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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. 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 five …

      

      Julie
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      Rafael didn’t blame the entire town for thinking he was a flake. He gripped the handle of the steel-point shovel he was working with, turned over an expanse of soft loam, piling it high on the ground. Again, he stabbed the earth with the shovel and turned over a pile of dirt. He wiped his brow, then did the same again, the repetition soothing his rising temper. He didn’t blame them. Not too much, anyway.

      But that didn’t mean he had to accept the town’s truth as his own.

      “Rafael,” his brother, Serge, called out. “You gonna be here much longer?”

      “Might be.” He straightened, aware of his back cracking, leaned on the shovel handle, and tipped his hat backward.

      “Why the Stetson? Looks familiar but I can’t remember why.”

      Rafael grimaced. “Sun’s hot. Found this among our mother’s things.” He didn’t mention that the hat was his, nor question why his mother had kept it all these years. He’d also found her guitar, and unlike most of the other items that had been hauled off to charity, he’d kept that too.

      “Hm,” Serge said, pulling him back into conversation. “Maybe the hat belongs to Ace.”

      “Maybe.” Rafael did not care to hear his uncle’s name ever again. If the sun weren’t so hot, he wouldn’t have looked twice at the hat as it, too, reminded him of their uncle. And of his past. But whatever. It served its purpose now, which was to shade him from that beating sun.

      “Want some advice, big brother?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll give it anyway—maybe give it a rest?”

      Rafael stared back at his little brother. There was only a vague resemblance between them. If he watched Serge talking long enough, he would notice the similarly shaped mouth and the fleeting likeness around the eyes. Serge, though, was a couple of inches shorter and stockier than him. This was pointed out to them more than he wanted to think about and he always shrugged it off. Was it anyone’s business that they’d been thrown together as a family unlike most?

      “In a little while.” Rafael gripped the shovel harder now, turned, and dug into the soil again, feeling the tightness in his gut lessening some. His mother was gone and the house he had rented for them would soon be a memory. Despite the difficulties of the past year, he would not leave this place a mess. He would not give the tongues a reason to flap. Instead, he would replant everything that had died while he had been … preoccupied.

      He’d show that landlord of theirs that he came from good stock, despite the woman’s pearl-clutching over the state of her property.

      “Isn’t being a prostitute enough to redeem yourself around here?”

      Rafael looked up sharply at his brother’s words.

      Serge grinned. “I was just kidding. But you gotta admit, it kinda sounds like that.”

      “What does?”

      “You know.” Serge’s grin faltered, obviously taken off guard by Rafael’s particularly surly attitude. “The auction, man.”

      Rafael scoffed.

      “Or maybe you can’t wait for all those women to be throwing their dollar bills at you.”

      “You think I won’t be able to scare up more than pocket change for the shelter?”

      “Maybe if you take your shirt off. And hey, I heard they throw underwear sometimes too.”

      Rafael narrowed his eyes at his brother.

      Serge shrugged. “I wouldn’t know anything about that, though.”

      Rafael continued to stare at Serge. Hard. Suddenly, a grin broke through. He scooped up some dirt and pretended to toss it toward his brother. It felt good to grin again, even if it only lasted a moment.

      “Hey! I’m just tellin’ it like I see it, man. Show those ladies some of that tan skin of yours and the shelter’ll be able to pay its rent for the entire year.”

      “You better watch out, little brother, or I’ll drag you up there with me.”

      Serge pressed a hand to his stomach and laughed until he convulsed. “Uh, sure.” He slapped his belly. “Women love a man who can eat.”

      Rafael shook his head. “Get out of here.” Serge took off, hopped up into his truck, and started up the engine. As Rafael stuck the shovel into the dirt, the sound of it like a shush, he could still hear his brother’s laughter. Reality struck him. He was about to go up on the auction block. To stand before the town, available for bidding. If a year ago anyone would have told him this would be his fate, he would have laughed them off. Told them to go and pound sand.

      But that was before his mother passed on to heaven. So many believed that he had taken advantage of her, lived off her generosity. He swallowed back the taste of rising bile. His mother was a godly woman, generous with the little she had. And in the end, it amounted to nothing much.

      The town didn’t know the truth, and quite simply, this auction was Rafael’s chance at a redemption of sorts. The animal shelter was in trouble, needed money for back rent and improvements. Any thoughts of changing his mind, of taking himself out of the bidding, fell on the stark reality of that fact. He grimaced. What was a town without a safe place for its lost animals to land?

      He almost didn’t hear the footsteps. Nor see the girl. Or was she a woman? She slowed to a stop in front of him, an empty leash hanging from her hand, and gave him a curious look.

      “Good afternoon. Doing some gardening?”

      Rafael took a long look at her. Delicate features. Probing eyes. Confident. Definitely a woman—a can’t-take-his-eyes-off-her woman. “I am.” He paused. “Are you missing something?”

      The woman’s perky expression faded some. She took a step away and he feared that he had offended her.

      He nodded toward her hand. “I was referring to the empty leash.”

      She stopped and peered down at the end of the leash, its metal clasp dangling in the wind. The woman looked up. “I’m just out walking my invisible dog.”

      He sputtered. “Your—”

      “Ha! Got you.” She laughed in a way that lit up her entire face. Despite the emptiness Rafael had been feeling for weeks, she made him want to smile back.

      She continued. “I was out for a walk and decided to buy a leash for my dog. He’s at home right now.”

      “You a new neighbor?”

      “Just visiting.”

      “Ah.” Shame. Then again, he wouldn’t be around much longer anyway.

      “Well,” she said, “good luck with your gardening project.”

      “Thanks.” Rafael nodded once at her and watched as she continued past him, heading toward the beach. He called out after her. “Ma’am?”

      She swiveled, and even from yards away he could see the question in her expression. “Bring the dog around sometime while you’re in town.”

      Her mouth curled into a smile, and she nodded. “See you.”

      Rafael watched the young woman stroll away, a slight bounce to her step. Soon the lightness in his heart began to give way to something heavier and dark, a realization that sucker punched him in the gut. He could never have a woman like that in his life—didn’t deserve to. He’d made mistakes where women were concerned, many of them, and he dared not think he had earned the right to bring a pure-hearted woman into his life.

      He screwed up his mouth, a montage of the last few years running through his mind. Forget you ever saw her.

      With a shake of his head, Rafael dug the tip of his shovel into the ground again, continuing to dig up soil with the intention of fixing up the yard of a house he didn’t even own. The work pulled his mind away from the damsel who had momentarily stunned him with thoughts he had not dared to consider.

      As he worked that shovel, his muscles growing taut, he solidified his reasons for taking a stand for those less fortunate in this community—even if the recipients were, well, animals. Allowing himself to be auctioned off to the highest bidder might not redeem his reputation completely, but it sure was a good start.
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        * * *

      

      A dilapidated beach house was the perfect place to hide. Bella cuddled Seabiscuit, the Pomeranian-mix pup she’d rescued from the side of a road one lonely night. She tipped up her chin and let the sunlight warm her face. The weathered back porch creaked lightly in the wind, just like old times.

      Bella sighed. Kyle wouldn’t think to look for her here because she had never mentioned to her ex-boyfriend that this place existed. So … she had nothing to worry about.

      She had come to this old house on a mission. The last of her five siblings to make the odyssey, so to speak. After their parents died, Bella, her three sisters, and a brother all learned that everything had been left to charity. Everything except this old beach house.

      Dad and Mom had also left some quirky instructions in their last will and testament. Each one of the “kids” had to spend a month in the house, fixing it up. Grace, Jake, Maggie, and Lacy had all done their month, in that order.

      And now it was her turn.

      Her cell phone rang. She scooted Seabiscuit into the house and answered, her middle sister’s name on the screen.  “Hi, Lacy.”

      “Hey yourself, brat.”

      “Nice way to talk to your baby sister.”

      “The one who made me eat tofu for breakfast last month—and who stuck a bunch of elderberry gummies into my suitcase before I left the beach house?”

      Bella laughed lightly and rested her back against her mother’s old pink bench. “Just trying to keep you healthy. You have a wedding to plan, you know.”

      “Yes, well, I want to keep you safe.”

      “Oh? Do you have reason to believe that I’m not safe in the family beach house?” Bella paused. “I mean, other than the rickety porch and gaps in the walls that let air in occasionally.”

      “You noticed all that, huh?” The tone of Lacy’s voice sounded as dry as soap. “Might want to wear a sweater inside—and keep your phone on you at all times.”

      “Is this really why you called?”

      “No. I was checking in. I had hoped to be back in Colibri this month while you served your sentence, but as it happens, Finn has other plans for me.”

      “Honestly, your fiancé is the nicest man. So is Grace’s husband, Chase. And Maggie’s Luke.” Bella sighed. “All my sisters have found the best guys.” She didn’t add that she was beginning to wonder if there were any more available, though she seriously doubted her prospects. She certainly hadn’t come to Colibri with any romantic ideas of her own.

      “So you’re saying you haven’t landed any cowboys up in Washington?”

      She hesitated. Bella had never mentioned Kyle to her sisters because, well, in her heart she never saw a future with him. No sense mentioning him now. “Not exactly.”

      “What about the library? No male bookworms ever approach you for advice?”

      “Yes, but they are usually over eighty years old.” Bella smiled. She had loved books as a kid, like her sister Grace had. In fact, she would often sneak into Grace’s room when they were little and “borrow” books, especially since so many had disappeared in the fire. But she never saw herself becoming a librarian.

      Well, a part-time librarian.

      “Don’t worry, kiddo,” Lacy said, “you’ll find your prince. But like Maggie always tells you, don’t be too gullible.”

      Maggie was their oldest sister and she always had plenty of sisterly wisdom to share. Her sisters and brother always seemed to shrug it off, but for some reason, her words often stuck to Bella like old wallpaper.

      Lacy broke back into her thoughts. “Just promise me you’ll have some fun while you’re at the house. I think it’s in pretty good shape, though I’m sure you’ll have your opinions about that.”

      Lacy knew Bella well. As easygoing as she was, she liked things clean. And chemical-free. “I unpacked all my non-toxic cleaners and essential oils this morning. Cleaning with them does wonders. You’ll see.”

      “Ah. So, the next time I’m there I should expect the place to smell like, what, lemons? Lavender?”

      “And oregano, among other things.”

      “Oh.” Lacy laughed. “I was kidding, but I guess …”

      Bella became lost in thought. Lacy was right. She had always imagined herself married to a cowboy and living on a ranch somewhere. She’d have a garden to grow vegetables and he’d keep the horses. They would eat beautiful, fresh food together at on old farmhouse-style table—kind of like the one in the family beach house—and live happily ever after. The end.

      Why couldn’t life be just like the fairy tale she’d always read about in books? Despite evidence to the contrary—her ill-advised pair-up with Kyle, for example—Bella still held out hope that, someday, she’d meet her own Mr. Wonderful, just like her sisters had.

      Until then, she refused to stop focusing on living in the present, on doing positive things for her community—wherever she determined that to be—and her family.

      Speaking of which, she glanced at the flyer that had gotten her attention as she’d walked to the animal shelter earlier today to pick up a leash:

      
      
        
        Save the Animal Shelter! Bachelor Auction this Saturday.

      

      

      
      The woman who managed the shelter, Clementine, had put a sign-up form and pen in front of Bella. “It’s for charity. And we’re desperate.”

      What could she do but sign up?

      “Hello?” Lacy’s voice broke into her thoughts again. “Earth to Bella?”

       “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

      “Ignoring me already? I was just telling you where I stashed some haircare products in the downstairs bathroom. I think you’ll like the stuff. Maggie picked it up with her industry discount and the shower smelled like a high-end salon whenever I used it.”

      “Uh-huh. Okay.”

      Lacy sighed. “And … I’ve lost you. Call me if you need anything.”

      After they hung up, Bella took another look at that flier and wondered where she would get the money to help the shelter.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday had come and it was … show time. Bella strolled into Brooke’s Beachside Bakery at fifteen minutes before five o’clock. Her sisters had all raved about the sweet yummies at the new cafe in town. Finally, she had her own chance to check them out. When she told Jake by phone earlier in the week where the auction would be held, even he gave a begrudging nod to the pretty pink bakery in the middle of Colibri. At the urging of his sweet fiancée, Daisy Mcafee, he also gave her a thousand dollars to spend.

      “It’s for charity, my love,” Bella heard Daisy call out in the background during their phone call.

      “Fine,” he had said. “Just make sure you get someone who’ll help you finish up the work at the house, all right? No freeloaders.”

      Bella had laughed at that. Freeloaders? That sounded like something their father would have said.

      “I’m serious, kiddo.”

      Why did all her siblings still call her that? Truthfully, she hadn’t thought much about the auction itself, how the bidding would go, who she would bid on, etcetera, but one thing was for sure: She did not plan to bid on a guy just to become his date, or worse, his servant. She figured the auction would be filled with the kinds of guys she remembered from her childhood—surfers and super old men with a hammer.

      A surfer could be fun. Alas, she had no time for frivolity … no, what she needed was a nice old man with a tool chest. And maybe a broom. Hopefully, by night’s end, one would become beholden to her because of her—okay, Jake’s—generous animal shelter donation.

      Cloud cover had cooled the day’s temperatures some, so Bella had opted for jeans and boots, a button-down cotton shirt, and a flat brim felt fedora. Basically, party clothes. At least in her mind. Unfortunately, when she glanced around the shop at all the women in sundresses and strappy heels, she experienced a sudden surge of self-consciousness.

      “Are you here for the auction?” The young woman at the entry table wore a big smile and her dark hair in beach waves.

      “I am.”

      “Great! I’m Hattie. What is your name?”

      “Bella Holloway.”

      Hattie gasped. “Oh! You’re the last of the Holloway kids, right?”

      Bella laughed. “Well, I certainly hope there’ll be more of us running around someday. My sister Maggie has already started her family.”

      Hattie’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean anything by that. I was just, I mean, you’re here to fix up the beach house, right?”

      “Yes.” Bella shrank back slightly. “Wait … how do you know about that?”

      Hattie grinned and leaned forward. “Everybody knows about the Holloway beach house.”

      Something twisted in Bella’s heart. Everybody knew? It did make sense, though. She may have come to town recently, but four other siblings obviously made themselves known these past few months. Hm. Maybe it wouldn’t be as easy to hide as she thought …

      “Here’s your paddle.” Hattie handed her a popsicle stick with card stock taped to it. “Our auctioneer will be calling out dollar amounts. When the bachelor you want to bid on takes the stage, and you hear the number you’re willing to pay, just raise your paddle. Highest bidder wins.”

      “I think I can handle that.”

      “Some of them are pretty cute,” Hattie added. “If I weren’t still a poor college student, I’d definitely be bidding. Good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      Bella began moving through the crowd, suddenly aware that she saw not one familiar face among them. Though her sisters and brother had long ago made their homes elsewhere, Maggie had recently moved to town when she married Luke. And Daisy, who would be marrying Jake soon, was often around here since her elderly mother, Wren, lived next door to the Holloway family beach house. She sighed quietly. Maybe she should have invited one of them to join her tonight.

      “Eclair?” A woman with decisive eyes and blonde ringlets falling out of her messy bun held a tray of chocolaty goodness in front of her.

      Bella bit her lip. She hadn’t had dinner yet.

      “We need to make sure our bidders are all sugared up for a night of competition.” The woman, whose tag read Brooke, winked.

      Bella relented, helping herself to an eclair. “You’re the owner?”

      “I am.”

      “It’s a really cute place.”

      “Thank you! I’m glad you like it. Are you visiting?”

      Bella had taken a bite, so she only nodded.

      “Nice of me to ask you a question when your mouth was full, right?”

      Bella laughed lightly. “I spent summers in Colibri and now I’m—”

      “Wait.” Brooke’s face lit in surprise. “You’re Maggie’s sister, aren’t you? And Lacy’s? And Grace’s?”

      “Guilty.”

      Brooke put the tray down on a table. “Yay—you’re here! I’m so happy to meet you, Bella!” She pulled Bella into a hug. “I love your sisters—oh, and Maggie does my hair.”

      Bella held her half-eaten eclair in the air with one hand and hugged Brooke back with the other. So much for being a stranger all alone in this quiet town …

      “That’s so nice of you to help the animal shelter while you’re here. I just hope it’s enough to stave off closure.”

      “There are a lot of people here already, so I don’t see why not.”

      Brooke pursed her lips. “Well. I hope you are right, but with Lillian, you never know.”

      “Lillian?”

      “Lillian Madsen. The real estate agent who owns the building that houses the shelter.” Brooke’s eyes darkened and she seemed to assess Bella. “You don’t know her?”

      Bella shrugged. “Her name does sound familiar, but I’m not sure why.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to be the one to remind you, but I know she’s approached your siblings about selling the beach house.”

      “The one who tried to sell our house and Wren’s next door?” Wren Mcafee and her mother had been great friends. The elderly woman had been recovering from a stroke for months, and from what Bella had heard, Lillian practically pushed her to sell while she was still in the convalescent hospital. Thankfully, Daisy put a stop to that.

      She picked up her tray again, a crush of people making their way into the bakery now. “Sadly, yes.” Brooke glanced around. “On the bright side, look at all these well-wishers!”

      Bella glanced around. “Such a beautiful thing to see.”

      “I like the way you think, Bella. Have fun tonight.” Brooke sent her a brief wink and then turned to offer goodies to newcomers.

      Bella was beginning to wonder if the bakery could hold all the women wanting into this event tonight. The chairs up front near the makeshift stage made of pallets were full and, phew, she’d never seen so much cleavage in one bakery in her life. Maybe she had underestimated the quality of bachelors on sale at this event.

      Again, she ran her gaze down her comfy denim and cotton outfit. At least someone was here to bid on one of those sweet old guys from the hardware store.

      A squeal of a microphone caused a collective groan. The woman from the shelter, the one with the long ponytail, stood on the stage now.

      “Please take your seats everyone!”

      Bella glanced around and found an empty seat at a table occupied by several women. She guessed them to be older than her by at least twenty years. “May I join you?”

      A woman with teased-blonde hair waved her on to take a seat
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