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Bennett Grimes

 

When my college sweetheart agreed to spend her life at my side, I thought I'd found my HEA. The day she left me, without a word, six months after our twins were born, I realized how wrong I was. After she was gone, I devoted my life to raising my children and making Storybound Books the best bookstore in the state.

 

I told myself that I didn't need a woman in my life. Then she came to town. With her infectious laugh, her quick wit, and her love of all things literature, Katherine Hunt made me feel things I'd thought were long dead. But it's not just my heart on the line. Can I trust her not to walk away and destroy all three of us in the process?

 

Katherine Hunt

 

The day I'd said 'I do', I knew something was missing. There was no real passion between us. When my marriage ended without a fuss, I lifted my chin, squared my shoulders, and started my life over.

 

Opening Eclipsed Moon Cafe in the quaint tourist town of Pine Ridge gave me that fresh start. I thought it was all I needed. Enter Bennet Grimes, and the two most adorable children I'd ever seen.

 

He's been burned before, but can I convince him to give love a second chance, or will our desire turn to dying embers fading away in the night?
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Watching my children, Macie and Jude, playing in the area of the bookstore I'd partitioned off just for them, I couldn't help but smile. When they were six months old, their mother, my college sweetheart, just packed her things and left without a word. My heart had shattered, but the twins had kept me going. I'd decided then, I would devote my life to raising them and bringing my dream of owning a bookstore to life.

Two years ago, I opened Storybound Books, and through hard work, advertising, and the ingenuous mind of my marketing guru, it was the best bookstore in the state.

“I am so proud of you,” my sister, Jenna, said, leaning against the counter I was currently standing behind.

“What for?” As the oldest, by five whole minutes, she tended to think she needed to take care of me.

“For this”—she motioned to the store—+“and for the way you stepped up for them,” she added, nodding toward Macie and Jude.

“What else was I going to do? They're my life. You know that. Besides, the bookstore wouldn't be doing anywhere near as well as it is, if not for your marketing ideas.” Oh, yeah, I forgot to add that Jenna was also my marketing guru.

“Don't discount yourself like that, Bennett. Marketing can only do so much. I might help get people in the door, but you're the one who gets them to buy. Your passion for books shows in the animated way you talk with customers.”

I shrugged a bit. “Maybe you're right. How about we compromise? We've both made it such a success.”

She laughed softly. “Fine. Now, if only we could find you an adult friend of the female persuasion.”

I scoffed. “Don’t start with that again, Jenna. I know pretty much every woman who lives here, and I'm not interested in any of them.”

“Well, there's the—”

“No.” I cut her off, knowing exactly where she was going. “I am not having a fling with a tourist. If I wasn't a father, maybe, but I'm not bringing anyone around the kids who will be gone in a few days or weeks.”

“That’s a valid point. I guess I just want you to have the same kind of happiness Kyle and I have found.”

Jenna and Kyle had been high school sweethearts. He'd gone into the service, which had strained their relationship until they'd ended it. When he returned home after twelve years, they'd rekindled things, and had been happily married for five years now.

“I know, Jenna. I just don't know if that's in the cards for me.”

“I won't give up on hope, even if you have,” she countered.

That was Jenna. Ever the optimist, while I've always been more of a realist—though she would call me a pessimist.

“Oh! By the way, did you hear that someone bought the space next door?”

I turned my gaze from my children and cocked a brow at her. “Seriously?” The space next door had been empty even longer than mine was before I'd settled on it.

“Yep. Rumor has it, the owner is putting in a coffee shop cafe type thing. That could really bring more people to this part of Pine Ridge, which means more business.”

As a small tourist town nestled north of the Olympic National Forest and within a day’s drive of the Pacific Ocean, Pine Ridge's cozy charm really drew people in. You could get your newest read from Storybound Books or Orca Books and Trinkets and curl up at one of the inns, such as Cherry Rose Bed and Breakfast or The Hearthstone Inn. If you're looking for a good meal, you can find that at the Red Wood Saloon. There's a restaurant on one side of it where you can bring the entire family. If you're in the mood for something sweet, you can get handmade chocolates from Sweet Pines Chocolates and Blooms.

A coffeehouse and cafe, however, was something the town could really use.

“It sure could. I wonder who bought it,” I said thoughtfully before some tourists came in and I turned my attention to helping them find what they were looking for.
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You know, when you get married and pledge your lives together, you expect to have that fairytale ending. That's normal, right? Yeah, well, consider yourself lucky if you do.

I met Michael Wainwright my freshman year of college. We dated all through college, where I got my degree in business administration, and dated for an additional five years afterward. 

When Michael proposed, I accepted because it was the ‘natural progression’ of a relationship. I listened as my girlfriends talked about how passionate the guys they were with were, and I kept waiting for that to happen with Michael and I.

Five years to the day, after saying ‘I do’, I quietly signed the divorce papers, and we went our separate ways. Everything was split amicably, as if we hadn't spent almost fourteen years together.

There should have been at least some tears, right? Or, at least some sadness? Yet, all I felt was… relief.

Within weeks of the divorce being finalized, I packed up a moving truck, destination, the small tourist town of Pine Ridge, which was situated north of the Olympic National Forest. There was a storefront that had sat vacant for years. It was next to a bookstore, and just from the virtual walkthrough, I knew it would be perfect for a coffee shop and cafe.

“I can't believe you're leaving,” my best friend, Rachel, said as I loaded the last box into the truck.

“It's time for a new start, Rache. I've spent so many years here, and although there aren't any bad feelings between Michael and I, we still made a lot of memories. I'm so tired of having to explain to people why I'm not heartbroken over my marriage ending.”

“I get it, I do, Kat. That doesn't mean I like it,” she replied.

“Look at it this way, Rache. Now you'll have somewhere to go on vacation,” I replied with a grin.

She laughed at that. “True. You should probably get out of here. Drive safe and let me know when you get there, okay?”

“Yes, moooom,” I replied, drawing out the last word.

We both laughed before I got into the truck and carefully drove away, towing my car behind me.


[image: ]

 

 

 

Five hours after leaving Portland, where I'd lived most of my life, I drove into the town limits of Pine Ridge. As I made my way down Main Street, I took in all of the quaint storefronts I passed.

According to the Realtor, the space I'd purchased was two streets over, about midway down Sugar Hollow Street. I navigated to the correct street and took the alley behind the buildings to get to mine.

Parking, I stared at the stairs leading up to the second floor where the one bedroom flat I would now call home was located.

Crap. I hadn't thought this through very well. Getting my boxes and bags, maybe even the smaller pieces of furniture like lamps, up the stairs wouldn't be an issue but there was no way I was getting my bed, sofa, or dresser up there by myself.

Leaning forward, I rested my forehead on my hands where they were still wrapped around the steering wheel.

“Good going, Katherine. Now what are you going to do?” I muttered.

A knock on the driver's side door had me screeching in fright. Looking out of the window, I saw a dark haired woman standing there.

With one hand on my chest, placed palm down over my now racing heart, I rolled the window down with the other hand.

“Holy Hades! You scared the crap out of me!”

“Yeah, I heard the screeching. Sorry about that. You must be the person who bought the place next to the bookstore.”

“That would be me,” I replied.

“Let me guess, you just realized you need help getting stuff inside? I'll tell you what. Why don't you come chat with me in the bookstore and I will get my hubby and my brother to empty the truck for you.”

“I couldn't ask you to do that.”

“You're not, silly. I'm offering. Besides, how else do you plan on getting everything up there?” she countered.

“Fair point.” Since I had no other choice, I rolled the window back up, turned off the truck, and got out.

“Smart woman. I'm Jenna, by the way,” she said over her shoulder before she opened the back door to the bookstore.

“I'm Katherine. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you as well.”

I followed her through the back store room into the main area of the bookstore and stared in awe. The walls and ceiling were the pale yellow of old parchment, but that wasn't what caught my eye. It was what was on the walls. In one area, Alice was peering into the rabbit hole before falling into it. All of the characters from the book were scattered around her. In another area, Captain Nemo steered the Nautilus through the ocean. In yet another, Jack was climbing the beanstalk.

Every inch of bare wall depicted characters from some of the most beloved stories in history. When I glanced up at the ceiling, I saw that the theme carried over to it.

Fairy lights were strung around the ceiling, and a variety of flowering plants—all real as far as I could tell—sat on tops of bookshelves, tables, and the counter where the register sat.

Dark, hardwood floors ran throughout the space, scuffed here and there with age, but the fairy lights, and the warm lighting from various sconces, still reflected on the surface.

Behind the counter was a man with the same dark hair as the woman. They bore enough resemblance that I knew this must be the brother. His wavy mocha colored hair was a little long-ish on top and shorter on the sides. It had that ‘just ran my fingers through it’ mussed look to it. Beyond a pair of wire rimmed glasses, his soulful umber brown eyes seemed to twinkle with merriment.

“Your new neighbor has arrived,” Jenna announced. “Bennett, this is Katherine. Katherine, this is my brother, Bennett. I'm going to give Kyle a call so that you two can carry all of her stuff up to her apartment. While you two do that, she and I are going to get to know each other.”

“Seriously, Jenna? You could say please,” Bennett said. There was teasing in his tone, so I didn't take the comment as him being annoyed with her.

“Yeah, yeah. Pretty please with cherries on top,” she replied with a grin before she turned her attention to her phone.

“You'll have to excuse my sister. She's a bit of a handful. Welcome to Pine Ridge.” Bennett held out his hand and I slipped mine into his so we could shake.

He had broad shoulders beneath a cream button up shirt, a hint of tattoos peeking out at his cuffs. He had a chiseled jaw peppered with a bit of scruff, and a slightly crooked nose that looked like it had been broken in the past but didn't heal properly.

“Thank you. This place is amazing. I've never seen a bookstore look so… whimsical and inviting.”

“That was the effect I was going for,” he replied.

Just then, an adorable little girl with deep blue eyes and ginger hair came skipping up to Bennett from an area beyond him.

“Daddy. I'm firsty,” she said. Then she seemed to notice me. “Hi!”

Well, there went my interest in him. I did not mess with married men. “Hi yourself, cutie,” I responded and surreptitiously peeked at his left hand. He wasn't wearing a ring, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. Just because he wasn't married didn't mean he was single.

“Excuse me for just a moment,” Bennett said, picked the little girl up, and went back the way the girl had come.

“Kyle will be here in about ten minutes,” Jenna told me once she hung up her phone.

“I really do appreciate this,” I replied. “Just before you knocked on the truck door, I'd realized I hadn't thought it through very well when I turned down help with moving. I would have been totally screwed if you hadn't offered.”

“That's what neighbors are for. So, where'd you move here from?” she inquired.

“Portland. I grew up there.”

“Oh, damn. Pine Ridge is going to be a major culture shock then. Life here moves a lot slower and things are way more laid back than a city like Portland. I hope you don't end up with buyer's remorse.”

“Who has buyer's remorse?” Bennett asked, coming back out.

“No one. Yet,” Jenna told him.

“Auntie Jenna! I gots juice!” the little girl squealed.

“I can see that, little bit,” the woman beside me replied.

“I gots some, too,” another voice said, and a little boy with a riot of ginger curls appeared.

“Lucky you, squirt. Better drink it all up, or I might sneak some sips.”

He giggled at her, and then his eyes widened as he seemed to realize I was standing there. “Hi!”

“Hello, cutie patootie,” I replied.

“Macie, Jude, this is our new neighbor, Katherine. She bought the shop next door. Katherine, these are my children, Macie and Jude,” Bennett said.

“It's an absolute pleasure to meet you both,” I told them. Then I mock-whispered, “You can call me Kat. Katherine is a bit of a mouthful.”

That had them both giggling, and the sound of their laughter made my heart feel light.

“Why don't you two go back to coloring. Daddy's going to help Uncle Kyle with something when he gets here,” Bennett said, and both kids darted off.

“Okay, Daddy!”

We watched them go
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