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For the courage to look within


Recap and Introduction to

Sunset Tides

Welcome back to Orcas Island! In the first two books in the series, we met Claire Cooke and her three daughters, Lucy, Lillian, and Rose.

Their story started with tragedy nearly thirty years ago when a plane crash claimed the lives of Claire’s family, including her parents and her sister, the girls’ biological mother Holly.

At the time, Claire believed her twin sister Becca had also died in the crash. She had no one to lean on, and she adopted her sister Holly’s three girls and rebuilt their lives. She worked hard at her job as a paralegal and always put the girls first.

It wasn’t until Claire hit fifty-two that she did something entirely for herself. The girls’ uncle had left her a six-million-dollar inheritance, which she put toward buying the Grand Madrona Hotel on Orcas Island.

From there, things got a bit wild. Claire discovered that years ago, her twin sister Becca had had a son – Marty – and he was wanted by the FBI. He managed to clear his name and decided to move to the island, at which point he started the hunt for his biological mom, Becca.

Marty found out that Becca was alive, which resulted in a tearful reunion between the sisters. Marty also met the love of his life – Emma – and found a way to make peace with his mom.

In book three, we join Lucy in her new, calm life on the island working at a local farm. That is, until a handsome New Yorker shows up just as both the farm and the hotel end up in hot water…
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Chapter One

There was no reason to be unhappy. It was a nice day, particularly for February, with clear blue skies and even a bit of sunshine. Lucy woke feeling a bit dull, but it wasn’t something to dwell on.

If she looked hard enough, there was plenty of joy to be found. The new jacket she’d ordered arrived early, and the medium, which reviews said ran small, fit perfectly.

Maybe she’d spent more on it than she should have, but it was cute, reasonably warm, and made her feel chic. What more could she ask from a jacket?

She got to work fifteen minutes late that morning, but as usual, no one seemed to notice. Her boss Fiona was laid back, and the customers had an innate understanding that the little farm shop on Orcas Island didn’t run on “city” time.

The farm itself looked like something off of a postcard – picturesque fields, rows of apple trees and little goats running amok. It was the perfect place to work. Lucy had full control over running the shop at Grindstone Farm. Her boss was happy with her, the customers were happy with her, even the goats were happy with her.

So why, with no reason to be unhappy, was she so unhappy? And why did she feel the irresistible urge to quit?

The feeling first appeared a few months ago. It started small and innocuous, a leaky sink in her mind, with her wondering if she could really keep working at the farm long-term. It was just a few thoughts, a dripping in the distance that was annoying, but nothing she couldn’t ignore.

Then three months in, she let her mind wander a bit too far and she stepped into a deep puddle of doubt, panicking that she was wasting her life and had no future at the farm.

That was just one time, though, and Lucy managed to hastily hurry along like nothing had happened.

It was easy enough to do because people liked her at Grindstone. Heck, she even liked herself at this job. She couldn’t say that for any of the last half dozen jobs she’d had. On top of that, she was good at this job. Lucy had improved the farm’s online presence by doing everything from taking new pictures to promoting events to advertising what they had for sale. Their online profits were up seventy percent since she’d taken over.

The rest of the employees made her feel like part of the family. They were such nice people, too, people who worked hard, had lovely families, and somehow balanced in hobbies. They were happy.

Lucy wanted to be happy.

Yet six months in, the incessant dripping in the back of her mind was getting to her. She had trouble focusing on books and even TV shows seemed drab. At the end of the day, she’d sit and stare mindlessly at her phone, exhausted but unable to sleep.

She was getting bags under her eyes from the lack of sleep. Wrinkles had sprouted up around the bags, too, like scaffolding around a crumbling building. Lucy couldn’t afford the concealer to handle it all.

That morning, staring at her tired face in the reflection of a cookie-scented candle, Lucy realized she had to face the truth: it was time to move on.

Once her mind was made up, she moved fast. She finished the inventory and packed up the newest online orders, then sat behind the register and scrolled through job postings on her phone. She considered applying to a handful, but Lucy wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but she felt she’d know it when she saw it. Hesitation drifted in. Maybe she should take her time to find the right job?

“It’s nice to see a friendly face today,” said a man’s voice.

Lucy looked up from her phone and smiled reflexively. “Hi Mr. Green. How’s it going?”

“Oh pretty good, Lucy, pretty good. Just needed to grab some eggs.”

She nodded, bagging them for him. “No problem. Anything else we can do for you today?”

He set a brown paper bag on the counter. “I came from the bakery in Eastsound and they’d just pulled a tray of apple turnovers out of the oven. I got you one. I know they’re your favorite.”

“That is so sweet!” Lucy counted out his change before picking up the small bag. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “Take care.”

Sigh.

Such a sweet man. Sometimes he came in with his wife. They’d been married for forty-six years, which Lucy knew because Mrs. Green repeated it, over and over.

The bag in her hand smelled like cinnamon and happiness, and she could feel the warmth radiating into her palm. It was exceedingly kind of Mr. Green to get something for her, though it wasn’t all that unusual for one of their regulars to be thoughtful like that.

The regulars. Hah. Lucy had never stayed anywhere long enough to become a regular. It seemed like an odd thing to do.

Yet somehow, she’d become the other side of the “regular” coin. Mr. Green knew she liked – no, loved – apple turnovers. Why did she talk so much? For a customer to know enough about her to get the most delightful treat on a whim surely meant she needed to move on and –

She pulled it from the crinkling paper and took a bite.

Ugh. The pastry was thin and flaky, the apple sliced and softened to a perfect crisp. It was heavenly and absolutely perfect.

Too perfect.

Yeah. It was time to go, sooner rather than later. If she stuck around any longer, she’d end up half a century into a marriage repeating the same line, over and over.

She was too young for that!

The jig was up. It was time to move on. Lucy was sure of it.

Not before she finished the apple turnover, though. She wasn’t an animal.

 




Chapter Two

Lucy managed to put off quitting until the end of the day. As she closed the shop, she told herself it was now or never. There was no use in putting off quitting or dragging it out. Sleeping on it would only prolong her dread, and she’d quit enough jobs to know the best way to do it: quickly, with no warning, like ripping off a band-aid.

It was always hard to say goodbye, especially when she had a boss she liked. Her last boss had made it hard to quit, but for a unique reason. They’d had a brief romantic liaison, and after that went south, he’d avoided her like a hornet at a picnic. When she’d finally had a chance to hand in her notice, it was actually quite fun.

This time wouldn’t be fun.

She made the walk to Fiona’s office, which was housed in a trailer on the property. Lucy decided against warning her she was coming. Fiona might get suspicious, then ask her if she was quitting, then prepare a whole spiel to convince her to stay. Lucy was always susceptible to convincing, so she didn’t want that possibility in the air.

The walk to the trailer was shorter than usual, and once she got there, she took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

Fiona yelled out, “Come in!”

Lucy stumbled inside, tripping on a chair placed in front of the door. She managed to catch herself before she fell, annoyed to see the chair had been moved to make room for a guest. A male guest.

“I didn’t realize you were meeting with someone,” she said. “Is now not a good time?”

Fiona shook her head. “It’s fine.” Her voice was small and tired. Her hair was messed up, too, and half of the collar on her flannel shirt was popped.

Yeesh. What had happened to Fiona?

The guy who’d been occupying the chair stood and offered Lucy a handshake, and she accepted, taking a step back as she did. He towered over her, looking entirely out of place in his tightly tailored black suit.

“Hi there, I’m Rob. It’s nice to meet you.”

She stared up at his face. It was flawless – tanned, dimpled, like that of a collegiate athlete in a recruitment pamphlet, or an airbrushed model in an overpriced cologne ad. His overly-humble smile annoyed her.

“Hi, I’m Lucy. Nice to meet you.” She turned to Fiona. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back tomorrow.”

“Please, it’s not a problem. What’s up?”

Lucy shot a wary look at Rob, who continued standing over her and smiling.

She wished he would sit down. Or better yet, leave. “No, it’s okay. It’s kind of private.”

Rob put his hands up. “Hey, I can take a hint, I’ll just – ”

Fiona let out a gasp. “You’re quitting, aren’t you?”

“No!” Lucy said, her voice jumping an octave.

“It’s okay. You’d be right to do it.” Fiona pressed her eyes with her fingers before looking up.

Lucy had never seen her so frazzled. “What’s going on? Is this guy threatening you?”

Rob let out a forced laugh. “Whoa, whoa. No, I’m not – .”

“No.” Fiona let out a sigh. “He’s not threatening me.”

“I’m here with an opportunity,” he said.

Lucy crossed her arms. He was pretty big, but she thought she might be able to take him. At the very least, the two of them could take him, if Fiona stopped acting so defeated.

Unless he had some sort of weapon hidden in that custom-stitched suit. Then it would be tough. Maybe Lucy could get the biting farm donkey on her side. He was a surprisingly formidable foe, that donkey. He’d bitten her on her first day. That had been the low point of working here, actually…

“Rob is here because the farm’s in trouble. I thought we could pull it together, but it’s been three years and…”

“What kind of trouble?” asked Lucy.

“Oh,” she let out a long-winded laugh. “Just a little over a million dollars’ worth of trouble.”

Lucy raised her eyebrows. “Dang.”

“So now is really the perfect time for you to find a new job,” she added.

Rob shot Lucy an unconvincingly sympathetic smile.

She turned from him and took a seat. “I’m not going anywhere. How did this happen?”




Chapter Three

Rob needed alone time with Fiona, but this intrusion by Lucy was nothing he couldn’t handle. A small bump in the road.

He reached for his briefcase. “I’d be happy to treat you to dinner tonight, Fiona, if that would be better?”

“No, no.” Lucy said, sitting back in her seat. “Let’s talk now.”

Fiona shrugged her shoulders.

The woman had given up. That was fine. It’d be easier to get her to buy into his plan that way.

He took a seat. “I have a packet of figures here, but I don’t want to bore you with too many numbers. Basically, if Carriageway Holdings goes forward with bankruptcy – ”

“Who is Carriageway Holdings?” Lucy asked.

“It’s a long story – it’s the company that bought the farm three years ago,” Fiona said.

Rob continued. “If they do declare bankruptcy, we have what we call a nightmare scenario.”

Lucy snatched a packet out of his hand. “A nightmare for you, or for us?”

He smiled. She was surprisingly passionate about the farm going bankrupt, considering she’d quite obviously just tried to quit. “I’d hate to see it. Carriageway would likely auction off the farm’s assets one by one – the buildings, the equipment, even the animals.”

And the land. Especially the land. What a waste to let all of these prime acres be auctioned off.

Fiona let out a groan. “That is my nightmare.”

“But,” he swooped in, leaning forward and leading Fiona to page three of the packet, “if you allow my company to come in and reorganize the deal, that won’t happen. We can restructure, rebuild, and make the farm even better than before.”

Rob paused. He’d learned long ago to always present the worst option first, then follow with a much better sounding option. Who wouldn’t like a little rebuilding and restructuring? It sounded harmless.

Of course, his company wasn’t harmless. No one made money saving farms, and Grindstone Farm wasn’t special. That wasn’t something they needed to know, though.

“Yeah,” Fiona said, flipping through the pages. “This sounds great, but how am I supposed to convince them to sell to you?”

Lucy interrupted. “Hang on. I thought you were in charge, Fiona?”

She shook her head. “Not with things like this.”

Rob cut in. “Yet still, you’re an important member of Grindstone. The guys at Carriageway aren’t farmers – they don’t understand the value of century-old apple tree lines or the aged whiskey in your cellar.”

“No one cares about that,” Fiona said glumly.

“Our customers do,” Lucy snapped, shooting Rob a look.

That one was too defensive. He needed to be more convincing. “Of course, and that’s what Carriageway doesn’t understand. They also don’t understand how difficult it’ll be to sell everything off. They may not recoup their costs, and all they want to do is cut and run.”

Lucy narrowed her eyes. “How long has this one million dollar problem been hanging over your head, Fiona?”

“Since Harry sold the farm. Three years. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Lucy was killing Rob’s pitch with her questions. He kept a synthetic smile on his face, but he wanted nothing more than to shut this pushy woman out of the office and lock the door.

“We can go over the details soon,” he said, “but I wanted to introduce myself and let you know there are other options. Options that could save the farm.”

“What company do you work for?” asked Lucy.

“It’s called OSS. Obringer, Sterling and Sullivan.”

“Sounds local,” she said with a smile.

Ah, sarcasm. A tool for the witless. “We’re based out of New York City, but we have an office in Seattle.”

“New York City.” She sat back and let out a deep breath. “You must know a lot about farms.”

“I can’t claim I do, but I’m willing to learn. We care a lot about small businesses.”

Lucy nodded. “Right. What other small businesses have you saved?”

“Lucy,” Fiona said in a low voice. “He’s not the enemy.”

She shrugged. “He may not be the enemy, but it doesn’t look like he could muck out a stall in that suit.”

Rob knew he shouldn’t have worn a suit. He just hadn’t had time to change when he’d gotten to this miserable island. As far as he was concerned, it was on the other end of the world, and on top of that, the ferry he’d taken was an hour late.

Time to call Lucy on her bluff. “I’d be happy to help in the stalls.” He stood and removed his suit jacket, laying it on the chair.

“Please. You don’t have to do that,” Fiona said, waving a hand for him to sit down. “This is very interesting, Rob. I’m going to talk to Alan from Carriageway and see what he thinks.”

“That’s all I ask. And if you need any help in the barn – ”

“No.” Fiona smiled for the first time. “That’s kind of you, but thank you.”

Rob could feel Lucy’s eyes on him. He shot her a look and shrugged his shoulders. “The offer is always on the table.”

Lucy cleared her throat and stood, announcing, “Well, you look exhausted, Fiona, so I’ll leave you in peace. I can show Rob out.”

Now she was kicking him out! She was going from rude to outright irritating.

No need to show his annoyance, though. Rob smiled. “Thanks, Lucy. I’ll stop by tomorrow. I’ve got some calls to make and – ”

“Of course!” Lucy opened the door, motioning for Rob to step through.

He cleared his throat. “You have my card. Please feel free to reach out any time of day. I have a small office on the island and – ”

Lucy cut him off. “Thanks a bunch, Rob. Let me show you to your car.”

“Have a nice day,” he said, grabbing his jacket. “We’ll be in touch.”




Chapter Four

They walked through the tip of the apple orchards, past the distillery and on to the barn. Lucy stopped and pointed at the open barn door.

“Last chance if you’d like to muck a stall.”

Rob flashed what he surely thought was an award-winning smile. “Not today. Maybe next time.”

Lucy smiled back, though with less charm and more open disdain. It may have been closer to a sneer than a smile, but she couldn’t be bothered with worrying about these things. “Sure. The parking lot is right over there. I assume that’s your Audi out front?”

“Yes.” He paused. “Well, it’s not mine. It’s a rental. A company rental.”

“Right. Have a nice day, Rob.” She turned and walked toward the barn, slipping inside and watching from a window as he got into his car.

Lucy stared. He was just sitting there. She couldn’t make out what he was doing. Why wasn’t he leaving? Was he calling back to the New York office to tell his friends what suckers they were? To talk about the simple country bumpkins he was going to trick into some scheme?

She didn’t know what the scheme was, exactly, but it seemed like the most likely option. Lucy glared at him, not realizing her breath was fogging up the window. She wiped it clean just as he started his car and pulled out of the parking spot.

“Good riddance,” she muttered.

A bleat rang out behind her and Lucy jumped at the sound. She’d thought she was alone. Apparently one of the goats had found her. “Go back outside, bud. I don’t have anything for you.”

He looked up at her with his big eyes, his ears flopping as he walked closer. He was a stunner, and one of her favorites – an adorable little guy with white fur and black spots and speckles, always hopping and bleating and causing a scene. She watched as he jumped on top of an overturned bucket, balancing expertly, and calling out with another bleat.

Lucy laughed. There was nothing cuter than a baby goat. “Goofball.”

She left the barn and rushed back to Fiona’s trailer. Thankfully, the door wasn’t locked and Lucy barged in yelling, “I’m back!”

Fiona was still sitting at her desk. She looked up at Lucy and let out a heavy sigh. “I thought you were going to let me rest.”

“I got that guy out of your office for you.” She plopped down in a seat. “You’re welcome.”

Fiona shrugged. “He might be our best option.”

“How is that possible? How did the farm get into so much debt? I thought we were doing really well.”

“We have been doing really well,” Fiona said. “Better than ever, actually.”

“Then what happened?”

Fiona stood, walking to the mini refrigerator in the corner of the trailer. She pulled out a glass jug of fresh apple juice. “Would you like some?”

“No thanks.” Lucy paused. “Actually, yes please.” She couldn’t resist the stuff. That was one of the problems with working at Grindstone Farm – her sugar consumption had gone through the roof.

Fiona poured two glasses and handed one to Lucy. “You never had a chance to meet him, but the old owner of the farm was a guy named Harry.”

“I’ve seen his pictures. The guy that was always in overalls?”

Fiona nodded. “Yeah. He was great. His parents had owned the farm before him, but they’d just had the orchards. When he took over, he bought more land, added the distillery, and refurbished the barn. He practically had to rebuild it from the ground up.”

Lucy took a sip of juice. It was the perfect blend of sweet and tart. Nothing she got at the grocery store ever tasted anywhere near this good. The farm had forever ruined her for apple juice. “Did he have a gambling problem or something?”

“No, nothing like that.” Fiona sat down again. “He’d always joked that he planned to die working out on the farm, but it didn’t end up that way. Right after his seventy-eighth birthday, he was diagnosed with lung cancer.”

“Aw man.” The guy looked so pleasant in the pictures, almost like a caricature of what she imagined a sweet old farmer would be.

A pang of guilt drifted over Lucy. She shouldn’t have made that gambling joke about the poor guy.

“Harry didn’t let it get him down, but he decided he wanted to spend his remaining time doing something he’d always dreamed of: touring the world’s farms.”

Lucy laughed. “You’re kidding. That was his dream?”

She nodded. “Oh yes. He’d traveled quite a bit in his life, but it was always limited because he worked so much on the farm. He visited Scotland to tour whiskey distilleries, and spent some time in French vineyards and wineries. It was his favorite thing to do. Back when he was young, in his fifties, he’d gotten to know some of the world’s top apple breeders. He talked about it all the time.”

“Apple breeding! That’s a thing?”

“Yes,” Fiona said. “How else do you think we created the best apples?”

Lucy had learned the names of their top varieties, but she hadn’t thought much of it. Apparently, apples were a serious science.

Fiona continued. “But Harry wanted to do more, and for that reason, he was in a hurry to sell the farm.”

“To this Carriageway Holdings company?”

“Yes. I don’t blame him for it,” Fiona said. “I really don’t. He put the farm up for sale, and the offers he got were too low. At the time, Grindstone was bringing in about fifty thousand dollars of profit every year.”

Lucy paused. She knew farms typically had low profit margins, which was wild considering how hard the farmers worked year-round. “That’s pretty good, isn’t it?”

“For a farm, yes, but Harry was never money-focused. He’d hardly made a profit most years before that, so there just wasn’t much interest in buying the farm. He got an offer for about double the farm’s yearly profit. It wasn’t bad, exactly, but it wasn’t enough to pay for his treatments and traveling.”

“I see.”

“Then, out of the blue, Carriageway Holdings approached him. They offered to pay one and a half million dollars for the farm.”

Lucy’s mouth popped open. “Whoa. That’s awesome.” She paused. “What was the catch?”

“That was what I didn’t understand. I told Harry I was worried that they had plans to do something drastic, like sell the land for development, but he assured me that wasn’t the case. He signed the deal, and off he went.”

Lucy frowned. “I’m still not getting what happened.”

Fiona smiled, finishing her juice. “It wasn’t obvious at first. It all seemed fine until the first payments were due.”

“What payments?”

“Carriageway is what they call a private equity firm. They’re not farm people – Rob was right about that. They’re business people. They bought the farm with something called a leveraged buyout.”

Leveraged buyout. That reminded her of an economics class she’d failed during her brief stint in college. Lucy could feel her eyes glazing over. “I’m sorry, I’m going to try really hard to listen to you, but it already feels like I’m losing that battle.”

Fiona laughed. “It took me a while to understand this whole thing. I think they make it complicated on purpose so regular people can’t figure out what’s going on.”

“Rude.”

“I know.” Fiona stood up and picked up a marker for the dry erase board behind her desk. “Basically, the reason Carriageway were able to offer so much money was because they went to a bank and said, ‘Hey, we’ve got this great farm that’s bringing in fifty thousand a year, but with us in charge, it’ll bring in half a million a year.’”

“What!” Lucy shook her head. “Don’t tell me the bank believed them.”

“Oh, not only did they believe them, they gave them a loan for one and a half million dollars.”

Lucy let out a huff. She didn’t know much about farming, but she knew Carriageway’s proposal made no sense. That sort of profit was unheard of. “That’s insane.”

“I know. Carriageway listed all of Grindstone’s assets – the distillery, the land, the orchards – and put them on the line for the loan, like collateral. Because of all the collateral, Carriageway only had to pay three hundred thousand dollars for the whole deal.”

Lucy frowned. “What’s that, like twenty percent? Like a mortgage?”

“Exactly, only better, because they got to keep all of the profits that Grindstone Farm made, year after year. Even though we increased our profits to
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