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Recap and Introduction to Saltwater Studios

Welcome back to San Juan Island, Washington! In the first book in the Westcott Bay Series (Saltwater Cove), Margie Clifton got a second chance at life when her brother sold her his ocean front home and barn (for the fair price of $1). Margie, still trying to rebuild her life after her divorce from her husband Jeff, took the opportunity to turn the barn into an events space. She also planned to turn the house into a second home for her three adult children Tiffany, Jade and Connor.

 

Yet there was trouble in Margie’s new paradise when a picture of a hit-and-run victim jolted her memory. Margie met the victim, Kelly Allen, over twenty years prior – when Kelly told Margie that she was carrying Jeff’s child. But as soon as she appeared, she disappeared, and Margie never saw her again.

 

Thanks to the misguided help of the gruffly handsome Chief Deputy Sheriff Hank Kowalski, Kelly’s daughter Morgan appears at Margie’s doorstep. With no place to stay, Margie takes her in and quickly grows to love Morgan, who looks eerily similar to her own daughter Jade.

 

While Margie and Hank fall in love, Morgan and Jade strike up a friendship – much to the annoyance of Jade’s husband Brandon, who would prefer to be left to tend to his fledgling DJ business.

 

Everything comes to a head when Jeff travels to the island for a surprise birthday party at the barn at Saltwater Cove. Margie confronts him and discovers that he did, in fact, father Morgan and that he does not care to make things right.

 

Brandon seizes the opportunity to manipulate Morgan into thinking that the entire Clifton family, including Margie, was out to get her and lie to her about Jeff. Morgan, already a hothead and still emotional from the loss of her mother, crashes the birthday party and releases an epic tirade on all of the party guests.

 

When it seems that Margie’s dreams of a happy family are about to fall apart, Chief Hank gets Tiffany, Connor and Jade to hear the full side of Margie’s story. They forgive her and accept Morgan as a new member of the family. Oh – and Hank proposes!

 

In Saltwater Studios, Hank and Margie plan their wedding while Jade struggles to finalize her divorce from Brandon. Morgan returns to San Juan Island with two goals: to start a photography business, and to discover the identity of the woman seen in a grainy video driving the car that killed her mom. Her biggest challenge is Luke, the annoyingly charming Brit who has more to his history than meets the eye…
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For the holes in your heart that can never truly be repaired

 


Chapter 1

The ferry felt like it was gliding through a cloud, cutting between the sky and the glassy reflection on the water. Morgan had to squint to make out the drizzled raindrops on the surface. It all looked a bit surreal, and normally weather like this would make her feel gloomy. But not today.

She was finally coming back.

Morgan spent the past year finishing her degree. It was tedious at first, but it gave her time to think about what she really wanted to do with her life.

For a blip in time, she considered becoming a police officer. She thought she’d become a detective and work on cases like her mom’s. Chief Hank quickly changed her mind on that idea.

He rightly pointed out that Morgan couldn’t handle blood and that she didn’t want to be around a crime scene, let alone study the crime scene. Also, he destroyed Morgan’s fantasy of verbally berating each criminal that she caught.

“That’s not how our criminal justice system works,” Chief said.

“You don’t think that being yelled at is a good start to their punishment?”

He let out a grunt. “Actually, you’re right. We’ve been doing it wrong all along. I’m going to retrain all of my deputies right away.”

 

The overhead speakers crackled to life, asking drivers to return to their cars. Morgan felt a jump of excitement in her stomach – she’d soon be back in Friday Harbor. She told herself to remain calm. She was officially starting her new life and career, and she needed to be mature about it. It’d be unbecoming to race onto the island like a gleeful schoolgirl.

No, she was a year older and a year wiser. She knew what she wanted, and she knew how to get it. Kind of.

Despite trying to force a casual stroll, she was the first one back to the cars. After pulling her keys out of her backpack, she sat with them in her hand. It was too hot inside the car – did she need to open the windows? She felt sweaty and jittery – a mixture of excitement and fear. It was the same way she felt a few months ago when she sat her dad down to tell him her plan.

 

“Dad.”

“Morgan.”

She ignored his attempt to start joking with her. This was no joking matter. “I’ve prepared a PowerPoint about what I’m going to be doing for the next eighteen months.”

“Is this a –”

“Yes, I printed out a handout for you. I’m going to walk you through it slide by slide.”

He paused. “Should I be afraid?”

She ignored him and continued with her prepared remarks. “As you know, I have really been struggling with what to do after graduation.”

“Right.”

She clicked to the next slide. “Here you’ll see that I applied to thirty-six jobs in various areas of industry.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Industry?”

Morgan nodded, clicking to the next slide, which broke the details out in a bar graph. “Retail, food service, office work, and other. I wanted to get a good idea of what kind of entry-level jobs existed out there for me.”

“Oh,” he said, his eyes widening. “Alright.”

She clicked again and a pie graph appeared on the screen. “As you can see, I received seven interviews, mainly in the food service industry. One was from a factory, and one for an office job at an insurance company.”

“Right, that was the interview where you spilled coffee all over yourself on the way there.”

She sighed. “Yes.”

He laughed but didn’t add anything else.

“Anyway. None of these felt like quite the right fit – not to mention that none of them offered me a job. So. I know that you’ll think what I’m about to say is crazy, but over the next ten slides, I will show you my plan, including funding.”

With another click, a slide that said, “Professional Photography” popped up.

She immediately looked at her dad to see the look on his face. Oddly, he didn’t react at all.

“Before you say anything, I want to remind you that I have been shadowing – interning really – with a professional photographer for the past six months. At first, I started it just because I really enjoyed learning from her, but then, I started to think that maybe I could follow in her footsteps. On the next slide, you’ll see the number of weddings that my mentor completed in the last calendar year, as well as how many non-wedding related jobs she took.”

“This is amazing!”

Morgan turned towards him. “You really think so?”

“Of course! I don’t know why you felt the need to put this whole thing together – I mean, it’s great, but –”

Morgan interrupted him. “Because! I need you to know that I’m serious about this. And that I have saved enough money so I can get started, and I have a plan for the next eighteen months. I know almost exactly how much money I need to make to be able to support myself, and –”

“This is great.”

Morgan paused. “Don’t you want to see the rest? I feel like I need to prove to you that I’m serious.”

“Hm,” he said. “Prove to me, or to yourself?”

“To you, obviously. The best part of all of this is that Margie has a friend, Jackie, who has a photography business on San Juan Island. She does weddings at Saltwater Cove and all over the islands. Long story short – she and her husband do the photography and videography, but he was offered a job as a park manager at Yellowstone.”

“Okay,” he said slowly.

“So basically, they’re moving away really soon, but they have all of these weddings booked out for the next eighteen months. She needs someone reliable to take everything over, and she said she doesn’t want to upset all the brides she already has.”

Morgan was talking so quickly now that her words were starting to slur together – she reminded herself to slow down.

“So Jackie wanted someone to step in and sort of act like they were part of her operation all along – you know, to keep the peace and not ruin her name in the photography business. That way, she can pick up work in Yellowstone and it will help me get exposure and reviews so I can start my own business. And anyway, long story short, Margie suggested that I be the one to step in, because she knows that I love photography…and Jackie said yes!”

“That’s wonderful!”

“I know! I just have one more graduation party to cover with my mentor here, and then I’m going right up to San Juan Island to work with Jackie on her last wedding. After that I’m taking everything over! Almost all of her clients accepted me as the replacement, no questions asked!”

The smile faded from her dad’s face. “So you’re leaving pretty soon?”

Oh. Right.

In all of her excitement, she kind of forgot that her dad was looking forward to her moving back home.

“Yeah – I’m sorry Dad. I wish I could stay a bit longer, but…”

He shook his head. “No, of course not. I’ll come and visit. I love San Juan Island.”

Morgan nodded. “Yeah! You can visit anytime you want, and I’ll come visit too, of course.”

Her dad flipped through his printed handout. “Well honey – it looks like you have a very serious plan laid out here. I’m excited for you.”

Morgan beamed. “Thanks Dad.”

 

An announcement came through, telling drivers to start their cars. Morgan snapped out of her daydream and turned the key in the ignition.

On the one hand, she was glad that her dad took her seriously. On the other hand, it made her a bit worried – he was treating her like an actual adult, and that seemed…dangerous. She would be entirely alone. She had friends on the island, of course, but she was really on her own with this.

But! She had a new roommate – Jade! They were going to have so much fun living together. But not too much fun. Morgan needed to become a real photographer. She didn’t really have a backup plan. Also, what could be more perfect than getting back to the island to nag Chief to work on her mom’s case?

Morgan’s car was the last one in her row, and she watched as all of the other cars cleared off of the ferry. Unfortunately, the car in front of her did not get the memo that it was time to go.

She sighed before tapping out a single, brief honk.

A head popped up in the backseat.

“Oh my goodness,” Morgan muttered to herself. She watched as the driver scrambled from the backseat to the front seat.

Morgan rolled her eyes. So what if this person was a mess? She wasn’t going to let it spoil her night. But at the same time, she didn’t have all the time in the world and had places to be – she had to drop off her stuff at her new place, then get to a restaurant in Friday Harbor where Jackie was taking pictures of the rehearsal dinner. Morgan didn’t want to be late – she needed to make a good impression.

She looked at the time – she wasn’t sure when Jackie was getting to the restaurant, but she wanted to spend as much time with her as she could. The guy in front of her still hadn’t started his car. Morgan felt the urge to roll down her window and yell at him, but with her luck, he’d probably end up being the groom for the wedding or something. She needed to behave professionally now that she was a “real” adult.

After another agonizing thirty seconds, the guy got out of his car. Morgan decided to pop her head out of her window and calmly see what was going on.

“Excuse me,” she called out, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. “We need to get moving.”

He turned around, clearly surprised to see her. “Oh! Hello there. I seem to be having some trouble starting my car. Do you have one of those – er, battery starters?”

Morgan crossed her arms. “No.”

“Ah, of course not.” He looked around and spotted an employee. “Hello! Excuse me Miss, could I bother you for a moment?”

Morgan let out a sigh. Her car was too close to his – she didn’t think that she could pull her car around without hitting his bumper. And she was afraid to reverse at all – what if she accidentally launched her car into the ocean?

She didn’t have time for this!

“How can I help you?” the attendant asked.

“Hi there, I’m Luke. Luke Pierce.” He extended his hand for a handshake. “It’s so lovely to meet you…Kathy?”

The woman smiled, accepting his hand. “Yes.”

“I’m afraid I’ve become a nuisance to this young lady here, and my engine refuses to start.” He turned around to face Morgan. “Truly my fault, I was at a concert late last night and afterwards offered my car’s headlights to illuminate the beach party. You know how these things are.”

“I don’t,” said Morgan flatly.

“Or maybe I forgot to turn them off when I got on the ferry…who knows?” Luke chuckled to himself. “Where are you from Kathy? Did you grow up around here, riding between the ports?”

She smiled – and maybe blushed a little? “I didn’t, actually. I’m from Idaho.”

“Really! Idaho! Such a beautiful state.”

Kathy leaned in. “Thank you. Where are you from?”

“I’m from Radlett, just outside of London.”

“Oh, London! You have a lovely accent.” 

“Thank you,” he said. “I’m quite smitten with your American accent. How did you –”

“Okay,” Morgan said, raising her voice a bit louder than she probably should have. “It’s very nice meeting you all, but can we please get moving?”

Kathy snapped her head towards Morgan, the smile faded from her face. “Ma’am, I’m going to need to ask you to calm down.”

Ma’am?

Luke smiled warmly at them. “I think my battery died and I’d appreciate your help ever so much, Kathy.”

“I’ll be right back.” She disappeared into a stairwell.

“Well,” Luke said, “I am so sorry about all of this. I’m sure Kathy will have me fixed up in no time.”

“I hope so.” Morgan replied, arms crossed. She knew she’d say something snarky to him if she was forced to continue chatting, so she decided to close her window and keep to herself.

She watched the clock closely – Kathy returned with a portable jump starter and attached the wires to Luke’s car. That took four minutes. Then, between a bunch of flirting and blushing, they finally got around to starting the car. That was another eight minutes. After a few more pleasantries, he got into his car and drove off of the ferry.

Morgan put her car into drive and followed. They were the last ones off of the ferry. She told herself not to get upset and not to let it ruin her first day back – one schmuck wasn’t worth getting upset over. She had places to go and people to photograph.




Chapter 2

“Well that was unnecessarily unpleasant,” Luke said to himself as he drove through Friday Harbor.

How was he supposed to know that his car’s battery was so sensitive? Come to think of it, there was a good chance that the battery needed to be replaced. Or perhaps something else needed to be replaced – plugs? Fluids? Bands or bits or bobs? Unfortunately, he had no idea how to do any of that, and he had even less interest in learning.

Oh well! There was no need to worry about it now. The car was running just fine. Well, mostly fine – there was that odd grinding noise.

It was fine. He got to his uncle’s house quickly, but once he pulled into the driveway, he hesitated. Someone once told him that cars needed to run to charge the battery – or did it need to be off to rest the battery? He sat for a moment, weighing his options, but ultimately decided to leave the car running. It was safer that way, and he was going to be quick.

He hopped out, leaving the keys in the ignition, and knocked on the front door.

Nothing.

He knocked again, louder this time. “Hello! It’s me.”

Still nothing.

Luke went around the side of the house to the kitchen and peered into the window – it looked dark inside. Maybe he really wasn’t home.

“I sincerely hope that you’re not in there…because you’re not going to like this,” Luke said quietly.

He turned and walked towards the exquisitely landscaped succulent garden, its six foot waterfall quietly babbling. Luke squatted down and dug through the plants and embellished rocks. It took him about a minute to find the rock that felt different than the rest.

After checking that the key was hidden inside, he walked over to the kitchen’s side door. He paused for a moment to make sure that no one was watching – it seemed like he was completely alone. The only sounds that he could hear were the wind blowing through the trees and the hushed sound of waves hitting the shore.

He slipped the key in the lock and opened the door.

“Perfect,” he whispered. He replaced the key into its “hidden” rock and returned it to its spot.

He strolled through the kitchen and into the office, but didn’t find what he was looking for; he then peeked into the library, but it wasn’t there either.

Maybe it was downstairs in that enormous theater? Luke went to check, but there was nothing but gaudy reclining chairs and a lifeless popcorn machine.

The house was immense – he considered calling his uncle and just asking him where the wide-angle lens was hiding. There was a good chance, however, that he wouldn’t want to tell him where it was, and that he wouldn’t allow him to borrow it.

No, it’d be much easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission.

Maybe he kept it in his bedroom? It seemed like he had all kinds of junk in there that he never used – he just liked having expensive things in there to make himself look interesting.

Luke ran upstairs as the image of his car running out of gas flashed through his mind. He was unsure how much gas he had in the car; he had reason to believe that the gas gauge was not fully functional anymore. What he really needed to do was convince Uncle Brock to loan him a car. The man had far too many – what did he need with so many cars?

That was unlikely, though – as much as Brock wanted him to leave the island, he valued those cars more than anything.

Luke reached the top of the stairs and paused. It sounded like there was someone talking? Was it the TV?

He crept closer to the bedroom door and stopped once he was near enough to listen. It was definitely his uncle’s voice – and the voice of a woman.

How riveting! Luke decided that it was time to make himself known and knocked loudly on the door.

 

“Uncle Brock! It’s your favorite nephew!”

There was a loud sigh from within the room, and Luke listened as footsteps approached the door.

Brock flung the door open. “What are you doing here? And how did you get in the house?”

“I didn’t know you had company, I’m so sorry. The kitchen door was open.”

Brock narrowed his eyes. “Really?”

“Yeah, oddest thing. The gardener must’ve left it or something.”

Brock looked confused for a moment before turning and walking back into his bedroom. Luke popped his head into the room, looking for the other person.

“I’m sorry about that,” Brock said, picking up his laptop. “My little nephew stopped by unexpectedly.”

“Oh! You’re having a video chat,” Luke said, letting himself in. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“It’s okay,” Brock said evenly.

“You know,” Luke said, seizing the opportunity of Brock being forced to be nice in front of this lady friend, “I just stopped by to see if I could borrow that wide-angle lens you were telling me about. It would be such a great help.”

“Uh – I don’t know that –”

“Oh! Here it is.” Luke pulled it out of the large, black chest by the window; it probably held tens of thousands of dollars of video equipment, just collecting dust. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“Well actually –”

Luke forced his way in front of the laptop’s camera. “Hello! Who might this lovely young lady be?”

The blonde woman on the other end of the video smiled and waved. “Hi Luke! I’ve heard so much about you. I’m Andrea.”

“Andrea! So nice to finally meet you. You’re even more beautiful than Uncle Brock described. Though he’s not the best with language, so you can’t blame him.”

Andrea laughed. “It’s so nice to meet you too!”

“I can’t believe that this is the first time that I’ve actually gotten to talk to you,” Luke continued.

Brock cleared his throat. “Well Luke, you’re always busy having fun.”

“Yes,” Andrea weighed in, “I remember some of the young ladies that you used to have over.”

“Oh? Oh! Right.” Luke shot a smile at his uncle. “What were their names again?”

Andrea tapped her chin. “Well, there was Libby, and Kimmy, and –”

Brock interrupted. “Feel free to borrow the lens. I hope it’s useful to you.”

Perfect. Andrea didn’t need to know that it was actually Brock who used to have those “young ladies” over – not as long as he was willing to loan Luke the camera lens. Brock was welcome to use him as a scapegoat for his on-again, off-again girlfriend as long as Luke had what he wanted. He would leave. For now.

“Right. Thanks ever so much Uncle, I’ll be seeing you later? And you Andrea – I can’t wait to meet you in person.”

She nodded. “Yes – definitely!”

“Uncle – would you like the door open? Or closed?”

“Open is fine. But please lock the front door as you leave.”

“Of course.”

 

Luke made his way back to the driveway, relieved to find his car still running. It was fun teasing Brock, and it was so easily done. The man wound up more easily than a child’s toy.

And now that he’d met Andrea, he could probably leverage that whenever he needed. That, of course, plus Brock’s worry  that he would try to move in with him again.

The worry was unfounded, but Luke wasn’t going to tell him that. It gave him access to things he actually needed, like his uncle’s amazing video camera. And new lenses!

Brock wasn’t known for his charity, so Luke reasoned that it was okay to come up with creative ways to cajole his familial affection. When Luke first arrived on San Juan Island, he was completely out of money and managed to successfully stay in his uncle’s mansion for three entire weeks.

But Brock was adamant that he find his own place, and he became increasingly rude about it. That was how Luke first “borrowed” the video camera – he argued that it would give him a way to make an income and get out of Brock’s way. He also correctly guessed that Brock didn’t even know how to use the thing – it was another expensive toy he’d bought himself.

After that, Luke spent about two weeks living out of his car at a campsite near the ocean. That wasn’t too bad, but it was still quite chilly then, and he didn’t quite have the right clothes to stay warm. Once he’d made just a bit of cash, he took up at a hostel in town. That was rather fun, but some of his bunkmates had poor personal hygiene and it started to wear on him.

It was there, one night, as he lay trying to fall asleep amidst an awful rotten egg stench, that Luke decided it was time to get serious about making some money. As much as he liked San Juan Island, it wasn’t the final stopping point for his trip, and it was increasingly obvious that Brock wouldn’t loan him a penny. 

Before getting to the island, he’d managed to drive the entirety of the US – from New Jersey all the way to Washington state. It was actually quite perfect that he ran out of money in such close proximity to a family member – even if that family member resented him for it. 

The next morning, Luke decided to make the best of one of his uncle’s connections. Occasionally, Brock employed a terrific photographer, Jackie, to take pictures of events or of his many cars. 

Jackie was extremely professional, and she even managed to be friendly to someone as obnoxious as Brock. At times, Luke almost wondered if she genuinely liked him. It seemed too odd, though, so he chalked it up to her American hospitality. 

He counted on that same American hospitality when he  marched into Jackie’s office with his portfolio and asked for a chance. He suggested that they could be partners – she would do the photography, and he would do the videography. She was hesitant at first, but admitted that her husband, who was currently making videos when needed, was overwhelmed and looking for a new job. After he showed her some of his work, she agreed to let her clients know that he was an option for events.

The rest, as they say, was history.

Actually – he was supposed to take some footage at a rehearsal dinner that night. The bride and groom didn’t offer any additional payment for that, though – Jackie always got herself into these messes. She promised extra perks without charging extra fees. It was probably also why Brock liked her so much. 

Luke decided he wasn’t interested in working for free that night, and instead would get back home so he could plan the rest of his travels. His next goal was to drive across another country – maybe Canada? And he almost had enough money to make it.

Just a few more weddings and he’d be ready to leave.




Chapter 3

“Mom!” Jade yelled. “I just got a text from Morgan – she’s off of the ferry. She should be here in ten minutes!”

“Oh! Okay – can I take over the kitchen for just a bit longer?”

“Of course!”

Jade got out of the way – she was really just a helper in her own kitchen that night. Her mom was the one making the fabulous dinner. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath – the house was filled with the intoxicating smell of fresh bread. If Jade were left to her own devices, she would probably just sit around and eat bread all day, every day.

In fact, thinking back, there were a lot of nights that she stayed in by herself, snacking in front of the TV. It wasn’t just bread and junk food – sometimes she had pasta, too. Or any meal that was easy to make for a singleton. Having a roommate would be a big change – and hopefully a positive one.

“Is there anything that I can help with?” Jade asked.

“No sweetie, I think we’re pretty much set! You just sit down and relax. This is so exciting!”

“How can I relax and be excited at the same time?”

“That’s a good question,” her mom replied, putting her hands on her hips. “I’m sure that you’ll figure out a way.”

Jade decided that she’d prefer watching and learning from her mom over sitting down and relaxing. In the past few months, she tried her hand at cooking a few times. Though she managed to make some pretty good meals, she was still too self-conscious to share them with anyone.

It didn’t help that at one of their mediation meetings, Brandon casually told his attorney how awful of a cook she was.

“She tried using the grill once and almost caught the side of the building on fire. And every pizza she ever made stunk like goat cheese.”

Even though she knew that he was purposely being venomous, it still hurt. She’d only made a goat cheese pizza once, and it was at his request! He never liked the toppings she put on and he suggested it; he also told her to buy a crust in the store because the ones she made from scratch always came out too burnt on the bottom.

And now his words echoed in her mind, as much as she tried to ignore it. She was terrified to let anyone try her cooking; what if they had to lie to her and say that it wasn’t bad, but it was truly awful?

It was something she just couldn’t face. Not yet at least. Her life was still too tumultuous.

“What kind of cheese is that?” Jade asked.

“Oh this? This is just mozzarella. But I always get the one in the medium sized package – you might be tempted to get the log, but it’s too dry. So don’t do that. And don’t get the pre-seasoned one either. It can throw off the taste of the chicken parmesan.”

Jade nodded. She needed to start writing all these tips down somewhere. “Got it.”

She continued to watch her mom until the sound of a car pulling into the driveway broke her concentration.

“Mom! She’s here!”

“Shoot, I can be out in just one minute.”

“Okay, I’ll go out now and help her carry her things in.”

Jade couldn’t remember the last time that she felt this excited – she pushed the front door open and practically ran to Morgan’s car.

At first Morgan didn’t notice her; she was bent over the center console, digging around for something on the floor of her car. When she finally sat up and caught sight of Jade, she startled.

“Oh my gosh!” she said, opening the door. “How long were you waiting there?”

“Long enough to see that your car is a mess!”

Morgan scrunched her nose. “If you think that’s bad, you’re really going to hate living with me.”

Jade laughed and squatted down to hug her. “I’m so excited to see you! I’ve really missed you.”

“Aw! I’ve missed you too! And I’m really excited to be here – except I just got stuck behind an idiot who couldn’t start his car on the ferry, and now I’ve only got thirty minutes until I have to go to this rehearsal dinner.”

“Okay
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