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      He came to Ocean Shores to disappear. She’s never been good at leaving people alone.

      

      Jax Ridley moved into the Ocean Shores apartment building with a guitar he barely touches, a past he refuses to talk about, and a name he hopes no one recognizes. Kaia Mercer is a paramedic who can’t stop helping people—even when she probably should.

      

      When a late-night accident and a decades-old mystery throw them together, hidden music, forgotten memories, and growing attraction make staying detached impossible.

      

      Between beachside barbecues, nosy neighbors, found family, and a community that refuses to leave anyone alone, Jax’s carefully guarded life starts slipping through his fingers, and Kaia discovers she may be just as afraid of needing someone as he is.
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      Working a shift with Eric Valero was like being on a bad date for eight hours. Kaia Mercer inwardly sighed as she drove the ambulance back to the station with her temporary partner talking nonstop about how great he was at everything. Shutting up was apparently not one of his many talents. She drew another deep breath as he mentioned for the tenth time a stock that he'd made a killing on by taking a tip from some guy at the gym. If he was doing so well in his outside hustles, she didn't know why he was still a paramedic floater. But she didn't want to ask, because that would only bring more words.

      Two more weeks, she reminded herself. Then her partner, Dana Harvey, would be back from her Hawaiian honeymoon, and her life would return to normal. Until then, she had to put up with Eric, who wasn't terrible at his job, just not that great. Her sour mood, however, wasn't just because of Eric. It was ninety-five degrees in Oceanside, and her paramedic's uniform didn't breathe even a little bit. She was really looking forward to tomorrow, when she could put on her bikini and sit by the Ocean Shores pool, which was one of her favorite places to be. For now, the air-conditioned station would have to do.

      The radio crackled as another call came in. The air conditioning and the pool would have to wait. And now her irritation was compounded by concern, because she'd been to this address twice in the past two weeks.

      "I know this man," she said. "Walter Cobb, eighty years old, diabetic, recently moved in with his granddaughter, who works all the time, leaving Walter on his own. A neighbor called in reporting a possible heart attack two weeks ago and a dizzy spell four days ago. Both times, his blood sugar was low, and he was easily stabilized."

      "So, he's a frequent flyer."

      "It's looking that way. He needs more care than we can give him, but he's also stubbornly independent and frankly, kind of mean. He doesn't take advice and his granddaughter has never been there when we've been called. There's no one to follow up with, except the neighbor, who's made it clear she's just calling for help, not getting involved."

      "Our job is to stabilize him. The rest is up to him and his family," Eric said with a curt edge to his voice.

      He wasn't wrong. That was the job. It just didn't always sit right with her, not when she could see a problem that could be solved, or at least improved, with more attention.

      She stopped in front of the two-story apartment building on Garrison Street in Oceanside and hopped out of the ambulance. They grabbed their gear and headed into the building, a modest, two-story structure with four apartments, two on each floor.

      Walter's unit was on the second floor, and when they reached the landing, the door across the hall opened, with a four-inch chain still firmly in place, a woman's face visible in the open crack.

      She'd met Doris Park on the last two occasions. She was a cautious, nosy woman in her seventies who lived alone, and while she didn't want to get involved, she seemed to know everything going on in the building.

      "Mrs. Park," she said. "What's going on?"

      "I heard a crash. I think Walter fell again. I knocked on his door, but he didn't answer, and his granddaughter, Catherine, isn't home."

      "Okay." She knocked on Walter's door. "Mr. Cobb? Are you alright?"

      She heard a muffled voice, but she couldn't make out what he was saying. She tried the handle, but the door was locked.

      "I have a key," Doris volunteered, holding it in her hand as she extended her arm through the opening.

      "Thanks." She didn't bother to ask why Doris hadn't used the key herself to check on Walter. She simply unlocked the door and opened it, then handed the key to Eric, who passed it back to Doris.

      As she entered the apartment, she saw Walter in the hallway between the two bedrooms. He was on the floor, slumped against the wall, his face pale.

      "What are you doing in here?" he asked in confusion. "I didn't say you could come in."

      She dropped to her knees next to him. "Mr. Cobb. It's Kaia Mercer. We met last week. Did you fall?"

      "No, I didn't fall. I just sat down," he said with annoyance, but there was an uncertainty in his eyes that told the real story.

      "Why don't you let me check things out? How's your blood sugar today?"

      "I don't know. Same as always," he grumbled, but he submitted to the finger prick without comment.

      The number came back lower than she wanted. She took a gel packet out of her kit. "Your sugar is low. Take this."

      "I don't like the taste of that."

      "Take it anyway." She gave him a pointed look.

      He let out a weary sigh, then swallowed the gel without comment, wincing as he did so.

      "Did you eat today?" she asked as Eric checked Walter's blood pressure.

      "I had coffee."

      "That's not food."

      "Well, I wasn't hungry before. I thought I'd get something when I went out."

      "Blood pressure is low," Eric commented. "I'll take it again in a minute."

      She nodded. "Where's your granddaughter, Mr. Cobb?"

      "Working. And you don't need to worry Catherine about this. I'm fine. And I have places to go. I feel better now."

      "Give it another minute," she told him, putting a hand on his shoulder as he started to move. "I'm concerned about you, Mr. Cobb. This is the third time you've fallen."

      "I told you I just sat down to rest."

      "On the floor?"

      "It's a free country. I can sit wherever I want. It's none of your business. And you can tell that nosy neighbor to stop calling you."

      "She's worried about you, as am I. You need to stay on top of your sugar levels."

      "I can take care of myself. I've been doing it for a long time."

      She waited another five minutes, then checked his blood sugar again, happy to see the number coming up. "When does your granddaughter get home?"

      "Tomorrow. She's out of town, some conference," he muttered.

      "Is there anyone else who can check on you?"

      "I don't need anyone to check on me."

      "I'm concerned about your recurring falls. I'd like to take you to the hospital so they can do a more thorough workup."

      "I'm not going to the hospital. I'm fine."

      "We'll need you to sign this," Eric said, putting a tablet in front of Walter. "It says you're refusing transport to the hospital. You can just use your finger⁠—"

      "I know. I did it before." Walter scribbled his name on the tablet and handed it back to Eric.

      She helped him to his feet, not thrilled at his unsteadiness, but he seemed to gather more strength as he found his balance. "I think you should stay home and rest. Whatever you need to do can wait."

      "I don't need some kid like you to tell me what to do," he grumbled. "I'm fine now."

      She hesitated, but Eric's muttered, "Mercer," made her realize she needed to move on, even though she wasn't comfortable leaving Walter alone. But she was a paramedic, not a babysitter, and he was stable. "Eat something. A peanut butter sandwich would be a good start."

      "I will," he promised.

      She followed Eric out the door and back to the ambulance. "That's not a good living situation," she said as she got behind the wheel.

      "Maybe not, but it's not up to you to change his living situation," Eric said pragmatically. "I didn't realize your sharp edge hid such a soft heart, Mercer."

      She frowned. "I'm not being soft, I'm assessing the situation, and it's not good."

      "We followed protocol. Let's move on. We have another call."

      "I know. I got it." But before she could tell dispatch that they were responding, they were waved off and told to return to the station.

      "We could have spent more time after all," she said with a sigh.

      "And done what? Make him a sandwich?"

      "Maybe. This is the third call in two weeks. What condition will he be in the next time we get a call?"

      "Why do you care so much about this guy?" he challenged. "Mr. Cobb wasn't very nice."

      "He's a veteran. Didn't you see the photos on the table?"

      "I didn't, but okay," Eric said with a shrug. "Maybe he can get help from the VA then."

      "He's probably too proud to ask." Walter reminded her of her father, another veteran too stubborn to admit he ever needed help. But she'd never been able to change his mind, either. Eric was right. She was being too soft. She'd done her job. That was it.

      "What are you doing after shift?" Eric asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      "Going to bed," she replied, sensing where his question was leading.

      "At nine o'clock on a Friday night? I'm hitting up Manion's. Have you been to that new club yet? They have great music. Come with me, and I'll buy you a drink."

      "Thanks, but I'm tired and hot. If anything, I'm going to jump in the pool at my apartment building and then get into bed."

      "That apartment building you live in—Ocean Shores, right? I heard everyone who lives there is single and good-looking."

      "We have older people living there, too. It's like every other building."

      "That's not what my friend said. He went on a date with someone named Skye, and he said he saw nothing but bikini babes by the pool. My lease is up in September. I was thinking about checking your building out."

      "There aren't any vacancies right now," she lied.

      "Are you sure? Maybe I should talk to the manager."

      "Josie will tell you the same thing. I can let you know if things change." She was not at all interested in having Eric as one of her neighbors. She'd never have any peace.

      "I don't know if I believe you, Mercer. What's your deal, anyway?"

      "I don't have a deal."

      "Well, you're not very friendly. You don't seem to have a boyfriend, but I haven't seen you on any of the dating apps."

      "I don't do them anymore. Never got good results," she said shortly.

      "But you are single."

      "Yes," she muttered, not wanting to create more interest by avoiding the question. "And I'm fine with that."

      "You should still come out for a drink tonight. Have some fun. Meet some new people."

      "Another time. It's too hot." She pulled into the station with relief. "All I want right now is air-conditioning."
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      Jax Ridley stood outside Manion's a little after nine, the live music drifting through the open door, giving him mixed emotions. It was the first time in months he felt the urge to go inside, but giving in to it would take him down a road he didn't need to travel. Instead, he headed down the street to his car. He'd parked by the pizza parlor, where he'd grabbed a couple of slices before taking a walk in the cool evening air, a pleasant respite from the heat of the day.

      He'd needed to get away from his stuffy apartment at Ocean Shores where the air- conditioning barely worked and the hot weather had brought the tenants out to the pool as soon as they got off work. When he'd left, there had been an impromptu barbecue going on, which seemed to occur at least three times a week.

      He'd managed to avoid the social events in the two months he'd been living in the building, but as time went on, he knew it would become more difficult to do that. When his former agent had hooked him up with the manager of the building, he'd been looking to escape, and he'd thought a beachside apartment in Oceanside was just the ticket. But he hadn't realized the apartment building would be so community-oriented, which was not the ideal environment for someone who wanted to stay out of sight.

      Not that anyone had appeared to recognize him so far. Sometimes, he didn't know whether he should be offended by that or grateful. It reminded him that his fame had never been as bright as his former partner's, and maybe he should be thankful for that, too.

      As he got into his car, his phone buzzed with a series of texts. He glanced down at the screen, catching glimpses of incoming messages from his former agent, Clay Henning. Seeing Wren's name in those texts made him immediately set the phone down. He didn't want to talk to Clay about Wren, about his former life, or anything.

      He started the engine and pulled out of his spot, his phone buzzing on the console several more times. As he stopped at a light, he glanced at it again, seeing new texts from Wren's manager and her publicist.

      Swearing under his breath, he turned off his phone and started across the intersection. Despite his resolve not to get involved in whatever discussion they were having, his thoughts were taking him back in time to a life that had had so many ups and downs, so many low points and high points, so much drama that he probably should have expected it to combust long before it had. But that was the past. He was starting over. He had left all that behind him.

      As he turned the corner, his headlights suddenly caught a man stepping right into the path of his car. He slammed on the brakes and swerved to the right, hitting a recycling bin as his car came to a stop on the curb. He jumped out of his vehicle and saw an older man with gray hair, wearing a wrinkled suit, standing in the middle of the street looking around in confusion.

      Before he could take a step, another car pulled up, and a woman jumped out of the vehicle, her red hair catching his attention. He'd seen her before at Ocean Shores. She was one of his neighbors, the one who was always at the pool, the one with the stunning body and shockingly pretty face.

      But she wasn't looking at him. She was running toward the man in the middle of the road.

      "Mr. Cobb," she said. "It's me, Kaia Mercer. I saw you earlier today. The paramedic, remember? Let's go to the sidewalk." She tried to take his arm.

      The old man shook her off. "What are you doing here?" the man asked in confusion.

      "I'm getting you out of the street. It's not safe."

      "I don't need your help."

      "Mr. Cobb, please…"

      As another car came down the street, he sprinted forward, not wanting to see another accident right in front of his face. "Let's get you both out of the street," he said.

      Kaia turned her head in surprise, recognition flashing through her eyes. But she didn't say anything. She tried to grab the old man's wrist, but he was too quick, and she missed. Still, she pleaded, "Come with me, Mr. Cobb."

      "I'm going the other way," the man said. "I have to find the red door. It's on this street somewhere."

      Deciding it was better to go along than argue, he said, "Let us help you find the door."

      "You know where it is?" the man asked as the approaching car leaned on its horn, making him jump.

      "Come this way," he said, urging him toward the sidewalk.

      "Oh, okay," the man said, shuffling his feet toward him. "I thought it might be on the other side."

      As they escorted the man to the curb, he wondered how he was going to tell the guy that he had no idea where the red door was; he'd just wanted to get him out of the street.

      "Are you feeling okay, Mr. Cobb?" Kaia asked the man when they reached the sidewalk. "Have you checked your blood sugar?"

      "It's fine," the man said, an irritated look on his face. "Why are you always around anyway? Are you following me?"

      "No. I keep getting called to your apartment because you keep falling down."

      "Well, I didn't fall now. Leave me alone."

      "You live a couple of miles away from here, Mr. Cobb," Kaia said, ignoring the man's request. "How did you get here?"

      "I took a cab, and I'll take one back when I'm ready. I just need to find the red door." He turned to Jax. "You said you saw it."

      "I'm not sure now that it was red. It might have been orange."

      "The one I'm looking for is red," Walter said.

      "Wherever you're going, it's probably closed. It's almost ten," he said. "Maybe you should wait until tomorrow. It will be easier to find the door in the light."

      "It's that late?" the man asked.

      "It is."

      "Then I guess I'll call a cab. My granddaughter put the number in for me."

      "I can take you home," Kaia offered.

      "I don't need a ride from you. I can find my own way. I'm not a child." Walter punched in a number and then started talking with the cab company a moment later.

      Kaia's gaze turned to him. "You're Jax—right? My neighbor?"

      "I've seen you around the building," he muttered.

      "I'm just a few doors away on the first floor. I guess we finally ran into a situation where you couldn't take off without talking to me," she added, a sharp, dry note in her voice.

      "I guess we did. How do you know this guy?"

      "I'm a paramedic. I've been called to his house several times, including earlier today."

      "Not because I called you," Mr. Cobb interrupted as he put his phone into his pocket. "Nosy neighbor is always butting into my business. Cab is coming. You two can go."

      "I'm going to wait," Kaia said.

      He shrugged. "Suit yourself."

      As the man crossed his arms in resignation, Kaia did the same, clearly determined not to leave the man alone until he was in a cab. That was probably a good idea, since he'd been wandering into traffic just a few minutes earlier.

      "Who are you?" the older man suddenly asked, his gaze swinging to him.

      "Jax Ridley. You walked in front of my car."

      "Pedestrians have the right of way."

      "You weren't in the crosswalk; you were in the middle of the street."

      "I was looking for the red door, and you were probably going too fast."

      "I was not speeding. You need to watch where you're going."

      "You need to mind your own business," he snapped. "There's my ride."

      As the cab pulled up, Mr. Cobb headed toward the curb.

      "Check your blood sugar when you get home," Kaia said. "And eat something."

      Her only answer was the slam of the car door.

      She shook her head in frustration as the cab pulled away. "That is a bad situation that is going to get worse."

      "Well, Mr. Cobb didn't seem to want our help."

      "He's very difficult," she agreed. "I wonder what that red door was about. Do you know where it is?"

      "No idea. I just wanted to get him out of the road."

      "I was right behind you when he darted in front of you. I'm so glad you didn't hit him. You had a quick reaction."

      "Lucky for him."

      "Thanks for staying to help." She paused. "You know, when we see each other at Ocean Shores, you can say hello. I won't ask for your social security number or anything. You don't have to run away every time someone gets close. We're a friendly group, but privacy is also respected."

      "Seriously?" he asked doubtfully. "It seems like everyone at Ocean Shores is in everyone's business."

      "The people who want to be part of the group are part of it. Those who don't are not. No judgment."

      "I think you've been judging a little."

      Guilt flittered through her eyes. "Maybe. But you're not the first mysterious stranger to live in the building, and at some point, everyone comes around."

      "I'm not being mysterious. I just like my privacy."

      "Then I'll say goodnight." At that, she walked back to her car and got inside.

      As she drove away, he felt a mix of emotions. The almost-collision had woken him up in a weird way, and it felt like something had shifted. He didn't feel numb anymore. His nerves were firing in an almost painful way. He wasn't sure how he felt about that. Maybe once he got home, back in his apartment, behind a locked door, it would shift back…
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      The pool at Ocean Shores was Kaia's favorite place. The water was where she let go of everything, all her worries, all her concerns, especially those that came from the job—the people she couldn't save and the ones she helped but couldn't stop worrying about, like Walter Cobb. He could have been badly hurt last night.

      Thank God, Jax had stopped in time. Running into him had certainly been a surprise. And the fact that he'd spoken to her was even more surprising. He'd been skulking around in the shadows for months. But she didn't want to think about him right now. Ocean Shores on a Saturday morning in late June was a particular kind of paradise, and she just wanted to enjoy it.

      The building was a sprawling beachside complex—two stories of sun-bleached stucco arranged around a central courtyard, with a pool at its heart and palm trees that threw long, swaying shadows across the deck. Bougainvillea climbed the south-facing walls, and the salt air drifted in from the beach across the parking lot.

      It wasn't a fancy pool. The tile had been patched more than once, and the lounge chairs were old and somewhat lumpy, but the courtyard and pool were always alive in a way that other apartment buildings weren't. There was a feeling of community, of family, and no matter how many tenants tried to stay away from it all—like Jax Ridley—most eventually came around and became a part of the group.

      But she wasn't sure what that would take when it came to him. She knew nothing about him, and when anyone asked, Josie, who was the manager of the building, just told them that she knew who he was and everyone needed to respect his privacy. So that's what they'd done, but she couldn't help being curious. And she wondered if the next time they ran into each other, he would say hello. She thought the odds were probably less than fifty-fifty.

      Stripping off the skimpy cover-up she wore over her light-blue bikini, she stretched out on her usual lounger with a happy sigh. She'd applied her usual sunscreen to protect her fair skin, but she was lucky that she tanned instead of burned. It was an odd trait for someone with hair that was a mix of red, brown, and blonde. Chestnut, her mother had called her particular shades, but that was when she was a child. Now, she mostly thought of herself as a redhead. And she was fine with that. She liked being different.

      "You look like you could use a drink." Lexie appeared beside her, holding out one of two glasses of iced tea with a sprig of mint. She wore a white bikini top with cutoff shorts, and her dark hair was pulled up in a messy knot. As Lexie sat down on the adjacent lounger, she said, "Damn, it's hot."

      "Tell me about it." She took a long swig of the cold tea. "I'm so happy I do not have to put on my uniform again until Monday. Hopefully by then the heat will have broken."

      "How was work yesterday?"

      "Long."

      "You still have a sub for a partner?"

      "Yes. I got to spend eight hours with Eric Valero, the most annoying partner I have ever had."

      Lexie smiled. "Did he ask you out again?"

      "Of course. He does not take a hint. Oh, and he talked about wanting to move in here. I told him there were no openings. Maybe you could mention that to your aunt, in case he contacts Josie."

      "I'll let her know. Did you see Emmalyn's text? She's having a crisis about the amount of lace in her wedding dress. She thinks it's too much, and she's made a terrible mistake."

      "Emmalyn worries too much about what other people might think. She looks amazing in that dress. It's not my style, but it suits her perfectly."

      "I agree. And she grew up in such austerity that she should have the wedding of her dreams and as much lace as she wants."

      "Is she coming down to the pool?"

      "No. She's going to run some errands before we meet her this afternoon for the final fitting of our bridesmaids' dresses. I can't believe her wedding is less than six weeks away."

      "I have a feeling yours won't be too far off."

      "Stop. Grayson hasn't proposed."

      "He will," she said confidently. "The man is completely mesmerized by you."

      "Now, you stop," Lexie said with a laugh. "Let's talk about something other than men."

      "Ooh, I don't think I can, because I was just about to tell you that I ran into our mystery man, Jax Ridley, last night."

      Lexie's eyes filled with surprise. "Really? Where?"

      "Downtown. In the middle of the street. An old man walked right in front of his car. Jax stopped in time, thank goodness. I was right behind him, and I knew the man from a call I had earlier in the day, so I got out to help."

      "Was the man all right?"

      "He seemed confused in the beginning, but he got clearer as we spoke. He eventually got a cab home."

      "And Mr. Ridley? Did you talk to him?"

      "Briefly. He recognized me, and I might have mentioned that he didn't have to sprint away every time he saw me…"

      "You always get right to the point, Kaia. What did he say?"

      "Not much. I told him we respect everyone's privacy, and he said it didn't look that way to him, that everyone appeared to be very much in everyone else's business."

      "He's not completely wrong. We can be kind of nosy."

      "But we draw the line at being too invasive. Anyway, he didn't seem to believe me, nor was he inclined to keep talking. When I got home, I have to admit I looked him up on the internet. I know Josie told us all at the beginning not to go digging, but I couldn't help myself."

      "What did you find?"

      "Nothing, which makes me wonder if he's using his real name. It's rare not to have a fingerprint online."

      "I'm sure his story will come out at some point. But please don't tell my aunt you looked him up. She's oddly protective of him, and I don't even understand how she knows him. But she told me he needs the healing properties of Ocean Shores and to leave him alone. She said specifically to tell you that."

      "Oh, come on. I'm not the nosiest person in the building."

      Lexie gave her a pointed look.

      "Well, maybe I'm a little more curious than some of you now, because you're all too busy being in love…"

      Lexie's cheeks warmed, and something darted through her brown eyes. She looked as if she wanted to say something but then thought better of it.

      "What?" she asked warily, always one to call out the elephant in the room. "What did I just say?"

      "Nothing."

      "Was I too sarcastic about you being in love? I didn't mean it that way."

      "No." Lexie licked her lips. "It's just…Well, Grayson and I looked at houses the other day."

      Her stomach clenched. She'd known this day was coming; she just hadn't expected it to be so soon. But despite having only gotten together about two months ago, Grayson and Lexie were living together and were very much a couple. Grayson was also a rich guy, the owner of the building, in fact. The idea that they would continue sharing a one-bedroom apartment here had never seemed like a long-term plan.

      "I figured you would leave at some point." She tried not to show how disappointed she was at the idea of Lexie moving out. Lexie was one of her best friends. So was Emmalyn. And they were both moving on with their lives, while she seemed to be stuck. But that was her problem, not theirs. "Did you find anything you liked?"

      "There's a house about two miles from here, up in the hills. It has a pool and a great view. But I don't think I'm ready to move."

      "Why not? What's really holding you here?"

      "I still help Aunt Josie."

      "Not that much. Not since you've been traveling to exotic places like Morocco and Anguilla and the south of France. You've hardly been here the last several weeks. And we're all very happy for you, by the way," she added. "Your photos are amazing, and I can't wait for your show next weekend. Your career has taken off."

      "It has, which is why I don't think we need to move. I have more assignments this summer, and Grayson goes back and forth to LA and New York. We should probably just stay here for a while, don't you think?"

      "I would love for you to stay here. I can't imagine not seeing you around this place, but I completely understand why you would want more space."

      "It's just too fast," Lexie said with a frown. "We don't need to rush. It's not like we're even engaged."

      "What does Grayson say?"

      "That he wants me to be happy, so whatever I want to do is fine with him."

      "Well, there you go."

      "Anyway, don't say anything to anyone. I shouldn't have even mentioned it."

      "You can always talk to me, Lexie. I hope you know that."

      "I know that, and I love you and Em, Madison, Ava, Paige, everyone… I can't really imagine moving away. You're all my family."

      She could see the conflict in Lexie's eyes. "Moving in with Grayson doesn't mean you're leaving the family. And we wouldn't have this family if it weren't for you and Josie fighting to keep the building the way it is. You don't have to sacrifice your happiness for us. Nobody wants that. Things change. Look at all the new couples we have around here."

      Lexie frowned again. "That's the second time you've mentioned all the couples, all the love…is that bothering you?"

      "Well, I am starting to feel like one of the last single women standing."

      "There are more single women than just you in the building."

      "I know. I'm fine," she said. "Really. I like my life. It's all good."

      "Have you gone out with anyone interesting lately?"

      "No. I haven't met anyone exciting in a long time." As she said the words, Jax Ridley's handsome image flashed through her head. He was definitely attractive, with his rugged good looks and deep blue eyes. But even if she was intrigued by him, he was definitely not interested in her. He'd made that clear.

      "Maybe you're too picky," Lexie suggested.

      "I doubt that. My last online date left right after he finished eating a really expensive steak. He suddenly felt ill and had to leave, sticking me with the bill. I never heard from him again, which was fine with me."

      "Well, hopefully, the next guy will be better. I have to say, I do not miss dating."

      "I got off the apps a couple of weeks ago. I need a break." She paused as Paige and her six-year-old boy, Henry, came to the pool, settling into the lounger on her other side.

      "I have a frog that swims," Henry told her, showing her a frog, whose legs were kicking away.

      "That's cool," she said with a laugh.

      "Stay in the shallow end," Paige told her son, then gave them a smile. "It is so damned hot."

      "Mom, you said a bad word," Henry declared from the edge of the pool. "I get another quarter."

      "Sorry, honey," Paige said quickly.

      "Bad word jar?" she asked.

      "Yes. I'm going to go broke if this heat doesn't let up." She looked up as Bree and her six-year-old daughter, Olivia, joined them.

      "It looks like we've got a party," Kaia said, thinking her idea of relaxing by the pool had just gone out the window. On the other hand, she had all her friends around her. What could be better? She set down her drink. "Save my seat. I'll be right back. I need to move my laundry along." While she hated doing laundry, it was much better when she could wait for her clothes to be done while sitting by the pool. She threw on her sheer cover-up and made her way around the pool, stopping to say hello to Josie, Margaret and Frank, who were playing cards as usual.

      "Hello, Kaia," Josie said with her perpetually cheerful smile. "Anything new?"

      She shook her head, remembering Lexie's warning not to talk about Jax Ridley to her aunt. Although she couldn't help wondering again what the connection was between a woman in her early seventies and the thirty-something, very attractive man, who didn't seem to exist anywhere in the world but here.
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      Jax usually found doing laundry to be relaxing because it was so boring. But as he set his basket on the table in the center of the room, his vibrating phone drew his attention once more. It had been going off relentlessly for the past hour, with almost a dozen texts from Clay Henning, his former agent, two from Sharla Fields, Wren's publicist, and three from Wren herself.  Everyone seemed determined to bring him back into a life he'd left behind.

      Frowning, he looked around for an empty washer, but they all appeared to be taken. He probably shouldn't have waited until Saturday to do the laundry. Two of the cycles appeared to be finished, so maybe he could move the laundry along. Before he could do that, his phone rang again.

      Shaking his head, he decided the only way to end it was to end it. "Clay, you need to stop."

      "I can't believe you finally answered."

      "Because you're making me nuts. I told you I wanted no contact."

      "That was months ago. Things have changed. You need to talk to Wren. She's in a good place now. And you can get back everything you lost."

      "There's no way I could ever get back even half of what I lost," he said emphatically, pausing as the laundry door opened and Kaia walked in. Knowing Clay was about to launch into whatever scheme he had in mind, he said, "I have to go. Whatever you are trying to put together, the answer is no."

      "Sorry to interrupt," Kaia said as she ventured farther into the room. "I just need to move my laundry."

      "Great," he said tersely, not sure what she'd heard, not that it mattered, because she was the least of his concerns.

      As she opened the washer and transferred her clothes into the dryer, he suddenly became aware of her beautiful bikini-clad body, which wasn't at all hidden by the sheer cover-up. His breath caught in his throat as he noticed her creamy, slightly pink skin, her freckled shoulders, sexy curves, and long legs. He swallowed back a sudden knot in his throat. Of course, he'd noticed her before lounging by the pool. He wasn't blind. But he also wasn't interested. He couldn't be interested. He didn't need that kind of distraction.

      She shut the dryer door. "Sorry if you had to wait." She tipped her head toward his laundry basket.

      "It's fine."

      "Are you okay?"

      "Fine. I thought you were all about respecting the privacy of your neighbors," he grumbled, knowing he was taking out his bad mood on her.

      "You're right. I shouldn't care if you're okay. You just seemed to be having some drama with someone on the phone."

      "Drama that doesn't concern you. You do this a lot, don't you?"

      "Do what?" she asked warily.

      "Insert yourself into someone else's business, like you did last night with the old guy."

      "Walter Cobb almost got himself killed. Since I've been called to treat him three times in the last two weeks, I was concerned about him. I still am. But he doesn't want my help. And that stubborn pride could be his downfall."

      She might not be wrong, but he didn't feel like telling her that. He did, however, feel like a jerk for trying to turn someone's kind concern into something bad. "I'm sorry," he said shortly.

      She raised a brow in surprise. "About what?"

      "It was nice of you to be concerned about him. He does seem like he could use some help. But doesn't he have family to do that?"

      "He lives with his granddaughter, but I've never met her. She works long hours and is currently out of town. I don't know their situation, but I do know he's not taking care of himself the way he should, and I worry about the consequences."

      "Do you always get so involved with people you treat?" he asked.

      "I try not to, but sometimes when there is more than one call, it's difficult to stay detached. Walter also kind of reminds me of my father," she said unexpectedly. "He's a veteran, too, and he doesn't like to ask or receive help. Nor does he ever want to talk about what's bothering him." She gave a faint smile. "I seem to be surrounded by men who would really like me to leave them alone. I guess I should do just that."

      "I shouldn't have snapped at you earlier. I was bothered before you walked in the door."

      "From whoever was on the phone. I get it. Apology accepted."

      "Thanks."

      "I do have one more thing to say."

      "What?"

      "You should separate your colors from your whites." She tipped her head to his laundry basket. "That red shirt could turn everything else pink."

      "I know how to do laundry. And I've washed that shirt before. It's fine."

      "You like that word, don't you—fine?" she said with a drawl. "So, I'll just say fine and leave you alone."

      "Fine," he said, unable to stop a reluctant smile from lifting his lips. Kaia Mercer definitely had a personality to match her red hair.

      "That's a better look on you," she said approvingly. "You should try smiling more often." She left the laundry room, the door banging behind her.

      He shook his head in bemusement, feeling like every time he talked to her, he ended up feeling like she'd somehow gotten something out of him he hadn't wanted to give, whether it was information or a smile. He threw his laundry into the empty washer and started it. Then he left the room, not at all surprised to see an impromptu party around the pool. There seemed to be one every other day.

      Kaia was in the middle of things with Lexie, an attractive brunette who helped Josie run the building and was also a photographer, and Emmalyn, a sweet blonde elementary school teacher who was apparently getting married to a former military pilot, who was now doing search and rescue. It was amazing how much he had learned from just leaving his windows open or walking through the courtyard.

      "Jax," Josie said, waving to him from her card game.

      He frowned, wishing he could ignore her, but she was the one person he couldn't just walk away from, not after what she was doing for him.

      "We could use a fourth," she said. "Do you play gin rummy?"

      "Sorry, I don't," he said automatically.

      "Well, if you change your mind, you're welcome to join us."

      "Appreciate that." He hurried across the courtyard and into his apartment, shutting the door behind him. But with his windows open, he could still hear the party, and for the first time in a long time, it felt more appealing than repulsive. But he couldn't join in. It would just lead to questions he didn't want to answer, to speculation and curiosity, maybe renewed media attention. He didn't want any of that.

      But as he looked around his too-quiet apartment, he wasn't sure he wanted this much silence either. There was a lot of life happening right outside his door. How long would he be able to stay on the inside? Especially when so many people were trying to pull him out.

      As his phone vibrated again, he picked it up and shut it off. Maybe he couldn't avoid his neighbors, but he could avoid the people from his past, and he was going to do that until, hopefully, they gave up.
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