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Dedication

For those who have fought for a place to call home.

And those who are still seeking theirs.

It’s out there. I’m sure of it.
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Chapter One

KATRINA KING LOVED love. Even when it didn’t love her.

The concept of love, the stories, how it was and how it should be. She loved giving it, receiving it. She cherished the rich platonic love her friends and roommates brought into her life, the generous kindness of the love her late husband had shown her. Though she’d spent much of her adolescence and early adulthood starved for it, she was comfortable with the emotion. Or, at least, forms of it.

Still a mystery to her was the kind of sweeping love she’d started to crave fairly recently, along with everything that went with it: sex and kisses and mutual consideration and respect and the zing of romance. Occasionally getting to big-spoon someone.

Those things seemed far away. Especially when she was aimlessly swiping on her dating app of choice.

“Walk me through this again.” Andy squinted at Katrina’s phone, her tortoiseshell glasses perched on the tip of her nose. “You swipe left if you like someone, right if you don’t?”

Katrina settled into the comfortable leather armchair across from Andy’s. The office they were in was cramped, dominated by a large desk and two bookshelves lining the walls. It was a little musty and windowless, but Katrina only needed privacy for her therapy sessions, not luxury. “Switch those around. Swipe right if you like someone.”

“My God, has the world changed in ten years. I met my wife online but on Matchmaker, and I thought filling out that long questionnaire was difficult then.” Andy turned the phone around to face Katrina. “What about this one? He’s an entrepreneur and CEO.”

“This close to Los Angeles, every guy is an entrepreneur and CEO if they’re not a music producer.” Katrina dutifully looked at the profile and scrolled through the photos. “I do like this photo of him shirtless holding two puppies, though.”

“You know he’s not allergic, at least. Important, since you aspire to own a menagerie someday.”

“Someday.” Katrina only had a cat so far, but she was working her roommates up to a dog. Or three. “Let’s give him a chance.” She swiped right, and another man filled the screen.

Andy swiveled the phone around and perused this one carefully as well, taking much longer than the average 0.6 seconds the average app user spent on a profile. “Oh look, this one answered one of the question prompts, put a little work into it. Two truths and a lie: I’ve been to Guatemala, I have a twin, and I think women should be barefoot and pregnant.” Andy paused, eyes widening. “Um, I really hope the first two are the truths.”

“Yeah, some people are really bad at playing two truths and a lie.”

Andy tapped her finger on her chin. “Are you a misogynist, or have you never been to Guatemala, sir?”

“The eternal question. Left on him.”

Andy paused. “But what if he has been to Guatemala?”

“My rule of thumb for two truths is, if we have to play the did you really visit that country or do you think I’m a second-class citizen game, it’s a left.”

“Fair enough.” Andy swiped confidently, with the kind of ease only a happily coupled-off person could display, when swiping was a novelty and not a way of life. A minute later, she turned the phone around. “This guy mentions his height four times in his profile.”

Katrina glanced at the bare-chested stud. She didn’t need to read his bio. “Is he six-foot-four?”

“How did you know?”

“People who are six-foot-four really like to tell the world they’re six-foot-four.”

Andy chuckled. “Yea or nay?”

Katrina considered the gentleman. She wasn’t a height snob, but she wouldn’t kick the extra inches out of her bed. “Yea.”

Andy swiped right and a little ding sounded. The high-pitched squeal of victory that came from her lips might have surprised a person who made a snap judgment based on Andy’s all-black leather ensemble, heavy eyeliner, visible tattoos, and septum, ear, and eyebrow piercings. “It’s a match. That’s exciting.”

Katrina tried to work up the same degree of eagerness. “Yes. So cool.”

Andy placed the phone on the arm of Katrina’s chair and regarded her with kind eyes. Katrina had run through . . . well, she couldn’t count how many therapists she’d run through at this point in her life. But Andy had been around longer than most, a few years now. “Thank you for letting me see what it’s like. It feels like a game, but I can see how this must get exhausting after a time.”

Katrina spun the phone around. “I don’t think it helps that I know how the sausage is made, so to speak.”

“Yes, of course, your equity in Crush.”

Katrina’s investment in Crush was a fact not many people knew. She was a fairly silent partner, even if she took on a more active role than in her other investments.

Andy steepled her fingers under her chin. “I’m sure you know the numbers and all, but you seem pretty savvy on the ins and outs of people’s profiles. You’ve been spending time on here.”

“I told you I was going to.” When she’d decided she wanted a romantic partner, she’d made a deal with herself, one she hadn’t really shared with anyone but her best friend and roommate, Rhiannon.

If she could make it out of her house to ten places, ten places where she felt comfortable and cozy and safe, then she could date.

She’d hit ten last month. Had managed road trips to ever-farther destinations. And then she’d had no excuse, right? She had to start going after the thing she wanted.

The thing you said you wanted.

Crush had seemed like the easiest way to go about that. Beyond the fact that it was as woman-friendly as a dating app could get, with Rhiannon as CEO and herself as a minority shareholder, she’d felt safe in creating a profile there. Her roommates had helped her take some blurry, unidentifiable photos—her looks had changed since she’d been a model, but she was cautious—and she’d drafted a short bio after much agonizing.

Looking for a partner in mostly legal activities. Enjoy cooking, gardening, the outdoors, romance, art, reading, and animals. Please be kind and have more emotional intelligence than a turnip.

Rhiannon had written the last part, and it had made Katrina laugh, so she’d kept it in.

Andy leaned back. “How many people have you messaged since we last spoke?”

“Two.”

“How many messages did you exchange with them?”

She winced. “Um . . . two.”

“Each?”

“No. I said hi and ghosted when they replied. Which I’m not proud of,” she hurried to tack on. Ghosting wasn’t a good thing to do to people, even if it was digitally. “But I did message, so I technically did my homework.”

Andy cocked her head. “I suggested you try talking to some of your matches. It wasn’t homework.”

If I do this thing my therapist says, then she will give me an A-plus, was a thought process she was trying to shake. The people-pleaser in her made life rough. “Right, of course.”

“What are you looking to get out of this app, Katrina?”

“I want to meet someone.” Katrina looked down at her hands. “Feel that . . . zing.”

“Zing?”

“Yeah. You know? That little zing, when you talk to someone or touch someone that you’re attracted to and like? That’s a thing, right?”

The lines around Andy’s eyes crinkled. “I think we all call the zing something different, but yes. How long has it been since you’ve felt that zing?”

Since about an hour ago. Katrina carefully avoided glancing in the direction of the office door. Or more accurately, at the man who was waiting for her outside it. She wasn’t ready to talk about that yet with Andy. She kind of hoped she’d never need to. “I don’t know. I’ve always been a romantic, but . . . I didn’t think it was for me, and I was at peace with that. These urges are kinda new.”

“Not wanting sex and romance is totally natural. So is wanting sex and romance. Going back and forth between those wants, depending on where you are in your life, that’s also fine.”

“I’m not doing this because I feel pressured or anything, don’t worry.” She lifted her shoulders. I want to figure out if these things I’ve started feeling for this one particular man will translate over to other men, because I can’t . . . with him.

Later. She’d discuss him with Andy later. She needed to process him first.

“I might be scared to actually meet someone face-to-face.”

“You fear you won’t be able to mask?”

“That’s part of it.” Masking was a nice word Katrina had learned from Andy. It covered what she did when she went out in the world and pretended she wasn’t sweating over what her brain and body might do to her.

Fear of fear. That was what her very first therapist had called her panic disorder, and it was accurate.

“It’s always an option to tell someone up front that you may have a panic attack, if you feel comfortable doing so.”

She inwardly shuddered. That was an option, but only a select few people knew about her panic attacks. They made her vulnerable, and she knew how vulnerability could be used against her. “I don’t think I’m there yet.”

“You don’t have to be. Only do as much or as little as you feel comfortable doing.” Andy grinned. “I’m not telling you to be a serial ghoster, but don’t beat yourself up.”

Katrina picked at her cuticles, then stopped when she noticed the quick glance Andy shot her hands. “Got it.” Andy’s nonjudgmental face was calming, but Katrina didn’t know if she’d ever be at a point in her life where she’d stop judging herself.

“It’s one step in front of another. Downloading the app, texting, talking, having a coffee. You’re in charge.”

Find someone else. Anyone else. “Okay.”

They spoke for a few minutes about other, more casual matters, until Andy discreetly checked her watch. “Is there anything else going on that you want to talk about?”

Katrina kept her face placid. When she exerted a small amount of effort, she was a stellar actress. “I’m good, thanks.”

“Same time next week?”

“Absolutely. Thanks as always for meeting me here.” She politely stood when Andy did and walked her to the door. Andy’s leather jacket creaked when she grabbed the helmet from the coatrack. She and Andy had started meeting in person relatively recently. Before this, they’d conducted most of their weekly sessions via video.

“No thanks necessary.” Andy embraced her and patted her on the back gently. “I can see myself out. Text or call if you need anything.”

“I will.” Katrina waited for Andy to make her way down the hallway to the back door of the building before heading in the other direction, toward the café’s dining area.

The large place was usually filled with sun, but the blinds were still closed, giving it an intimate, quiet air. This street didn’t get much foot traffic in the early morning, so the owner opened late and focused on brunch and lunch.

Katrina went straight to the counter. She avoided looking in the mirror behind the register that reflected the whole café.

And the tall, dark, and handsome man sitting motionless near the door.

Instead, she visually traced the sign hung above the mirror, made up of driftwood and rope, the kind of thing you could get at a stall on the beach.

Happiness is a radical act.

She mouthed the words to herself, as she had since the first time she’d come in here, pushing them into her soul.

A slight silver-haired woman bustled out of the kitchen and beamed at Katrina. Her face was wrinkled from sun, weathered by wind and the ocean. The eighty-year-old café owner remained an avid surfer. Every morning before she came to this shop, she hit the beach. “How was your visit with your little friend?”

“Lovely, thank you.” Mona Rodriguez knew Andy was her therapist. For a year now, every Thursday morning, Mona had graciously provided the use of her back office before the business opened. She treated Katrina like her granddaughter and the sessions like they were playdates.

“Are you staying for a bit? Can I get you more coffee?”

Katrina nodded. Sometimes she left before Mona opened, but today she’d like to be around other people. “Yes, please. Two, actually, and a croissant.” She handed over her mug and tapped her smart watch to pull up her credit card.

Mona shook her head firmly as she poured the coffee. “No charge on refills.”

Katrina raised an eyebrow, not swayed by this new tactic. “We both know that’s not your policy, and one of those isn’t a refill. Well, two of those, since a croissant can’t be refilled.”

Mona smiled. “It’s my policy for investors, especially when those investors are friends.”

Warmth filled her heart and Katrina couldn’t help but smile back, though her sigh was exasperated. “We’ve been over this. That wasn’t an investment, I want no equity.”

“When someone saves my business from a big shitty corporation trying to steal it from me, and tells me they don’t want to be paid back”—Mona scooped a croissant from the display case onto a plate—“I consider them investors, and they get a free cup of fucking coffee every now and then.”

Katrina’s cheeks turned hot. The situation hadn’t been nearly as dramatic as Mona made it sound. A few months ago, Katrina had learned that French Coast had been served notice of a sky-high rent increase. It was a common ploy to force older mom-and-pop shops out in favor of big-chain money.

Mona had started this business with her husband forty years ago. Her spouse and son were gone. She needed the café and not only for the money it provided.

Katrina didn’t lack for money. It hadn’t pained her to give Mona a cash infusion to make up the difference in the higher rent and float her through a couple years. She’d earned that money back easily on her actual investments.

Her gift had been partially made out of sentiment. This had been the first place she’d managed to step inside of, after almost five years, where her PTSD and panic disorder had narrowed her range of activity to her own home and the grounds around it. The coffee shop was a simple place, but coming here had given her the confidence to try to go to another place, and then another.

“Instead of the free coffee, of course, I could set you up with my neighbor as thanks.” Mona beamed at her. “He’s beautiful. Has a nice head of hair, always has a lady wandering in and out of his house. I talked to one of them once, when she stepped on my petunias. He’s got a huge—”

“Mona.”

The older woman widened her eyes in faux-innocence. “Bird. Also, his prison conviction was just expunged.”

Katrina stifled her grin. She might have to start dating somewhere, but she felt like she had to aim a little higher than “has hair follicles” and “prison record clear,” big . . . bird or not. “I’ll take the coffee.”

There was a savvy glint in Mona’s eye as she pushed the order forward. “That’s what I thought.”

Once Mona’s back was turned, Katrina slipped a fifty-dollar bill out of her pocket and dropped it in the tip jar, burying it under the dollar bills Mona filled it with in the morning to stage the thing.

When Katrina was in her early teens and starting to model, her father had made her spend an hour every day in the living room, smiling. Constant, unceasing smiling. Different kinds of smiles, big smiles, small smiles, smiling with her eyes, smiling as she sat motionless, smiling while talking.

Yes, her dad had been quite the prince.

It had been the worst hour of her day. The only possible upside was that she was now excellent at smiling, even when her stomach was roiling in the throes of an impossible crush.

She balanced the tray and pasted a cheerful smile on her face as she made her way to the occupied table.

Jasvinder Singh was many things: her friend, her bodyguard, her medical contact, her shadow.

He was also beautiful. Today he was dressed casually but fashionably, his tall, lean frame displayed in camel-colored slacks and a red sweater. His beard was sharply trimmed to showcase the line of his jaw and the curve of his cheek, and he carried himself with the ease of someone who was utterly comfortable with their own body.

She’d met him almost a decade ago, when she’d married his wealthy boss, international jeweler and investor Hardeep Arora. Hardeep had kept a whole security team on their toes, and Jas had been in charge of it.

He’d been in her life for so long; she’d always been objectively aware of his beauty. She’d only recently started taking it personally, tracing his bold features repeatedly with her gaze. She’d become especially obsessed with his eyebrows. They were slashing and black and thick and prominent, and she didn’t understand why her sexual awakening was tied to a man’s eyebrows of all things, but here she was.

When she neared, he glanced up at her from behind the book he held, a thick biography, and as those black eyes pinned her she tripped on . . . well, she wasn’t sure what she stumbled on. Air? Could one’s feet fumble over the strong breeze from an AC vent?

With some fancy juggling she managed to salvage the coffee, though it sloshed over the sides of the mugs.

The plate, however, flew right off the tray. It could have crashed on the floor or clattered onto the table. But no.

It landed in his lap. Facedown.

Just a plate.

And a croissant.

And jelly.

And butter.

Her smile gone, she groaned and set the tray down on the table. “Yikes, I’m so sorry.” She reached for the plate, but caught herself. A few months ago, she would have cracked a joke and helped him clean up, but she couldn’t possibly now. What if she, like, touched him? She’d die.

His reflexes were quick, and before she could act, he scooped the food and plate off his lap. “Don’t worry about it.”

Katrina grimaced. “I was going to ask if you wanted to stay awhile.” There were few things in life that were certain: death, taxes, and Jasvinder Singh’s sense of responsibility. He was her employee, so she could technically tell him that they would be staying, but their relationship had never worked like that.

The doors might remain locked for another twenty minutes, Mona and her the only ones in here, but Jas wouldn’t leave her alone in public. Hell, it had taken all of Katrina’s negotiating powers to get him to sit out here during her therapy session. He’d wanted to stand outside the office door, and had only acquiesced when she’d told him that would make her too self-conscious to talk.

He arched a perfect eyebrow at her. “We can stay.”

“You’ll probably want to go home and clean up.”

Mona popped up, holding a small bowl of water and a towel, as well as a new croissant. “Here you go.”

“I can clean up here.” Jas accepted the items. “Gracias, Mona.”

Mona said something to Jas, too fast for Katrina to catch. Her Spanish skills were limited, and Mona and Jas were definitely advanced-level. Jas’s family was mostly Punjabi American, but he had a Mexican grandparent or great-grandparent, if she remembered correctly, and had grown up in a multilingual community where English, Punjabi, and Spanish were spoken fluently.

Jas chuckled at Mona’s comment, but flushed. Without being asked, he translated once Mona winked at her and left. “She said it was a good thing it wasn’t the coffee that landed in my lap.”

Knowing Mona as she did, she assumed the woman had cracked a ribald joke. Katrina puffed out her cheeks. She’d have to download that language app again.

“See?” Jas blotted his thighs. “Good as new.”

She’d take his word for it. There was no way she was going to inspect those finely clad appendages for leftover jam and butter. “Okay, sure.” She picked up his mug and handed it to him. “Speaking of coffee, here you go.”

“Thanks.” Their fingers brushed as she passed the warm ceramic to him.

Katrina indicated a table across the café. “I’ll be over there.” It was common for them to sit separately. She liked the routine of the same spot, and he preferred to be able to see the whole room.

She stuck the hand he’d touched into her sweatshirt pocket as she walked away. Her fingers brushed the stone she always carried with her. She’d found it on a walk a few years ago and decided it was a perfect fidget stone, smooth and a good size for her small hand. She ran her thumb over the dip in it, the cool rock grounding her.

But it couldn’t get rid of the tingles racing up her arm.

One might call them zings.

She settled into her seat and pulled a baseball cap and a book out of her bag. She adjusted the cap on her head and knocked the brim down lower over her face. She wasn’t a celebrity anymore, but the café would start filling up soon and it calmed her to have the illusion of anonymity.

She opened her book and stared down at the page, thinking of what Andy had asked her just before she’d left.

Is there anything else going on that you want to talk about?

I can’t stop thinking about my bodyguard, and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s the only eligible bachelor in my life, or because I’m genuinely in love with a man who sees me as nothing more than a responsibility he takes very seriously.

She cast a glance at Jas. He’d returned to his own reading, but she knew he was entirely, fully aware of his surroundings. He hadn’t been a military man in over a decade, but he always had that air of hyperarousal around him. Something else they had in common. She hated being startled.

As if to taunt her, he slowly scratched one perfect eyebrow, and another zing ran down her back, to the hand he’d touched. She refocused on her own book, and curled her fingers into her palms.

Yes. Something else is definitely going on, damn it.





Chapter Two

AS LUNCHTIME APPROACHED, more of the red-cushioned chairs in the café became occupied by locals, students, and tourists. Occasionally Katrina glanced up to people-watch. Since so much of her brain was occupied with her crush, she couldn’t help but notice the couples in the room. The two giggling college girls who walked in holding hands, wearing goofy smiles. The older couple at the counter, familiarity in the way the two men stood and chatted with each other. The newlyweds in the corner, rubbing noses and cooing. The young parents who sat nearby, harried and yawning while they passed their chubby baby back and forth so they each could eat.

It was almost too much to bear. She tried to get lost in her book and nearly succeeded until she heard footsteps pause next to her table.

“Excuse me?”

She used her finger to hold her place and casually glanced up.

Her finger slid out of the book. The thriller was no longer the most thrilling thing around.

The man looming above her was so breathtakingly attractive she had to battle a sudden urge to scrub her eyes like a cartoon character of old.

The stranger had the jaw of a Disney prince, with a cleft in his chin to match. His unzipped red sweatshirt revealed a soft blue-gray shirt that matched his eyes, and his auburn hair was artfully tousled.

He held an absurdly tiny espresso cup in his big hands. “Hi. It’s so crowded in here today.”

Her back was against the wall, so he must be talking to her? “Um. It is,” Katrina agreed.

He gestured to the seat across from her. “Is this taken? Do you mind if we share a table?”

“Oh.” She glanced around. The young woman sitting at the table next to her, a leggy blonde in yoga pants and a sweatshirt, gave her a curious look before leaning forward to whisper something to the dark-haired man she was with.

Katrina’s gaze skipped over them to meet Jas’s. He’d placed his book facedown on the table, and he was making no secret of the fact he was watching carefully, his face hard and suspicious.

When Katrina had first started coming here, she hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone other than Mona and her employees. It had taken her a while to get to a point where she hadn’t felt nervous about a stranger sharing her table, especially when it was crowded.

Having panic disorder meant she could have an attack at any time. Sometimes anxiety or her PTSD triggered it. Sometimes she couldn’t tell exactly what pushed her body into it. Between years of therapy and meds, she’d learned how to occasionally catch a warning.

Katrina often felt like she had a perpetual scanner checking her vital signs. Heart rate, breathing, headache, adrenaline surges. It ran in the background like a sleeping computer program.

Jas started to rise, and she gave a barely perceptible shake of her head. He paused, then sat down, though he kept his attention on them. “Sure, no problem,” she said to the man.

She continued her internal check as the man sat down, the same way another person might check their pulse.

No alarms going off. Was there anything else, though?

She searched for anything other than appreciation of his beauty, but there was . . . nothing. No interest, no zing. Only the same detached interest she felt when she swiped through hundreds of men’s profiles on her app.

This could be your meet-cute, though. Give it a chance.

Her romantic side perked up a little as she envisioned this story playing out on a movie screen, like it was happening to someone else. Sharing a table in a crowded café was the cutest of meet-cutes! Maybe only matched by bumping into a man in a grocery store and having him pick up the peaches knocked out of her basket.

Or the croissant knocked into his lap.

Nope, she was not thinking about the croissant.

The man gave her a smile so perfect, even she, a smile expert, was impressed. “Hey, new seatmate,” he said.

“Um, hello.”

He scooted his seat closer to the table. “I’m Ross.”

She angled her baseball cap down. “Hi,” she repeated.

“What’s your name?” he prompted, which was an utterly reasonable thing to ask.

“Kat.” Only her inner circle of friends and staff knew her full name.

“Pretty name.” His grin widened. He produced a paperback from his sweatshirt pocket. A sci-fi novel, if the cover was anything to go by.

“Thanks.” She tugged on her T-shirt. If this was a meet-cute, she wished she’d worn something a little more attractive and form-fitting today.

“Thank you for letting me share your table.” He shifted, and before their knees could bump under the small table, she pulled her legs back instinctively.

Fool! You were supposed to let them bump.

“No big deal.” Since she’d lost the bump opportunity—the bumportunity—she ought to say something clever. Damn it. She shouldn’t have gone down the meet-cute alley in her brain. She was feeling too much pressure now.

You’re good at talking to people, at evaluating them. She’d never been a shy person, even if life had made her wary.

She slid her hand into her pocket and caressed her fidget stone. “Do you live around here?”

Ross put his book on the table. The spine was cracked.

That’s not a deal-breaker for a meet-cute. Still, she protectively cupped her own carefully intact book spine.

“No, it’s my first time in Santa Barbara.”

“Oh, you’re a tourist.” Her shoulders lowered, some of the pressure relieved. Meet-cutes didn’t happen when someone was on vacation.

Her inner romantic, that bitch, squinted at her, and quickly filled her brain with the fifty-seven and a half romantic comedies that started exactly that way.

“Kind of. My mom just moved here. Thought I would make sure she and her golden retriever are settling in well.”

Most people might be more touched at the man’s care for his mom, but she perked up for another reason. “Golden retriever?”

“Yeah.” He unlocked his phone, scrolled, and turned it around to face her. “That’s her. Well, my mom and Sandy.”

She ignored the mom, and zeroed in on the dog. “Oh my God. She’s so cute.”

“She knows.” He swiped right, and a helpless noise of adoration escaped Katrina’s mouth. “Yeah, she’s even cuter dressed up.”

She grinned at the pup in a tutu. “What a beautiful creature.”

“Inside and out. Her sister was my dog, actually. She passed away last year.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged, though sadness tinged his eyes, turning them a darker gray. She swayed toward him, eager to ease the upset. Katrina pulled her phone out of her pocket and turned it on. “Here’s my cat. Her name’s Zeus.”

He visibly cheered as she showed him a few pictures of her tuxedo cat. Jas had found the cat for her at the humane society, so she wasn’t actually sure what breed she was, but Zeus had a nice hold on her heart. “Gorgeous.”

“She is. Very cuddly. A dog is next on my list.”

“I got Sandy and her sister at a shelter a few years back. You can find the sweetest dogs there.”

“That’s my plan. Sometimes I scroll through the adoption websites.”

“I heard someone say that pet adoption websites and real estate sites are like dating apps for married people.” His gaze dipped to her left hand.

She resisted the urge to touch her bare ring finger. She’d taken off her wedding ring ages ago. “I’m not married.”

“Cool.” He cocked his head. “Significant other?”

Her cheeks heated. She might be naïve, but she couldn’t tell herself he wasn’t interested now. “No.”

His eyes warmed. “Me neither. What do you do? For a living?”

She hesitated. The phrasing was odd, because she had the privilege of not needing to really do anything for a living.

It was a circumstance that filled her with a vague sense of guilt. She’d been a regular middle-class kid growing up, with a regular divorced single mom, and would have stayed middle-class had it not been for a freak series of events: her mother’s death, her father taking custody, an agent discovering her in a mall, being catapulted into the kind of circle that would lead her to marry a rich, childless jeweler, his death, her own interest in investing and growing the nest egg he’d left her.

That wasn’t to say she didn’t work. She worked on herself, her businesses, her charitable donations, her cooking, and an ever-changing selection of art, crafts, research, and books. She picked one at random. “I make jewelry.” Her latest interest, one she’d picked up a little over a year ago in a nostalgic mood for her late husband.

“Oh. Wow, that’s so cool. An artist, huh?”

She lifted a shoulder. A therapist had suggested she try painting a few years ago, and she’d cycled through a million different forms of art since then. She parroted his question back at him. “What about you?”

“I used to coach rugby. Now I’m a nutritional coach.”

Rugby. That explained the thighs.

“Hey, do you mind watching my stuff for a minute? I need to use the restroom.”

“Sure.”

He rose from his chair and she tried to avoid checking out his aforementioned (in her head) massive thighs as he walked away.

She snuck one peek, though. Okay, well. It wasn’t news that she could feel lust over a pair of well-formed legs. It didn’t rise to the level of a zing, though.

She waited a second or two and got up as well. Katrina caught the eye of the blond ponytailed woman at the table next to her, no easy feat, since she and her companion were sitting silently together, furiously typing something on their phones.

Writers, she bet. “Do you mind watching our table for a second?” There was no real need, Katrina wouldn’t go far, but she didn’t want someone to poach it.

The woman nodded. “Of course.”

She walked to the counter and grabbed an extra couple of napkins. A large shadow fell over her. Jas leaned on the counter and signaled to the waitress for a refill for his empty cup.

“Everything’s fine,” she said. “He had no other place to sit. He’s not bothering me.”

She got a barely audible grunt in return. Grunts were one of Jas’s favorite methods of communication, and she’d learned to decipher them the same way someone else might learn to decipher Morse code. This grunt was a satisfied grunt.

The grunts weren’t as sexy to her as his eyebrows, but they were still pretty cute, damn it.

She glanced up at that rope sign. Happiness is a radical act.

Focus on the new guy. Find a zing there.

She made her way back to the table. “Thanks for holding it,” she said to the blond woman, and got a wave in return, the lady not even looking away from her small phone screen, her thumbs moving at the speed of light.

Definitely a writer. Bet she’s in the middle of something juicy.

Katrina sat down and returned to her thriller. A few minutes later Ross returned. He placed a plate with a giant cookie on it between them. “I went biking this morning and worked up an appetite. Please help me eat this.”

She never turned down a good cookie. “Happy to assist.”

She was careful not to let their fingers brush as they demolished the cookie. Despite her brain urging her to let it happen, the bumportunities were bump-blocked by her own instincts.

Ross sat back. “The weather’s so nice today.”

Mona had all of French Coast’s windows and doors open, and the salt-tinged air was perfection. “It’s nice most days. Have you been to the beach yet?”

“Not yet. That’s on the agenda for tomorrow. I didn’t bring my flip-flops today.”

She named a popular park. “If you want to see the sunset tonight, you can see it from there. The view’s incredible.”

He smoldered and leaned over the table. She hadn’t been on the receiving end of a smolder in a long time, but this was most definitely a smolder of the highest caliber.

And like most smolders in the past, she was left cold. It was a sad day when a grunt could make her heartbeat accelerate, but a perfectly good smolder barely caught her attention.

“The view’s good from here too.”

She stifled the sudden urge to laugh. Were this a book or a movie, she might have sighed, but in real life, the line was cheesy and heavy-handed. “Uh, you mean the décor? Yeah, we call rope art beach chic over here.”

“Partially,” he said, the smolder turning down to a simmer. “Hey, you know of any good pizza places around here? No chains.”

The subject of food was never cheesy. Unless there was literal cheese involved. “There’s a place around the corner from here.” She gestured. “I order delivery from there a lot, and love it. I’m pretty sure they have a nice place to eat in.”

“Perfect.” He crossed his arms over the small table and leaned forward. This time, she forced herself to keep her body still. They touched, his forearm against hers.

Nothing. No zings. Not even a spark.

“Would you like to join me for pizza and a sunset tonight, then?”

She blinked. This was a bona fide meet-cute!

Except she didn’t care. It was flattering to have such a handsome guy flirting with her, but she could quite easily turn him down. “No, I’m afraid I can’t.”

He shrugged good-naturedly and, bless him, didn’t press. “No problem.”

“You should try Crush,” she offered. “I’m sure you can line up a date for the evening pretty easily.”

He made a face. “Never used one of those dating apps. I prefer meeting people like this. Face-to-face contact, you know.”

Katrina could at least tell Rhiannon she’d tried to convert another subscriber. “Totally get it.”

He gathered up his stuff. “Thanks so much for letting me share your table. I enjoyed having the company and the local tips.”

“Me too. Pet Sandy for me.”

He laughed. “She wouldn’t settle for anything less.”

He held out his hand and she shook it, expecting no feelings and getting none. This time she did watch him leave, satisfied at the contentment she felt.

One step after another. She could repeat this, message some of those guys lingering in her matches. And next time, maybe she’d want to go out with the guy.

She dawdled for a few more minutes, then tucked her paperback in her bag and collected her trash, depositing her stuff and the plate and cup Ross had left behind in the bin.

“Ready?”

She turned to find Jas behind her. She noted the bookmark sticking out of his hardcover with approval. No cracked spines here. “Yup.”

They went out the back door, to the alley where Mona allowed them to park.

Jas walked a step in front of her but within reach, leading her to the car. She slid her gaze from his straight black hair, down his strong neck and back, and tore it away just as it got to his butt.

Your employee. Your friend. But also, your employee. You’re his responsibility. Nothing more.

She’d message more men on Crush. She had to find someone else.

He opened her door for her, and she slid into the back seat. The windows were darkly tinted, so no one could look in and see her. She could look out, though.

Riding in cars was still a relative novelty for her. Almost two years ago, when she’d decided she wanted to try exposure therapy under Andy’s guidance, they’d come to this vehicle, parked in her driveway, and sat inside it. She’d wrestled her way out of the car when her throat had constricted so much she could only gasp. Not quite a panic attack. Fear of fear. The terror of a potential panic attack.

The second time had been easier. The third time, she’d managed to travel within a mile radius of her house.

She’d tested herself up to six hours straight in the car now, round-trips where Jas had driven her up the coast and back, the sight of the ocean something she’d missed dearly. Twice she’d hyperventilated to the point where Jas had had to pull over. She’d survived, though, and that was what she told her fear every time she got inside the SUV.

She watched the city pass her by as they made the short ten-minute drive back to her home, in between sneaking glances at Jas.

“Did you have a good time?” Jas asked.

“Yes. Did you try the cookies? Oh, never mind.” Jas didn’t like sweets like she did. “They were delicious. I’ll have to get the recipe from Mona. Jia would like them.” Her new housemate liked to eat, which delighted Katrina, because she liked to feed people.

Jas grunted. “What about the guy? What was his deal?”

She lifted her head from the window. “He was a tourist.” She’d never know what prompted the next confession. “He asked me out.”

Katrina immediately wanted to recall the words. In the nine years he’d worked for her, she’d never spoken to Jas about something like this, had no idea what was going on in his personal life. She considered them friends, but they had clearly defined boundaries. Her relatively recent desire for physical companionship was something only her girlfriends and Andy were privy to.

There was a short pause. “What?”

She met her bodyguard’s dark eyes in the rearview mirror. Gloss over it. Don’t talk to the man you want about a man you don’t. It’s not like he’ll be jealous or anything. Anyway, jealousy was something high school girls sought.

She opened her mouth and heard herself say, “That man I was sitting with? The cute guy? He asked me to go to dinner with him tonight.”

Jas’s gaze flicked back to the road, his thick black eyebrows furrowing so deeply she wanted to smooth them out. “Cute? Is that what’s considered cute now?” He snorted. “Fake teeth and a fake tan?”

She paused. The fake tan was possible. As for the rest . . . “Fake, huh?”

“Definitely. No one’s teeth are naturally that white.”

She couldn’t help but grin, a real grin. Not many people saw this side of Jas. “Cosmetic procedures are not something I shame a person for,” she said primly.

He gestured. The sunlight glinted off the iron bracelet he wore. “I’m not saying Sir Teeth-a-Lot should be ashamed, I’m saying he needs a better dentist.” Jas took a sharp right. “I’m sure he has many other excellent qualities.”

If she didn’t know better, she might think there was a caustic bite to Jas’s words.

Jealousy?

She strangled the surge of hope in her soul, shoved it down deep. “He seemed okay.”

“Where are we going on this date?”

Katrina squinted at the back of his head. His hair was short, always in the same tidy style. “We?”

“I would prefer to accompany you until we have a chance to vet him.”

She opened her mouth and then closed it again, flummoxed. She hadn’t thought about the logistics of dating. Jas lived on her property, in the guest cottage. When they were at home, he had an uncanny ability to fade in and out of the woodwork as she needed. When she left her home, Jas was always at her side.

She’d have to take Jas on a date? With another man? And he sounded . . . fine about that prospect. Utterly, totally fine.

So much for him thinking of her as anything other than a job. “I’m not going out with him. I turned him down. Wasn’t feeling it.”

“As you wish.” His attention returned to the twisting road. “Your wrap is next to you.”

She hadn’t realized she was shivering until then. It was cool out, the chill multiplied by the air-conditioning. She picked up the shawl and drew it around her shoulders. “Thank you, Jas. What would I do without you?” Truth.

A grunt. That was the grunt that told her he didn’t know what to say in response. He wasn’t great at handling compliments.

She leaned her forehead against the window. After a second, she pulled her phone out of her purse and opened Crush.

She studied the man Andy had matched her with. He said he was six-foot-four five times in his profile, not four, and she had no doubt he’d say it ten more times when they got together. Tall people were very proud of hitting the genetic lottery.

Jas was tall, though, and he rarely mentioned it.

Stop it.

With a surreptitious glance at Jas, she clicked on the guy’s profile and sent a waving-hand emoji. Not the most creative opener, but if he was interested, he’d get back to her.

What would I do without you? They hadn’t been empty words. Jas was such an integral part of her life. If he left, she’d survive, but she’d mourn his loss.

Longing shot through her. She wanted him to feel the same way about her. She wanted him to share his needs with her, so she could do things for him, too.

Katrina wrapped her shawl tighter around her. That wouldn’t happen, though. So she could never jeopardize their working relationship or their friendship with her stupid, too-big feelings.





Chapter Three

THERE WAS A time in his life when Jasvinder Singh had always been prepared for a fight, for an enemy around the next corner.

But if the military had taught him anything, it was that the lines between friend and foe were blurry, and there were some attacks you could never prepare for.

He asked me out.

Jas ramped up the speed of the treadmill, his feet pounding on the track. His breath was coming fast and hard. It had been far too long since he’d properly pushed himself.

He asked me out.

He tapped the incline button, forcing himself up to a steep elevation. He welcomed every second of the pain in his calves.

He asked me out.

The doorbell interrupted his savage thoughts, and he hit the pause button on the treadmill, jumping off before it came to a complete stop. He winced as his knee protested. When Hardeep had been alive, Jas had woken up every morning at four and worked out for at least a couple of hours.

Then again, his job had been much more physical then. Hardeep had been a massively wealthy jet-setter who was also highly visible, with an equally visible wife. Every day had brought another event and security challenge.

When Hardeep had died six years ago, Katrina had disbanded the rest of the security team with hefty pensions. Jas had assumed she’d give him notice as well.

Instead she’d summoned him to her office and quietly told him she wanted him to find her a nice house with an ocean view in California, and would he like to remain her bodyguard?

His yes had come very fast.

Jas picked up the phone from the weight bench and checked the display for the fifteenth time since he’d woken up an hour ago. He accompanied Katrina on all outings and was otherwise available to meet her needs, but he’d shifted into handling cyber security for her, her investment fund, and a number of the businesses she had shares in. His phone was always on him, and he was attuned to every noise it made.

For the past few days, though, he’d been on hyper alert for a 202 area code. No good news came out of Washington, not for him.

Nothing right now, though. The doorbell chimed again and he tucked the phone into the pocket of his shorts. He walked to the door, peered out, and silently groaned at the sight of the man standing on his doorstep.

Jas contemplated slinking away, but it was impossible to pretend he wasn’t home when his car was in the same large garage this man parked in. He unlocked the door and opened it, leaning against the doorjamb. Wait, did that look like he was trying to bar the guy from his home? He straightened.

Jas had never been a man who made friends easily, even before his life had turned upside down and he’d left the military. He was too slow to open up to people, or at least, that’s what more than one exasperated family member had told him.

Katrina’s part-time roommate, Rhiannon, had started dating Samson Lima about six months ago. Jas didn’t know exactly how Samson had slipped in under his guard. Possibly because Jas had been slightly starstruck: Samson had played pro, but he also came from a pro-football dynasty. Jas had grown up watching Samson’s uncle and father play ball. He’d owned a Lima jersey. A few of them, in fact.

The guy didn’t spend that much time at Katrina’s house—he and Rhiannon were usually together at Samson’s apartment in L.A. But when he was in Santa Barbara, he and Jas had settled into a habit of getting together for a workout or coffee.

Samson surveyed his sweat-soaked shirt and raised an eyebrow. “Whoa, there. You training for something?”

Jas swiped his hand down his chest. “Nah. Pushing myself a little, is all. Need to get my stamina up. I’ve been slacking.”

“You could have texted. I would have come and spotted you.”

Jas scratched the back of his neck. “Thanks, but I’m done now.”

“I actually came over to see if you wanted to go for a run or play some basketball. It’s been a while.” Samson was dressed in an old T-shirt and gym shorts. “Since you’ve already got your workout in, why don’t we have some coffee?”

Jas would rather they work out. Working out meant they didn’t have to talk. “Oh no, I wouldn’t want you to miss getting your—”

“I insist.” Samson took a step forward. A former linebacker, he was big enough to crowd Jas, and Jas took an automatic step back, enough to let the younger man slip through. “I’ll make the coffee.”

Jas’s smile probably looked more like a grimace. Short of tossing Samson bodily out of his house, he didn’t know what he could do to get the man out. And he couldn’t bounce him. Samson was much heftier, and also there was the whole thing about him dating Katrina’s best friend.

People and all their connections. So complicated.

He trailed after Samson as the other man went to the kitchen, a short walk in the cozy two-bedroom cottage. Katrina had partially bought this property because of the in-law quarters in the back. Jas had been happy to take her up on her offer to live in the small home. Situated a few hundred feet away from Katrina’s bigger house, its location struck a good balance between the protection he wanted to offer her and the distance he struggled to maintain between them.

Samson made a beeline to the coffee maker, familiar with the place in a way that made Jas nervous. It hadn’t made him nervous a month ago, or even a week ago, but then Jas had gone and opened his usually tight-lipped mouth. “Isn’t the French press making better coffee than that terrible machine you had?” Samson remarked. He pulled a coffee can from the cupboard.

“Yes, it is.” Coffee was always coffee, in his opinion: hot bean soup he occasionally drank when other people around him were drinking it. He preferred not to depend on any chemical on a day-to-day basis.

Samson set the electric kettle to boil and measured out the grounds while Jas fetched the mugs and cream for Samson. “How have you been?” Jas asked, because that was what you asked friends, even friends you were mildly embarrassed to talk to.

“Busy as hell with boring corporate stuff.” Samson leaned against the counter.

“Meetings for the new merger?” Rhiannon and Katrina’s dating app was merging with Samson’s aunt’s dating website, and it had kept Rhiannon and Samson busy in L.A.

“Yeah. Rhiannon and my aunt love each other, but they’re both two strong-headed CEOs. They need a pretty face to buffer.” Samson poured the hot water over the grounds. He brought the press over to the counter.

Samson took a seat on one of the stools. “I see you’ve added some new rosebushes.”

Jas remained standing and folded his hands in front of him on the counter. “Trying to get them in before the first frost.”

“How are your orchids doing?”

“Good.”

Samson rolled his empty mug between his palms. “Does this feel as awkward to you as it does to me?”

Jas tensed. The good thing about not having many friends was that he didn’t really have anyone to confide in, which meant no one later brought up the unpleasant things he told them.

But last week, when Samson had caught him moodily digging up some weeds in the garden at the big house, Jas had cracked. I got a call from an old friend, had been the first words out of his mouth, and then it all came out. They’d sat in the sunshine, Samson quiet while Jas had spoken.

So now he did feel awkward, damn it. “I don’t feel awkward,” Jas lied.

Samson poured the coffee. “I know awkward when I see it, man. What I don’t know is why.”

Because Jas had felt good after he’d told Samson everything, for a few hours. Then he hadn’t.

When Jas didn’t speak now, Samson nodded. “Look, I don’t have many friends.”

Jas squinted at that, because it made no sense. Samson was too . . . what was the word? Charming.

Samson nodded. “At least, not ones I’ve made in the last ten years. Except for Rhiannon, and Katrina, and, well, you. So I know it can feel weird, telling someone something personal. I haven’t told anyone what you told me, not even Rhiannon.” Samson shrugged. “I know it feels weird, letting someone in, but it can be helpful too.”

Jas wrapped his hands around the warm mug. “I didn’t mean to, uh, burden you.”

“Hardly a burden. If you feel embarrassed, you don’t have to be.” Samson braced himself on his elbows on the counter and nodded. “You know they used to call me the Lima Charm?” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Jas nodded.

“I thought that meant I couldn’t show anyone anything but a smile. I hid everything else. It worked, until it didn’t.”

He had a feeling Samson didn’t tell many people how he felt about his nickname and the pressure to be a smiling face. Jas opened his mouth, then closed it again, the words slow in coming, but they emerged. “You’re right. I’m not used to telling anyone my problems.” The friends he’d had via forced proximity, in the Army or as part of a security team, were all scattered across the world now. They occasionally connected, but he was isolated here. Which had been what he’d wanted.

Samson took a sip of his coffee. “You’re going through something. We all go through things. I didn’t run and google you or anything, by the way. I only know what you’ve told me.”

“Thank you.” Googling wouldn’t bring up much. The military had kept McGuire’s trial under wraps as tightly as possible, and fourteen years ago, the news cycle hadn’t been quite like it was now.

Jas thought the man had gotten off pretty lightly for flagrantly disobeying orders and wounding two people, including Jas: a twenty-year sentence, and he’d been out in five years with parole. The pardon McGuire was now rumored to be up for would lift his parole restrictions. It would be like nothing ever happened, except for the scars Jas carried.

McGuire was an apple-cheeked Midwestern boy, the son of a prominent prosecutor and a judge. His pardon would make news in a way his trial hadn’t. Surely some enterprising journalist would try to track Jas down for a statement.

Jas controlled his full-body shudder. Exposure. Plus, the potential emergence of all those memories he’d spent fourteen years shoving down deep, so deep he’d never have to think about them. He’d run away after the trial, and a big part of him wished he could run away now.

“Hey,” Samson placed his hand on Jas’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Jas. There are things I have trouble thinking about, too.”

That, Jas believed. Samson’s parents’ and uncle’s tragic deaths were public knowledge.

“You can talk about the stuff you feel comfortable talking about, and not about the things you don’t. That’s how I operate with my friends, okay?”

Friends. Another shot of that good feeling, like a drug coursing through his veins.

Tell him about Katrina, too.

Haha, nope.
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