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      "I cannot wait for more of this series, I want everybody’s backstory and everybody’s happy ever after. And if there’s an empty apartment at Ocean Shores, it’s mine!! " Robin - Goodreads

      

      She'd traded courtrooms for camera clicks. He'd traded affection for acquisition. When sparks fly, will they burn down each other's plans—or light up something real?

      

      Lexie Price ditched her high-stress law career to chase the next great photo and help her aunt run the most delightfully chaotic beachside apartment complex in Ocean Shores.

      

      Enter Grayson Holt: Harvard MBA, all-business, zero-fun, and laser-focused on selling the building for a massive profit. Lexie’s not about to let that happen—not on her watch.

      

      Before any deal can close, Grayson's father throws down one unexpected condition. Grayson must live at Ocean Shores for a full month.

      

      Suddenly, Grayson is knee-deep in friendly neighbors, sandy chaos, and one infuriating and irresistible photographer. Between Lexie's camera, her stubborn streak, and that pink bikini, Grayson’s carefully structured world starts to unravel. She’s not what he came for. But she might be everything he needs.

      

      And if his heart gets involved? Well, he's going to have to blame it on the bikini.
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      Grayson Holt's jaw tightened in frustration as his father's voice crackled through the car speaker.

      "It's just one month, Gray. Four weeks. That's all I'm asking," Emerson Holt said.

      "Four weeks is a ridiculous waste of time," he replied, navigating his Audi along the Pacific Coast Highway, the ocean stretching endlessly to his right. The GPS indicated he was five minutes from Oceanside—five minutes from an obligation he'd been trying to avoid for months. But he'd run out of time and options. "The financial analysis is crystal clear. This building is an underperforming asset we should have divested years ago, Dad. You know that."

      "What I know is that there's more to Ocean Shores than numbers on a spreadsheet."

      "Actually, there isn't." Grayson fought to keep his voice level despite his rising anger. "The property values in this area have skyrocketed. We're sitting on prime beachfront real estate that's generating a fraction of its potential return. We could sell it tomorrow and make a substantial profit."

      His father's sigh was heavy with disappointment. "You're thirty-three years old, Grayson, and you still think everything can be reduced to profit margins."

      "That's literally the point of our business." He glanced in the rearview mirror before changing lanes. "Holt Enterprises isn't a charity. We acquire properties, optimize their value, and sell when the market conditions are favorable. You know this."

      "And yet I've held onto Ocean Shores for thirty-five years."

      "Which has never made sense to me."

      A moment of silence followed, and Grayson could picture his father in his expansive corner office in downtown Los Angeles, staring out at the skyline, gathering his thoughts.

      "That's why you need to stay there," Emerson finally said. "You need to understand why some investments are worth more than their market value."

      "I don't have time for this. I have quarterly projections due next week, the Singapore acquisition is at a critical stage, and the board meeting⁠—"

      "The company won't collapse without you for a month. Our team is more than capable."

      "But—"

      "This isn't negotiable, Gray." His father's voice took on the steely edge that had intimidated countless business associates over the decades. "You want my approval to sell Ocean Shores? Fine. But I'm not signing off until you've lived there for one month. Helen has set everything up for you. Your apartment has been furnished, and the refrigerator and cupboards stocked with essentials. You'll have everything you need."

      "That's not the point."

      "The point," his father said firmly, "is that you need to experience Ocean Shores for yourself. Meet the residents. See what we'd be taking from them if we sell."

      "We'd be giving them a generous relocation package."

      "Money isn't everything, son."

      Grayson nearly laughed at the irony of those words coming from Emerson Holt, a man whose singular focus on wealth acquisition had built a billion-dollar real-estate empire. "That's rich, coming from you."

      "Perhaps I've learned a few things over the years. Things I'd like to spare you from learning the hard way."

      An uncomfortable knot settled in his stomach. His dad's words were more emotionally weighted than most of their conversations, and he didn't know what to make of them.

      "One month at the beach," his father continued. "Not the roughest assignment you've ever been given. You might enjoy yourself."

      "One month. The second it's over, we're listing the property."

      "We'll see."

      The call ended, and Grayson continued down the highway for another few miles, his mind far away from the endless blue sea. He had so many more things he'd rather be doing than this, but it was four weeks. He just had to get through it, and then he would never have to think about Ocean Shores again.

      A few moments later, he pulled into the parking lot behind the two-story building and turned off the engine. He sat for a moment, staring at the structure in front of him. He'd made a brief visit here in September, seven months ago, and doubted much had changed. The sign at the parking lot entrance looked freshly painted, and the newly landscaped hedges and flower beds added to the neat appearance, but there was no denying the eighteen-unit apartment building had been built fifty years ago and was showing its age.

      He grabbed his leather briefcase from the passenger seat and got out of the car, immediately assaulted by the pungent scent of salt air and the distant rhythm of waves. It was a warm, sunny Friday evening with the temperature still in the low eighties. He decided to leave his bags in the car until he located his apartment. Then he'd get settled in.

      As he made his way toward the entrance, he started sweating. He was definitely overdressed in his suit and tie, his Italian loafers crunching on the gravel as he approached the building. The courtyard entrance was unassuming—a simple gate with a small plaque bearing the Ocean Shores name. Grayson pushed it open and stepped into what felt like another world.

      The interior courtyard was alive with activity. A sparkling pool occupied the center of the space, surrounded by residents lounging on chairs. Laughter drifted from a group gathered around a barbecue area, where a man was flipping burgers while telling an animated story. At another table, two women were engaged in what appeared to be an intense card game, slapping down cards with dramatic flair.

      Potted plants and string lights created an atmosphere of casual charm. The building formed a rectangular shape, with all doors facing the courtyard, creating an odd sense of intimacy. The coming and going of every resident would be visible to anyone in the common area, and that lack of privacy was not appealing to him, but no one in the courtyard appeared irritated; they looked happy.

      As his gaze swept the area, he found some of the faces to be familiar from his brief visit months ago, although he couldn't remember many of their names.

      Then he saw her, the beautiful and irritating Lexie Price, the manager's niece, the woman determined to convince him he shouldn't sell the building. She was the one person he hadn't forgotten.

      As she emerged from the pool, her dark hair was slicked back from her face, highlighting her striking features—high cheekbones, full lips, and brown eyes that had challenged him the moment they'd met. But it was the hot pink bikini that temporarily short-circuited his thought process, revealing stunning curves he hadn't fully appreciated during their previous encounter.

      He quickly looked down at his phone as it vibrated with a message, grateful for the distraction. But the business text couldn't prevent him from looking up again, looking for her…

      Unfortunately, his view was blocked by a colorful beach ball hurtling directly at his face. He jerked back, but he was too late. The ball connected with his forehead, throwing him off-balance. His arms windmilled as he teetered on the pool's edge.

      For one suspended moment, he thought he might regain his balance. Then gravity won, and he plunged into the water with a splash.

      The shock of cold water enveloped him as he sank, his expensive suit immediately waterlogged. He surfaced, gasping and sputtering, to find the entire courtyard had fallen silent, all eyes fixed on him. Before he could haul himself out, he saw Lexie standing at the pool's edge, a mixture of surprise and amusement playing across her face.

      "Well," she said, extending a hand to him, "you certainly arrived with a splash."

      Nervous laughter rippled through the gathered residents. Grayson ignored her outstretched hand and pulled himself out of the pool, water cascading from his ruined suit.

      "I'm so sorry!" A young boy ran up to him with a worried expression on his face. "I didn't mean to hit you."

      "It's fine," Grayson managed, noting that the boy couldn't have been more than six or seven.

      "I told you to be careful, Henry," a woman said, putting her arm around the boy's shoulders. Then she gave him a wary look. "I'm Paige Kendry, Henry's mother. "If you need to have that suit dry-cleaned or maybe get a new one, I can pay for it."

      "Don't worry about it," he muttered, suddenly realizing he'd lost his phone. As he turned his head, he saw it at the bottom of the pool. "Damn. My phone."

      "I'll get it," Lexie said, immediately going back into the pool to retrieve his phone.

      He frowned as she came back to the surface and moved up the steps to hand it to him. His phone was definitely not designed for submersion in a swimming pool. "This is done."

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's fine. I'm going to find my apartment."

      "You're in 11B, at the top of the stairs in the corner," she added, tipping her head to the right. "You have keys, right? We sent them to someone named Helen."

      "I have them." He picked up his briefcase, which he'd thankfully managed to drop on the ground before landing in the pool, and made his way toward the stairs, very aware of the attention he was drawing. He was dripping wet, and his shoes squelched with every step, offering a wonderfully humiliating soundtrack to his arrival.

      When he got upstairs, he was happy to put the key in the door and step into his apartment, away from those far-too-interested eyes.

      The apartment was modern in décor, with designer touches added to the gray couch and matching chairs, the glass coffee table, and the cabinet containing the television. A white dining room table with four chairs sat adjacent to the kitchen, which gleamed with shiny stainless-steel appliances.

      Before he could make his way into the bedroom, a knock sounded at his door.

      He opened it to find Lexie with a towel wrapped around her hips and a phone in her hands. "In case you need to make some calls before you can get another phone, you can use mine."

      "That's not necessary. I can text from my computer until I get another phone."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Positive."

      "Okay. If you change your mind, I'm downstairs in 2A, right next to Josie's apartment." She paused. "I don't know why you decided to stay here for a few weeks, but I hope you'll take the time to get to know the tenants, to understand that we have a community here. This might be a simple business decision for you, but for us, it's our home."

      "I'm aware of your feelings on that matter," he said, noting the anger flaring in her pretty brown eyes. She really was a strikingly beautiful woman, even with wet hair and not a speck of makeup on her face.

      "But you don't care about feelings," she said with annoyance.

      "Look, I'm not trying to hurt anyone. If we decide to sell, there will be generous relocation packages for the tenants."

      "Because money fixes everything, right?"

      "Not everything, but it can fix a lot."

      "From my experience, it can also ruin people. But, clearly, I'm not going to change your mind tonight." She paused. "We're having a barbecue in the courtyard. Why don't you join us after you dry off and get settled in?"

      "I have work to do, and I had a late lunch. I'm going to be here for a month. There will be plenty of time for me to meet people."

      "Fine," she said with exasperation. "But since half the building is in the courtyard, you're missing a great opportunity."

      As she left the apartment, he let out a sigh, feeling completely off his game. He'd wanted to arrive as the professional business owner he was, not some idiot who fell into the swimming pool. That incident had changed the power dynamic, and he needed to get it back. But first, he needed to get his suitcases out of his car and take a shower.

      Heading down the stairs, he was once again greeted by the sound of conversation and laughter. He tried not to make eye contact with anyone, moving quickly into the parking lot. Once at the car, he grabbed his suitcases and headed back inside. The little boy who'd hit him with the ball and his mother, Paige, were standing by the stairs, clearly waiting for him.

      The little boy held a piece of paper in his hand. "This is for you."

      "Henry wrote you a note," Paige added.

      "That wasn't necessary," he said as he looked down at the note where Henry had written I'm sorry in big colorful, uneven letters. "Thank you for this. I accept your apology."

      "I hate that your first impression of us was getting hit in the head by a ball," Paige said. "I know you're here to assess the building and our community."

      He frowned at the worry in her expression. "Like I said, it was not a big deal. But I would like to change. So, if you'll excuse me…"

      "Of course. I hope you'll join us for dinner or a drink later, once you get settled in."

      "I'll see," he said, not wanting to get into a longer conversation.

      As Paige and Henry left, he saw Lexie and several other people watching him, their expressions a mix of suspicion and worry. He quickly turned and jogged up the stairs. He needed to get himself together before he had any further discussions with the tenants. Once he changed, he hoped he'd start feeling more like himself.
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        * * *

      

      Lexie gave Paige and Henry a smile as they returned to the pool area. "That was nice of you to give him a note."

      "I'm not sure it helped," Paige replied. "I don't think he's coming to the barbecue. I'm so sorry this happened, Lexie."

      "It's fine," she assured her. "We have plenty of time to make Grayson Holt see how great this place is and how amazing we are." She tried to infuse confidence into her voice, not wanting to let anyone get discouraged too early.

      "Can I play with Olivia?" Henry asked.

      "Sure," Paige said, following her son to the other side of the pool, where Olivia was playing with a boat on the steps of the pool, her mother, Bree, watching over her.

      "I'm not sure forever would be enough time for that man to see how great this place is," Kaia said with a pragmatic shrug of her shoulders.

      Kaia Mercer, a pretty redheaded paramedic who dealt with life and death situations, was also the most cynical person in their group of friends and tenants. And she always spoke the truth as she saw it, with little to no sugarcoating. Before she could reply, her aunt, Josie, joined them.

      "It's enough time," Josie said with a bright smile.

      At sixty-five, her aunt had an optimistic vibrancy that made her seem years younger. She'd been the manager at Ocean Shores for thirty-five years and had become a second mom to the younger residents and a good friend to the older tenants.

      Lexie couldn't imagine what her aunt would do if the building was sold. It was her home, her career—her everything—which made her aunt's cheerful attitude even more inexplicable. Josie never seemed to be that worried about losing the building. She didn't know if that was just because her aunt had decided not to think about things that bothered her or just didn't understand the gravity of their current situation.

      Giving her aunt a doubtful look, she said, "I don't get it, Aunt Josie. Why are you so hopeful?"

      "Because we have him for a month. We just need to show Grayson how charming, supportive, and caring our community is. Make him feel like family."

      "I don't think he wants to be a part of our family," she said. "And his stay certainly didn't start out well with his fall into the pool and the destruction of his very expensive phone."

      Josie gave a dismissive, uncaring wave. "That was an accident. I'm sure he won't hold it against us."

      "I wouldn't be certain of that. I invited him to join the barbecue, and he said no. And Henry's apology letter didn't make a difference. He's clearly here under duress."

      "Why do you think his father made him come here for a month, Josie?" Kaia asked curiously.

      Her aunt gave them a somewhat secretive smile. "Grayson's father, Emerson Holt, is a fair man and a smart one, too. If he thinks Grayson can make a better decision after a month with us, then I have to believe it's a possibility."

      "If Emerson doesn't want to sell, why did he give the control of this property to his son?" she asked, still feeling like her aunt wasn't being completely forthcoming.

      "I'm not sure. But time reveals all. Now, I'm going to get a burger. They smell delicious, don't they?"

      As Josie moved toward the grill, Kaia gave her a pointed look. "Your aunt isn't telling us everything. And what was that about time reveals all? Has she been reading the Tarot cards again?"

      "She's always doing that," she said with a smile. "But I agree that she's acting very strangely about this whole thing. She's usually open with me about everything. She's not a secretive person."

      "Maybe you just think that because she's good at keeping secrets," Kaia said. "She was once an Oscar-winning actress, after all."

      "That's true." In her twenties, her aunt had been an award-winning actress, but she'd given it all up after winning an Oscar and divorcing her husband of three years. The events had always seemed intertwined, but her aunt had never been forthcoming on that subject, either. "Secrets or no secrets, Aunt Josie might be right. We need to show Grayson Holt what a great community we have here and hope that will change his mind."

      "Sure. A group of friendly people will definitely compete with the millions he could make on this property."

      "Stop. I have enough doubts of my own. I don't need yours, too."

      "Sorry," Kaia said. "I will do my part to be friendly."

      "Thank you."

      "I'm sure everyone else will, too, although I'm not sure about our newest tenant, the one who moved into Hunter's old apartment two weeks ago. What's his name again?"

      "Jax Ridley. That's all I know. Aunt Josie said he was a friend of a friend, and when I quizzed her about him, she just said she thought he'd be a good fit."

      "Maybe everyone who lives in that apartment is destined to start out as a mystery man," Kaia said. "Hunter lived there for months before he started talking to any of us." She paused. "Speak of the devil…"

      "You couldn't possibly be talking about me," Hunter said as he and Emmalyn McGuire joined them poolside, their hands intertwined, which always seemed to be the case these days. The past few months had seen their love story only get stronger, and seeing them together made her heart clench. Hunter had been a wounded warrior when he'd first moved into the building, but he'd found healing and love since then. Emmalyn had had to battle her share of demons, too, but now that they were together, they both seemed to be constantly smiling.

      "I was just commenting that everyone who moved into your old apartment seems to have a little mystery behind them," Kaia said.

      "Really?" Emmalyn asked curiously. "I haven't heard anything about the new tenant. What's the scoop, Lexie?"

      She shrugged. "His name is Jax Ridley. That's all I know."

      "Ridley is a good name for a riddle," Kaia said with a laugh. "I saw him from afar and gave him a wave. He acted like he didn't see me."

      "Maybe he didn't see you," Hunter put in. "And maybe you need to give him a chance to settle in. This group can be a little overwhelming at first. Trust me, I know."

      "But you came to love us," Lexie said. "Or at least one of us."

      "I love all of you," he admitted, his smile broadening as he glanced at Emmalyn. "But one most of all."

      "You're so sweet," Emmalyn said.

      "And you two are too much," Kaia said dryly. "I need a drink to tamp down all this sugar."

      As Kaia headed toward the bar that had been set up on a nearby table, Emmalyn said, "Is the new owner here? He's coming today, right?"

      "He's here. But his entrance was a disaster. Henry hit him in the head with a beach ball, and he fell in the pool, with his phone in his hand."

      "That sounds bad," Emmalyn said with worry in her eyes.

      "It sounds kind of funny to me," Hunter said.

      "Not funny," she said. "I tried to make nice. I offered to lend him my phone in case he needed to make some calls before he could replace his, but he threw that back in my face. I also invited him to the barbecue, and he said, 'No thanks.' But he's going to be here for a month, so hopefully we can get things back on track."

      "A month is a good amount of time," Hunter said. "You don't have to win him over in one night."

      "I guess," she said as Kaia rejoined them.

      "I will say one thing about him," Kaia began. "He looked good wet. In fact, he's a very attractive man."

      "Until he opens his mouth," she said dryly. "Then he sounds arrogant and entitled. I know his type. I worked with a bunch of them when I was a lawyer. He's the kind of man who thinks he's right about everything."

      "We'll help him feel more comfortable here. Maybe I'll bake him some cookies."

      "That worked for me," Hunter said with a laugh.

      As Hunter and Emmalyn exchanged a kiss, she felt a little pang. She was more than a little happy to see her friend Emmalyn so in love. Finding that kind of connection wasn't easy. But she didn't have time to worry about love. She had one month to convince Grayson Holt not to sell Ocean Shores. It wouldn't be easy, but she wasn't going to let him take their home without a fight.
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      Lexie was still in fight mode Saturday morning, but she wasn't fighting with Grayson; she was fighting with her ten-year-old car. She'd tried several times to start it, hoping the sheer force of her will and her need to get to her job as a wedding photographer would somehow bring it back to life. But all she got was a click of finality every time she turned the key.

      "No, no, no," she groaned, glancing at her watch. It was eight-thirty, and she needed to be at Seaside Cliff Resort at nine a.m. to start shooting the pre-wedding rituals at eleven a.m. "You cannot do this to me today," she told her car. That plea went unanswered, too.

      Her battery had to be dead, and no doubt someone in the complex probably had jumper cables, but she didn't have time to hunt that down. She was already late.

      Getting out of her car, she pulled up a rideshare app, sighing at the surge pricing. Even though it was early on a Saturday morning, clearly the universe had it in for her today.

      She scrolled through her contacts—Kaia, Paige, Emmalyn… Voicemail, voicemail, voicemail. Everyone was probably asleep or already out, which included her aunt, who had gone with Margaret to the farmers' market.

      Her phone vibrated with an incoming call, and she hoped it was one of her friends, but it was the bride's mother. She took a deep breath before answering. "Good morning, Mrs. Morrison."

      "Lexie! Where are you?" The woman's voice was pitched high with stress. "The makeup artist is already here, and Tiffany is freaking out because one of her bridesmaids is stuck at the airport. I'm afraid Jordan might be getting cold feet because his best man says he was up all night and⁠—"

      "Mrs. Morrison," Lexie cut in with practiced calm, "everything will be fine. I'm on my way right now." A small lie, but a necessary one. "These pre-wedding jitters are completely normal."

      "Everyone needs to see you're here so they'll calm down and⁠—"

      "I'll be there very soon. I'm not late. We're scheduled to start at nine. Just take a deep breath. Today will be beautiful."

      As she ended the call, she caught sight of movement in her peripheral vision. Grayson Holt was walking toward his car, keys in hand, dressed in what appeared to be workout clothes—expensive ones, naturally. Even in workout clothes, the man couldn't help but exude wealth and privilege.

      Before she could decide whether to swallow her pride and ask him for a ride, he glanced over, noticing her standing beside her open car door.

      "Good morning," he said. "Is something wrong?"

      "My car won't start. Dead battery, I think. Of all the days, it had to happen today."

      "Are you heading somewhere important?"

      "I'm photographing a wedding at Seaside Cliff Resort." She checked her watch again. "That I'm already late for."

      "I can give you a jump if you have cables."

      "I know there are some cables in the storage shed, but I don't have time to look, and none of my friends are around. I just need to call for a ride." She glanced down at her app again. "For some reason, the rideshare is very busy this morning."

      Grayson hesitated, clearly working his way through an internal debate, then gave a resigned nod. "I can give you a ride. It's not too far from here, is it?"

      "About fifteen minutes."

      "Then grab your stuff, and let's go."

      Relief coursed through her, immediately followed by discomfort at being indebted to him. But she had no choice. She grabbed her equipment and put it in the trunk of his Audi.

      "Thank you," she said as she got into the passenger seat, immediately struck by the new-car smell and immaculate interior. It reminded her of her father's succession of luxury vehicles, each one replaced before it showed even a hint of wear. "I appreciate this."

      He merely nodded and started the engine, which immediately purred to life. He didn't say anything as he put the resort into his GPS and then proceeded out of the parking lot.

      After two minutes, the silence between them grew heavy. She wanted to break it, but she didn't know what to say. She couldn't get into an argument with him about the building while he was doing her a favor, and what else could they possibly discuss?

      "So," he finally said, obviously deciding he was tired of the awkward silence, too, "Do you shoot a lot of weddings?"

      "More than I would like. Nature and landscape photography is what I really love, but weddings provide a reliable income."

      "Quite a departure from corporate law," he commented. "Didn’t you tell me the last time I was here that you went to Georgetown? Weren't you working for your father's very prestigious law firm? It seems like you made quite a leap."

      She could hear the implied criticism in his words. Clearly, he considered her jump a leap down, but that was okay. He wasn't the first to question her decisions. "I wanted to be able to work in a field where I could be creative and imaginative. I'm also no longer working eighty hours a week to make rich people richer. I call my own shots." She'd barely finished speaking when her phone rang. The bride this time. "I'm sorry. I have to take this. It's the bride."

      "Go ahead."

      "Hi, Tiffany! How are you feeling this morning?"

      The bride's tearful voice spilled from the phone loud enough for Grayson to hear her. "Everything's falling apart, Lexie. The florist delivered the wrong centerpieces. Jordan hasn't texted me back in an hour. My mom is driving me crazy, and Kathleen is stuck at the airport. My wedding is turning into a disaster⁠—"

      "Take a deep breath," Lexie interrupted. "It's all going to work out. I'll be there shortly, and we're going to capture every beautiful moment of your day, starting with you getting ready with your bridesmaids. Remember how excited you were about those matching robes?"

      "Yes," Tiffany said. "But what about Kathleen?"

      "She'll make it. I'm sure Eileen has already sent a car for her," she said, referring to Tiffany's wedding planner, who had at times been happy to abdicate a lot of her responsibilities to Lexie. But, hopefully, she was working on getting Kathleen to the resort. If not, she'd deal with that when she arrived. "Why don't you and the other girls put on your robes and open that bottle of champagne your maid of honor brought? By the time you've had a glass, I'll be there, and we'll start creating the memories you'll cherish forever."

      "Okay. But hurry. I'll feel better when you're here. You're always so calm, Lexie."

      After a few more reassurances, she ended the call and let out a long breath.

      "So, you call your own shots, huh?" Grayson asked with amusement in his voice. "It seems to me like you've traded one demanding client base for another, one with a lower retainer and more emotional drama."

      As much as she hated to admit it, there was truth in his observation—and it struck uncomfortably close to home. "It's still different," she grumbled.

      "How so?"

      "I'm creating something meaningful. Something that brings people joy. The photos I take will remind them of the happiest day of their lives."

      "But is it the happiest day of your life? And is it worth the pay cut? The stress? Having your weekends commandeered by strangers' emotional crises?"

      "Yes," she said firmly, though a tiny voice in her head whispered otherwise. "Not that I expect someone like you to understand."

      "Someone like me?" he echoed, shooting her a sharp glance.

      "Someone who measures everything by its monetary value. Someone who sees a building full of people's homes and only thinks about profit margins. What he can gain, not what everyone else will lose."

      His jaw tightened. "You don't know anything about me or what I value, Lexie."

      "I know enough," she said, though a small part of her recognized the unfairness of her assessment. She barely knew Grayson Holt. But she did know he and his father ran a huge real-estate development company that was worth billions, which made her angry that they couldn't handle having one apartment building in their portfolio that might not be making them a lot of money but was still bringing in some profit.

      Her phone rang again, sparing her from further debate. This time, it was the wedding planner, frantic about the timeline and double-checking when Lexie would arrive.

      As she fielded another call immediately after—the best man wanting to know if she could get some epic shots of the groomsmen—Grayson remained silent, but she could feel his judgment radiating across the console.

      "It's hectic now, but it's all going to work out," she said.

      "Are you talking to me or to yourself?" he asked.

      "I can feel you judging me."

      "It's more that I'm curious why you made such a drastic change in your life. I can't imagine your father was happy about that. Didn't he try to talk you out of leaving?"

      "Yes, but I didn't want to be talked out of it. The truth is that I went into law because of him. I wanted to be close to him. I wanted us to have something in common. And he was so proud of me when I became a lawyer and joined his firm. But the reality of working as an associate in his firm was completely different than what I thought it would be. I was working eighty hours a week on deals that didn't seem at all important to me. I lasted almost two years before I quit. I gave it more than a fair shot, but it wasn't the career for me. I hoped he'd understand, but he didn't. I shouldn't have been surprised. His attention always came with strings. Now that I've let him down, he barely speaks to me."

      "Huh. That's…" Grayson's voice trailed off.

      "That's what?" she asked curiously.

      "Interesting. We actually have something in common, fathers we wanted to connect with through work…and strings."

      She met his gaze. "That's right. Your father is the reason you're staying at Ocean Shores for a month."

      "He is. My dad seems to think I'll change my mind about wanting to sell the building when I get to know all the tenants."

      "Your father might be right."

      "I don't believe he is. And I'm betting you probably didn't think any of the strings your father placed on you were right, either."

      "Maybe not," she admitted. "But this is different. Our community is special, and whether we can change your mind or not, I hope you'll at least get to know us, enjoy your time at Ocean Shores, because it could be the best month of your life."

      He gave her a disbelieving smile. "I'm supposed to spend a month in Italy this summer. You think Ocean Shores can beat that?"

      She nodded. "I think it can, but only if you have an open mind."

      "You don't lack confidence, Lexie."

      "Neither do you, Grayson," she said, deliberately using his first name since he'd used hers and also because she wanted him to start seeing her as an equal, not a tenant at one of his buildings. "I guess that's two things we have in common," she added as he turned into the entrance for the resort and pulled up in front of the main building. "Thanks for the ride."

      "Good luck with the wedding," he said as she got out of the car.

      She grabbed her equipment out of the trunk, hearing the wedding planner practically scream her name as she rushed out of the main entrance. Clearly, she'd been waiting for her. She closed the trunk and put on a professional smile.

      She might not be doing exactly what she wanted, but she was taking steps in that direction. She couldn't let Grayson's doubts get into her head. She had too much to do.

      But as she followed the wedding planner into the resort, she couldn't help wondering if she was calling her own shots. Or just pretending she was.
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        * * *

      

      Grayson made his way through a grueling workout at a gym not far from Ocean Shores, which had turned out to be more impressive than its online photos. His workouts were his stress relievers. Pushing his body to a physical limit usually calmed his mind, but it hadn't worked today. His thoughts kept drifting back to the beautiful brunette he'd dropped off at the Seaside Cliff Resort.

      Lexie Price was a pretty picture of contradictions, a woman he couldn't quite figure out. She'd annoyed him from the first minute they'd met, and that irritation had only grown when she’d sent him financial projections from one of the residents, along with another pitch to keep Ocean Shores off the market.

      At the same time, he had admired her persistence. But he hadn't really bothered to look at her friend's report or listen to her concerns, because he knew that he was going to sell the building as soon as he could. Now, he also knew that he was going to have to spend the next four weeks with her as a thorn in his side. It had been easy to dismiss her from afar, but in person, it was a lot more difficult.

      She was beautiful for one thing, which had been impossible not to notice when she was wearing that skimpy hot pink bikini. But even in her work clothes, her dark-brown eyes and enticing features had made it hard to look away from her. Besides being way too attractive for his liking, she was also proud, fiery, and stubborn, and she was not going down without a fight. He didn't want a fight. He just wanted to sell and move on.

      Unfortunately, that wasn't going to happen for a while.

      On his way back to Ocean Shores from the gym, he tried to focus on the deals he was currently working on. He could dive into those as soon as he got back to his apartment. He had more than enough business to occupy his mind, but he felt strangely restless in this new city, this somewhat odd environment he'd found himself in.

      For the past decade, he'd been running at a breakneck pace, living a life focused on furthering his business goals. Now he was hanging out at a beachside apartment where life definitely seemed to move at a slower pace. He didn't really care that his accommodations were modest. Lexie might believe he was a snob, but that wasn't really it. He just wanted to be the best at what he did, and moving real estate was part of that.

      After parking his car in the lot, he got out and walked toward the entrance to the courtyard, pausing in surprise when he saw an older man with his head under the hood of a classic Mustang. That was a classic car he hadn't seen in a while.

      The man pulled his head out and gave him a smile. "Hello," he said.

      "Nice car."

      "She will be even prettier when I'm done with her," the man said, patting the fender of what appeared to be a 1967 Mustang convertible with faded red paint. "I'm Frank Wickham."

      "Grayson Holt."

      "Grayson Holt? I've heard of you. You're the new owner."

      "Not exactly new. My father has owned this place for a long time, but I have recently taken over management of the property."

      "So, you are the one in charge."

      He wished he could say he was, but his father was still hanging on by his fingertips. Since he didn't want to get into that, he just said, "Yes. I assume you live here as well."

      "I do. Josie threw me a lifeline after my wife died, and I decided to retire from my job as a corporate lawyer. I needed a place to start fresh. Moved in almost two years ago now. Changed my life."

      "How's that?"

      "It's hard to say exactly. But I have a simpler life now, and my friendships have more substance. I guess I found myself coming back to my roots. Last time I fixed up an old car was probably thirty years ago, when my son was seven or eight." Frank's gaze softened. "Bradley loved cars, still does, but he lives on the other side of the country now, so we don't share that hobby anymore. Truth be told, I got so busy with my job I stopped making the time to work on cars with him. I wish now I hadn't let that time go. When you get older, you realize that some choices have consequences you never imagined."

      Frank's story brought back an old memory. When he'd been eight years old, he'd spent a lot of time in the garage of their Bel Air estate, watching his father's driver, Miguel, work on his father's collection of vintage cars. Miguel had been patient with him, letting him hand over tools, explaining how engines worked. Those summer afternoons had broken up some of the loneliness he'd felt growing up in a house with two very busy parents. Clearing his throat, he pushed that memory out of his head, focusing on the car in front of him.

      "How long have you had this car?"

      "A couple of months. I found her rusting in a barn in Temecula. The previous owner wanted to scrap her, but I saw the potential. I'm getting her ready for a car show in three weeks. It's going to be tight, but I've always liked a challenge." Frank ran his hand along the hood with obvious affection.

      "Mind if I take a look?" The question surprised him as much as it seemed to surprise Frank.

      "Not at all."

      He stepped closer, noting the rust spots, the torn convertible top, the cracked dashboard visible through the windshield. It should have looked like a money pit. Instead, he found himself oddly drawn to the classic lines, the potential hidden beneath the neglect. "My father had a car like this, same color, a year older. I think you can bring her back to life."

      "Your dad worked on cars?"

      "He bought vintage cars. His driver worked on them, and I used to help him." He frowned, wondering why he was sharing this with a complete stranger.

      "Well, I could use an extra set of hands if you have some time." Frank picked up a wrench from the small table he'd set up nearby. "I'm replacing the carburetor today, if you want to stick around, but it will be messy work."

      He should say no. He had emails to return, calls to make, spreadsheets to review. His father might have forced him into this month-long exile, but that didn't mean he had to waste time playing mechanic with a retired lawyer and a broken-down Mustang.

      But something about the invitation tugged at him. Maybe it was the memory of Miguel's patient explanations, or the way Frank's eyes had saddened when he'd mentioned working on cars with his son. Or maybe it was just the strange restlessness he'd been feeling since arriving at Ocean Shores, like he was waiting for something he couldn't name.

      "I could help for a while," he said, almost immediately regretting the words, but it was too late to take his offer back.

      "Great, but you should probably change your clothes."

      "I'll be back in a few minutes." As he headed into the building, he caught sight of Lexie's car still sitting in the parking lot, lifeless, and made a mental note to ask Frank if he had some jumper cables.

      The thought of Lexie brought back their earlier conversation, where she had accused him of only measuring things by their monetary value. She wasn't completely wrong, and that bothered him, because he didn't want to be that kind of person. He didn't want to only be about money, and maybe working on Frank's car was a way to prove that to himself. Spending time doing something physical would hopefully take his mind off not only work, but also one very irritating and intriguing brunette.
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