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      It’s one thing when your friends throw you a surprise party for your thirtieth birthday. It’s something else when they each bring you a bachelor as a present.

      

      The high school sweetheart, the new-in-town billionaire, the local bad boy – her friends invited them all, but it’s the doctor who shows up by accident who is the dark horse in this birthday dating race. Gloria Vargas needs a reason to stick around in Holiday Beach, and a new romance would help ease the fact that her career prospects have stalled.

      

      Dr. Daniel Wyatt is in town to open a new medical practice, keep an eye on his aging grandparents, and do some wedding venue research for his cousin, but being bachelor number four is distracting him from his duties – and Gloria is a wonderful distraction.

      

      Is it a coincidence that Gloria and Daniel run into each other everywhere they go, or are matchmaking forces at work in Holiday Beach to make a birthday wish come true?

      

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      

      To keep up with the latest Holiday Beach romances as well as updates on her other new releases, sign up for Elle’s newsletter.
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      Gloria Vargas buttoned her navy blazer to cover the coffee spot on her white blouse, smoothed her brown hair, and stepped out of the office of the Dew Drop Inn to greet the two men at the reception desk. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. How can I help you?” she asked with a smile.

      Things were hopping at the small hotel. A large family had just checked out, freeing up four rooms for new guests. It was their head housekeeper’s first day back from vacation, and Gloria needed to bring her up to speed on what she’d missed. She was also expecting several guests, including a social media sensation hot-air balloonist who was doing some aerial photography of the area, someone whose name had been mis-entered into their system as “Not Applicable”, and two people for a tour of the grounds to see if they were interested in holding events in the newly renovated conference rooms on the property.

      The man she recognized answered first. She and Mickey had done their research when the billionaire who had recently moved to town called to ask to see the hotel. “I’m Ben Ackerman. I’m here for the hotel tour,” the short-haired blond said, holding out his hand. “Mickey Wagner said you’d be able to show me event spaces for a private party.”

      “Absolutely. We have a great setup for that,” Gloria told him. The local rumor mill said that the house Ben Ackerman had bought was only supposed to be a vacation property, but he’d been spending a lot of time in Holiday Beach recently, overseeing the last of the construction. Hosting an event for him would bring the Dew Drop Inn all kinds of publicity and social media buzz.

      But it was the second man who caught her attention. His hair was dark brown like hers, but instead of similar brown eyes, his were a deep, sparkling blue. He was slightly taller than Ben, who was only a couple inches taller than her, putting the stranger a little under six feet. Gloria was certain she’d never seen him before. She would have remembered.

      He smiled at her. “Hi, I’m Daniel Wyatt. I’m here for the events tour, too.”

      “Pleased to meet you both. Wyatt? Any relation to Gene and Jean Wyatt here in town?”

      “My grandparents.”

      She grinned. “Your grandparents slaughtered my friend’s team at their last bowling tournament, then mocked them with a victory dance. I love them. Let me grab my tablet and we can get started.” Gloria ducked back into the office and whispered, “Hey, boss, can you keep an eye on the front desk till I get back? This should only take half an hour or so.”

      Mickey Wagner, one of the hotel’s two owners, looked up from the payroll program on his monitor. “I’ll be right out. We have a check-in arriving soon anyway.”

      Gloria frowned. “I think we need to check the reservations program. That one came up without an actual name.” She prided herself on always making sure she kept up-to-date on bookings.

      Mickey Wagner grinned at her. “Don’t worry. It’s a VIP I set up personally for anonymity.”

      That was odd, but she didn’t have time to worry about it. She had a hotel to show off. The conference rooms had been closed for so long due to their recent renovations that Gloria felt a little rusty about giving tours, but she’d been practicing all morning.

      She started in the lobby, which was a showpiece on its own. “Our lobby was repaired, renovated, and repainted a couple of years ago in a retro sixties style, but with all-new furnishings. It’s north-facing, with floor-to-ceiling windows for lots of natural light. It’s also large enough to set up a coffee or breakfast buffet station if you wish to hire caterers for your event,” Gloria said, beginning her spiel.

      She’d worked at the Dew Drop in for three years now, arriving as a green assistant manager when the outdated hotel had been in danger of closing. She’d been there through its makeover, when she met Lucy Callahan, the property manager who turned into a one-woman wreck and renovation crew. It was Lucy who turned the old building upside-down during reconstruction and transformed it into a retro boutique hotel in the year-round holiday resort town.

      It had been a good three years. Mickey was an excellent boss and had given her every opportunity to study all aspects of the business, from marketing to helping choose the software for the reception desk. She hadn’t regretted a single second of her job since she decided to stay at the family-run hotel.

      “This is one of our two conference rooms, which can be combined into one, depending on the size you need. Again, they’ve both been recently renovated from the flooring to the ceiling, where they have brand-new, LED lighting. We’ve also upgraded the electrical with charging stations for plugs and USB, and there’s a retractable projection screen and a ceiling-mounted projector for presentations. There are three areas with multiple plugs available for sound-system hubs or catering stations, so you won’t be running extension cords halfway across the room.” The Dew Drop Inn had been sadly behind the times before the renovation. When they upgraded, Lucy had ensured they’d have everything the modern guest would need.

      “Can I take some pictures?” Daniel asked. After she nodded, he pulled out his phone and diligently photographed all the amenities she’d pointed out.

      Gloria next brought them out to the rear grounds. The pool deck was out of sight from the front parking lot, but the south side of the property was a jewel in the Dew Drop Inn crown. The outdoor pool sparkled in the sun, the new lounge chairs begged people to have a seat, and the platform at the end of the deck could be set up as a bar. Plus, at her urging, Mickey and his brother Roy had constructed a large, octagonal gazebo beyond the pool in the small clearing that backed onto the woods behind the hotel. The evergreens, maples, and crab apple trees made a gorgeous backdrop for photos any time of year.

      Daniel stopped dead in his tracks. “I’m pretty sure this is exactly what the bride is looking for. I don’t need to see any more. This is spectacular.”

      Gloria’s heart dropped at his announcement that he was off the market but made herself smile at the compliment. He was obviously a man with great taste. “Are you looking for a booking for next summer?” Wedding locations seemed to book ridiculously far in advance. Luckily for him, their calendar was still wide open.

      “Not me, but my cousin needs something for this October. Her original location burned to the ground, and now she’s looking for an emergency replacement site for this fall.”

      Blood rushed to her face despite the cool breeze. She couldn’t flirt with him while she was working, but she would be seeing him around town. His potentially single status meant she’d be keeping her eyes peeled. “That sounds like a nightmare for her. Is there anything else I can show either of you today?”

      Ben Ackerman answered first. The billionaire was very polite, but he was looking at his phone and at the exit, obviously needing to be on his way. Gloria was surprised he’d taking this meeting himself. “I’ve got to go, but you’ve given me a great start with lots of information. Thank you.” He shook her hand before he left, leaving her alone with Daniel in the beautiful setting.

      “How about you, Daniel?” She would happily walk the entire grounds with him.

      “I’m out of questions at the moment. I’ll forward all these photos to my cousin immediately. You have a wonderful hotel here. No wonder my grandparents recommended it.”

      “I’ll have to thank them for speaking so well of us.”

      “Gloria!” Mickey waved from the French doors that opened from the long main floor corridor onto the pool deck. “We could use you in the front if you’re done.”

      Daniel stepped back and gestured to the door. “I won’t keep you any longer. I really appreciate the tour. You’ve given me all the information I need for now.”

      “If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to contact me. The Dew Drop Inn has some of the best event setups in the area, and we’d love to see you here.” Especially if he was the one that she’d be doing the organizing with.

      He walked around the building while Gloria walked through it, keeping an eye open for anything amiss on the property she was so proud of. She heard a vacuum running on the carpeted stairs, which meant their head housekeeper, Brooke Portman, had finished cleaning the four now-empty rooms. The polished marble floor at the front door gleamed, and Gloria heard voices at the front desk. There was no reason Mickey couldn’t have checked a guest in himself unless there was a problem, so she quickened her step. She hoped Mr. Foster, the balloonist, hadn’t already arrived and proven himself to be a pain.

      She slowed to a stop when she rounded the corner and caught a glance of the older woman waving her phone at the front desk.

      It couldn’t be. Her mother was back home in San Antonio, thirteen hundred miles south of Minnesota, keeping a watchful eye on her sons and her grandchildren while working towards retirement as a legal secretary. “Mama?”

      “Surprise! Happy birthday, Gloria!” Even in heels, her mother was shorter than her, so Gloria stooped to be folded into a tight hug in her mom’s arms. Her grin threatened to split her face. They had spoken to each other that very morning, and her mom hadn’t breathed a word.

      “Mama, what are you doing here?” Gloria had flown home to Texas in January for a belated Christmas holiday and had a great visit with her parents, her brothers, and their families. It had been a great vacation. She stayed long enough to see everybody, but not so long that they could set her up with friends and coworkers to solve her singleness problem.

      Her mother had said nothing about planning a trip to Minnesota. Gloria didn’t even know if her mother knew how to survive out of a large city. Holiday Beach only had a couple thousand people; San Antonio was pushing a million and a half. Her poor mom was about to have some severe culture shock.

      “I came to see my baby girl for her thirtieth birthday. I had to be sneaky, so you didn’t see my reservation. Your boss upgraded me. To the Emerald Suite! And he made reservations for us at Colombo’s for tomorrow. I assumed you were having a party with your friends tonight, and I’ll need to rest after all that travel.”

      Teresa Medina Vargas had never needed a travel rest day in her life. But Gloria appreciated that she was letting her off the hook to entertain her if Gloria had plans for her birthday tonight.

      Which she did. Sort of. “The girls are taking me out for drinks tonight, and then to Colombo’s for pizza. I can ask them to add a person to the reservations,” Gloria said.

      “That’s not much of a celebration for a milestone birthday,” her mom commented.

      “It’s what I wanted.” It was most of what she wanted. The drinks and pizza would be fun, plus she knew the girls were planning to give her presents, although not the one she told them she wanted most. She’d joked that she wanted a boyfriend for her thirtieth birthday, saying that a bow was optional but would make things extra festive.

      “I won’t come to the restaurant for dinner, but I wouldn’t mind meeting your friends if I can come along for a drink at this famous bar you keep talking about,” her mother said.

      The bar in question was the Escape Room, which shared its parking lot with the hotel. It made good sense since the Wagner brothers owned both properties. Mickey and his older brother Roy had run the Escape Room as a family bar for years before they’d received the Dew Drop Inn as an early inheritance from their grandfather. Now each brother ran the business he preferred, and they traded customers whenever they could. It also helped that the Dew Drop Inn had neither a restaurant nor a bar on the premises, which cut down on competition between the two establishments. True to its name, the neighboring bar had an escape room, where the game and theme changed every month or two. The newest one had opened only two weeks ago, and Gloria hadn’t tried it out yet. “That sounds like fun. I don’t know if we’ll be doing the escape room or not, but you’ll be welcome to join us.”

      “I’m sure we’ll all have a good time.”

      Her mom was the best. Gloria had missed her like crazy when she’d taken this job so far from home. “That sounds like fun. I need to finish my shift, then I’ll come get you before we head over, Mama.” What was going to be a quiet birthday had just become a lot more special, even with no sweetheart on the horizon.

      “We’re going to make sure my little girl has a memorable birthday.”
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      As a doctor, Daniel Wyatt knew that there were simple, common-sense rules for a long, healthy life. Not telling your grandmother that her mashed potatoes were lumpy when she had made dinner for you had to be in the top ten. Especially when there were fresh chocolate chip cookies for dessert. That was a lesson he learned long before he started in medical school.

      “I checked out the Dew Drop Inn this afternoon for Claire’s wedding,” Daniel mentioned during a lull in the conversation after he’d politely declined a second helping of potatoes.

      Tonight’s talk around the table revolved around one of his many cousins, specifically Claire Wyatt, the one who had gotten engaged the previous winter. She’d been all set to be married that fall at a golf course in Minneapolis until a fire had destroyed the clubhouse and reception facility. Now she was looking for a replacement location that could host the small family wedding she’d been planning, and she was counting on her cousin to come through for her.

      His grandparents had put forth Holiday Beach as an option, tempting family members with the option to stay at the resort town for a short vacation before or after the big event. As the only future groomsman in town, Daniel had been recruited to be the local researcher. “It’s big enough to host the reception. There’s also a gazebo in the back. Claire might even be able to hold the ceremony there if she’s interested an outdoor venue.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to work with the hotel to make the arrangements since Claire won’t be able to be here for most of the setup?” his grandmother asked.

      “I think so. I met Gloria Vargas today. She seemed very competent.” Daniel broke eye contact to eat another forkful of green beans. Gloria had been more than competent. She’d been smart and funny and well-organized and drop-dead gorgeous. The last wasn’t a business trait, but her bright smile and enchanting laugh had made just as big an impression as her knowledge about the hotel and its capabilities. Daniel was still getting settled in town; he needed to find a location to open his office and a permanent place to live, although the rental house his grandparents had arranged for him would do for now. But as soon as that was done, and he’d handed the wedding planning reins back to his cousin, asking Gloria out was next on his to-do list. His move to Holiday Beach was shaping up on several levels.

      He'd always enjoyed visiting the town when the family had come out for special occasions to visit his grandparents, in no small part because the entire town was all about special occasions. All the local businesses had clubbed together to turn Holiday Beach into a year-long celebration of whatever events were on the calendar. From Valentine’s Day to New Year’s Eve, every notable day came with its own decorations and events to bring the tourists to an otherwise forgettable Minnesota town. It had worked, too. Holiday Beach’s celebrations had put it on the map to the point where the small town had to expand to keep up with new residents who wanted a piece of its popularity. To be honest, Daniel was one of them; he’d chosen Holiday Beach for a number of reasons, and one of them was its potential for his new medical practice.

      After gamely cleaning his plate, rinsing it, and putting it into the dishwasher, Daniel offered the cookie plate to each of his grandparents before sitting down with all that were left. His cookie reward for his politeness was pre-empted by his grandfather’s gentle cough. “Would you like another one, Grandpa?”

      “No thank you. Your grandma was hoping you could do her a favor tonight, Danny.”

      The opportunity to keep an eye on his grandparents was another one of the reasons he’d decided to set up as a general practitioner in the small town. Sometimes that meant letting them cook him dinner; other times it meant being asked to occasionally help around the yard or run an errand. “Of course. What do you need me to do?”

      “Our team sponsor called before supper. Our new bowling shirts are ready. I was hoping you could run out and pick them up for us tonight so I can wash them. I’d love to show them off to the Taylors when we play the Lucky Strikes tomorrow afternoon,” his white-haired granny said. “Susan has been bragging about her new shoes. These should pop her balloon.”

      Bowling shirts were evidently a bigger priority than the half-assembled rocker swing in the backyard. “I can do that, but the post office is already closed for the night.”

      “They aren’t in the mail. They’re holding them at the Escape Room.”

      “I didn’t realize the bar sponsored your group,” Daniel said.

      “Roy gives us discounts at the bar too,” she said.

      “We’re loyal Escapees for life,” his grandpa agreed. “But that’s neither here nor there right now. We’d appreciate it if you could pick up those shirts if you’re not busy unpacking or office-hunting. Have you found a permanent place to set up shop yet?”

      Daniel’s arrival in Holiday Beach had been followed by non-stop activity. He moved into his rental house and had immediately started his locum coverage for a vacationing doctor in the neighboring town of Bixby. That hadn’t left much time to find a location to set up his practice, especially since Claire had called, desperate for his help with the wedding. “I’m still working on it. But yes, I’ll have time to grab those for you and drop them off tonight.”

      “You can drop the shirts off early tomorrow morning,” his grandmother said. “I’m doing laundry before lunch. You’re a good boy, Danny.”

      “Do I have time for a cookie first?” he asked. Despite her mashed potatoes, Jean Wyatt was an excellent cook, and he was still hungry.

      “I’ll get you a glass of milk.”

      Half an hour later he was in a fresh button-down short-sleeve shirt, at his grandmother’s insistence, and walking to the Escape Room from the far corner of the parking lot. He had no idea the bar would be so busy on a weeknight. A sandy-haired woman was blocking the door as he arrived.
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