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        This book is dedicated to the many readers who asked for a series about 40 year olds who were divorced and starting over, and to those who survived the reality, like me.

      

        

      
        This book is also for those readers who look in the mirror, see a woman outside the magazine or runway model norm and wonder if love and romance is for them.

      

        

      
        The answer is yes, but you have to like that woman you see in the mirror well enough to let someone like her back. This, dear readers, is the hard part. The actual love and romance will likely be much easier.

      

        

      
        So smile at her and then go smile at everyone else.
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        Thanks to my beta readers for their sage advice about Chloe and her friends.

      

        

      
        May the muses reward you.
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        A new steamy contemporary romance about dating over 40 from USA Today Bestselling Author Donna McDonald.

      

        

      
        Dating at age 40 is the hardest game Taylor has ever played.

      

        

      
        Despite injured Hockey player Maximillian Wade's charm, masculine appeal, and having an amazing brother engaged to her best friend, Taylor was keeping her distance. Her no-dating-jocks resolution went double for dating "Wicked Wade" whose womanizing past was a matter of public record.

      

        

      
        Even though he's barely over 30, Max insists he's a reformed man, but how can she believe him? At her age, she no longer believes the promises men only pretend to keep.

      

        

      
        Just like her two best friends, Taylor learned her hardest lessons about love long before she turned 40. Her ex-husband divorced her when her sports-centered career almost went bankrupt to marry a rich woman. Good riddance, right?

      

        

      
        Yes, but until then, she hadn't even known he was that kind of person. Once Pink Link Sports became solvent again times ten, Taylor hadn’t seen any reason to attach herself to a man. Dating became optional.

      

        

      
        That decision, though, was ironic given her business provided her with a veritable banquet of dating opportunities on a daily basis. The men who used her high-profile gym were talented, good-looking, and rich enough to afford her rates.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, most also believed they deserved to date whoever they wanted whenever they wanted without worrying about Taylor daring to use the "c" word around them.

      

        

      
        Taylor saw herself as having been there, done that, and gotten too many consolation gifts to prove temporary relationships weren’t for her. Instead, she learned to accept that pretending to commit to one woman was merely a romantic ploy famous athletes used to get into a woman's bed for a short while.

      

        

      
        Taylor wants a real home, maybe a family, and someone who would cook for her occasionally. Those tiny dreams are all that's survived her disappointing love life.
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      “Taylor, I’m not poor. I have money. I can move into one of those temporary rentals up in Anaheim.”

      Taylor shook her head as she dragged the suitcase belonging to her mature aunt-by-choice up her townhouse’s sidewalk. “You’re my family, Aunt Aggie. Maybe not legally, but unlike the people who share my DNA, I don’t care about legalities. I care that you and Aunt Linda were always there for me. Now I’m here for you. I have a spare room sitting empty. Save your money for a better purpose.”

      “Linda’s gone for good now, dear. I’ve given this a lot of thought. I’m going to find someplace where I can age gracefully without inconveniencing anyone. You don’t need some old lady to worry about while you’re running that business of yours.”

      As Taylor stopped to unlock her door, she looked her Aunt Linda’s life partner up and down. Her Aunt Aggie—and that’s how she saw her—didn’t have any family still alive. Taylor had family, but she might as well not have had. Who was better off? It was a toss-up.

      Her self-centered parents were out traveling and couldn’t be bothered with some sibling’s grieving mate from a forty-three-year relationship. Her mother should have been here to help Aggie, but why would she? No, both her parents had flown here from St. John’s for the funeral, then flown back to their current port of call the same day.

      Neither her mother nor her father kept in touch with their siblings. Taylor wasn’t even sure some of them knew she even existed. Her birth had been an accident, and she wasn’t sure why her mother hadn’t simply gotten a quiet abortion. It’s not like they bothered to raise her. Like Jasper and Max’s parents, her parents also preferred to remain as uninvolved as possible.

      Her early young life consisted of boarding schools, with a hired nanny for company on the holidays. It had set the tone for her tendency to not connect with anyone. She’d flatly refused to make friends until college when she ended up rooming with friendly, nurturing, and optimistic Emma. The two of them later picked up Chloe in a bar where the singing accountant bartender made them strong drinks and helped them pass their math classes.

      Taylor had no regrets that ended up with close friends instead of siblings, which truly Taylor never minded. Chloe and Emma were like sisters in every way that counted. But unfortunately, she possessed a wide assortment of greedy aunts, uncles, and cousins linked to her by DNA.

      Those DNA people were the source of her latest dilemma.

      Her Aunt Linda’s massive heart attack out of the blue had done the unthinkable. It had left her life partner Aggie homeless because the house they’d shared for forty years had been in Linda’s name only. The two women never came out with the actual truth of their living arrangement, much less married as they should have. They were “friends” as far as most knew.

      Even through death and beyond, Aggie continued to honor Linda’s silence about the nature of their relationship, which legally gave Taylor’s DNA greedy relatives an ocean view house to sell so they could divide the profits among themselves.

      Taylor pushed open the door and pointed down as she looked behind her. “Watch your step coming in. The doorplate is loose. It needs replacing, but I haven’t gotten around to getting it done.”

      The HOA she paid monthly required residents to be present during repairs. How was she supposed to do that with the hours she kept? There were about ten things needing attention.

      It relieved Taylor that at least her parents weren’t part of Aggie’s hot mess of being kicked out of her house. Both her parents had invested their trust funds wisely over the years, and neither had worked for a living outside brief stints of philanthropy. They’d always had enough ready cash to travel anywhere they wished.

      The only thing that ever held them back was Taylor's twelve-year-old rebellious refusal to return to boarding school. So, they’d pawned their rebellious pre-teen off on Linda, her mother’s oldest sister.

      And with Linda came her very quiet roommate Aggie. Taylor quickly figured out why Aggie slept in the same room with her Aunt Linda, but she was an adult before Linda ever admitted the truth.

      Their silence was now costing Aggie more than Linda ever could have imagined it would.

      Her parents sent money dutifully over the years, and they’d paid for her college tuition, but no one had left Taylor a trust fund. Like her college peers, she’d worked her way through school playing piano in bars and doing an assortment of odd jobs. Chloe had wanted to sing. Taylor learned to play her songs. Emma, who had a pleasant voice, happily went along for the fun of being a performer.

      Taylor stopped in the hallway to make sure Aggie got safely inside. She knew her aunt was traumatized still, but she needed to get her settled so she could head to her office.

      She’d worked five years after college to put together the money she needed to open her first gym. She’d named it Pink Link Sports when her Aunt Linda got diagnosed with breast cancer and started her treatments.

      In the beginning, Taylor focused her client recruiting on soccer moms, aspiring starlets, and normal people. With a doctor’s note stating the type of cancer they had, anyone living within fifty miles of her gym could walk through the door and get a year’s membership for free.

      Did that cost her profits? Yes. But it also gave her Aunt Linda, who was barely over forty at the time, the motivation to fight the disease trying to ravage her body. Taylor would have paid any amount of money to make sure her only loving family member survived.

      In her early thirties, Taylor had briefly tried to make a new family of her own. Her marriage lasted until her business hit a crisis. Within a month of telling her husband about it, she found herself divorced from the retired NFL star. Her ex lost no time finding a wealthy younger woman to warm his bed.

      Instead of her husband supporting her during those hard times, Aunt Linda had bailed Taylor out. She’d paid that business loan back a decade ago, and worked hard to make sure her business never failed again.

      But how do you pay back someone for the unconditional love they gave you? Taylor concluded it was impossible. Her current plan was to find her Aunt Aggie a situation that worked in the best way possible, even if it meant selling off one of her gyms. The sacrifice would be worth it to her.

      Her Aunt Aggie sighed and closed the front door behind her as she came inside.

      Taylor heard the sigh and stopped. “I want you to stay with me until we sort everything out. I can’t lose anyone else in my life, Aunt Aggie. We both need... time.”

      When her aunt nodded, Taylor returned to dragging the suitcase to her largest guest room, which had its own bathroom. It would hopefully give her aunt the feeling of having her own space.

      When Aggie followed her into the room, Taylor felt relieved.

      “You staying here will make me feel better, and we both know Aunt Linda would have wanted me to do this for you. We’ll make this living situation work however you need it to until you’ve had time to think things through.”

      Aggie nodded. “I’m grateful you’re willing to take me in—I am. I didn’t mean to sound like I wasn’t, Taylor.”

      “No explanations are needed. We’re lucky to have each other,” Taylor said, lifting the suitcase onto the bed. “Now... I’m going to the kitchen I rarely use for its intended purpose and ordering us food while you unpack. Chinese okay?”

      “Anything’s fine.” Aggie sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Maybe I can cook for you while I’m staying here. You haven’t married a chef yet, have you?”

      Taylor laughed at the question. Her Aunt Linda used to be the one who asked it. She’d once joked that I wanted to marry someone who’d cook for me… and she wasn’t wrong.

      Aggie and I were both going to miss her… so very much.

      Taylor chuckled. “I tried to order one just the other day, but apparently, no one delivers chefs. I may have to learn to cook for myself.”

      “Let’s not get desperate. I’m not exactly a chef, but I can make sure you don’t starve while you keep searching for one.”

      “You’re the best,” Taylor said as she walked to the woman she’d forced to be her house guest and hugged her. “We’re going to find a new normal and take life one day at a time.”

      “Sounds like a plan, and I know how much you love your plans. Now, scoot, so I can unpack a few things. Chores take more time after you turn seventy. I move like a turtle,” Aggie said.

      Which was an Aggie thing to say.

      They’d been a trio—Aunt Linda, Aunt Aggie, and her. Now they were missing their third person. It was going to take some time to adjust.

      This was how it had felt when Chloe’s former husband moved her from California to the East Coast with him. She and Emma tried to get together like the three of them used to do, and they kept in touch, but it wasn’t the same.

      Being in a twosome friendship differed greatly from being in a trio. With a trio, there was always a tie-breaker vote, and two people ganging up on a reluctant one. If there was one bright spot in Taylor’s life right now, it was that she had her best friend's trio again.

      And unlike Chloe’s ex, Jasper wouldn’t deny Chloe anything she needed to be happy, which included her and Emma.

      Was she envious that Chloe found such a great guy? God, yes.

      But she was happy for Chloe too, which was far more important. Chloe and Emma were her sisters of the heart.

      She’d keep making time for them, just like she would her Aunt Aggie. Taylor didn’t take friendship or love or family for granted. In fact, her free time had taken on a whole new meaning with Chloe back. Even Emma was making time for breakfasts, lunches, and movie nights.

      If Aggie wanted to tag along as a fourth, Chloe and Emma would welcome her with open arms, which was one of the many, many things she loved about them.

      Her dating life, a non-existent yet hopeful thing, would simply go on hold for a bit. She couldn’t see bringing a man home to her townhouse with Aggie in residence.

      Maybe the answer wasn’t to sell one of the gyms after all. Maybe the answer was to sell the townhouse and buy a bigger property—maybe a nice house near the water or one with a pool. Or one that came with a separate mother-in-law suite so Aggie could feel independent.

      Her aunt-by-choice might decide to stay permanently then. Aunt Aggie could age in place with her until she needed more care than Taylor could give.

      Both of them knew that the chances of Taylor ever having a real mother-in-law living with her were lower than zero.
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      When phone calls hadn’t worked, out of desperation Max had finally conned Chloe into telling him which of Taylor’s gym locations housed her office.

      But the last thing he’d expected when he’d finally tracked her down was to have to swim through a sea of sweaty jocks to talk to her.

      He’d been following Taylor now for fifteen minutes with no better results than he’d had over the phone. She was walking around the gym floor in a black knee-skimming skirt and a fitted silk blouse the same color as the halter dress she’d worn the night he first met her.

      Ignoring him, Taylor checked equipment, wrote down serial numbers, and bent her not-dressed-for-the-gym body at revealing angles that scrambled his brain. And from the dropped free weights and clanging machines around them, he wasn’t the only one affected.

      Max frowned at her back. “Why are you shutting me out, Taylor? You’ve already admitted you’ve dated as much as I have. I just managed it in fewer years than you did.”

      Treated to a derisive glance followed by a snort, Max sighed. That obviously hadn’t been a good argument.

      Taylor’s long tanned legs were eye-catchingly bare, but the odd part of her Business Barbie outfit were her feet slipped into stylish, expensive sneakers. If he searched her office, he bet he would find a pair of killer black high heels tucked somewhere that went a hell of a lot better with her short black skirt.

      Wondering how tall those heels would make her made him forget what he’d said when Taylor finally stopped what she was doing and answered him.

      “I don’t care about the quantity of women you’ve dated, Max. It’s the quality of the way you treated them that bothers me. I’ve learned all the life lessons I intend to learn from dating jocks.”

      Max was getting on her nerves. She glanced briefly at her good-looking stalker before she retrieved the rest of the serial numbers she needed. Taylor could see Max was sulking over her refusal to date him. She didn’t think expecting to always get your way to be an attractive trait in a man, even one that looked as good as Maximilian “Wicked” Wade did.

      In rebuttal, Max pointed at the men in her gym, momentarily wishing he could join them. Working out at the hotel was not the same as being around other guys in a regular gym. It was one of the things he’d missed most during his recuperation at his brother’s hotel.

      “Stop stereotyping all jocks as bad guys, Taylor. I bet there are some good ones out on the floor of this gym right now that you haven’t dated.”

      Taylor looked around calmly, taking her time to study the ten men working out in the gym. She watched Reston Williams, a very sexy California cowboy, wink at her before heading off to the showers.

      “Actually, I only see one or two guys in here right now that I’ve missed going out with,” she said flatly, turning back to her work. “Those exceptions were because of my refusal to date married men, or anyone already in a serious relationship. Now I research any man I’m interested in dating.”

      Max nodded. “Okay, I hear you. I have those same rules. I don’t date married women, or those involved in serious relationships. Why is my dating past worse than yours?”

      Taylor shook her head at his arrogance and went back to her task. “I never said your past was worse than mine. Not wanting to date you is not the same as passing judgment on anything you’ve done or not done, Max.”

      His glare was wasted on Taylor’s back, but Max let it linger on the woman anyway. “If you weren’t passing judgment, we’d be together already.”

      “No, we wouldn’t. My refusal to date you is about me. It’s also about my goals for love next time around. I appreciate the physical appeal of athletic men as much as any woman, but it was a jock who married me for my money and left me when I had none. I want a more well-rounded man in my life with a stable career.” Taylor shrugged her shoulders, remembering the hurt she had worked to put behind her. “That’s just how it is with me, Max. It was my bias long before I knew you existed.”

      Max grinned at her answer, but his amusement was wasted on Taylor because she still wasn’t looking at him. “I’m sorry. I thought I’d made it clear that I’m not interested in your money. I’m interested in your other assets.”

      Taylor stopped what she was doing to turn and study Max’s face. Hadn’t anything she had said in the last ten minutes gotten through his thick skull?

      “Even beyond my current aversion to jocks, I’m simply not interested in dating another high-profile, infamous womanizer. The press instantly reduced my relationship to my husband to being another random casualty on his impressive sexual conquest list. I don’t intend to become some hot guy’s cast-off ever again.”

      “Glad to hear you think I’m hot, Babe. But how are we going to find out what kind of relationship we’ll have if you never actually date me?” Max teased.

      “Being hot is a positive for you, Max. Acting stupid goes on the negative list. Even you know that what I just described has happened to every woman you’ve dated. They had to live down not being good enough for Wicked Wade to keep them.”

      Frustrated that she had a point, but still determined to make his case, Max ran a hand through his freshly cut hair. “You’re assuming the worst of me without even knowing if everything you’ve read is true or not.”

      As much as he enjoyed debating with her, the truth was Max liked Taylor’s honesty and found it refreshing. If he upset her, there was no doubt in his mind the woman glaring at him would tell him. He certainly wouldn’t have to read about his dating oversights in print first.

      “You’re not listening, Max. I hate cheaters. Any wish a guy has for an ‘open relationship’ is a total deal breaker. I don’t think I should have to share a man’s attention with all the other women he dates. No woman should have to share. Dating and relationships are about loyalty for me. Physical fidelity should be a damn given when you’re sharing a bed with someone.”

      Max put his hands in his pockets, trying to look as if their discussion was casual, but it didn’t feel that way to him. It felt like they were laying the groundwork for a deeper understanding. It felt like Taylor was laying bare her soul by sharing all her fears. He had expected nothing less.

      “I don’t want to share either, Taylor. And I can’t remember ever being jealous of having a woman’s complete attention before I met you. You’re the only woman I’ve kissed in months. You’re the only woman I want to kiss.”

      “No. You’re just challenged because I keep turning you down. I know it probably doesn’t happen often, but that’s what going on here. Go ask out one of your hockey groupies if you crave adoration. Don’t you think I know how it worked for you in the past? Wicked Wade, the hot hockey star, probably slept with a different woman after every game. I’m sure you were envied by every guy you knew.”

      Rolling her eyes at the injured look she got in response, Taylor picked up her clipboard and walked back to her office. It didn’t surprise her when Max followed, but it surprised her when a fully dressed, cologne-wafting Reston Williams also stuck his head in the door.

      “You seem highly irritated today, Legs. This guy bugging you?” Reston asked.

      Taylor looked at Reston’s stance and snorted at the pose. His pose looked like his cologne ads with his massive arms crossed and his chin lowered so much that the brim of his battered tan Stetson nearly covered his eyes. The man was a genuine cowboy, complete with a working horse ranch, but he was also a former football player. His endorsement contract kept him coming back to her gym so he could keep his aging body in prime condition.

      She and Reston went back a long way. Taylor shook her head. Great, now two posturing males crowded her office. How much worse could the day get? “Hi Reston. Selling that stuff doesn’t mean you need to put half a bottle of it on after your shower.”

      “I’m obligated to advertise it and you’re avoiding my question, Legs. Talk to me. I’d be more than happy to extract this guy for you.”

      Another time, Taylor knew she would have openly laughed at Reston’s unusual show of concern, but the last thing she needed right then was to referee a pissing contest between two jocks. One overblown male ego was bad enough to deal with.

      “Max is a friend, Tex. You can head on back to your horse ranch now. I’m doing just fine here.” The quip back was natural to her. So was using the nickname she’d given him back when they were dating. Then she got an idea. “Hey Reston, I’ve got a question for you. Are you still labeled a womanizer by the media? Tell me the truth. You know it won’t change anything I think about you.”

      Taylor smirked at Max who grunted at Reston and glared. When she saw Max sizing Reston up as a challenger for her attention, she shook her head again. Why were the men with an abundance of testosterone the ones she craved? She’d never resented her chemical dependence more. You would think at forty her body would be way more discerning about what it preferred.

      When Reston grinned wickedly over Max’s perusal, Taylor felt an urge to kick him. She rolled her eyes as he rubbed a hand over a chiseled jaw already rough with an evening beard. Even mild
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