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      Meet Delilah Richards (51) and Jaakko Pollari (48)!

      

      Delilah Richards has given up on finding love, especially after her vacation one-night stand sneaks off well before morning. An emergency tore potter Jaakko Pollari from the arms of his love-at-first-sight tourist. Even if he can find her half a world away, he’ll still have to convince her to give him a second chance.
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      “Patagonia. Tommy John. Fruit of the Loom. I don’t care if those were briefs for a Supreme Court case. Take it up with the sanitation department.” Gripping her keys, Delilah Richards aimed a perimenopausal glare at the fifty-two-year-old man-baby standing near the trunk of her car. Her suitcase could stay there until the end of time if the loser wouldn’t leave. “You claimed you needed a break to be sure you really wanted a serious relationship with me. Well, I decided I don’t want anything with you and that I needed to purge my life of your existence. You should’ve packed up all the crap you kept here and taken it with you when you bailed.”

      “But, Delilah, I’ve had time to think about⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. As I said when you informed me of your qualms—Who the hell even says that word in an actual conversation?—we’re done. No second chances, especially when dating other women was your solution. Get out and stay out.” She turned her back to Rex the Ex and marched toward the steps leading into the house. At the top of the stairs, she pressed the button to close the garage door before pivoting to unlock the new knob and deadbolt she’d installed an hour after being fed his line of bullshit in July.

      Her ex’s four-hundred-dollar loafers slapped against the concrete at the sudden jerk of the overhead panel and the hum of the motor moving it, but she didn’t look back. With any luck, his equally expensive tie would catch on something during his quick escape and string him up.

      She’d wasted four and a half months of her life with that immature shithead, holding out hope he would fan the tiny spark of interest from their first date. The sex had been…adequate, unlike her recent vacation experience. Unfortunately, a guy’s skillset in bed wasn’t an indication of his integrity.

      Thinking about Jaakko the charmer made her want to yak.

      Another man with a mile-wide me-me-me ego.

      Hell, he hadn’t even lasted a full night in her bed after wining and dining her through the final two days of her solo once-in-a-lifetime trip. A chat over tea, a breakfast date at a local café, a picnic lunch during an afternoon of sightseeing, and a pair of romantic dinners along the river had evidently given him permission to sneak out of her room under the cover of darkness without a thank you or have a nice life.

      The orgasms had almost been worth it.

      Almost.

      The door into the kitchen clicked closed with a shove, followed by the snick of the two-month-old locks as she engaged them from the inside. She almost surrendered to the urge to wallow in a carton of pistachio ice cream, but she hurried past the refrigerator and down the hall to the master bedroom. Girls’ night out with her co-workers took precedence over a pity party for one.

      Her cell phone buzzed against her hip as she tossed her long-sleeve tee into the bathroom hamper. “What now?”

      A group text appeared on the screen. Jude, a doctor from the orthopedic center where Delilah worked and the most newly married of her friends, led the conversation. “Change of venue, Dee. I’ll be there in ten minutes. Be ready to tell us all about your trip to Finland!”

      Rowena’s contribution popped up next. “Jessie and I are bringing food!”

      Then Mae’s name joined the running commentary. “Welcome home! I’m in charge of liquid refreshments!”

      Hopefully, her physical therapist friend had the makings for daiquiris in her supplies.

      Her softspoken friend Jess chimed in last with a picture of her and her adoring boyfriend. “I’m in charge of dessert! Can’t wait to see you! Oh, and Joaquín and I got engaged while you were gone!!!”

      Stuffing the instantaneous surge of envy deep into the far reaches of her soul, Delilah forced her fingers to type out an appropriate response. She didn’t need or want a man in her life ever again. That ship had sailed, sunk, and drowned on the ocean floor next to the Titanic. “Congratulations! I want to hear all about his proposal.”

      She didn’t, but no way in hell would she let her friends bear the weight of her dating-at-fifty-one disappointments. They deserved her support and the happiness they’d found.

      Despite the persistent siren call of the pint of ice cream in her freezer, she stripped off the rest of her travel clothes and, foregoing a bra, slipped on yoga pants and a sweatshirt. By the time she peed, washed her hands, and splashed cool water on her face, the doorbell was ringing. “I’m coming. I’m coming.”

      She shook her head and stalked out of her bedroom and through the living room. She’d relegated multiple orgasms—and men—to the past on the long flight home. No amount of clitoral and vaginal stimulation was worth the trouble and most definitely not the effort or time.

      All four women stood on the porch when she opened the front door, each one wearing a cheery expression.

      Rowena shifted an insulated bag that smelled like pulled pork to her left hand and wrapped Delilah in a one-armed hug that lasted a few moments longer than usual. “We missed you. How was your trip?”

      “Great.” Despite her voice sounding a little too perky to her own ears, Delilah pasted on what she hoped was a smile. At least no one had mentioned the breakup. “Flights were all on time and the country is gorgeous. I haven’t had a chance to transfer all the pictures to my laptop yet. Maybe I can do that tomorrow and share them at work on Monday.”

      Jude, Jess, and Mae trailed Ro into the kitchen, carrying enough food and drinks for a weekend bash. Their leader organized a buffet line and cocktails area along the counter and breakfast bar in a matter of minutes. Then she gestured toward the stack of dishes. “Jetlagged billing department managers to the head of the line.”

      Ready for her first homecooked meal in two weeks, Delilah grabbed a plate and loaded a bun with pork and barbecue sauce. Not a square inch of space remained after adding roasted potatoes, green beans, an ear of corn, and three brownies.

      The noisy whir of the blender stopped when she headed to the table, and Jude plunked a purplish daiquiri down at the closest place setting seconds later. “Peach-blueberry. Your favorite.”

      Delilah waited for her friends to fill their plates and join her. “This looks and smells amazing. Thank you for the welcome-home party.”

      Mae’s hesitant glance across the breakfast bar warned her something was up. “You’re welcome. We wanted to check in on you. Make sure you’re okay after…everything.”

      Ugh. And the pity party is underway.

      “I’m fifty-one years old and have lived my entire life without a husband or a long-term boyfriend.” She pinned each of her co-workers with a determined stare. “I’m fine.”

      Taking the seat across from her, Rowena stared right back. “Did you fuck that man right out of your hair like we told you to?”

      Jessie choked on her sip of daiquiri. “What Ro meant to ask was if you had a fun vacation fling to help you forget the butthead.”

      Not yet prepared to share details of her foolish decision, Delilah bit into her sandwich and gave a curt nod. How ridiculous was she to be embarrassed that the only one-night stand of her entire life had, in fact, been a half-night stand?

      When she didn’t elaborate, the conversation turned to Jessie’s news and the swoony marriage proposal her sweet boyfriend had pulled off with breakfast in bed and on bended knee. Her co-workers were dropping like flies lately, and she was well on her way to becoming a ninth wheel instead of a third, fifth, or seventh one.
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      “Uncle Jack, have you seen my algebra homework?”

      Shaking his head at his niece’s question, Jack Pollari shoved his feet into his new cross-trainers—the ones he’d had to buy to replace the pair Esther the Every-Breed-Mutt with Houdini escape skills had dined on while he slept the night before last. “Nope. Did you check your dog’s stomach?”

      As he straightened, Renee rolled her eyes and then disappeared down the hall. “She doesn’t like math or eat paper.”

      Only leather and people food and deer poop.

      Thundering footsteps warned him his nephew wasn’t ready to leave for school, either. Ethan popped his head around the doorjamb. “You need to sign my permission slip to go to the art museum, Uncle Jack! Today’s the last day to turn it in.”

      “It’s on the kitchen counter by the calendar. You know, where it
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