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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 two …

      

      Julie
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      “We’re depending on you, Jake.”

      Jake slammed his truck door and stepped quickly across the parking lot of the Clothing Mart, his sister’s admonition ringing in his mind. Maggie was the eldest—and bossiest—of his four sisters, and though he was older than her by nearly two years, she still had a way of making him listen.

      He chuckled, despite the predicament he found himself in—the same predicament all his siblings found themselves in: Jake and his sisters had inherited their parents’ beach house.

      Some might have found that enviable, but he found the circumstances … odd. After their parents’ untimely deaths, he and his siblings discovered their mother and father’s assets had been given away to various charitable causes. Except for their summer home—their well-worn, in-need-of-work beach house.

      The catch? Each sibling had to live in the house for a full month and make necessary repairs. And they had to do so on a strict budget. If they refused, the house would be given away to charity. No exceptions. At the end of the five months, the executor of their parents’ estate informed them, they had to decide together what would be done with the house. He shuddered. Being the lone brother to four sisters, this didn’t bode well for him.

      A cheery man in a blue vest greeted him. “May I direct you, sir?”

      “Men’s clothing.”

      The elderly man smiled kindly and gestured toward the farthest corner of the warehouse-sized structure. Of course. Jake offered his thanks and snaked his way through the store’s overcrowded aisles.

      “You’re not in the big city anymore,” Maggie had chided him earlier on the phone. “So get yourself some clothing suitable for the beach—get rid of those wing tips you wear to business meetings and please start work on our parents’ house right away. We need to sell it soon!”

      There had been an urgency in Maggie’s voice. He had noticed that same tone for quite some time really—not just on this call. After a few well-placed calls of his own, Jake learned that his big sister was having some financial problems. And he’d taken steps to help her, though no one in his family knew what he was up to—that was strictly between him and his banker.  

      Jake blew out a breath, clearing his mind the best he could. In addition to family troubles, tiresome accusations and a mammoth lawsuit awaited him in Los Angeles where he lived and worked nonstop. Like Maggie, he wanted nothing more than to serve his month-long sentence at the beach house and make the improvements necessary for him and his sisters to get top dollar for it—then let it go.

      A wall of denim greeted him. He exhaled. Not the brands he was used to, but they would do. He grabbed three folded pairs in his size and stacked them in his arms. Next, he moved to a table of board shorts and T-shirts in vibrant colors. Neon … everywhere. No thanks.

      He added a couple of pairs of shorts to his stack and scanned overhead signs for directions to plain, white undershirts. There. He made a beeline for the next section where a ladder partially obscured the wall of white cotton tees. 

      That’s when he spotted her: a woman standing on the highest rung of the rolling staircase, her feet shod in stilettos, her skirt short enough to call him to task for noticing. He glanced around. Didn’t this violate some kind of OSHA law? 

      He cleared his throat. 

      She stood at the top of the stairs, her gaze drifting lazily down its length. With one delicate hand curving around the railing, she seemed lost in thought. But when her eyes met his, something flickered on her face. It was a look that speared him, as if she held him in contempt.

      As he looked closer, he couldn't help but notice the precarious position of her pointy heel hovering dangerously over the waffle-patterned step. Clearly, she was tottering and he wondered: What were the chances of that stiletto-heel landing solidly in one of those perfectly-sized holes?

      “Can I help you down?” he asked, ignoring the dagger in her gaze.

      Waves of blonde locks cascaded down her shoulders. She smirked. “No thanks. I’ve got it under control.”

      He crossed his arms. “I see that.” A part of him demanded that he walk away. Why would he choose to pick a fight with a stranger? And yet … something in her expression egged him on. He pointed to a sign above the ladder that said Employees Only.

      She snapped a smug smile at him, as if he were a naughty child. “How do you know I’m not an employee?”

      “The absence of a brightly colored vest.”

      She nodded, though it was anything but sincere. “Right.”

      The woman turned her back on him and continued to hunt for whatever it was she was hunting for. Jake frowned. What in the world was her problem? He should walk away. Having sisters had taught him that. But … but … didn’t she know how dangerous this was?

      A male voice shouted from behind. “Excuse me, excuse me! I’m the manager here. What are you doing?”

      The woman hurriedly pulled several more packages from shelves, kicked off her heels, and hopped down to the floor just as the manager reached them. 

      “You should have called for assistance,” the guy said, scolding them both.

      The woman paid no attention to him. Instead, she flashed Jake a rather victorious smile and handed him a package of wife-beater tank tops. “Here’s what you were looking for, hon,” she said sweetly.

      Then, she disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy ran along the beach, the salty sea air filling her lungs. She pumped her arms to pick up speed, increasing the intensity, her feet sprinting through the sand. Colibri Beach was not on her list of planned destinations at this point in her life. She had saved enough money from her job at Sly's Hardware all during high school to support herself into adulthood, and she had yet to dip into the small trust fund her father had left her.

      After graduation, Daisy extended her wings, flying off with a charity relief organization, using her skills to build houses in Mexico and Belize, and to help repair them in hurricane-ravaged areas of the United States. She had pretty much mapped out her life, never considering that her mother might need her here—at least, not so soon.

      She slowed, frustration filling her mind. Of all the times that she had to be here, Jake Morelli was home. How was that for bad luck? Guilt twisted her insides because, truthfully, she shouldn’t be complaining. If it hadn’t been for Jake’s sister, Grace …

      She didn’t want to think about what-ifs. Her childhood home had been badly burned and, thankfully, Grace had found her mother before it was too late.

      With this sudden turn of events in her mother’s life, Daisy had taken time off from her work to hopefully fix the drafty old house she’d always known. She released a sigh into the wind. Her mother had always wanted a girly girl, but instead, she got her—a girl who liked to get out of bed in the morning and run outside, shoes off, hair flying, ready to dig up sand crabs before all the sandpipers got ’em. A girl who spent most of her growing-up years with smudges on her face and freckles earned from the sun. 

      She groaned, running faster. A seagull dive-bombed her and Daisy shook her fist at the cranky bird. Just you wait!

      Really, though, was this going to be all that hard? Surely she would find someone to take over care of her mother once she made the place livable again. Her mother was an independent woman. No way would Daisy attempt to deny her the right to her own home, though that annoying realtor, Lillian Madsen, would like nothing better than to acquire the listing.

      No. Positively, no.

      Wren Mcafee would be staying in her home, surrounded by its beautiful lavender bushes, until her last breath. Daisy, her daughter, would make the necessary repairs and then move on. And that would be that.

      Still, she couldn’t get the face of that annoying Jake out of her mind. Why did he have to show up here? Oh, she knew about his parents’ strange Last Will and Testament, but any one of the Holloway siblings could have been here this month. Why him now? And of all the weirdest of places to run into him—Clothing Mart. He acted as if he had never seen her before. Typical. They had only known each other for years—though their paths had not crossed in many since then—but whatever!

      She was a stranger to him. And she preferred to keep it that way. Made for a cleaner break.

      Daisy clenched her teeth, remembering how cruel he could be. Some people remembered the exact words that haunted them. They could quote the things that others had said that cut deeply, but Daisy struggled with those kinds of recollections. Instead, she remembered how people and experiences made her feel. And seeing Jake again brought back all of those feelings of rejection again.

      Then again, she’d had the last word yesterday, hadn’t she? A smile tickled her face. He’d stood there looking so smug, waiting for her to fall off that stairway. Probably thought he would catch her like some swoon-y cowboy or something. Handing him wife beaters was a stroke of inspiration that she hadn’t seen coming—but it worked. By the wide-eyed expression on his mug, she could tell that he hadn’t expected her to walk away and leave him to deal with management.

      She considered that a big win.

      A flicker of sweat dropped from her chin. Always a sign of a good run. Even with the sea breeze, she’d worked up a sweat, something she needed right now. She had been taken aback by the work her mother’s home needed. The fire damage to the exterior wall and her mother’s subsequent recovery had reminded her just how fragile life could be. Again, she found herself thinking that if it weren’t for Grace and that hunky husband of hers rushing to her mother’s aid at just the right moment … well, chills ran through her at the never-ending loop that kept spinning through her head.

      Thankfully, she had learned from the fire department that her mother’s occasional penchant for smoking cigars had nothing to do with the fire.

      She slowed her pace but kept jogging, remembering how it felt to walk into her childhood home for the first time since the accident. She’d put her hands to her face as her heart twisted in her chest. Even without the recent incident, the house looked worn, the walls dingy and in need of some love.

      So she’d started by opening the curtains, desperate for some of the beach’s gorgeous natural light to flow inside the house, but the windows … oh, the windows! They were covered in salt from the sea air and grime. Lots and lots of grime.

      Guilt and sorrow see-sawed through her. The house was going to need more than construction rehabilitation—it needed hands-on, tender lovin’ care.

      A male voice broke into her strained thoughts. “No high heels today?”

      Daisy blinked and slowed further. Jake? She had vaguely noticed someone running toward her but hadn’t given it much thought. If she had realized it was him, she would have taken a detour, a complete u-turn back down the beach.

      Instead, she stopped next to him, one hand reflexively finding her hip. “Did the T-shirts fit?”

      He crossed his arms, a glint of competition in his eyes. “Touché.”

      She wanted to smack that smirk right off his grizzled face. Not one sign of recognition showed up in his eyes.

      “Almost didn’t recognize you without your red dress,” he said.

      She peered at him from beneath the bill of her baseball cap. “And yet, you did.” Maybe she had been wrong about him. At least he knew her now. That was something. 

      He grinned, despite her comeback.

      “What brings you here?” Daisy said, though she felt anything but neighborly toward the man, who, as a boy, pretty much ignored her. Not to mention that time he turned her down flat …

      He flashed a grin, his white teeth glinting in the morning sunlight. She’d heard through the grapevine that he was some bigwig architect-builder down south—probably paid a lot of money for those teeth. He pointed to a spot behind her. “Rehabbing my childhood home. It’s down the beach some.”

      Wait. She dug that hand deeper into her side and frowned. He was telling her where he grew up? Why would he do that if … if he knew her?

      An amused smile played on Jake’s face. He dropped his gaze. “Why that look again?”

      She lifted her chin. “What look?”

      “The scowl. Same one you shot at me, a stranger, at the Clothing Mart.” He could hardly contain his laughter—she could tell. The laughter died, but his smile remained. “Was it something I said?”

      She stepped toward him until the toes of their running shoes met. She rose up on her toes until her eyes hit his … chin. So he was tall? Whatever. She stared him down. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      His brows dipped. “If I’m not mistaken, I believe that’s the reason for our conversation.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I do remember you. I recognized you from your high-wire act at the store, offered you a pleasant hello, and so here we are … conversing.”

      Oh, he was smooth. Daisy kept her gaze on his, though, not letting him get out of this quite yet. “Yesterday I was wearing heels and a dress. How is it that you recognized me out here with a hat and running clothes?”

      He didn’t reply right away. Instead, he held his chiseled body steady, arms across his chest, feet spread wide. Jake Holloway looked too perfect. Still, his symmetrical brows, the crest of deep brown hair flowing in the exact direction of the sea breeze, and that well-crafted whisper of a beard couldn’t hide the fact that he had a splattering of freckles across his nose. Just like when they were kids.

      “Well,” he said finally, “I suppose it was your size.”

      “My … what?”

      He chuckled. “You are … petite.”

      Oh. That. Daisy knew she was short, but it never stopped her from pursuing life at full speed. She just wore heels doing it. Like she had yesterday when she stopped at the store on her way to meet someone at a friend’s wedding. One thing she hadn’t realized, though, was that her lack of height could so easily identify her to someone who, apparently, had no idea that they had met before. 

      Daisy shook her head, slowly. “You really have no idea who I am, do you?”

      “Should I?” His voice continued to hold that tinge of humor in it. Not in a particularly cruel way, but in a manner that told her she was simply entertainment to him. 

      Daisy rocked back on her heels, madder than a gull who’d found an empty McDonald’s bag. “Jake Holloway, I grew up in the house next to yours! Saw you every summer and sometimes in those in-between months, too.”

      He ran his gaze over her, causing her face to warm, and something dawned in his eyes. He leaned in closer. “The munchkin?”

      Daisy rolled her eyes but kept herself from stomping a foot, like a toddler. No one had called her that in nearly eight years, and she didn’t relish hearing it now. “It’s Daisy,” she emphasized. “Daisy Mcafee.”

      Jake’s giddy smile dimmed. He tilted his head, the recognition dawning across his face. “Mcafee? Are you—”

      “I’m Wren’s daughter.”
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      A misshapen cloud hovered over Jake’s head. Daisy hated him, apparently, though he had no recollection of anything he had done in the past to invite such wrath. Weren’t teenage boys supposed to be clueless? His mind replayed the smorgasbord of reactions Daisy had offered him moments ago on this beach—a glare, an eye roll, crossed arms, and one haughty chin.

      A dog appeared at his feet, a large name tag swinging from her collar. “Sally” panted heavily as sea water dripped from her fur. She dropped a stick of driftwood onto one of his Adidas running shoes and whined. 

      Jake chucked the doggy under her chin and laughed. “Ready to run?”

      The dog sidled backward, egging him on. 

      Jake faked her out a few times, then pitched the stick high into the air, far enough for it to land in the tide. Sally tore after it, and from a distance, her owner caught his attention and waved.

      Jake kept on moving, soaking up the perfect weather. At least he had that going for him today. The air was crisp and warm at Colibri Beach, cheery enough to make him ask himself, at least once, why he had so seldom returned over the years.

      One reason was obvious: time. Jake worked long, treacherous hours using his skills and passion to create sustainable, mixed-use commercial developments throughout Los Angeles. Buyers wanted to see eco-conscious designs that were foundational—not just a building with solar panels stuck on the roof to make things look eco-friendly. He worked arduously on balance, on providing free-flowing projects that maximized light and space, yet contained strong structural support. 

      To his mind, the study and execution of a building of any size was both art and science. Not to mention sweat. There had been other reasons he’d stayed away, but why bring up bygones now? 

      His cell phone rang and, eager to do away with his memories, Jake answered the call without looking at the screen.

      “It’s Mike. Got a second?”

      Being on a first-name basis with his lawyer had its perks. Although at the moment, he couldn’t name one. 

      “I do,” he said. “Shoot.”

      “It appears we are having a problem locating Billy Bask. My office has exhausted its resources in serving him with a notice of deposition.”

      Jake clenched his jaw. Figures the guy would run. Although he had not been able to prove it yet, he believed Billy, the foreman on the Carter Hotels project, knew exactly how his official plans changed without Jake knowing about it. That change pitched Jake headfirst into hot water.

      He glanced out to the gurgling, churning sea. “Thoughts on what to do next?”

      “We are not giving up, of course. With your permission, I’d like to hire a private investigator to dig him up.”

      “My permission because this will cost more money.”

      “Precisely. My guy is reasonable, but depending on the time it takes, there could be a considerable cost to the process.”

      There wasn’t anything to think about. Bask had to be found. “Then do it.”

      With a click, his lawyer hung up to chase after fine print and fugitives, leaving Jake to ruminate on that lingering cloud. As far as he could tell, no one in the family knew about this glitch in Jake’s otherwise ripple-less career—not even his sister Grace, who, as a lawyer herself, would surely jump at the chance to study up on what he’d gotten himself into. Or rather, what his once-illustrious client had dragged him into.

      Jake sucked up an all-consuming breath and let it out again. There was much that his family did not know about him. He had held his thoughts and activities private for as long as he could remember and it never bothered him … until now. Something about being here again made him feel closer to the sisters he rarely saw in person. 

      Steps away from the beach house now, he slowed to stop, allowing himself to stand back and take in the old beast. The stillness of the house, once lit up and filled with nonstop noise—a byproduct of having so many sisters around along with their summertime friends—unnerved him.

      And just like that, the tide turned his emotions and he had never disliked the beach so much.

      A movement to his left caught his attention. Daisy emerged from her mother’s house and stepped out onto the south-facing deck, the one opposite his family’s home. She had replaced the baseball cap with a cowboy hat and wore goggles around her neck. He watched as she put a bottle of something on the table and carried a sander to the other side of the deck. There was nothing timid about the way she moved. Maybe that was another reason he had recognized her earlier today, though he had thought it had more to do with her diminutive size.

      Daisy thought him a jerk. She hadn’t said so in words, but she certainly did with that flash of flame in her eyes when she drew herself up on her toes to face him. He pressed his lips together, considering Daisy’s reaction to him. He tried to think of her situation in reverse. If someone from his childhood didn’t recognize him, he doubted he would care.

      Then again, maybe he wouldn’t have noticed either.

      He curled another look at her. She tossed her hat onto the table and put the goggles on. Then she cranked up the sander and began working on a portion of ancient deck railing. Odd. Damage to the Mcafee house happened on the other side. He wasn’t around when the fire started but was here soon after for a time. He examined the place then and took in the aftermath, and quite frankly, had been surprised the house had survived as long as it had. 

      The first thing he noticed was the mismatched siding on
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