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The Book Nook

A Timber Mills Story

Honoring her grandmother’s dying wish, Monae moves her entire family and the family bookstore to Timber Mills. She learns that her grandmother arranged everything before she passed. Monae travels across the country to see what she is getting herself, and her family into. First person she meets is Amadi. He is the handsome contractor her grandmother hired to fix up their future house and store. The two of them instantly connect. Monae suffers from endometriosis and doesn’t think that anyone will want to stick around to deal with her issues. Amadi quickly proves her wrong. Monae finds out quickly that the move to Timber Mills might allow all of her dreams to come true.
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Prologue
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My grandmother talked about Timber Mills a lot before she passed. It was where she was born and lived until she was nineteen years old. That was when she met my grandfather and moved with him to Charlotte, North Carolina. She spent the rest of her life there. Towards the end of her life, she talked so much about Timber Mills that my sisters and I offered to take her back for a visit but she wasn’t up to traveling. I still remembered the last conversation we had. 

“NaeNae, there is nothing left for our family here when I’m gone.” She grabbed my hand.

“Don’t say that, Grandma.”

“I’m serious. I know business at the store is slow. The neighborhood is being bought out. Rissa is living in that terrible neighborhood.” She paused to breathe.

“She is in your old house.” I sighed. My sister Marissa and her two teenagers moved in with my grandmother a year earlier. Marissa had tried taking care of my grandmother but eventually we were forced to move her into a hospice nursing facility.

“And the neighborhood has been shit for years.” My grandmother gave me a stern look. “I notice you didn’t have anything to say about the store.”

I chewed on my bottom lip. I had been running my grandmother’s bookstore for the past five years. We ran it together until her health declined such that she had to fully step back. “I’m not going to lie to you.”

“Good.” She squeezed my hand. “I know that Rina is unemployed.”

“How do you know?”

“She visits when she should be working.” My grandmother winked at me. “Maura is struggling to do what she loves and make ends meet.”

“Grandma, don’t worry about us.”

“I most certainly will.” She huffed. Then she squeezed my hand again. “I want you to sell everything and move to Timber Mills. Take your sisters and their kids with you. Move the store. I just want you to take my family to Timber Mills.”

I frowned as my grandmother flinched in obvious pain. Since I knew she wouldn’t, I leaned over and pressed the button for the nurse. “The nurse is going to come and give you some pain medicine.”

“Promise me you’ll take the family to Timber Mills.” She sighed. “And take my ashes with you.”

“Grandma...”

“Put my ashes and your grandfather’s ashes in the crypt at the cemetery in Timber Mills.”

“But...”

“Monae Alexis Jennings. You do as I ask.” My grandmother gave me a look that said I definitely shouldn’t argue with her.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Everything is already started. My lawyer has all the paperwork.” She stopped talking when the nurse came in.

I reluctantly let her hand go so that the nurse could get her vitals and give her medicine. My grandmother didn’t say anything else after the nurse left. She just smiled at me and then closed her eyes. I waited until she was resting comfortably to leave. There was a lot I needed to do if I was going to honor my grandmother’s wishes.
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I walked down to baggage claim and looked around. There was a Black man in a suit standing there with a sign that had my name written on it. I had to pause for a moment because the man was gorgeous. He had close cut salt and pepper hair and beard. His skin was the color of dark honey. Plus, the man was truly wearing that suit. It looked tailored to fit him. To be honest, he looked far too good to be the person picking me up. I hoped he wasn’t my grandmother’s lawyer’s son. I knew that man was married. I took a deep breath and walked over, trying to get a good look at his left hand as I did. Luckily that was the hand holding the sign and I didn’t see a ring.

“I’m Monae Jennings.” I stopped a few feet in front of him.

“Amadi Baldwin.” He reached out to shake my hand. When our hands touched, I felt a charge of electricity shoot through my body. From the brief shift in his facial expression, I knew he felt it too. He let my hand go. “I was in the area this morning so I told Leon and Sonia that I would pick you up and bring you out to Timber Mills.”

“Thank you. I would have rented a car.”

“It’s no problem. Plus, there is a car at the house that belongs to you.”

I raised my eyebrow. “A car?”

“A SUV actually.” He looked behind me and that caused me to turn. The luggage belt was starting to move. “Do you have luggage?”

“Oh no.” I looked down at the small suitcase I had next to me. I also had my largest tote bag I was using as a purse. “This is all I have.”

“Oh.”

“I’m only here for a few days.”

“Sonia would have three bags. My ex...” Amadi stopped short of what he was going to say. Then he shook his head and smiled at me. “Let me carry your bags to my truck.”

“Thank you.” I handed him the handle of my suitcase. Then I handed him my tote. It felt weird giving him my purse, but it was heavy and my arm was already tired from carrying it. 

“Let’s go.” Amadi led the way over to the doors.

There was something about the way he walked that had me trailing a little bit behind him. He looked like he worked out and it made me think about getting back in the gym. I would need to ask where the nearest one was to Timber Mills. From the stories my grandmother used to tell, there wasn’t much close. I flew into the airport in Mission City. The little bit of research my sister Maura had done let me know that the town had been a thriving small town when our grandmother lived there and then things went downhill when the town mill closed. Now it is trying to revitalize.

“How far is Timber Mills from here?” I asked when we reached his huge truck. He had a giant black pickup truck. The truck had four doors and a big back. The thing took up two parking spaces.

“Ninety minutes. We have to cross Mission City and then drive out to Timber Mills.” Amadi took my hand and rested his other hand on my waist while he helped me up into the truck. “You want this with you or in the back?”

“With me.” I took my tote bag from him. The floor of his truck looked really clean so I felt okay sitting it down between my legs. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Amadi shut my door and then put my suitcase in the backseat of his truck. Then he walked around and got in the driver’s seat. He pointed to a bottle of water that was in the cup holder next to me. “That is for you. Let me know if we need to stop on the way.”

“Okay. Thanks.” I pulled out my phone and shot a quick text to my sister group chat and let them know I was on my way to Timber Mills. Then I looked at Amadi. I had to take a breath because damn he was sexy. Then I was able to speak. “Do you work with the Stanleys?”

“No. Leon and I are friends. I am actually the contractor your grandmother hired to fix up your house and store.”

“I still can’t believe she bought a house and a storefront without telling me.” I shook my head.

“I’m sorry for your loss. I’m sad that I didn’t get to meet her in person. She was very sharp.”

“Mentally she was on point until the very end. It seems like every day since she passed I have been confronted with something she has done without telling me.” I sighed and tried not to get sad about how much I missed my grandmother.

“You are staying through the weekend, right?”

“Yes.” I nodded. It was Thursday. “My flight home is Sunday evening.”

“So, you’ll get to enjoy one of Timber Mills’ festivals.”

“A festival?”

“I don’t exactly know what this one is for. They find any excuse to have a festival.”

I picked my phone up off my lap and went to the Timber Mills Town website. There it was on the front page. “It says that the first settlers arrived in the area in early August. That is what they are celebrating. I guess that is different from Founders Day.”

“Yeah. Founders Day is in March. That is a very big deal. The only festival as big as that is the Juneteenth festival.”

“That’s cool. Are all the festivals downtown?”

“Yep. Your store is right on the edge of the action. Ms. Mabel picked a great location.”

“How far is the house from the store?”

“Five minute drive. Fifteen minute walk.”

“Sonia told me over the phone that the house was big. My sisters are concerned there won’t be enough room for all of us.”

“It’s huge. There are nine bedrooms.”

“What?” I exclaimed.

Amadi chuckled. “It is the second largest house in town, behind the main house of the bed and breakfast. There is a first-floor master and another bedroom on that floor. Then there are three bedrooms on the second floor and three bedrooms on the third floor. There are six full bathrooms and two half bathrooms in the main house. Over the garage is a one-bedroom apartment.”

I was speechless for a moment. Then I laughed. “That woman was not kidding about planning for our future.”

“When she gave me instructions to fix up the house, she told me that she had a big family and they were coming to live in Timber Mills. She told me to have it ready by the beginning of the school year.”

I shook my head. “She knew she didn’t have long left.”

“I am ahead of schedule. It’ll be finished next week.”

I turned a little and gave Amadi a once over. “You are the best dressed contractor that I have ever seen.”

Amadi laughed. “I had to appear in court this morning.”

“You got charges?”

He laughed again. “No. Finalizing my divorce.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear that or I’m happy for you. Whichever one is appropriate.”

“I am happy about it.”

“So, you were trying to look so good that you rub in the fact that she doesn’t have you anymore?”

“Maybe.”

“Trying to make that woman regret her life decisions. You’re terrible.” I laughed.

“Ms. Mabel said you guys run a bookstore. She had me build some bookshelves in the store.”

“Yeah. She had that bookstore my whole life.”

“Have you always worked there?”

“No. I spent fifteen years working as a buyer for a large bookstore chain.”

“What made you stop doing that?”

I sighed. “My mother died and I decided that life was too short to not spend it with the people you love.”

“That’s what brought me back to Timber Mills. My aunt and cousin are the only family I have left. I wanted to be closer to my aunt.”

“That’s wonderful.” I paused. “It is just my three sisters and their kids.”

“Do your sisters work with you in the store?”

“Marina does. Marissa is a nurse and Maura is a writer.”

“The Timber Mills Medical Center opened up a few months ago. My aunt works there. I know that they are hiring.”

I searched for the medical center on my phone. When I found the human resources page, I sent the link to Marissa. She had been nervous that she would need to commute to Mission City or Westridge. “Thank you. My sister was nervous about the commute.”

“My aunt was doing that commute for years before Doctor Harrison opened up his practice in town five years ago. Then he connected with the town benefactor and now we have a medical center.”

“Town benefactor?”

“Calvin Reynolds and his granddaughter Zee are the town benefactors. They are super rich and like to help the community.” Amadi paused. “Actually, Ms. Mabel told me she purchased the store from them.”

“I didn’t even realize that she had enough money to purchase a house and a store while still owning a house and a store. She was sneaky as fuck.”

Amadi laughed. 

“And she was paying you to fix the place up.”

“Ms. Mabel and I bartered.”

“Bartered?”

“I’m staying in the apartment over the store free of charge. She gave me a budget to spend on materials and hiring other trades. I’m doing as much of the work myself as I can.”

“I don’t know how she managed this.” I shook my head.

“She did what she had to do to make sure her family was taken care of after she was gone. I aspire to it.”

“You want a family? How old are you?”

“I’m 43.” He glanced at me. “Can I ask how old you are?”

“Sure. I’ll be celebrating my 40th birthday on September first.” I paused. “Oh, and I love presents.”

Amadi chuckled. “What kind of gifts do you like?”

“Thoughtful gifts.”

“Okay.”

“So, you are 43 and you are thinking about having babies?”

“I’m not the one who’ll have them.” Amadi chuckled again. “I was thinking about babies or adoption.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t want kids?”

I thought about my endometriosis. It wasn’t a topic that I wanted to address with a stranger but it definitely weighed on my answer. “I’ve been an auntie for so long. I haven’t really thought about it. When I want kids, I just go take them from my sisters.”

“You like being able to give them back?”

“No. My sisters usually have to come and take their kids back.” I laughed. “I’m looking forward to us all living in the same house so that they can’t take my babies from me.”

“Are the kids excited about moving?”

“They are, actually. My grandmother used to tell stories about Timber Mills all the time. I swear she has them thinking it is a magical place.”

“I hope it lives up to their expectations.”

“I hope it lives up to mine.”

Amadi smiled. “And what are some of your expectations?”

I paused and thought for a moment. “Friendly, yet very nosey neighbors. A growing downtown business scene that I’ll try my hand at helping to improve. California weather.”

“I’ll stop you right there. We had a big snow storm back in February. This ain’t Southern California.”

“I don’t mind snow.”

“Good.”

“I am hoping to be moving my family to someplace safer than where we are living now.”

“Timber Mills is very safe. Everyone looks out for one another. You got the nosey neighbor part right. There are very few secrets in Timber Mills.”

“Oh.” I chewed on my bottom lip and wondered how long it would take for the whole town to know I wanted to climb into Amadi’s lap. I needed to distract myself. “What is there to do for fun in town?”

“Depends on your idea of fun.” Amadi paused. “The new community center has weekly events for families. There are the festivals. The Tavern is open every night except Sunday. There is an arcade that opened up recently just outside of the city limits. I heard talk about them renovating the old theater in town to show movies and host plays. But I think that’ll be a few months to a year away. That building needs a lot of work.”

“Is there a gym?”

“Yes. There is a fitness center at the community center. There is also a gym that you could join just outside of town.”

“You need to have a membership for both?”

“No. Town residents can all use the one at the community center during the hours it is open. The gym outside of town requires a membership but is open 24 hours a day, every day.”

“What about food? What do you eat when you don’t feel like cooking?”

“Jeff’s sub shop. The Tavern serves dinner. There is a more upscale sandwich shop in the Mill office complex that is only open for lunch. A pizza shop opened up a couple of months ago and a Chinese food restaurant opened up two weeks ago. All of that is in town. There are several options in the shopping centers that are just outside of town. The Mendoza’s do delivery for all of the local spots. Our local grocery store also does delivery.”

“Fancy.”

Amadi chuckled.

“Last question.”

“I don’t mind more questions.”

“Okay. Good.” I laughed. “Coffee?”

“There is a bakery in town where everyone goes for pastries and coffee and gossip.”

“That’s good to know.”

“One of the first people you’re gonna want to meet is Ms. Carolyn. Then Mayor Joe.”

“So, you’re saying I should go by the bakery tomorrow morning and introduce myself.”

“That would be a wise plan. I always find it is best to get ahead of the gossip.”

“You have some experience with town gossip?”

“There was a lot of talk when I first moved to town. I made the mistake of thinking it would just blow over. My aunt had to take me to the bakery herself so that I could talk to Ms. Carolyn. Once I did that, that was it for the gossip.”

“Oh my.” I shrugged. “I’ll go meet her but I’m sure they’ll still have a field day with four unmarried women over the age of thirty moving to town.”

“One thing Timber Mills loves is when families move to town. Your neighbors might throw a block party to welcome
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