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Chapter 1




Natalie Mitchell turned the cafe's open sign to closed and locked the door. It had been a good day, busy. Now that the weather had grown colder, it seemed everyone in town was craving baked goods, toasted sandwiches, and warm beverages. And Natalie was not complaining. Combined with the pastries and cookies she was now providing to the motel, the increased business had been very good for her bank account. If it kept up, she might have to hire another employee. 

Stifling a yawn, Natalie joined one of her current staff members, Chloe, in the kitchen. Though they tried to keep up with cleaning throughout the day, last-minute customers always left them scrambling, especially on busy days like today. They tidied the kitchen, then moved into the dining room.

"When did you want to decorate for Christmas?" Chloe asked as they wiped down tables.

Natalie sighed. "It is getting to be that time, isn't it?" November was already half over, but she hadn't given it more than a passing thought.

"Yup. The holiday lights have already gone up along Main Street, and some of the other businesses have started decorating. The cafe will be looking pretty naked soon."

"I suppose you're right. I'll try to dig out the boxes tonight. Maybe we can start this week."

They finished the cleaning, and Natalie said goodbye to Chloe before climbing the back stairs to her apartment above the shop. She had been up since four and was exhausted, but if she didn't dig out the holiday decorations now, she would probably forget. Besides, it was much too early for bed. She had to keep herself awake.

Natalie dragged her personal decorations into her living room and brought the cafe's decorations downstairs, then she grabbed her purse and keys and headed outside. She had to pick up a few groceries for dinner, and she was hoping a brisk walk in the cool air would perk her up.

The air was chillier than she had expected, and Natalie was soon wishing she had worn something warmer than a sweatshirt. Working and living in the same building made it easy to misjudge the weather. But the sun felt heavenly on her face, and she breathed in the crisp air. This was her favorite time of year.

Since the cafe closed at two, Natalie got out of work earlier than most people, and the streets were relatively quiet. Holiday shopping hadn't started in earnest yet. But she smiled at the few passersby she encountered. Pretty much everyone in town frequented the cafe, so all were familiar faces, even if she didn't know their names.

The grocery store was only a few blocks away, and soon Natalie was stepping into its warmth, rubbing her arms to escape the chill. She greeted Sandy, a cashier who stopped by the cafe nearly every morning for coffee before work. Then she grabbed a basket for her shopping.

Living alone, she didn't go through much, but she preferred to shop regularly rather than stock up. Technically, she could purchase items from the cafe and never have to leave her building, but she needed to get out into the town, stretch her legs, and escape the little bubble that was her daily life. She needed the fresh air, and, just as importantly, the reality check. Plus, it helped her feel connected to her community. If she had remembered to dress more warmly, she likely would have taken the opportunity to wander Main Street, stop by the park, and enjoy the beautiful fall day. Maybe tomorrow.

It didn't take long to grab her few groceries, pay, and step back into the world. Natalie closed her eyes, smiled, and breathed in the air. Yup, her favorite time of year.

She loved Pine Valley. It was a small town, with friendly residents and plenty of charm. She had grown up here, and, though she had gone away for college, she couldn't imagine living anywhere else. She loved her neighbors, her fellow businesspeople, and the building she called home for both her cafe and herself. Life was good.

Natalie climbed back up to her apartment, put her groceries away, and grabbed the stack of mail that had been delivered earlier that day. Since they had been so busy, she hadn't had the chance to give it more than a quick glance. But there had been something sent from her landlord, and she was curious what it had to say. She hoped the rent wasn't going up, though she knew she could cover it if it did.

She slid the letter from the envelope and skimmed its contents. It wasn't about the rent, at least not directly. Apparently, Mrs. Malloy had decided to sell.

Pine Valley might be small, but it wasn't immune to drama. Just over a year ago, an apartment building had collapsed. The owner of the building had skimped on safety and repairs, and the building had become unstable. Its collapse had thrown the entire town into upheaval. Fortunately, that shady property owner was now in jail. But the collapsed building wasn't the only one he owned, and when the owner went to jail, his wife had taken control of the properties. Natalie's building was included in his portfolio.

Natalie was grateful that she and the other tenants in the building hadn't experienced the same issues the apartment residents had, and Natalie was savvy enough to handle most small repairs on her own. The property owner's wife, Mrs. Colleen Malloy, had put a property management company in charge. The company seemed on top of things, and they hadn't had any issues up to now. Natalie hoped the new owners, whoever they ended up being, wouldn't change that. She supposed only time would tell.


      [image: ]Christopher Parker rolled his chair behind his desk and picked up the phone receiver. The flashing light told him he had a message, and he was hoping it was someone either looking to sell or looking to make an offer. As a commercial realtor, he thrived on the constant flow of traffic. And, with his stellar reputation in the state, it wasn't uncommon for people to call him out of the blue to hire him, bypassing the main office he worked for.

A while back he had considered going out on his own, since he knew the clientele would follow, but the overhead for real estate was ridiculous, between the office space, the software, the staffing. He would much rather just deal with the clients.

Christopher pushed the voicemail button and punched the air as he heard the message. Not just one listing, but four. Four new properties to sell. In Pine Valley.

Chris wasn't too familiar with Pine Valley, but what he had seen he liked. That summer a friend and client of his had expressed interest in purchasing a motel in the town. It was a small community, tight knit, friendly. Well, mostly friendly, he thought, as he remembered the initial reaction of the motel owners' daughter. But the sale had gone through with few issues, and everyone seemed happy.

Now he had four properties to sell in the town: three commercial buildings near the center of town, and one land property that was zoned for residential, the site of a former apartment building. Now that he thought of it, he remembered seeing something about that on the news. He would have to get all of the details when he called the current owner back.

Yes, this was good. He was heading back to Pine Valley.








  
  
Chapter 2




"So, what's going to happen with the building?" Chloe asked Natalie the next morning as they prepped for the breakfast rush. 

"I guess it depends on who buys it and what they decide to do with it."

"Do you think they'll kick us out?"

"I really hope not."

Natalie had filled Chloe in on the details of the letter, though there hadn't been much to go with yet. It had basically been the owner giving them a heads up.

"Where will you go if they kick us out?"

"I think you may be jumping the gun a bit. The most likely thing is that the rent will go up. And even that would take a while. It didn't sound like a buyer had been found yet."

"But it could happen. And what if the rent goes up so much you can't afford to keep the cafe?" Chloe seemed on the verge of full-on panic mode.

Natalie shot her a look. "Chloe. Settle down. We have to take things one step at a time. And right now, all we can do is keep doing what we've been doing. We have no idea what will happen until the building sells." Despite her assurances to Chloe, though, Natalie had to admit to herself at least that she was slightly worried. Not about increased rent, but what would happen if the new owner decided to do something drastic, like kick all of the tenants out and bring in new businesses. She would have to discuss it with her neighbors and fellow business owners.

Fortunately, the cafe was busy enough again that she was able to push the concern from her mind for the time being. But shortly before closing a sharply-dressed man Natalie did not recognize stepped into the cafe, sporting a grin she supposed was meant to be charming. Hoping it wasn't a prospective buyer, she greeted him with a somewhat-forced smile of her own.

"Hello, there, how can I help you?"

"Hello. Wow, this is a great place you have here."

"Thank you. Was there something I could get for you? We'll be closing shortly."

"Oh, uh, sure." The man's grin faltered, and he browsed the glass display case quickly. "I'll have one of those chocolate croissants."

Natalie placed the croissant in a to-go bag. "Will there be anything else today?"

"No, I think that will do it. I really just came in to get a look around. Are you the business owner?"

"I am."

The man grinned again. "Great!" He stuck out a hand. "I'm Christopher Parker. I'm a real estate agent. Did you receive a letter from your landlord?"

Natalie took a deep breath. "I did. Will you be handling the sale of the buildings?"

"Sure am. And from what I've seen, they look like great buildings. Good bones. You mind if I take a look around, take a couple of pictures for the listing?"

Natalie made a show of looking at the clock. She was not looking forward to having this guy poking around. "Uh, sure, I guess, as long as it doesn't take long. As I said, we will be closing soon. So we'll need to clean up and prep for tomorrow."

"Oh, I won't be long. And I'll stay out of your way." He paid for his pastry, left the bag on the counter, and wandered around the dining room, taking the occasional picture with his cell phone.

Natalie had made the place her own over the years, with cozy furnishings and artwork from local artists. She had been one of the first to purchase one of the community murals painted at The Art Spot in town. The space felt welcoming, like her second home. And having a stranger walking around taking pictures of it felt wrong somehow, like he was invading her space. Which was ridiculous. They were open to the public, after all. She had people come in all the time.

Giving herself a mental shake, Natalie helped the last customer who came through the door, then began closing procedures. She definitely needed to talk with her neighbors.


      [image: ]The walk around Pine Valley had been productive, Christopher mused as he slid back into his Mercedes. He had gotten a feel for the buildings he would be selling, the site of the apartment building, and the community as a whole. He would have to discuss with Mrs. Malloy the status of the apartment site. It would be difficult to sell it as it was; it really should have been cleaned up months ago. But the others were in decent shape, and all fully rented. He just needed to find someone who was looking for a commercial investment. Ideally, they would buy it all and make it an easy transaction. But the owner seemed willing to separate the properties for individual sales if necessary. He would have to see who he could find.

Having been in the business as long as he had, Chris had a list of investors he regularly worked with, but most of them were drawn more toward bigger towns and cities, looking for nearly guaranteed income from the higher traffic. Zachary White, the investor who had purchased the Pine Valley Motel, had been an exception, but he looked for hospitality projects, not retail. Chris wondered if he might want to try his hand at the apartment building, though. That might be up his alley. He would have to give it some thought.

Chris looked around Main Street again as he backed up and drove off. This place would be too small for most of the people he knew, but he kind of liked it. While he lived in a large suburb himself, small communities like this had a certain charm that he found appealing. Maybe someday when he retired he would settle in a place like this. But that was years away, and he had a lot of selling to do before then. Starting with these buildings. Maybe Zach White would have some contacts for him.


      [image: ]Natalie watched Christopher Parker's fancy car drive away as she wiped down tables. There was something about him that rubbed her the wrong way. He seemed too cocky, too sure that he would be able to get what he wanted. Would whoever he found to buy this place be the same way? Would they come in and try to change things? Bring in a Starbucks or something to replace her?

With a sigh, Natalie straightened and returned to the kitchen. Everything looked ready for the following day.

Chloe had left early that day, needing to pick up her parents from the airport, so Natalie was alone with her thoughts. Never a good thing. What she needed to do was take a walk and talk with her neighboring business owners.

With a curt nod to herself, Natalie grabbed her purse and keys and headed out the door, locking it behind her.

The cold wind blew into her, and Natalie kicked herself for forgetting her coat again. But she wasn't going far. Less than a hundred feet away was the entrance to the business next door: a boutique that carried mostly clothing but also sold some small home decor items. The shop smelled deliciously like cinnamon, courtesy of the candle sitting on a warmer behind the checkout counter.

"It always smells so good in here," Natalie said as she greeted the boutique's owner, Courtney.

Courtney grinned. "You know I love my candles."

"Yes, you do." Natalie walked around, brushing her hand against a soft sweater and cozy wool skirt. The boutique wasn't very big, but Courtney had filled it with a wonderful assortment of clothing for men, women, and children. Though she hadn't grown up in Pine Valley, Courtney was very in tune with the needs of her clientele, and the rotating stock ensured her regulars could find just what they needed. "I love this outfit. Remind me to try it on before I go."

"You could just try it on now."

Natalie sighed. "I know. But I need a serious gab session first. I assume you got the letter from Malloy?"

Courtney returned the sigh. "Yeah, I got it. And met the agent selling the place. What did you think of him?"

"A bit too self-assured for my taste."

"Same. But he was really cute."

"Courtney!"

"What? He was."

"Priorities, please. What are we going to do to make sure the building doesn't fall into the wrong hands?"

Courtney shrugged. "The way I see it, we don't have much say. Unless you know someone who wants it. Or we buy it ourselves."

"Aren't you worried the new owner will kick us all out?"

"It's possible. But the business is doing well, and I pay my rent on time. It seems like more hassle than it's worth for them to start from scratch. I just think Chloe's doomsday mentality has been rubbing off on you."

"Maybe." Natalie slumped against the counter, but then stood up when a customer walked through the door. She watched as Courtney helped the woman pick out a dress for an upcoming function and thought about what Courtney had said. It was probably pointless to worry about something that was out of her hands. Maybe she should start looking for a new space as a backup plan. But where would she go? Businesses didn't usually leave Pine Valley, so available spaces were pretty much nil. And she did not want to leave town.

Courtney finished up with the customer, rang her up, and bid her farewell. Natalie hadn't moved an inch.

"Maybe we should buy the building ourselves."

Courtney laughed. "I was kidding. Business might be doing well, but it's not doing that well. There's no way I could buy this building."

"But what if we all did, pitched in for it all together?"

Courtney looked skeptical. "I don't see that working out. I get along just fine with you, and Josh next door and I get along okay, but I barely know the people who rent the apartments upstairs. I certainly wouldn't want to get into business with them, which is basically what that would be. Do you really want to rely on other people to make sure the bills get paid on time and maintenance is done promptly? Especially when we don't even know if they're reliable?"

Natalie sighed. "No, I guess not. But we wouldn't have to involve the apartment people. It could just be you, me, and Josh."

"Have you ever been a landlord?"

"No."

"Have you ever wanted to be a landlord?"

"Not particularly."

"Exactly my point. Look, the situation isn't ideal. But maybe the new owners will be great. Maybe we can sweet talk that realtor into letting us vet them before they buy."

It was Natalie's turn to look skeptical. "Yeah, I don't see that going over too well."

"You never know."

"Well, I'm going to talk to Josh anyway, see what he has to say on the matter."

"You do that. And bring me back an ice cream cone."

"You seriously want ice cream when it's forty degrees outside?"

"It's always a good time for ice cream."








  
  
Chapter 3




Natalie pushed open the door to the ice cream shop and greeted Josh. The shop was empty, as she had expected. 

"How's business?" she asked as she approached the counter.

Josh shrugged. "Going okay, I suppose. It's the slow season."

"Have you ever thought about closing for the winter?"

Josh chuckled. "Every year."

Natalie laughed. "Then why don't you?"

He shrugged again. "It gives me something to do, and it brings in enough income to keep the lights on. I have some regulars who keep things going."

"That reminds me: don't let me leave without a cone for Courtney. I forgot to ask what kind though. Do you know what she likes?"

"She always gets the same thing: whatever flavor I just made. I've got a great one this time, too. Pumpkin with a caramel swirl. You want one, too?"

Natalie shivered. "Too cold for me, but thanks."

"So you just stopped in to get a cone for Courtney?"

"No. I came to talk about this whole building business."

"Ah."

"What do you think about it?"

"Well, it's not ideal. I like stability. But I suppose we'll just have to wait and see how it goes."

Natalie sighed. "That's basically what Courtney said. Actually, she said we should buy the building, but then she said she was just joking. But why does that have to be a joke? I can't stand the idea of waiting around, not knowing what's going to happen."

"So you don't know what's going to happen, and that means you should buy the building?"

"I just think we should look into all possibilities. And maybe if we all pitched in, we could afford it. But I take you think I'm crazy, too."

"Not crazy. It would be tempting to have more control. And to know that my rent isn't just going to someone else. Or that I could be kicked out at any time."

"Exactly!"

"But who exactly would be buying this building?"

"All of us. Or it could just be you, me, and Courtney. Whatever."

"Hmm. Not sure about that."

"Okay, fine. I'll count you out, too, then."

"I get where you're coming from. And maybe I'll feel differently when we find out who's buying the place."

"Mmhmm. I won't count on it." She sighed. "Well, just get me Courtney's cone, then."

Josh scooped out a heaping cone and handed it over.

"How much do I owe you?"

"Don't worry about it. Tell Courtney I'll see her tomorrow."

"You got it. See you later."

Natalie waved goodbye and left the shop, then went right back to Courtney's boutique and thrust the cone into Courtney's hand.

"Josh agrees with you. And he says he'll see you tomorrow. What's tomorrow?"

Courtney blushed. "Nothing special. I just usually stop in on Thursdays after I close up."

"I see." Natalie grinned. "Well, then, enjoy your cone." She winked. "I'll catch you later." And she went back to the cafe to get ready for the next day.


      [image: ]By the time she made it back to her apartment, Natalie was feeling somewhat discouraged that her friends weren't as inclined to take charge as she was. There had to be something they could do. She was not one to just sit back and wait for things to happen. She needed to minimize the potential damage. But how?

Her thoughts returned to the conversation with Courtney. No, she hadn't ever wanted to be a landlord, and no, she didn't necessarily want to get into business with her fellow tenants, but would it be so bad to look into buying the property? How much did this kind of building go for, anyway? Business was doing well. Really well. Aside from general overhead, she didn't have many expenses. She didn't have a frivolous lifestyle, despite the occasional new outfit she bought from Courtney. She had a good amount set aside for a rainy day or whenever she decided to retire. Would she be able to do something with that money? Use it as a downpayment on a commercial property, perhaps? After all, she would have income from the other tenants coming in. And she would save on her own rent – for both the cafe and her apartment. That had to count for something. Could she get a mortgage for the rest?

Okay, she had to think logically about this. It wasn't just the money thing. Even if she could get a mortgage tomorrow for the full amount, it wasn't about the money. Would she seriously want to be a landlord?

But, then again, she could hire a property management company like Mrs. Malloy did. The company had seemed decent, and, except for the letter informing them that oversight of the building had changed and the letter about selling the property, they had never even interacted with Mrs. Malloy, despite her being the owner. Any maintenance issues went to the property management company. Sure, it could take a little while to get someone out, but it all worked out okay.

But being their landlord could affect her relationships with Courtney and Josh. Business relationships always did. They would no longer be colleagues or peers. Suddenly she would be in charge of the building, and if anything went wrong, she would be to blame. Did she want to put that kind of pressure on herself? Was she willing to take the risk of her relationships imploding?

Yes, she would have to give it some thought. But at least it was something to think about other than impending doom.








  
  
Chapter 4




Christopher pushed open the door to his apartment and tossed his keys on the table in the entryway. He loosened his tie, kicked off his shoes, then went into his bedroom, where he promptly changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt. 

While he thrived on the hustle, the research and details, and matching sellers with properties, there were definitely days when he wished he didn't have to be so buttoned up to do it. He believed in looking professional, and he was willing to wear a tie to give the impression that he was in charge, but some days he envied his friends who worked from home and could live in sweats. Fortunately, though, he had no other commitments tonight and could just lounge in front of the TV, put a movie on, and eat junk food.

He thought back to his trip to Pine Valley earlier that day. He had stopped into the local real estate office, out of professional courtesy. They handled mostly residential properties and the occasional rental, so they hadn't been upset about his handling the sale of commercial properties. But the vibe in the office had been completely different than what he was used to. The staff had looked professional but not uptight, and the atmosphere had been friendly and welcoming, not the modern chrome aloofness he was used to. While he was treated well and made plenty of money where he was, it got him thinking about the possibility of a middle ground. Could he do what he loved and still feel comfortable doing it? Sometimes his face felt like it would crack from all the smiling he did. And the sucking up to corporate investors? Not his favorite part of the job. What would it be like to work in a place like Pine Valley? Would he still have to deal with the fakeness, the confident show? He supposed with commercial properties it was inevitable, regardless of where you worked.

It was funny, though, he thought. The big, confident grin and charming attitude didn't seem to work when he was in Pine Valley. It hadn't worked with the motel, and it hadn't worked when he was walking around today. The business owners he met had been indifferent at best, and scornful at worst. Maybe they were scared about losing their livelihoods. Or maybe they saw through the cockiness. Hmm. He would have to give that some thought. Maybe he had to change his approach for this sale, with the community at least. And if that was how the community was, how would the investors who were interested in this kind of community be? Would they want the buttoned-up charm or a more natural, easy-going professional?

He might have to change his whole persona. He might even be able to let some of his actual personality show. Imagine that.


      [image: ]The next morning, Chris was back at his desk, and getting frustrated. He was getting nowhere with his contacts. Despite his specialty being somewhat small-scale retail properties, some of his investors had nearly laughed in his face when he mentioned Pine Valley. It was too small, not enough profit to be had. Even Zach White hadn't offered any inspiration. His contacts were all hotel people.

But there had to be someone. Someone had to be able to see the charm and appeal of a small town. After all, Don Malloy had bought the properties originally. And if he hadn't been such an idiot about safety, he could have had a comfortable life. Reliable, long-term tenants. It seemed ideal.

Despite his profession, Chris had never given much thought to the flipside of things. Once the sale of the property was done, the rest was out of his hands. He knew most of the investors he worked with hired property management firms to handle the day-to-day operations of the properties while they just signed paperwork and cashed checks. But he couldn't imagine not wanting a hand in what you had just spent millions of dollars on. Sure, they had a say in any renovations or large projects that needed doing, but everything else? They hardly even stepped foot on their own property.

A knock on his office door disrupted Chris's musings.

"You busy?" his coworker and friend Eric asked.

"Not really. Just pondering the intricacies of being a landlord."

Eric laughed. "You thinking of switching sides? Buying instead of selling?"

Chris shrugged. "Nah. Just trying to find a solution for my current listings. Small town. None of my regulars are interested."

"Such a shame. You won't be able to sell it in record time. There goes your streak."

Chris grinned. "Nah. Where there's a will, there's a way. Just need to change tactics, that's all."

"Good luck with that. I'm running out to grab lunch. You interested?"

"Sure. Grab me my usual from that sub place."

"You got it."

Eric headed out, and Chris resumed his musing. What would it be like to be a landlord? he wondered. Surely, he would be able to do a better job than that idiot Don Malloy. Reliable, long-term tenants. Regular income that didn't require hustle to keep coming in. Hmm. Maybe if he couldn't find an investor, he could consider becoming an investor. He had some savings. And his commission checks were nothing to sneeze at, with enough consistency to be somewhat reliable. It could be a retirement plan of sorts. Hire one of those property management companies. Heck, he could even just keep the one Colleen Malloy had in place. Easy peasy. And it would give him an excuse to spend more time in Pine Valley. Hmm.








  
  
Chapter 5




Natalie had always been a morning person, and she truly didn't mind waking up before dawn to start baking. But lately she had been finding it harder and harder to get enough made before the morning rush, especially since she also needed to have the order ready for the motel. While Lindsay was willing to pick things up, they needed to be baked and cooled in time. She was going to need to either start waking up even earlier or bring someone else in to help with the baking and prep work before Chloe arrived. 

The trouble was, she was starting to feel reluctant to hire someone else. While she certainly had the room in her budget, she had started consciously putting more into her savings account. Or, as she had started referring to it, her downpayment fund. She hadn't decided anything, but she wanted to be ready if it came to it. And hiring another staff member would seriously cut into what she would be able to save. So for now, it looked like getting up earlier was the best course of action. She just hoped she could stay awake for the rest of the day.

By the time the first loaves of bread were rising and the first batches of cookies and pastries were in the oven, Natalie was already tired. Maybe if she did more of the prep work the night before she wouldn't have to get up as early. Or maybe one of her existing staff members would be willing to come in an hour or two early so she wouldn't have to do it all herself. It was worth a conversation, at least.

Natalie sighed as she mixed the batter for a batch of chocolate chip muffins. She loved her job. She did. But she suspected if she tried to keep going at this pace she would end up burning herself out, and that didn't help anyone, even if it did save her a few bucks. She was going to need to make some decisions, and soon.

Maybe it would help if she had an idea of how much the building would even cost. Maybe it would be completely out of her reach and she was wasting her time – and stressing herself out – over nothing. The listing had to have been posted by now, right? Maybe that would be her project for the afternoon: find out how much the building would cost, and then crunch some numbers to find out if buying it was even feasible. Or, if she was set on buying but this building didn't work out, maybe she could look into other properties. Sure, commercial spaces didn't come up too often, but maybe she could find a nearby residential space and see if she could get it zoned for mixed use. Then she could own without having to be a landlord.

But then she would lose her perfect space, right on Main Street. And the building would likely need total renovation to get it to where she needed to be. That could cost just as much as buying this place.

Natalie sighed again and rocked her head back and forth to stretch her neck. Just a couple of days ago she had been happy, thrilled with the increased business and content with her cozy little life. Why did everything have to get thrown off kilter?

By the time Chloe arrived to get the cases and equipment ready for the morning rush, Natalie was ready to call it a day and crawl back into bed. Not only had she gotten up earlier than usual, but the stressful introspection of the last two hours had done nothing to ease her anxiety or nerves.

"You look like hell," Chloe said by way of greeting as she hung her jacket in the staff room behind the kitchen.

"Gee, thanks," Natalie replied. She was sure it was true, but that did little to help her mood. "Let's just get ready for the morning."

Chloe washed her hands, then tied an apron around her waist as she assessed the state of the kitchen. "Wow, you were busy this morning."

"Yeah. I decided to wake up early to make sure we had enough. With the increased business lately, we've been running out of some of the favorites. And if Mrs. Jackson doesn't get her blueberry muffin one more time, I think we'll have a riot on our hands."

Chloe grinned. "She could totally take you, too. That purse of hers must weigh a ton."

"Yeah, well, I'd rather not find out."

The cafe officially opened at seven, but if everything was ready in time, they opened the doors early. Chloe had the routine down pat, and the doors were usually unlocked by six thirty. As she crossed the dining room to unlock the door, Chloe called over her shoulder, "you might want to run a brush through your hair or something. Maybe splash some water on your face. Increased business won't be an issue if you scare all the customers away."

"Ha ha," Natalie said, rolling her eyes. But she went into the bathroom to see what she could do.

The regulars started strolling in, Lindsay stopped by to pick up the motel's order, and Natalie found her groove. Once she had small talk to occupy her mind, thoughts of buying a building disappeared. Another staff member, Joey, started his shift at eight, just in time for everyone to grab coffees on their way to work. The first half of the morning passed in a blur.

When they finally had a moment to breathe, Joey went to wipe down tables in the dining area, and Natalie turned to face Chloe.

"Hey, Chloe."

"Yeah?" Chloe was restocking the cases.

"Would you be interested in picking up a few more hours? Come in an hour or two early to help with baking?"

Chloe paused her task and stood up, releasing a breath as she leaned against the edge of the case. "Maybe. I wouldn't mind the extra hours, just not sure I could get myself up in time. Some days it's a struggle getting here for six."

"I get that." Natalie worked on slicing bread in preparation for the lunch crowd. She should stick a couple more loaves in the oven.

"Let me think about it."

Natalie nodded. "Okay. Just let me know as soon as you can. I had hoped getting up early would help fill the gaps, but I am exhausted. I'm not sure how long I can keep it up. If you can't do it, I'll probably have to hire someone."

Joey tossed the cleaning rag into a bucket as he returned to the counter. "I'll do it."

Natalie turned to look at him. "Seriously?"

"Yeah. I love to bake. I make all the birthday cakes for my family, and my turnovers are to die for."

Natalie and Chloe shared a look. Natalie paused her task and leaned against the counter. "How did I not know that?"

Joey shrugged. "Dunno. You never asked. Just assumed I was another beautiful face eager to serve coffee to the masses."

Natalie laughed. "Can't argue with that, I guess. Could you get here by five? Or even four?"

He shrugged again. "Sure. I'm up super early to walk and feed the dogs anyway."

"Huh. I didn't even know you had dogs."

"Guess you should take more time to learn about your employees, then." He gave her a wink.

"Guess I should. Okay, Chloe, you're off the hook. Joey here is going to be my baking sidekick."

"Thank God," Chloe said. "I really wasn't looking forward to losing more beauty sleep."

Natalie grinned at Joey. "Start tomorrow?"

"Sure thing."

Relieved that at least one thing was decided, Natalie felt lighter for the rest of the day. At least until one o'clock, when Christopher Parker strolled in.

"Back again so soon?" Natalie asked.

"What can I say? That was a delicious chocolate croissant." He flashed her a grin.

"Yeah, well, sorry, but we're out of those today. Can I get you something else?"

"No problem." He glanced through the cases. "Let's go with one of the candy cookies."

Natalie raised her eyebrows. "Seriously? I did not take you for a candy cookie kind of guy."

"I'd be willing to bet there are a lot of things you don't know about me."

Natalie couldn't tell what he was trying to accomplish here. Was he flirting? Threatening? Just stating a fact? She was too tired to read his tone. But he definitely had a different vibe today than when he had been in the other day.

She rang him up, and he was out the door soon after. Huh. Maybe he really did just want a cookie.





Christopher sat on a bench outside the cafe and took the cookie out of its bag. Taking a bite, he looked around the center of town. The location of the building really was ideal. The other commercial buildings weren't too far, either. Even if the current tenants left, it wouldn't be hard to get new ones, even in a town this small. Any of the buildings – or all of them – would make excellent investments. Maybe not the same caliber as his typical clients were used to, but nothing to sneeze at, either.

The listings had gone up a couple of days ago, and so far he hadn't gotten much interest. He had had a few inquiries, but nothing that seemed serious. He knew it could take time, so he wasn't worried about that part. But he had to make some decisions of his own. Something about the spaces, and this town, made the idea of purchasing his own investments very appealing. But if he was seriously considering purchasing one or even all of them, he would need to relinquish the listings, hand them to another realtor. He hated to lose out on the commission, but it would be a serious conflict of interest. So what did he want more: commission or property? Would he regret buying the buildings? Would he regret not buying the buildings?

That was why he was in town. In addition to getting some paperwork from Colleen Malloy, he had to figure out if this was a passing interest or a serious consideration. He also needed to check on the site of the apartment building. Cleanup was supposed to have started the day before. He needed to make sure it was on track. It would be hard enough to sell the space as it was. A pile of rubble with remnants of crime scene tape strewn about would be even harder. Of all the properties, that was the one that worried Chris the most. But if Colleen was willing to go down on the asking price, it could be sold as typical residential space, not as a potential apartment building. The parking lot would have to be ripped up in that case, but it would be an easier sell. He suspected she wouldn't be willing to do that anytime soon, though; the selling price would likely be considerably lower.

So much to think about. But he had time. Commercial spaces could take a while to sell. And with no other interested parties, there was no rush. He had plenty of time.








  
  
Chapter 6




Natalie checked out the property listing and gulped. She was sure for many people it would be a drop in the bucket. But for her, it was a serious chunk of change. Over a million dollars for a building in little Pine Valley? Sure, it was a good-sized building, with space for three businesses and four apartments, but seriously. Even if she decided she wanted to go for it, who would possibly give her a loan to cover that? 

At least now she could understand why Mrs. Malloy wanted to sell. If she could get this amount for each of the three buildings in town, plus money for the land that used to have the apartment building on it, she would be set. And considering the tough spot her husband had put her in, Natalie couldn't really blame her. A fresh start in a new place, with a few million dollars in her pocket to tide her over? Yeah, that sounded like a pretty sweet deal.

But if Natalie didn't go for it, who would they get? What kind of person takes a chance on a building in a dinky little unknown town? What kind of person would be able to spend that kind of money and not even blink an eye? And how long would it take to find that person? Would this building start deteriorating like the apartment building had in the meantime? At least then she might be able to get a good deal on it, Natalie half-joked to herself.

Could she even swing it if she wanted to? If someone gave her a loan, would she be able to cover the payments? Sure, the rent from current tenants would go a long way toward covering any expenses, but some of that would go to the property management company, and Natalie had no idea what the payments would be. She had good credit, but she couldn't even imagine.

Okay, but what if she did imagine? What would it be like to own this building? To know that she couldn't get kicked out, that she could ensure her friends didn't get kicked out? Would they try to take advantage? If she were the landlord, she would have to make sure they kept up with their payments. That could cause some animosity if they found themselves in a tough spot. Could she keep a professional distance? How would that affect their relationships?

And what about the maintenance, repairs, taxes? Her rent currently covered all of that. Was she prepared to take it all on? More expenses, possibly big ones. What if the building needed a new roof? Or furnace? Or any of the million and one other things that would need to be replaced at some point?
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