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      My boss is definitely a grade A manskank.

      I walk toward the table at Conquistadors Tequila Bar, carrying a tray of champagne flutes and a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, trying to ignore the woman standing next to the table who is pouting at my boss, Cade Hardy.

      Everyone at the table has swiveled their heads to stare at the woman, the happy chatter falling silent.

      “Why won’t you answer my calls?” The gorgeous, tall brunette blinks wet, thickly mascaraed eyelashes. “My texts? I don’t understand.”

      Cade shifts in his chair, then rises. “I told you, Amelia.” He gently takes the woman’s arm and tries to steer her away from the table.

      I do my best to ignore the developing drama as I set glasses at each place, studiously focusing on the table, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. This isn’t the first time one of Cade’s “dates” has shown up at the bar, either pissed off and chucking glasses at him or crying her mascara off. It makes life interesting.

      Amelia stands firm in her platform heels. “You didn’t really mean that. What we had was special. You said that yourself!” She isn’t keeping her voice low, and everyone can hear.

      I exchange a tight smile with Carrie, the girlfriend of one of my other bosses.

      “Amelia, I told you I don’t do relationships.” Cade’s voice is lower as he edges Amelia away from the table. “You said you were fine with that. It was just one date.”

      No shit, he doesn’t do relationships. In the few months I’ve been working at Conquistadors, Cade has probably slept with twenty-eight women. Not that I’m counting.

      “But you brought me to a wedding! I met your friends! That has to mean something.”

      I focus on my task to avoid the awkward encounter, easing the cork out of the bottle of champagne with a small pop, diverting attention away from the unhappy couple. I expertly pour the wine into Carrie’s glass, my thumb in the punt of the bottle, holding the flute in my other hand and tilting it so the wine slides down the side. I wait as bubbles subside to fill the glass, then set the glass on the table and step to the side to pick up Marco’s.

      “This is so nice,” Carrie says in a bright tone, reaching for the flute.

      Marco inclines his head. “Congratulations again, belleza.”

      They’re celebrating the opening of G Gallery, where disadvantaged kids can hang out and make art, in the hopes that it will keep them off the street and out of trouble. Marco’s girlfriend Carrie has been working on setting up the gallery pretty much since I started working at Conquistadors, along with her mother and of course Marco.

      Amelia’s sobs grow fainter as Cade leads her out of the bar. I continue to fill glasses until everyone at the table has champagne. Then Marco lifts his in a toast. “To G Gallery. And to Cheryl and Carrie. Congratulations on all your hard work.”

      They all clink their glasses together and sip the sparkling wine.

      Cade rejoins them and picks up his glass. “Sorry about that,” he mutters.

      I move away from the table with the empty wine bottle, unable this time to stop my eyes from rolling and my lip from curling. What a hound.

      Before I can get far, my third boss waves me back to the table. Conquistadors Tequila Bar is owned by three men—Cade Hardy, Marco Solis, and Beck Whitcomb, all of them former Navy SEALs; all of them hot as hell. (Manwhore tendencies notwithstanding.) I just overheard Marco telling Carrie’s mom why they named the bar Conquistadors . . .. “We thought it was fitting. All three of us had some . . . challenges growing up. Then we all decided to become SEALs, which is another huge challenge. We all made it—we were three of the fifteen who made it out of a class of a hundred forty-five when we started. We decided that naming the bar would remind us that we can overcome anything if we put our minds to it.”

      For some reason, I truly admire that, even if I privately think they were a little crazy to think they could just open a bar and be successful.

      “Hey, Reese,” Beck says. “Can you bring us some nachos, some chips and dip, and, uh, jalapeño poppers? And hey, Sid’s got something new we can try: Tater Tot nachos.”

      I wince at the mention of the new menu item. “Um, yeah, about that . . .”

      Beck frowns. “What?”

      “They’re . . . well, you’re the boss. You should try them, if you haven’t. I’ll get those right out for you.”

      I head to the kitchen to put the order in.

      Tater Tot nachos. Ugh. It’s not a bad idea, but the execution leaves much to be desired.

      I get that the guys are trying to improve their food menu. I know Sid, the cook, is trying. He just isn’t up to the job.

      Oh, the things I could do . . .

      But no. I’m a waitress here. Happily waiting on people, serving drinks and food, living in sunny San Diego . . . I sigh. Okay, not so happily, but still, this is my choice and I’m making the best of it.

      The food menu here sucks, and even though the bar serves some excellent drinks, which is what attracts most of their customers, the drinks menu could also be improved. The bar is attractive—elegant and stylish with white walls, dark wood, black leather furniture, and funky chrome light fixtures suspended above tables. The big stone fireplace against one wall nearly always has a fire flickering in it. Wood Venetian blinds on the windows shade the bar from bright California sun.

      I check on my other tables, picking up a few dishes and transporting them to the kitchen, taking more drink orders, which I relay to Alex working the bar tonight. Often Beck tends bar himself, or sometimes Marco. Beck’s a charming flirt, though happily married, but that doesn’t stop female patrons from hanging around to talk to him, admiring his sexy tats, beard, and long locks. Actually, even the male customers like hanging around talking to Beck.

      Marco is more serious than Beck, but has definitely lightened up since I first started working here, which seems to be largely due to his girlfriend Carrie. All three guys are knowledgeable about fine tequilas, but Marco is the connoisseur. But when it comes to serious, Cade is the winner. He rarely tends bar, spending most of his time back in the office with his spreadsheets and graphs and sales charts. When he’s not out screwing half the female population of Southern California.

      I carry the food my bosses ordered to the table and they all begin passing the platters around, serving themselves nachos and poppers and chips. I wait expectantly, holding my tray in both hands.

      “This is the new item.” Marco picks up a cheesy Tater Tot and pops it into his mouth. He chews. And swallows. “Well.”

      “I know what he’s trying to do,” I speak up. “Using some fresh ingredients would be so much better.” My lip curls again reflexively and I quickly try to tame that. “Those are made with frozen Tater Tots.”

      One of Marco’s eyebrows shoots up.

      Cade rises to his feet. “Hey, Reese, can I talk to you for a minute in the office?”

      My stomach clenches at the grim look on his face and my skin turns cold. “Of course.”

      I follow my boss back behind the bar, down the short hall, and into the office the three men share. It’s a cluttered space including two desks, one of which is covered with papers, folders, and binders as well as half-drunk bottles of tequila and inexplicably a bike helmet and a basketball. Cade’s desk, however, is neat and tidy, with nothing but a couple of file folders and his computer.

      He turns and leans a hip against his desk. I stop just inside the door, my insides tightening.

      Damn, why does he have to be so good-looking? The first time I met him when he interviewed me for the waitress job here, I took him to be a laid-back beach bum based on his appearance—shaggy, sun-bleached hair hanging over his forehead nearly into his stunning ice-blue eyes, dark gold scruff on his tanned cheeks and chin, and big, broad shoulders wearing a loose tropical-patterned shirt. His mouth is distracting in itself—a full bottom lip and sharply carved top lip I had to drag my attention away from.

      It was hard to take him seriously at first, but I quickly learned he’s not laid-back and he’s not a beach bum. He’s the guy in charge—organized, efficient, decisive, and controlling. Waaaay too controlling.

      Now I swallow, once more trying not to look at his sexy mouth.

      “You can’t criticize our menu in front of guests,” Cade says, his eyebrows pulled together.

      I bite back the words I want to say—the menu sucks. I’ve only been here a couple of months, and I don’t want to lose this job. But annoyance rises in me because he’s right, dammit. I would never have tolerated anyone who worked for me criticizing my menu. “I’m sorry,” I say stiffly. “It won’t happen again.”

      One of his dark gold eyebrows lifts. “You sure? This isn’t the first time you’ve done it.”

      I try to keep my face neutral. “I’m sorry.”

      He fixes me with a steady gaze that makes my insides twist up. No wonder he has women all over him, all the time. Whorehound.

      “What’s your problem with our menu?”

      I press my lips together. “I don’t have a problem with the menu.”

      “Funny, you seemed to have a problem with it a few minutes ago. And last week when you told a customer not to order the seven-layer dip.”

      I make a tight, repentant smile. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      He regards me thoughtfully for another moment, then lifts his chin. “Okay. Glad we set things straight.”

      Taking that as a dismissal, I nod and hurry out.

      Inside, I burn. I hate being told what to do. Hate making mistakes. And I especially hate serving people food that sucks.

      I have to get over that. This isn’t my restaurant. I don’t have to care. I don’t want the worries and responsibilities. All I want to do is smile and serve people, collect my tips, and go home to the crappy little duplex I’m renting.

      It’s so damn hard though, when I know I could make things so much better.

      Tight-lipped, I go back to take orders for another round of drinks from the table my bosses are at. They’re all laughing and happy, Beck and his wife, Hayden, Marco and Carrie, and Carrie’s family. A brief pang of self-pity strikes me, a moment of intense loneliness.

      Then Marco smiles at me with a quizzical look, no doubt wondering if Cade thoroughly spanked me back in the office.

      As if I’d want his hands on my ass.

      I don’t need pity. I lift my chin and give Marco a determined smile in return. “Another Mayahuel?”

      “Yes, please.” He circles a finger in the air. “Another round.”

      The one thing I approve of at Conquistadors is the selection of tequilas These guys definitely know their tequila.
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      I watch Reese disappear out the office door. She tried to hide it, but she’s pissed. Her moss-green eyes flashed and those lush lips tightened, though it was barely perceptible. Her long red-gold ponytail bounces as she stalks out, and my eyes follow that trail of bright hair down her back to her ass.

      She’s kind of on the skinny side, but that ass . . .

      I blow out a breath. I’ve been told more than once to keep my hands—and my eyes—off our staff. Okay, specifically that one waitress. I would never go there. We’re trying to make this bar a success, and a reputation for sexual harassment won’t help.

      Reese is an enigma. A gorgeous, anxious enigma.

      She doesn’t hang out with any of the other staff. Possibly because she’s a little older than the college-age people we usually hire. She’s a hard worker, efficient and competent, and customers seem to like her. She doesn’t talk about herself, although she’s friendly and interested in others. Maybe that’s what makes me so curious about her.

      I know nothing about her, except that she worked at a few high-end restaurants in New York City. She wears no ring, so apparently isn’t married or engaged, and there’s never any mention of a boyfriend. Or family. When asked why she moved to San Diego, she smiled and answered with a breezy, “I needed a change.”

      What do I know about her? Besides the fact that she’s gorgeous, she’s jumpy. Sometimes I pick up on a faint tremor in her hands. A rapid blinking of her eyes. A habit of twisting her clothing—her shirtsleeve or hem—between her fingers.

      Fuck, she fascinates me, and I have to shut that down. She works for me.

      I push away from the desk and follow her back out to the bar where my buddy and business partner Marco is celebrating with his girlfriend Carrie.

      Amelia’s little drama was embarrassing, but I managed to calm her down, and convince her that she doesn’t really want anything to do with me because I’m an asshole who has no intention of committing to one woman. The guys are on my ass about my active sex life, but screw them. Now that they’re both in relationships, they’re all uptight about my “degenerate” ways. As if they didn’t sleep around. Okay, Marco not so much. He was actually engaged to be married once, until she cheated on him and married someone else while he was away in Afghanistan. It took Marco a while to get over that.

      With a smile, I take my seat at the table. I pick up one of the Tater Tot nachos on my plate, now cold, and shove it in my mouth. Potatoes, cheese, jalapenos . . . how can you go wrong? It’s decent bar snack food.

      I catch Marco’s eye and give him a nod to let him know I’ve taken care of the issue. Our serving staff dissing our food isn’t going to help our business. Hopefully Reese keeps her word and doesn’t do that again or I’ll have to fire her ass.

      Her ass . . .

      No, no, I have to stop thinking about her ass.

      I don’t want to fire her. None of us like firing anyone, although it’s happened. Finding good staff—not to mention retaining them—is surprisingly hard. Although I’m starting to think we might have to fire Sid, our cook. We’re doing okay, and Sid is doing his best to try new things and improve our food menu, but his skill set isn’t really up to the job.

      The party starts wrapping up, Carrie’s family getting up to leave first, then Beck and Hayden, then Carrie and Marco are left standing, smooching, and gazing into each other’s eyes. Bleh.

      “Go home,” I tell them. “I’ll lock up.”

      The bar is empty now, only floor staff left putting away dishes and glasses, kitchen staff cleaning up. I’ll make sure the garbage is taken out, the grease traps cleaned.

      “Thanks, man,” Marco says. “See you tomorrow.”

      I turn to head to the kitchen. Reese stands at the bar folding towels neatly.

      “Go home, Reese.”

      “I’ll just finish these.”

      I have to admire her work ethic. I move over to help her.

      She glances up at me, then stares at the white bar towels as she continues folding. “That was a nice celebration,” she comments. “Everyone seemed to be having fun.”

      Is that a wistful note I hear in her voice? “Yeah. It was.”

      “I’m surprised you and Beck and Marco actually took a night off and let someone else look after things.”

      I frown. “What does that mean?”

      She lifts one narrow shoulder. “You guys spend a lot of time working here.”

      “We own the place.”

      “I know, but . . . you have a restaurant manager. You have capable staff. Well, mostly,” she adds under her breath.

      My frown deepens. “Ultimately, we’re responsible for everything and everyone. For making sure the bartenders aren’t giving away free booze, or cash isn’t disappearing.”

      “You have to trust the people who work for you.”

      “We do.”

      “Okay.”

      “What’s your point? You think we should be off golfing?”

      She snorts. “I can’t picture the three of you golfing. Aren’t you guys into skydiving and rock-climbing?”

      I grin. “Sometimes.”

      “I guess my point is, you’re either working in your business, or you’re working on your business. Owners should be working on their business—marketing, bigger-picture things.”

      “We do that.”

      “Okay,” she says again, clearly humoring me.

      My molars grind together and my body tenses. “So you’re telling me how to run my business.”

      “No.” She sets down the last towel on the pile and picks them all up. “If I were telling you how to run your business, I’d have a lot more to say.” She moves to set the towels on a shelf.

      What the hell does she know, anyway? Heat flares inside me. “Say it, then. Tell us what we’re doing wrong.”

      She gives me a long look and a pleasant but fake smile. “I’m just a waitress. What do I know? Good night, Cade.”

      She heads back to the staff room, presumably to get her things.

      I grip the edge of the bar tightly enough to splinter the wood. Jesus Christ. I’ve just about had enough of her snotty superiority. Who the hell does she think is, implying we aren’t running our business well? It’s our business, and we’re in charge, for fuck’s sake.

      I start toward the break room, but hear the back door closing. She’s left.

      I suck in a long breath, standing at the end of the bar, hands clenched into fists. Okay, calm the fuck down. This isn’t the time to be firing someone, at midnight on a Sunday night. Also, we can’t afford to lose a good waitress. Staff turnover is surprisingly high, given that we think we’re pretty damn good bosses and have a great place to work.

      I’m a master of self-control, keeping my emotions firmly in check. Actually, I try not to have any emotions. That makes life a lot easier.

      Fuck. Why does she get to me like that?

      I turn out lights, check the kitchen and then I, too, head out the back door where my SUV is parked. The motion-sensor light we installed a while back, when we were having trouble with vandalism, comes on. Reese is nowhere in sight.

      I know her address from our personnel records, know it’s not that far from the bar, and I know that she often walks to and from work. Tonight for some reason it bugs me that she’s alone in the dark, even though she annoys the hell out of me.

      I’m tempted to follow her and offer her a ride. Just to make sure she gets home safely.

      I grip the steering wheel and knock my forehead against it. Don’t be an idiot. She’s an adult and she’s been walking home alone for months now.

      I just need to stop thinking about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            REESE

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, no, it’s only seven-thirty. Go back to sleep,” I beg, burying my face in my pillow.

      Jack nudges me again. A warm tongue slides over my ear.

      “Shit.” Heaving a sigh, I throw back the covers and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I peer at Jack, who leaps down and runs to the bedroom door, tail wagging. “Good thing you’re cute.”

      I pad out of my bedroom and through the living room to the door to let Jack out into the small, fenced front yard. It’s scrubby grass and dirt that the owner of the duplex said was going to be turned into a patio at some point, but I’ve seen no signs of it yet. I watch Jack trot out and do a circle around the yard, then lift his leg at a shrub. “Good boy.”

      I yawn, leaning against the door in my panties and tank top. The sun is still low in the sky, casting long, early-morning shadows.

      I had another nightmare last night. Shit.

      They’ve been happening less often but I’m starting to realize they’ll probably never go away. They’re all a variation on a theme—I’m in grave danger but I’m frozen in place, can’t move, and though I try to scream the only noises that come out are painful squawks. I wake up sweating, my heart pounding. Then I lay in the dark wide awake.

      And now I’m so tired.

      Jack waddles back to the door, a smile on his face. Yes, it’s a smile. I open the door and let him in.

      Maybe calling Jack cute wasn’t quite accurate. Some kind of mutt, he sort of looks like a small golden retriever with very short legs, but he’s adorable to me. I’m fostering Jack until he finds his forever home. Because I was a little lonely when I move to San Diego, I decided to explore fostering. I don’t want to commit to adopting a dog because I’m not sure how long I’m going to stay here. I still have my apartment back in New York. I still have friends and family there. I might go back there one day. Maybe.

      I have no idea what the hell I’m doing here.

      “Breakfast, little buddy?”

      Jack follows me to the kitchen, where I pull the bag of dry dog food out of a cupboard and dump some into his bowl. I refill his water dish with fresh water, then start coffee for myself.

      I think my sleep has improved since being here in San Diego because I’ve been busy, physically tired from waiting tables for eight-hour shifts, enjoying the sunshine and mild weather on my days off. Jack is the perfect companion for my runs on the beach—his short legs can’t go very fast.

      I’ve become addicted to the ocean, to sitting in front of it in various spots I’ve discovered, watching the endless ebb and flow, the soothing whoosh of waves on the beach, sometimes easy and calm, other times more agitated and violent, but unfailingly constant.

      I pick up my phone and do a quick scroll through Instagram, Facebook, and emails. I’ve carefully pruned my friends and follows so that all I see is close friends and family. I want to know what’s happening with them—my friend Josie just started a new job. My dad’s not on the socials, but Mom is and posts occasional Facebook updates about what they’re doing, and my older sister Kendall does, as well. They’re all busy, Dad the CEO of Ellis Leitch Financial, Mom doing volunteer work with a bunch of high-profile charities, Kendall a lawyer at a high-powered law firm.

      I love them and I miss them, even though when I lived in New York I didn’t see much of them. I was busy, too, then, working weird hours that didn’t line up well with family dinners or parties. But even though I regret that, I’ve up and moved across the country.

      I check the time on my phone before setting it down. Today I’m working an early shift at Conquistadors, starting at eleven, but there’s still plenty of time to take Jack for a walk on the beach then shower and change.

      I dress in jeans and a hoodie, the morning still cool. Travel mug filled with coffee, Jack and I set out down Thomas Avenue toward the beach.

      As we arrive at Ocean Boulevard, I glance over at Conquistadors, closed at this hour.

      I shouldn’t have bugged Cade last night about how they manage the place. He works long hours, which is definitely part of owning a bar or restaurant, but his obvious need for control means he works more hours than he needs to. The word “delegate” probably isn’t in his vocabulary. Not only is he a manwhore, he’s a stubborn and inflexible workaholic.

      That’s kind of pot and kettle-ish. I’m pretty sure people probably thought I was a stubborn and inflexible workaholic. I totally get dedication and hard work. But lately I’ve been thinking a lot about what the priorities in life should really be.

      Jack and I cross Ocean Boulevard, then the sidewalk beneath a few palm trees before hitting the sand. Early in the day in November, there aren’t many people on the beach, a few people running and a couple strolling near the water. Feathery white clouds streak the blue sky, the ocean a bit choppy with creamy whitecaps.

      I turn and head toward Pacific Beach Pier, Jack bounding happily along. The breeze whips my hair around my face and I turn into it with a smile. Getting into a wide-open space with the ocean and the sky all huge and blue around me has a way of clearing my head.

      Near the pier, we head back to the sidewalk. I love the old-time beachy atmosphere of this area with cute little shops, restaurants, and hotels, so different from New York. I lead Jack out onto the pier, inhaling the scent of sun-warmed wet wood and salt. Jack catches the scent of fish, his nose lifting into the air as he trots beside me. A couple of men at the end of the pier have fishing lines they’re patiently waiting on. I lean on the railing. Below me, a guy in a wetsuit paddles on a surfboard, waiting to catch a wave.

      I squint at the man. No . . . really? It looks like Cade . . . it’s hard to tell, though.

      I watch as a wave picks him up and he gets to his feet, balancing and riding the wave toward shore. It’s not a huge wave, but he seems pretty comfortable on that board. The wetsuit outlines his perfect shape—wide shoulders, narrow waist and hips, and a perfect, round ass.

      Maybe he is a laid-back surfer dude at times.

      I smile at the thought. If that’s him, it probably pisses him off that he can’t control the waves.

      Shaking my head, I move away from the railing and Jack and I stroll toward the beach.

      Back trudging through sand, I survey the area for the surfer in the wetsuit, curious if it really is Cade, not seeing him . . . until we’re face-to-face.

      Yep, it’s him.

      He stops and meets my eyes, his hair dark gold and wet, his surfboard held under one arm. Sunlight glints off drops of water on his shoulders. “Hey.”

      “Hi.” Goddammit, I actually lose my breath. I reel in Jack’s leash as he attempts to chase a seagull.

      Cade’s gaze drops to Jack. “Who’s this?”

      “This is Jack. He’s not really mine. I’m just fostering him.”

      His eyebrows rise. “Huh. That’s cool.”

      I shrug. “I guess. I like dogs, but I don’t know how long I’ll be here, so . . .”

      Now those thick eyebrows tug together. “Really. I didn’t realize this was temporary for you.”

      “Oh, I haven’t decided for sure.” I wave a hand and smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not leaving anytime soon. I am absolutely committed to Conquistadors.”

      “You’re the only one, then,” Cade mutters, shoving his wet hair back off his face.

      “What? That’s not true. Danny’s very loyal.”

      “Yeah, he is. It’s just that we have more staff turnover than we expected.”

      “That’s common in the restaurant business.”

      “Yeah, we’re learning that.” He eyes me, his arctic-blue eyes alight with curiosity.

      I need to shut up about the damn restaurant. “So you surf.”

      “Yeah.” He glances down at the board. “Good way to start the day. You?”

      “Never.”

      He grins. “You should try it.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I love looking at the ocean. Swimming in it, not so much.”

      “City girl?”

      “Hell, yeah.” I try a smile. “I mean, I can swim. But the ocean is . . . big.”

      “That it is. And powerful.”

      “You must be a good swimmer.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Navy SEAL, remember?”

      “Right, right.” How could I forget? All three of my bosses have that commanding presence and strength that struck me on meeting each of them. “I guess you’ve probably had to swim in some pretty hellish situations.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He jerks his head toward the slightly rough Pacific. “This is nothin’.”

      His bravery is impressive, I have to admit. Although he’s probably done even braver things than swimming in the ocean. For some reason, a knot of dread forms in my gut.

      God, I’m such a wuss lately.

      My cellphone rings in the back pocket of my jeans. I frown and reach for it, juggling my now-empty mug, phone, and Jack’s leash. Cade reaches for the leash and I let him take it so I can answer the call. It’s the pet shelter.

      “Hi, Reese?”

      “Yes.” I watch Cade crouch and hold out a hand to Jack for him to sniff.

      “It’s Barb at the Ventura Animal Shelter. Just checking to see how Jack is doing.”

      “He’s doing great, thanks.”

      “We may have someone interested in taking him permanently.”

      “Oh.” My heart bumps. “Really?”

      “Yes. Just giving you a heads-up. There are a few dogs they’re interested in, and we’re arranging meetings. Would you be available later this week?”

      I try to recall my schedule. “Um . . . I’m off Wednesday. And I’d be available during the day Thursday or Friday.”

      “Okay, good.” Sounds like Barb is making notes. “I’ll get back to you, then! Thanks, Reese.”

      “Sure, no problem.” I end the call and purse my lips as I slide my phone back into my pocket. “That was the shelter where I got Jack. They have someone who might be interested,” I explain to Cade.

      “You don’t look happy about that.”

      “No, no, it’s fine.” I paste on a smile and straighten my shoulders, despite the heaviness in my chest. “I knew it was just temporary, like I said.”

      He eyes me, then turns back to Jack to pat him, running a hand down his back. Jack pants, gazing at Cade with what appears to be an adoring smile. “He’s a good dog.”

      “He had some issues when he first came to me. I think just anxiety.” I can relate to that. “But we sorted things out.”

      Cade straightens and hands the leash back to me.

      “Thanks. We’d better get home so I can shower and get ready for work.”

      “Don’t be late!”

      I catch the smirk on his face as I turn away and shake my head.

      I look down at Jack, obediently at my side. Damn. I’m getting attached to the little dude. I shouldn’t do that. I can’t keep him. But that too-familiar feeling of tightness in my chest and accelerated breathing is already gathering.

      Shit. I take long, slow breaths in and out as we walk back toward Thomas Street. I have to be better than this. If I can’t handle giving Jack back, I never should have taken him in the first place.

      Being angry at myself doesn’t help things. I have to change my self-talk. I know that, but sometimes it’s not easy.

      I stop and pick up Jack. He’s not a pocket dog, but I can lift him and hug him and let him lick my chin. Hugs and affection make me feel better. “Thank you. I love you, too.” Then I set him back on all four paws to cross Ocean Boulevard and walk the last blocks home. By the time we get there, the anxiety is easing, thank God.

      I rub a hand over my stomach walking to the bathroom as Jack slurps water from the bowl in the kitchen.

      Cade beats me getting to Conquistadors, even though I get there early for my shift. When I walk in, now dressed in a short black dress, my hair pulled into a neat ponytail, all three of my bosses are standing at the bar, smiling, slapping each other on the back and doing bro hugs. My eyes widen as I move toward them.

      “Something good happen?” I ask.

      They all turn to me, and even though three decidedly masculine pairs of eyes are focused on me, I’m really only aware of one—Cade’s.

      “Marco and Carrie got engaged last night,” he says, grinning.

      “Oh!” I turn to Marco. “Congratulations!” I like Marco’s girlfriend, er, fiancée. Carrie earned my respect the day she stepped in to help when things were extra busy in the bar. I also admire Carrie for the work she’s doing for disadvantaged kids.

      “Thanks.” Marco beams.

      “So when’s the wedding?” Beck asks.

      Marco shrugs. “We didn’t talk about that at all yet.”

      “We just went through this.” Cade shakes his head, still smiling. “Now another wedding.”

      Marco grimaces. “Yeah. Maybe I can convince her to elope.”

      Beck shakes his head. “Somehow I doubt that. Carrie had too much fun helping Hayden plan our wedding.”

      I know that Beck and Hayden had just gotten married when I started working here.

      “True.” Marco shrugs. “Well, there’s no rush. Not like for you two.”

      “Fuck, we rushed the wedding because Carrie was moving to Spain,” Beck says. “And then she didn’t.”

      “Uh, yeah.” Marco rubs his jaw. “Oops.”

      “Ha-ha.” Beck claps his friend on the back. “No worries. It’s probably better than dragging everything out for a year.”

      “Carrie’s having lunch with Hayden right now, showing off the ring,” Marco says.

      “She liked it?”

      “Yeah, thank Christ. Spent a fucking fortune on it.”

      “She’s worth it, though, right?” Cade leans against the bar.

      “Absolutely.”

      I smile. Seeing all three men happy and relaxed is nice. Especially Cade. He never shows much emotion, so watching him smile and laugh with his friends, who he obviously cares about, always takes me aback.

      I head back to put my stuff away before starting my shift, then pause at the kitchen where everyone is busy preparing for the lunch crowd. I frown at the bags of tortilla chips and jars of purchased salsa.

      “Let’s make some chips today,” I suggest to Sid.

      He frowns at me. “Why?”

      “Because freshly made chips are so much better than bought. We should try a new salsa recipe, too.”

      “We have salsa.”

      I swallow a sigh. “I know, but as with the chips, something fresh and made here might be something people really enjoy.”

      “You don’t work in the kitchen.” He’s not pushing back too hard, so I keep going.

      “I know.” I shrug. “But it’s fun.”

      He frowns at me as I get out a bunch of tortillas and start cutting them up.

      “I’ll help.” Jenn, the prep cook, moves to one of the fryers to check the oil.

      “Don’t use all the tortillas,” Sid protests. “We won’t have enough for tacos.”

      “Someone can make a run to the wholesaler after lunch and get more.” I cut more tortillas into wedges. Soon Jenn and I are frying them into crispy golden triangles. While Jenn attends to that, I arrange tomatoes, jalapenos, onions, limes, and cilantro at a station.

      “You can’t do this,” Sid keeps saying, but I keep ignoring him. It’s too hard to resist.

      I chop and slice and arrange tomatoes, peppers, and onions onto a big baking sheet, drizzle them with oil, then pop them into a hot oven.

      “What are you doing?” Sid’s practically wringing his hands.

      “Roasting the vegetables. It makes the salsa roja taste better.” I salt the tortilla chips then pop one into my mouth. “Awesome. Here. Try.”

      Sid reluctantly takes a chip and eats it. He rolls his eyes. “It’s good.”

      I grin. Inspired, I grab some avocados and tomatillos, marveling that Sid actually has tomatillos. “How about avocado tomatillo salsa?” There aren’t any serrano peppers, so I use jalapeños again, tossing tomatillos, peppers, avocado, and fresh lime juice into the food processor, then adding salt. I taste it, closing my eyes to hunt out all the nuances, add more salt, then scoop it out into a container.

      “What are we going to do with this stuff?” Sid asks, completely at a loss. “It’s not on the menu.”

      “People always order chips and salsa,” I say. “This time they’ll get something special.”

      “This is amazing,” Jenn says.

      “Thanks.”

      Although the salsa roja is often pureed, I prefer more texture, so I set about chopping the roasted vegetables along with garlic, then a handful of cilantro and of course salt.

      Now Paul, the line cook, joins in to taste-test. “Needs to be chilled,” I say. “But it’s pretty good.”

      “It’s fucking fantastic,” Paul says.

      Sid sighs.

      “What the hell is going on in here?”

      I lift my head to see Cade. “We’re conducting the San Diego Symphony. What does it look like?”

      Jenn and Paul choke on a laugh, but Sid speaks up. “She came in here and took over! I couldn’t stop her.”

      I tip my head and give Sid a long look. “Jeez. I didn’t take over. I’m just trying a few things.”

      “And they’re really good,” Jenn puts in.

      “You’re not a cook!” A vein in Cade’s temple pulses as he gapes at me. “You can’t just walk into the kitchen and start making shit.”

      My heart picks up speed and I grab a towel to wipe my hands. “You’re right. I’m not a cook.”

      “Get back out to the front of the house.” Cade points at me. “We have customers waiting to be looked after.”

      Shit. I hesitate, clutching the towel, then toss it down. Biting my lip, I hurry out.
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      Once again I find myself with hands clenched into fists, muscles tense, my breathing rapid. For Chrissakes, even when the helicopter I was in crashed as we were landing for a nighttime raid on an al Qaeda cell, I didn’t have this much adrenaline flooding my veins and making me lose my shit.

      What the hell is she doing?

      I close my eyes briefly, thinking about how red her cheeks were as she stalked out. I broke a rule I learned early when I became a team leader—praise in public, criticize in private. I’ve tried to apply that to the people we hire at Conquistadors, along with other rules, like take the heat when things go wrong and occasionally buy the beers. Goddammit, Reese riled me up so much I forgot it and embarrassed her in front of her coworkers. I’m an asshole.
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