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      Successful investor Greg wants to buy the crumbling Cranberry Bay marina and the last thing he expects to find is his college girlfriend, Sasha, running the town’s bakery and raising a ten-year-old son. Independent and headstrong, Sasha refuses to allow Greg to buy her love but when she reveals her long-held secret, will both find a second chance at love this Christmas?
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        Rylee Harper: Owns the River Cottages. Married to Bryan, her childhood sweetheart. Dog, Raisin, a mixed brown and white mutt.
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        Gracie Catskill: Owns the River Rock Inn. Excellent embroidery.

      

      

      
        
        Sasha Frazier: Owns the Lazy Dayz Bakery. Single Mother to ten-year-old Tyler.

      

      

      
        
        Tyler: Ten-year old son to Sasha. Dad is Greg Matthews.
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      Greg maneuvered his Rivian R1S into a parking spot at the dark marina. He’d made it to Cranberry Bay in record time, thanks to the Rivian’s blistering ability to hit sixty mph in three seconds and a smooth ride without traffic from Seattle. The five-hour trip could easily turn into seven or eight with gridlock on I-5.

      A couple fishing boats bobbed in the water, each tied to a buoy instead of a C-hook. Dock boards angled toward the water and a few floated along the shoreline. A seagull perched on the top of a piling with splintered wood. Near the road a small building tilted to the side, the windows and door missing.

      Sawyer had warned him the marina would be a big project, but he’d get a good price. Price was no object to Greg. The fortune he’d amassed in Bitcoin and reinvested in other markets continued to make him one of the wealthiest men in Seattle, outside the tech giants like Bill Gates and Paul Allen. But something inside him wanted something else, something more. Something he couldn’t name. A restlessness had taken hold of him, keeping him up at night as he lay in his multi-million-dollar home staring at the blinking lights of downtown Seattle.

      He loved investing in Bitcoin in the early days, the excitement of waking up every morning not quite knowing how the markets would roll, the challenge, the risk. But that was gone now. He sold all his shares and reinvested it into real estate portfolios with his financial team who kept him informed of every move but rarely allowed him to get his hands into the mix. The marina purchase would allow him a chance to actually be involved with one of his investments.

      Greg stepped out of the car and a blast of cold wind hit his face. He ducked back inside and grabbed his Burberry Puffer jacket from the backseat. He was used to the rainy Pacific Northwest winters living in Seattle, but the cold, wet damp on the Oregon Coast was a different beast. It seeped into his skin, making him long to cuddle up in front of a cozy fire with someone he loved.

      But there wasn’t anyone. His marriage to Jennifer dragged itself through frosty silent nights until finally they parted. He’d casually dated after his divorce, but nothing filled the empty inside, and he’d become disillusioned trying to fend off women who wanted his money rather than him. He cared about Jennifer, but he had never been in love with her. That once in a lifetime love had been tucked away in a place he never revisited. A time with a girl who’d had his heart. A girl who had left and he’d never followed her, not because he didn’t want to but because he believed he represented everything she’d lost.

      He tried to be a good husband to Jennifer and bought a large sweeping multi-story home overlooking Lake Washington, a high-powered motorboat, and expensive vacations in Hawaii. But it hadn’t been enough. She’d divorced him and found someone new before the divorce papers were finalized. The last he’d heard, they were expecting their first child.

      Now, he was here, standing in the parking lot of a run-down marina, in a small town on the Oregon Coast just days after Thanksgiving. It wasn’t even one of the more expensive beach towns, but a small, one-stop-sign town that most people drove through on their way to somewhere else. The sleeting rain slapped against the car as he tried to find a new purpose, something meaningful in his life.

      “Greg!”

      Sawyer stepped out of a low one-story flat roof building. A strand of red and green blinking Christmas lights framed the doorway, and a ladder perched to the side while a long strand of garland and a wreath leaned against the building. A small sign hung above the door that read, Bill’s Tavern. Sawyer wore jeans and a red fleece sweatshirt and waved at Greg.

      Greg hustled toward the open door and the light and warmth pooled onto the front porch. He’d met Sawyer at an investing conference. The two hit it off and when Sawyer traveled to Seattle for business, they enjoyed playing golf and trading investing tips.

      “We’re really having a winter storm,” Sawyer said. A gust of wind grabbed hold of the door. Sawyer held on to the handle while Greg hustled past him and inside.

      Greg shook the rain off his jacket and unzipped it. A chalkboard advertised different types of craft beer and a couple of people sat at the bar. White Christmas lights framed the large mirror above the bar and strands of green garland draped along the edges of the counter.

      Women’s laughter drifted to him and filled the room with joy. He turned to a small table where four women were sharing a large plate of nachos. The women ranged in age from eighteen to sixtyish. All of them had a fresh, wholesome, girl next door look that he didn’t see in his social circles very often. The women he knew were always polished with heavy make-up, hair that received hours of straightening, and clothing that cost a fortune. The group at the table looked as if they could have walked out of a day of teaching at a middle or elementary school. Each wore a colorful scarf wrapped over a simple top and jeans. Their hair was short or tied back with clips and their eyes sparkled.

      “That’s Katie, my wife.” Sawyer nodded toward the table. The pride evident in his voice. “My younger sister, Lisa, her daughter Maddie, and my mom, Rebecca.”

      As if on cue, Katie rose and walked to Sawyer. She looped her right arm through his and smiled. Love pooled in her eyes.

      Greg swallowed. Only one woman had ever looked at him the way Katie looked at Sawyer. One woman he had never forgotten. A woman he’d never tried to find, not because he didn’t want to but because her leaving had been so sudden, so painful, that he couldn’t bear adding more pain to her life or his.

      “Katie, this is Greg. He wants to buy the marina and invest in Cranberry Bay.”

      Katie held out her hand. “Cranberry Bay is a good investment. It may not look like much, but we’re slowly getting things turned around here.”

      “Katie owns a very successful fabric shop. She ships all over the country and people come from Seattle and Portland for quilt fabric and her weekend retreats.”

      A pretty blush spread across Katie’s cheeks. “Sawyer and I were competitors. His big box store on the edge of town pushed my downtown fabric store out of business. But,” she smiled at him, “we worked through our differences. I have a wonderful space on the edge of town. The Red Barn? You may have seen it?”

      “I don’t think so.” Greg shook his head. He didn’t have the heart to admit he hadn’t paid attention to much except his playlist on his drive into Cranberry Bay.

      “I’ve got the numbers on the marina for you.” Sawyer lowered his voice. “I think you saw what you’ll be getting into. My brother, Bryan, is our town’s real estate agent. He ran some comps for you. You just need to name your price.”

      “I’d like to see those numbers.” Greg wanted to pay fair value.

      “Of course,” Sawyer said. “Wouldn’t expect less of you.”

      Greg’s stomach rumbled and he inhaled the scent of hamburgers. “How are the burgers?”

      “Grass fed, organic,” Katie said. “You can’t go wrong.” She touched Sawyer’s arm with her left hand. Her fingers caressed his lower forearm. “Your Mom needs a little help getting her holiday decorations down from the attic.”

      “I’ll stop by after I finish up here,” Sawyer said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      Katie stood on her tiptoes and Sawyer leaned down and kissed her.

      Greg’s stomach contracted. He’d left his family as soon as he started college, getting a small apartment, and working a part-time job designing websites to cover his rent. After he invested in Bitcoin and money poured in, he sent checks to his mom but always found excuses for why he couldn’t return to upstate New York for the holidays. Painful family memories haunted him.

      At Christmas, Jennifer tried to make their home something out of a magazine and they had a roster of fund investors attend the parties. He usually wrote a large check to a couple non-profits and requested his name be kept anonymous. It seemed easier that way. Easier to forget the times he’d spent as a child going to food banks with his mom.

      “We will never talk about this,” she’d instructed him. And it wasn’t just the food bank. It was the late night talks he heard between his parents, their voices strained, tense, and loud as they argued over which bill to pay. The house too leveraged with primary and secondary loans, the leased car payments, the credit card bills. No one talked about why his dad lost his job or the visits from the police and lawyers.

      When the ruling was made he went to jail for embezzlement, the family lied and said he was on an extended business trip overseas. They were secrets Greg tucked deep inside, the scars he showed no one except Sasha.

      The first girl he loved.

      During the late nights, curled together in his bed, and he’d told her everything. She listened while he talked, held him while he cried, and encouraged him when he’d declared he would carve his path, a path of success and not failure. And he’d done that. He’d become wealthy, but success hadn’t been enough to fill the empty place inside him. The place inside him that craved someone to love.

      Christmas morning always dawned hollow and empty. It never held what he really craved—love and someone who felt like home. There had only been one person who made him feel that way. One person he tried not to think about but who crept along the edges of his memories, haunting him with what might have been if he had followed her and believed more in the heart and not so much in crushing that aching emptiness from his childhood of trying to overcome his dad’s failures.

      Sawyer stepped up to the bar and placed an order for two burgers and a couple beers.

      “There’s a table over there.” He motioned toward a small round table in the corner of the room.

      Greg took his beer and followed Sawyer. Sawyer moved through the room, nodding and smiling to everyone.

      When they reached the table, Greg pulled out a chair and sat down. “Good to see you again.” He’d met Sawyer a few years ago in Seattle at a large-scale investor conference. The two had struck up a conversation and hit it off. Sawyer sent him listings of potential business opportunities ever since. Nothing caught his eye until the marina came on the market. He’d been sailing since he was a teen in the waters of Lake Ontario in upstate New York. Sailing was his place of refuge. He loved sailing to the San Juan Islands every summer and spending the long summer nights eating fresh fish he’d caught. Jennifer never liked to sail, and after the divorce, Greg sold the large motorboat she wanted and returned to his love of sailing.

      Sawyer chuckled. “Cheers. It’ll be great to have you in Cranberry Bay.”

      Greg raised his glass. “First let’s get the marina bought.” Greg had no intention of staying in Cranberry Bay. He just wanted to invest in something he could see progressing. Something outside his investments managed so carefully by his finance team. But he wasn’t fooling himself. He wouldn’t live in a town like Cranberry Bay. Small towns meant everyone knew your business. He liked his privacy. A lot. He’d hire someone to run the marina and a contractor to bring it back to working order. He’d make a point to visit Cranberry Bay once a year, most likely in the summer and check on things, maybe stay in the nearby upscale beach town in a suite overlooking the Pacific Ocean. But he’d never live in Cranberry Bay.

      In Seattle, he relished his privacy and could easily find a restaurant or bar where he’d be anonymous. Tech guys were a dime a dozen and he slid in and out of the smaller bars and restaurants on the east side of Seattle, skipping the flashy expensive Lake Washington restaurants in Kirkland where he’d once gone with Jennifer and people recognized him.

      Sawyer reached into his satchel and pulled out a manilla envelope. He slipped out a single sheet of paper and slid it across the table. “Here you go. The comps.”

      “Not much to compare, eh?” Greg said, his eyes slid over the single sheet.

      “Sorry,” Sawyer said. “We don’t have many marinas around here that go on the market. The ocean waters are too rough and unprotected for small craft boats and sailboats. Most of the smaller boats go out of the marinas further down the highway where the bay comes in and is a little more protected.”

      Greg tucked the paper into his pocket. “I’ll write up a couple bid options for you.”

      Sawyer took a sip of his beer. “Where are you staying? We’d love to have you at our place for dinner.”

      “I got a room at the Inn,” Greg said. “It seems like it’s the only place?”

      “The River Rock Inn is great too. It’s a set of old fishing cottages that my brother’s wife restored. My brother, Bryan, runs them with his wife, Rylee. “

      “I’ll remember that for next time.” Greg took a sip of his beer. Light just the way he liked his craft ale.

      A tall, thin woman slid two thick burgers in front of them. She wiped her hands on a red apron tied around her waist over jeans and a green, long-sleeved top. She wore a red Santa hat and small bell earrings dangled from her ears. “Be sure to stop in the Lazy Dayz bakery. If you go in the morning, you’ll find most of the local crew enjoying coffee and pastries.” She smiled at him and winked. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Will do,” Greg said. He didn’t want to encourage the glint in her eyes and, he sensed, the hope of something more. He preferred to keep to himself and not engage with too many people unless there was a specific purpose. He’d always let Jennifer do their socializing. He didn’t have a profile on the multitudes of social media channels that were so popular.

      He picked up the burger and took a bite. Thick juice dripped down his chin. “This is a pretty good burger,” he said through mouthfuls.

      “This place is on the Coast Highway Food Trail. I think you’ll find that about Cranberry Bay,” Sawyer said. “We may not look like much but give us a chance and we’ll surprise you.”

      Greg nodded. He wasn’t planning to stick around long enough to find out anything about Cranberry Bay. As soon as he wrapped up the purchase of the marine and hired a manager and contractor he’d be gone.
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      Sasha opened the bakery oven and pulled out a sheet of square ginger cookies. The sweet aroma filled the bakery kitchen and mingled with the brewing hickory coffee. She set the tray of cookies onto the counter and lifted each one with a spatula, making sure not to break any of the edges, and placed them on a cooling rack on the counter.

      The refrigerator hummed beside the oven. She took a deep breath and hoped the refrigerator wouldn’t break in the next few weeks. The last thing she needed was another bill that she couldn’t pay. A stack of bills peaked out of the small drawer under the cash register. She’d been paying back repairs for the oven for months but she hadn’t convinced the bank to extend her credit anymore.

      Ten-year-old Tyler knelt on a small stool. He etched lines with a knife into a roll of thick dough. He wore a green elf hat over his tussled curly hair. A red and green apron with dancing elves covered his jeans and sweatshirt.

      “The first batch of ginger squares look perfect.” Sasha wiped her hands on her apron and smiled at her son.

      “We need a lot more for the party!” Tyler said. “It starts at three today!”

      “How many people did you invite?” Sasha asked and frowned. She wasn’t supposed to have anyone in the kitchen who didn’t hold a food handlers permit, but she didn’t want to disappoint Tyler. He’d been planning the gingerbread house party since Halloween. They barely had enough space in their small apartment kitchen for the two of them.

      “Lauren and Allison, Sam and Michael.” Tyler ticked the names off on his finger. “Maryanne and me!” Tyler held up six fingers.

      “But aren’t you all competing against each other in the gingerbread house contest?” Sasha lifted two ginger squares and placed them on the cookie sheet.

      “That doesn’t matter, Mom,” Tyler said in his exasperated you-don’t-understand-anything voice. “We’re all working together to plan our houses and practice building them.”

      Last year, Tyler had won second place in the town’s cookie contest, only losing by two votes to the former town librarian, Rebecca Shuster. This year he’d vowed to take first place in the gingerbread house contest and had spent hours scouring Ivy’s antique shop to find the perfect recipe for gingerbread in the old cookbooks. Even though he was determined to win, she knew Tyler would give up everything, including that coveted first place win, for his friends. He was the most liked kid in his class due to his cheerful personality and ability to make sure everyone was included.

      “Be right back.” Sasha lifted the full coffee urn and carried it to a small pink table situated on the other side of the counter. Early morning winter light filtered through the polka-dotted curtains framing the large windows at the front of the bakery.

      Tom and Maureen knocked on the window and waved. Tom wore a knit hat and Maureen wore a colorful wool scarf wrapped around her neck. Both wore long raincoats, jeans, and rain boots. Maureen’s bright red rain boots were the same shade as the ones Sasha had sitting by the backdoor of the bakery where she left them when she’d slipped into her more practical red loafers.

      Sasha waved back. The small wall clock with the paisley background showed eight o’clock. Tom and Maureen were always the first to arrive at the bakery. They’d both lived in Cranberry Bay all their lives and now, in their mid-sixties, enjoyed leisurely mornings drinking coffee and talking to the other locals. Sasha joked she needed to put Tom and Maureen’s names on the small round circular table along the left side of the shop to reserve it permanently. But everyone knew that wasn’t necessary. All the locals had their own tables and times of the morning they arrived for coffee and pastries.

      Sasha flipped the small wood sign to open and unlocked the front door. One of the luxuries of living in a small town like Cranberry Bay was that she didn’t have to open at six every morning like a bakery and coffee house in Portland. The neighboring beach town coffee houses all opened at eight, allowing the tourists to linger in their hotel rooms and rented houses for slower start mornings.

      She pulled back the matching set of polka-dotted curtains and opened the door. “Good morning!”

      “Good morning, dear.” Maureen unwound her scarf. “It’s really coming down out there.”

      Rain slid down the bakery windows and Sasha turned on a small lamp on a table by the door. She loved filling the bakery with lamps instead of sharp overhead lights. It didn’t matter if it rained all morning, the bakery was warm, cozy, and she eyed the spot on the ceiling that leaked on a regular basis, for the minute, dry.

      “Morning.” Tom strode to the coffee urn. He reached for a mug hanging on small pegs. Ivy liked to change out the mugs as she received donations to her antique shop. She insisted that random coffee mugs were not a big seller and she liked surprising Sasha with a set of new ones on a regular basis. The eclectic mugs advertised sandcastle contests, arts festivals, wildlife festivals and various non-profits including the local animal shelter.

      “The usual?” Sasha stepped behind the counter and opened the sliding door to the pastries. Tom always ordered a chocolate chip muffin and Maureen enjoyed the apple fritters.

      “Yes,” Tom said. “How’s the door decorating coming?” He nodded toward the front window. “Do you need some help? I stopped decorating the Hardware Store door last year. Between Paige and her dog shop, Gracie at the Inn, Ivy at the Antique Shop and you, I didn’t stand a chance anymore.” He chuckled.

      “My helper has been a little busy.” Sasha placed the chocolate chip muffin on a red Santa plate and slid it toward Tom. “He’s a little preoccupied with the gingerbread house contest.” She appreciated the offer of help, but she prided herself on being self-reliant and self-sufficient even if it meant she would need to stay late tonight to work on the door decorations after Tyler’s gingerbread party was over. It was hard in Cranberry Bay to be self-sufficient because everyone prided themselves on helping each other out, and she’d been on both the receiving and giving end of that help more than once.

      “Would you like to try a gingerbread door?” Tyler danced to the front counter. He held a plate with small squares.

      “We just know you are going to win this year.” Maureen took the ginger square, broke it in half and handed one half to Tom.

      Tyler grinned. His blue eyes lit up. “I hope all my friends and I win!”

      Sasha’s heart dropped into her chest the way it always did when she saw that look of joy on her son. It was so like the look she’d once loved on someone else—Tyler’s father. The dimples creasing his checks and his blue eyes sparkling.

      “Sasha?” Maureen asked. “Everything okay?”

      “Of course,” Sasha shook her head, her cheeks flushed. She didn’t want to think about the memories that made her question her decision to never tell Tyler’s father he had a son. She couldn’t think about that now. It was ten years ago. The decision done. The reasons all seemed rational and practice at the time.

      The small bell above the door tinkled. Katie and Sawyer stepped into the bakery, their hands entwined. Ten-year-old Lauren followed and dashed behind the counter and inspected the gingerbread squares. She was Tyler’s best friend and gingerbread partner. She stepped beside him and whispered something in his ear. The two grinned at each other.

      “No secrets,” Sawyer said, his voice light and playful.

      “Dad!” Lauren said.

      Sawyer looked at Sasha. “I don’t think the health department wants anyone back there who isn’t a certified food handler.”

      “Tyler’s not a certified food handler.” Lauren placed her hands on her hips.

      “No he’s not,” Sasha said. “And now that we’re open for the day, he shouldn’t be back here either.”

      “But Mom,” Tyler said, his smile pleading. “I just want to finish this batch. I want everything to be ready for the party at three.”

      Sasha eyed the door. As long as Brad Parks, the town code enforcer didn’t pop in for coffee and pastries. He’d just given her a code violation fine for parking her trailer in a space designed for a car in the back of the bakery. She’d tried to explain the trailer was only there while she restocked it for the tree lighting celebration, but he’d ignored her pleas and written the ticket
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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