, throwing silver light on the cresting waves. The waves
crashed gently onto the sand, leaving frothy ripples of foam to
recede toward the black water. The air was warm and humid after the
storm. The sand was still damp, but everything felt washed and
clean. Fresh.

A buoy in the distance clanged, and
the faint thump of music from the town's one nightclub could be
heard.

Ella gazed at Vivian in profile under
the moonlight and wondered if she'd ever seen a more beautiful
sight. Her face was lit by the pale silver glow. Her eyes were deep
blue pools Ella could have fallen into. The lines at the corners of
her eyes and around her thin mouth were more pronounced in the
moonlight. And the wisps of silver hair that framed her face lent
her an even more ethereal look, Ella thought.

"Sam and I met in academia," Vivian
said. "We married nine years ago, moved out here, and bought the
bookstore. It was a dream for us. And made us so happy."

She wiped away a tear. "I'm
sorry."

"Don't be," Ella said. She put a hand
on Vivian's arm.

Vivian forced a trembling smile and
slipped her arm under Ella's. "It's just that This week, Sam's been
gone two years now."

"You must really miss him."

Vivian paused and stared at Ella. A
smile twitched the corner of the older woman's mouth. "Him? Oh, no,
dear. You misunderstood. Sam. Sam was short for
Samantha."

"Oh."

Vivian nodded. "Mmm-hmm. I'm not into
men." She let out a small chuckle. "I've always preferred the
company of women." They resumed walking. Her smile turned into a
sultry grin. "What about you
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