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            ONCE UPON A TIME …

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote a series about five siblings who inherited a beach house—with a catch!

      That was in 2020 … and we all know what happened that year. Life was turbulent so I decided to do something different: I released all five books under a pen name.

      But … I found it difficult to maintain two personas. Not sure why so many writers find this easy! I love my readers and simply found it difficult to be two people. Does that make sense?

      I also wanted to add a bit more content to these stories. So I pulled the novels from publication, added new scenes, and re-covered the series under my own name.

      If you like tropes, such as fake relationships, billionaires, secret babies, and cowboys, then I know you’ll love the revised and refreshed Beach House Romance series!

      Now, turn the page for book one …

      

      Julie
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      Grace stepped into the office corridor, her heart beating in her ears. She may have spent the past several years studying law, but the last thing she wanted to do was wake up to a phone call from a … lawyer. With a quick breath, she chased away the dregs of that early morning conversation, ran a hand down her skirt, lifted her chin, and stepped purposely into work.

      She paused. The Law Offices of Ryan & Ryan usually hummed with energy—scratch that, they screeched.

      But not today.

      In the six days that Grace Holloway had toiled as a junior lawyer at this firm, a job that she had hunted down after weeks of disappointment, she’d already learned not to wince at the sounds of heated voices in the middle of tense negotiations. Especially those coming from far down the hall where the two lead attorneys of the firm wrestled over cases—and with each other.

      Chase Ryan and Kate Little. Or as some around here said, Chase and Kate. They weren’t a couple any longer, and though she personally found the idea of exes running a law firm together a little unusual, she admired the two for carrying it out.

      A phone slammed against its base.

      A grunt flew.

      There it was—signs that though the office appeared empty, she was not alone. Her body tingled as if something had taken hold of her, and when she glanced down, she noted her hands were clenched so tightly her knuckles had turned white.

      Despite all that, Grace bit her upper lip and stepped softly into her own small office, the one she shared with Mick, another new hire, who, like herself, thanked his lucky stars about once an hour that he had landed this job. She and Mick had bonded over coffee, bar exam horror stories, and her personal favorite—the number of resumes they had each submitted until finally being hired here.

      She beat him one hundred and nine to his ninety-seven.

      Grace glanced out the window, the smoggy Los Angeles day greeting her with a shrug. She fiddled with the potted plant on her credenza, then straightened the set of five classic books wedged between sea-inspired, vintage bookends. Other newly minted lawyers might prefer leather-bound law books in their offices. But if she was going to spend long hours here, likely missing meals and impromptu coffee dates with friends, she intended to make her space, small as it was, her own.

      She glanced again at those whimsical bookends, her eyelashes fluttering at a memory made even more pronounced by the early morning wake-up call she’d received. The set was a gift from her mother after graduating from law school. The sea stars and shells made of blue cast iron cradled copies of Jane Eyre, Little Women, and The Hiding Place, among others, and evoked images of an underwater coral reef.

      She swallowed back the sudden hitch in her throat at the thought of her mother … her father, too. There were things she still had to do where her parents were concerned, but—she blew a sigh into the quiet—for now, duty called.

      Grace seated herself in front of her desk and fired up her computer. She’d come in early to get a head start on the stack of files awaiting her and didn’t dare ignore them any longer. The rumble from down the hall grew, but she opted to ignore it. Or try to.

      A good half-hour passed interrupted only by something heavy landing against a wall. She jerked a look up. A note lay on her desk, the edges of the paper jagged, as if torn from a notepad in a hurry. How had she missed it? The handwriting was … unmistakable. She had already learned to recognize the head of the firm’s use of terse language, the hard pressure of ink on the page, and the way Mr. Ryan’s letters neither slanted right nor left.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        See me in my office.
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        * * *

      

      Grace stared at the words for only a beat, then stood, her hands sweaty and cold. A sure sign of rising anxiety that was annoying, but thankfully not that difficult to hide because she’d had plenty of practice over the years. A pep talk would help. Maggie could talk her off of the ledge if anyone could.

      Grace reached inside her purse but came up short. She leaned back and groaned, picturing her cell phone laying on the passenger seat of her car, where she’d left it, still plugged into its charger. Without a phone, she wouldn’t be able to dash into the women’s room to call her sister.

      Worse, her car battery would likely be dead by the end of the workday.

      Grace slid another glance outside the window to the colorless day. She swallowed. If she hurried, she could zip downstairs to grab her phone and be back before Mr. Ryan expected to see her in his office.

      By the time she reached her car, her palms had earned their sweat, only they were no longer cold. After retrieving her phone, she instructed Siri to call Maggie.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working?” Her sister was not one to spare words.

      “I’m here. Something’s up. I can feel it. Help me calm down.”

      “You’re going to have to give me more than that.”

      Grace blew out a breath, sending strands of her long blonde hair aloft. “Fine. I showed up here early, you know, to get a jump-start on the week—”

      “Because you’ve been an early bird from birth, catching the worm and all that.”

      “Are you gonna listen?”

      “Proceed.”

      “It’s just that, strangely, no one else is around. It’s Monday, and there are literally dozens of employees, yet I’m the only one here. Well, except for one of the bosses.” Her eyes flitted about the half-empty underground parking lot. “At least I think I heard him in there.”

      “So you were calling me to make sure that everyone else wasn’t, what—raptured into heaven?”

      “Ha ha ha.”

      “I don’t have time for this, Grace.” Maggie’s voice sped up like she was multitasking. “I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to put a positive spin on whatever might—or might not—be going on at work. And then you’ll have them following after you.”

      “There’s more. The boss left a note on my desk.”

      “You mean … what was her name again? Judith?”

      She shook her head. “No, not the woman who hired me, the boss that sends the entire place running for the fire exit when he thunders down the hall. Chase Ryan.” She paused. “He wants to see me.”

      “Maybe he just wants to compliment you on the exceptional job you’ve done your first week.”

      “Considering we’ve hardly met, I doubt it.”

      “Hm. Are your hands still clammy?”

      Grace wiped her palms down the hip line of her skirt again. “I’m worried about what he’s going to say about me taking a vacation so early into my new job.”

      Silence.

      “You did tell the human resources department about your non-negotiable month off, right, Grace?” Suspicion rang in her sister’s tone.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Grace Holloway!”

      Grace pressed her hand to her temple. She wasn’t about to mention that her parents’ attorney had called to remind her about the very same thing, nor the guilt that lingered after their conversation. “You don’t understand, Mags. This was the only interview I received after literally more than a hundred job applications.” She would never confess to her family just how high the tally of her college loans had grown. Each one of her siblings had busy lives and problems of their own. Why should they have to bear hers too?

      “I get it,” Maggie said, “I’m broke too, but we’ve been over this a hundred and eighty-seven times and you drew the short straw. Remember, you were the only one with free time when our family situation was all settled.”

      “I know, I know. I still don’t understand why our parents put that weird stipulation in their will.”

      Her sister didn’t answer right away. Finally, “You know as well as I do that there’s no getting around it. We’ve tried. If we want to inherit Mom and Dad’s beach house—the only thing they’ve left us—then we each must live there for one month and fix up the place on a budget. No exceptions.”

      Grace nodded. She pushed back the frustration her eccentric parents’ final words had caused, along with the grief that still rose over their passing, and hurried across the parking lot to her office building.

      A whimper caught her attention and she slowed. She stepped closer to the only thing nearby, a shopping cart with a paper bag nestled inside. She heard the whimper again. Something in the bag rustled, and hesitantly, she peered into it.

      Her sister’s voice called out. “Grace? Are you there?”

      Two marble-shaped eyes looked back at her.

      “Grace?”

      She whipped her chin toward the phone. “Sorry, Maggie. Gotta go. Will call you later.”

      The whimper grew into a howl.

      Grace threw her phone into her purse and hitched it over her shoulder so her hands could be free. “What are you doing in there, little one?” The puppy wiggled in her hand, his black fur soft, his eyes dewy.

      Grace frowned. She glanced around the parking garage but didn’t see anyone lurking about.

      She brushed a look into the pup’s questioning eyes. “Now what am I going to do with you?”

      The puppy answered her by aggressively licking her fingers with its sandpaper tongue.

      Grace flipped her chin upward in a why me stance but had already made up her mind, consequences or not. “C’mon, little guy,” she said and tucked him into the oversized bag hanging over her shoulder.

      If she hurried, she could find a safe place for the animal, then show up in Mr. Ryan’s office with no questions asked.

      The building’s glass front doors were open and she charged toward them. A shot of pain seared her forehead and nose, and her respect for cartoonists grew as stars began circling her head. Or so she thought.

      Apparently, the building’s doors weren’t open—just clean—and she had run headlong into them. Shock devolved into questions, like why she didn’t think things through thoroughly enough, and would it be weird to show up in the boss’s office with an icepack on her face?

      A husky voice cut through her self-loathing. “Are you all right?”

      Chase Ryan. Of course. She hadn’t seen him there, standing inside the lobby, watching her slapstick routine in real time.

      She covered her face with her hand and nodded. “Yes, yes. I’m fine.”

      “Do you need a medic?”

      She peered at him through open fingers. A medic? What is this, the military? His eyes continued to focus on her, concern knotting his forehead. He was either genuinely concerned or thought she was an idiot.

      “You’re Grace.”

      She started to roll her eyes but stopped herself. Her older brother Jake used to tease her with the title. “Pass the butter, Your Grace” or “Answer the phone, Your Grace.”

      The purse of Chase’s tempting lips startled her. So maybe he hadn’t been kidding …

      “You are our new hire, Grace, aren’t you?”

      “Uh, yes. Sorry. Yes, I am.” The bag on her shoulder squirmed, and she cinched it closer to her, adding, “Mr. Ryan.”

      “Call me Chase.” His eyes narrowed. “And if you do not require medical attention, meet me in my office in ten minutes when I return.”

      She lifted her hand in a salute but caught herself, leaving her hand to dangle in front of her like a robot stuck in a pose. What was wrong with her? She was a rule-follower, a head-down-in-the-books kind of woman, not some rebel against authority. But for some reason, her world had been disrupted today. Yeah, that was it … she’d been thrown off by her family lawyer’s early morning call and just needed a minute to get back into her usual routine.

      He hadn’t moved.

      She nodded. “Yes, I’ll see you inside.” But Chase continued to watch her longer than was comfortable, his gaze sliding to her bag. She kept her focus on him, ignoring the puppy’s whine, though why she didn’t just tell him what she’d found, she didn’t know. Again, she was … off this morning.

      He cleared his throat. “Your purse is in need of attention.”

      She bit her lip and began to pull the bag from her shoulder when he pointed. “Wet spot forming. Perhaps your lunch spilled.”

      Sure enough, a dark spot had formed on the fabric of her bag. She lifted her gaze to his. “You may be right.”

      He nodded once, clearly satisfied. “You have ten minutes to handle that.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase strode into the parking area, his employee on his mind. What was her name again?

      Grace. Right.

      Though still green, he’d heard she was smart. Top of her class. Bright future. All of it.

      Too bad he had to let her go.

      Chase’s jaw clicked as he moved across the pavement, his mind unusually disorganized. “Pull it together, Ryan,” he muttered.

      He couldn’t fathom why Grace had shown up for work today. Unlike all the others. Although maybe she had plans to hold that fact over his head, to use it like some kind of negotiating tool. Now was not the time for him to let his armor down. If he’d learned anything in the last few hours—or, really, in his lifetime—a woman with an ax to grind wouldn’t stop until the object of her wrath had been turned into a mere stump.

      He pressed his lips together, his mouth forming a grim line. He had not spent any time with the firm’s newest employee, but he’d noticed her, especially the way she clipped her way through the office, her chin up, an I’m-here-to-take-on-the-world expression on her face. She had tried to keep up that stance when he’d watched her slam into the entry doors back there. Despite her shock, she had looked him in the eye, a noble attempt to wow him with a certain defiance, but he wasn’t buying it. She was nervous. Unsure.

      Would have been a perfect new hire, someone who wouldn’t shy away from tough clients and their complicated matters. If only his life hadn’t changed so dramatically in the last twelve hours, he might have enjoyed the challenge of helping her sharpen the skills she’d acquired in law school.

      Chase strode toward the parking booth at the entrance of the business complex that his father owned, intent on getting some answers. What did the attendant know about all that had transpired in his office? What had he seen? With each step his anger grew, his teeth clenching harder.

      Kate Little had started as his paralegal, but after she passed the bar and quickly proved herself as a force in law, she became one of his top employees—and more than that.

      He should have known that their union would be too good to be true. The blame landed squarely on him. Had he not learned as a child that relationships weren’t meant to last? That, contrary to the news—and social media—men weren’t always at fault when relationships fell apart?

      Forget fuzzy Mother’s Day ads, the truth was, women could be as ruthless as men were purported to be. He’d seen that firsthand in his most formidable years and had decided long ago to put his trust in himself alone.

      Though Kate had, temporarily, changed his mind.

      Today, however, she had proven him right the first time.

      His mind wandered back to the expression on his new recruit’s face … on Grace’s face. He hadn’t been able to shake off the way she’d looked at him, a mix of distrust and … hope? What was in her head and why did it matter?

      He flicked away all thoughts of her and, instead, steeled himself while approaching the booth. He had to stay focused. Especially now with so much at stake. He had a business to save and couldn’t waste another second trying to figure out why Grace Holloway’s presence, today of all days, caused his thoughts to linger on her.

      As it turned out, the parking booth attendant hadn’t seen a thing. Chase wasn’t sure he bought the man’s indifference. The operation had been too clean, too … sinister.

      Then again, he wasn’t all that sure about anything these days. If only … if only he had someone to talk through all this headache with, like he had once done with his cases. His father, until recently, had been his sole confidant, be it business decisions, matter handling … relationships.

      What might it have been like to have a mother to bounce things off of too?

      That stray thought tumbled through his gut. He lengthened his stride, shaking off such signs of weakness and turning instead toward the tasks in front of him. Mainly, returning to his office to meet again with his newest employee—and cutting her loose.
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        * * *

      

      So much for a quick dash out to her car. Grace shut her office door and hurried over to her credenza where she kept cans of tuna, water, and extra clothing in anticipation of long, lawyerly days of work. Carefully, she put her purse down and lifted out the tiny pup, who snuffled and wiggled in her grasp.

      Grace frowned. How old was he? What could he eat—the tuna, maybe? Or wasn’t he ready for solid food? She blew out a breath. She needed to get the little one to a vet soon, but not yet. She poured some water into a bowl and watched him lap it up. While petting his back, she said, “Sorry, friend, but you’re going to have to stay here for a little longer.”

      Grace made a bed out of a sweater she’d kept inside the drawer. “Guess I won’t be wearing this anymore.” She laid the doggy on the homemade bed, holding her breath that he would stay still enough for her to traipse off to her meeting with Mr. Ryan.

      She needn’t have worried. He yelped once, then collapsed into a perfect circle. Before she’d had a chance to take a second breath, he was snoring.

      She grinned. Must’ve tired the poor little guy out …

      The sound of footsteps brought her back to reality. No sense in putting this meeting off any longer. She hastily dashed a note to Mick, wondering when he would appear, and left it on his desk.

      Puppy in my credenza. Don’t ask. Please don’t shut the drawer all the way. Will explain later.

      She hadn’t remembered the hallway being this long. This walk felt like a journey to the principal’s office, not that she’d ever taken one herself. But she imagined it would feel much like this did right now. What did he want to talk to her about? Did it have something to do with the fact that she was the only one who’d shown up on this dreary day?

      Light shone from the open doorway to Chase’s office, and her unease grew with each step. She glanced around. Darkness prevailed throughout the sea of cubicles that fanned out in the large office. A frown tugged at her. Truly no one had shown up for work this morning? It’s not like today was a holiday,

      Well, even if it were she would have come in anyway, eager to build her presence here at the firm, to bill more hours, and if she were being brutally honest—to get out of the deep debt she had found herself in.

      Just the thought of that mess made her heart beat faster, and not in a good way. She’d always been the careful one, the daughter who used spreadsheets, even in middle school. How she had managed to let her bank account sink as far as she had … well, it would do no good to rehash the whys. Now she just needed to focus on the hows.

      And one of the hows was keeping this job. She’d made a plan and intended to stick to it, even if her plans did sometimes feel like a shaky tower of cards. As long as no rogue wind suddenly blew in to topple said cards, she’d be fine.

      Grace raised her hand to knock on the door frame but froze. Chase was bent over his desk, his hands rolled into fists, supporting him. He lifted his chin and looked her over, his jaw set, those watery green eyes of his intense. When she had encountered him down in the lobby, she’d thought how they reminded her of a fresh pool of water at the base of an unrelenting waterfall.

      But not now. Now the green in his eyes had turned grey and steely.

      He straightened, never taking that hard gaze from her face. “You chose to stay.”

      “If you mean that I showed up to work on what appears to be a holiday for everyone else, then I suppose you’re right.” She paused. “I have a lot of work on my desk right now.”

      She didn’t mention that her duties also included copying files to send to a client, summarizing records, and possibly even a run to the post office. Not exactly the tasks that she planned on doing forever, and certainly not the skills that warranted the hefty law school debt she had accumulated.

      Chase walked around to the front of his desk, one hand shoved into his pocket. He eyed her, his expression a mixture of wariness and curiosity—maybe even a little distrust thrown in. Definitely some Mr. Darcy-at-the-ball vibes happening there.

      “You really have no idea what happened around here.”

      His question was more of a statement, as if testing her. She licked her lips and let her eyes do a brief survey of the room. An electric pencil sharpener lay upside down at the base of one scarred wall. The quiet began to reveal other things she had not noticed earlier. The click of a clock. The whir of air-conditioning. The lack of printers printing and keyboards clacking, of phone calls being made and coffee brewing.

      She swallowed. “Was it … did something … happen?”

      He clenched his jaw, heightening the effect of his angular cheekbones. “Have a seat, Grace.”

      Silently, Chase walked to his high-back office chair and sat, resting his palm on the armrests. He fixed his gaze on her. “Kate Little has left the firm and she’s taken most of the staff with her. And half the files. The good half.”

      Grace gasped. A dozen thoughts elbowed their way into her mind. “How-how do you know?”

      He lifted a file and dropped it with a thwack. “It’s all in there. She came in yesterday, apparently, and stole half of everything. Even the staplers.”

      “But … why?” Grace couldn’t fathom anything so … nasty. She settled her gaze on Chase. Despite his impeccable choice of suit wear and the hard set of his chin and brow, a glint of something softer reflected in his eyes. Sorrow, perhaps? She felt sure he was trying to hide it, but he was keeping up the tough-guy charade with her anyway.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t already know about it.”

      A sinking weight settled into her stomach. She wasn’t surprised, not at all. Grace had been trying to land a job in law for months, and with virtually no experience, she’d hit block wall after block wall. Then suddenly the clouds parted and Judith, the office manager, who had apparently gone with Kate, had given her a shot.

      And now she knew why. It was as if employing her and leaving her behind was a parting shot at Chase, as if to say, “Here’s some help for you—good luck.”

      She had no idea what Chase had done to tick off his lead attorney, but she hated being used. Hated it.

      Seething, Grace lifted her chin. “What are we going to do about all this?”

      One of Chase’s well-formed brows shot up as if she’d startled him with her question. “I’m going to be speaking with my attorneys.” He paused. “And … I have to let you go.”
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