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FRANCES HURRIED ALONG Rideau Street heading east towards the bookshop, trying to stay dry. But the water bounced off the sidewalk into her new beige pumps and soaked her freshly pressed beige slacks. The neat telescopic umbrella was no match for the torrents of water the sky was emptying upon her.

“Just my luck,” she said, jumping to safety as the spray from the Number 7 bus narrowly missed her. “Why did the heavens have to open now?”

Working the noon to eight shift allowed Frances a couple of quiet morning hours to browse at Mr. Booker’s Bookshop. Frances supervised the tellers at the Dominion Trust Bank, a title she had earned through years of loyal service rather than ambition. She felt a pang of excitement as she remembered her impending retirement and all the books that lined the walls of her spare room. She called them her retirement collection. Soon she could sink into her new La-Z-Boy chair with her feet up on the matching ottoman—one of her few extravagances—and disappear into the adventures of borderless and timeless literature.

She chuckled as her lips curled into a smile. “Books without borders,” she said, stepping into Mr. Booker’s doorway.
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AT THE OTHER END OF Rideau Street, Paul Morris’s long, lilting stride was heading west towards Booker’s Bookshop. Paul didn’t care that his trousers were wet, and the rain had already penetrated the shoulders of his frayed tweed jacket. He loved the fresh coolness of the rain on his weather-worn face. Today he felt particularly happy. He had decide to retire. Thirty-five years in computer engineering, as a professor and latterly department head, had given him a good pension. He hated to admit that he was finding it difficult to keep up with the fast-changing technology. Instead of reading those indecipherable technical manuals, he could relax and read for the pure pleasure of reading. He liked Bookers Bookshop because Mr. Booker knew books. Not just those mass-market paperbacks they sold in Chapters, but the masters of literature. Authors who knew how to write and who provoked thought with wisdom and intellect. Perhaps he'd also discover some obscure, unknown writers.

“I’ll explore that little back room,” he muttered, “where Mr. Booker keeps his rare and first editions.” Deep in thought, his mind was already scanning the bookshelves.

As he stepped into Mr. Booker’s doorway he heard a female voice say, “Books without borders.” Before he could look up, something poked him in the belly and he felt water trickle down his now wet turtleneck shirt.

“Ouch!” the female voice yelled, “You’re standing on my foot.” Frances's eyes glared at a large dirty brown loafer that seemed to engulf her beige pump.

“Oh! I’m terribly sorry,” Paul said trying not to stare at the most beautiful woman he’d ever encountered. He needed a distraction to stop his heart racing and glanced down, staring at the object impaled in his midriff—a dripping umbrella. He dared to look up, and with one eyebrow raised he tried to say, “Are you going to remove it?” But his voice was only a whisper.

Annoyed about her wet, and now dirty shoes, Frances had, a “tut-tut” ready on her tongue. Her bright emerald eyes snapped upwards, her mouth open, but no sound was uttered. She couldn’t help herself. Immobilized by his gentle blue eyes, she just stared.

Paul relaxed his eyebrow, his whole face turning into a smile. Without saying a word, he reached for the wet umbrella and moved it to one side.

“Oh my gosh!” Frances said, turning a bright pink and struggling to close the umbrella. “You are awfully wet. I’m... terribly ... so really sorry.” Her words didn’t come out right and her stomach was doing flip-flops. Her shaking hands let go of the clasp, and the umbrella sprang open again showering them both with droplets. Still smiling, Paul took the umbrella, closed it, and handed it back to her. He opened the door and stepped aside to let Frances enter first. The old-fashioned brass bell perched at the top of the door announced their arrival. A musky aroma of books, wood and leather escaped into their nostrils and in unison they took a deep breath and savoured the atmosphere.

Mr. Booker looked up from his counter. “Good morning Miss Tibbles. Quite the rain shower.” He directed his words to Frances and only nodded his head towards Paul.

“Yes,” Frances answered, looking down at the puddle of water that had formed at her feet.

“I’ll put that in the back room for you.” Taking the umbrella, he disappeared, returning with a mop and a white towel. Frances took the towel and dried herself off while Mr. Booker mopped the shiny wooden floor.

“Thank you,” she said handing him the towel and thinking how unusual it was for a bachelor to have such white towels. But then Mr. Booker always wore a crisp white shirt and a plain or conservative stripped tie, free of drips or stains. 

He pointed to the neat display island, set in the centre of the immaculate shop. "A new Elizabeth George mystery came in yesterday.”

Frances turned and stepped towards the island and her arm reached for a book but stopped mid way. The unusual man she had impaled in the doorway was studying the rare book section. He still looked soaked; his jacket and trousers seemed to have shrunk. The sleeves were two inches short of his wrist and the bottom of his trouser legs showed one navy and one black sock. Instead of tut-tutting her disapproval at his unkempt appearance Frances smiled with a fondness she didn’t quite understand.

Paul sensed her stare and wanted to say hi but social chitchat with women had always been difficult for him. But, he pondered, this lady is different from anyone I’ve ever met.

Frances edged her way around the display and nonchalantly stepped into the rare book section. Keeping her eyes fixed on the bookshelves, she reached for the red spine, only because it stood out from the others and legitimized her presence. Paul also reached blindly for the red spine. Electricity sparked as their hands brushed against each other. In unison they apologized to the knots and swirls in the polished wooden floor, too embarrassed to make eye contact.

Paul broke the silence, “Cr ... crum! Hello, my name is Paul Morris,” he said, extending his right hand. When Frances didn’t respond, he diverted his gaze to the bookshelf and slid his hand into his jacket pocket.

Frances didn’t answer because she couldn’t answer. Suddenly hot she felt something foreign whirl around inside her body. What’s happening to me? Rudeness was a quality she abhorred and yet she was being rude. She took a big gulp of air preparing to introduce herself. Unfortunately, this set her off into a violent coughing fit. Now gasping for air, Frances thought she might gag at any minute and worsen the already embarrassing situation. Calm down and breathe, she told herself. But she gasped again when she felt his hand touch her arm as he guided her to a brown leather chair.

Mr. Booker came rushing out from behind his counter. “Miss Tibbles, are you all right?”

Frances concentrated as she took a careful breath, “Yes, thank you Mr. Booker, I am fine,” her voice a laboured whisper.

“Can I get you a glass of water?” Paul asked.

Frances stared at the floor. “No, thank you, I’ll be fine.”

Not knowing what to say or do, Paul gave an awkward bow. 

“Um... if it’s... um, okay, I’ll be on my way.” His arm gave a penguin-like flip as he waved goodbye. The sound of the brass bell told Frances it was safe to look up. But Paul had lingered at the door, glancing over his shoulder. This time a natural connection prevented them from averting their eyes and something special happened.

Pulling the door open and with a great deal more confidence than he felt, Paul said, “Will you join me for coffee?”

Francis tried to answer, but only a squeak came out. Paul didn’t hear and closed the door. But his wave of confidence came back. He leaned around the door. “A coffee might ease your cough.” He grinned and added, “and it has stopped raining.”

“Thank you, a coffee would be nice,” Frances croaked.

They walked across the road to Sophie’s Café and settled at a small, round table in the bay window. At first, they sipped their cappuccinos awkwardly, reluctant to catch each other's eyes. Until Frances giggled as foam stuck to her nose and Paul gently wiped it with his napkin. They both laughed and the conversation evolved as though they were old friends.

Frances glanced at her watch and jumped up, spilling her unfinished cappuccino. “I’m sorry,” she said and patted a napkin in the pool of brown liquid surrounding her mug.

Paul placed his hand over hers. His eyes warm with affection, he said, “It’s okay, the staff will clean it up.” He hesitated for what seemed like minutes. “Will you have dinner with me?”

“Thank you, yes.” Frances felt her wet fingers as the spilled coffee seeped through the napkin. She didn't want to move away from his warm touch. “I’m sorry, but I have to leave. I’m late for work.” She reluctantly pulled her hand away.

“Of course, I’m delaying you.” Paul stood up and walked her to the door. She waved, hurrying along Rideau Street, heading home to change.
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FRANCES UNLOCKED HER apartment door. She patted her flushed face with one hand and placed the other flat on her racing heart. If she’d had a third hand, she would have pinched herself. She wanted to swoon into the arms of this handsome man like one of Jane Austen’s romantic heroines. She closed her eyes, imagining Paul was Mr. Darcy and she was Elizabeth Bennet. 

“Oh, what beautiful eyes,” she sighed. "And he wants to take me to dinner.”

Throwing her damp jacket on the floor, she flopped into her La-Z-Boy chair and giggled. Her beige pants were soaked from the rain and her beige pumps ruined. But the prim and proper Frances Tibbles didn’t care. She leaned back in the chair, her arms outstretched, and laughed. She shouted out, “Dominion Trust



[image: ]






[image: ]












[image: ]















[image: ]















[image: ]




[image: ]







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Romance
Mr. Booker's
Alovely ~ Bookshop

|

—
[

Susan A. Jennings





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





