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      “Flowers, chocolates, jewelry, dinner, a weekend getaway. Those are all traditional.” Daphne Hart switched off the Open sign on the front door of Gifts from the Hart and turned the deadbolt. “And a card, of course.”

      “Of course.” Her business neighbor from halfway down the block—and residential neighbor in the rental next door to her house—flipped through the current selection of unframed lithographs a few feet away. His jeans hugged his delectable butt and thighs, reminding her how interminably long she’d chosen to go without a boyfriend, a date, sex. “But I was kind of hoping for something more…I don’t know, unique? Original?”

      Her gaze wandered upward to his broad shoulders and thick brown hair as she returned to the checkout counter. Linus Fuller was too damn sweet, too damn good-looking, and probably a few damn years too young for the likes of a middle-aged cat lady—and he was evidently already taken. “It might help if you tell me about your girlfriend. What are her hobbies? What kind of music does she like? You could give her a basket of yarn if she knits or crochets, or take her to a concert. How about a trip to a museum or conservatory? Art museums always have special exhibits. If you’ve been together a while and you’re ready for the next step, you could plan a romantic proposal.”

      A knot formed in her gut at the suggestion, but it might put an end to her ridiculous infatuation.

      His mouth scrunched into an adorable crooked line and his eyebrows dipped lower over his chocolatey brown eyes. “So…the thing is…I… Okay, I don’t have a girlfriend. Yet. I’m hoping to change that before Valentine’s Day. I want to be prepared, just in case.”

      A flicker of hope licked at her heart before she doused the flame.

      No. Nope. Absolutely not.

      His friendship was worth more than the risky venture of dating him.

      Putting the counter between them, she opened the cash drawer and willed her brain to focus on counting. “You have a little over a week. I can help with that.”

      Heavy booted footsteps moved closer, and he leaned forward to rest his flannel-clad forearms on the surface beside her. “You can?”

      She nodded and paused in her task, his hopeful tone and calloused hands testing her resolve. “Yep. I’m a great matchmaker.”

      His silence lasted long enough that she finally cast a glance at him. He stared back at her, his puppy-dog expression melting her insides into a gooey puddle of quivering lust. “I know exactly the kind of woman I’m looking for.”

      Note to self. Buy batteries.

      “Hm?” She blinked to break the spell, but heat still swirled in her veins. “Oh. Okay. Tell me.”

      A dreamy smile curved his full lips. “Smart. Knows what she wants. Independent but not a loner, and accepts help when she needs it. Helpful and kind, especially to people and animals in need. A sense of humor, with a slightly dirty mind. Generous, without expecting anything in return. Physical beauty is too subjective and not a good measure of anything other than genetics, so don’t worry about that.”

      “You want a nerdy Girl Scout who’s funny and into kink?”

      A bark of masculine laughter filled the space, vibrating the air around her and causing a slight spasm in her lower belly. Then Linus’s mouth widened into a grin. “That’s the sense of humor I’m talking about. Do you know any women who fit that description?”

      Me?

      No, not me. Not going there.

      Friends. We’re friends, and we’re staying friends.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. Anything else? Like age range?”

      Okay, brain, that was a super-subtle way to ask how old he is. Geesh.

      He rubbed a hand along his clean-shaven jaw, sparking a major case of envy that hummed through her body from head to toe. “Kind of close to my age—thirty-seven. Not any younger, though.”

      Five years difference. Almost six since he had a birthday last month.

      It doesn’t matter because you’re. Not. Dating. Him.

      A flash of color crept up his sexy razor-sharp cheekbones. “I prefer older women. Not a lot older. No more than ten years. About five or six would be great, I think.”

      The flutter in her chest almost broke her self-control. “Okay. Off the top of my head, I know of three women who might fit the bill. I’ll set you up to meet them one at a time for coffee over the next few days.”
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      Well, that didn’t go as planned.

      Linus had no clue what to give Daphne for Valentine’s Day. She obviously hadn’t picked up on his hints to share what she’d like to receive. Gramps’ advice to go with a light touch to get her attention needed a rethink.

      Or she’d seen past his feeble attempt at flirting with her and wanted no part of dating him.

      He straightened and shoved his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. Pretending to go along with her matchmaking plan seemed easiest—at least for now. “Names. Do I know any of them?”

      Her eyes darted toward the coins she’d been counting. “Margot, Hillary, and Renee. I’m pretty sure you met all three of them at the street festival last fall. That was right after you moved to Ardor, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah.” Breathing a silent sigh, he shoved his fingers through his hair and hoped she saw it as nervousness. Relief was more like it. “I’ve seen Hillary in the hardware store a few times since then. She’s the blonde who makes the craft beer they sell at Shorty’s Pub, isn’t she? And Renee owns the gas station on Walnut. She seems nice. Margot. Let’s see. Oh, she drives the red pickup with a cow logo painted on the hood and the tailgate, right? Moo-vers and Shakers. The ice cream place across from the library.”

      She nodded without looking up from the cash drawer. “Mm-hm. Any interest? I’m guessing you haven’t gone out or hooked up with any of them yet.”

      A gasp at her blunt speculation sucked rogue saliva down his windpipe. He coughed to clear his throat, but it only made him choke again. His eyes suddenly flooded, and twin rivers flowed down his cheeks, blurring his vision but not blocking out Daphne’s barely audible snickers between his persistent attempts at hacking up a lung.

      “You clearly can’t handle my sense of humor as well as you think you can.” She handed him a tissue from under the counter. Her smirk was only partially visible through the blurriness, but he’d seen it at least a hundred times. “Such a crybaby.”

      He swiped at the wetness and tried like hell to breathe without coughing again. It didn’t work.

      This is why I’m in love with her.

      She never faked who she was, and she made him laugh as easily as she made him love her.

      The choking finally dwindled to an annoying tickle. “You guessed correctly, oh evil one. No dates. No hookups.”

      “So, are you interested? I can text them in the morning.” The loose change rattled as she picked up the drawer’s divided insert.

      “Sure.” He made a mental note to shoot them each a message this evening to circumvent the fix-up aspect of their coffee dates. Hopefully, they’d play along with his scheme.

      “Back in a sec.” Her dark hair swung around her shoulders when she headed toward the backroom. “Why don’t you close the blinds since you’re just holding down the floor?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Grumbling carried to his ears as he crossed to the windows flanking the street entrance. A firm tug on the cord lowered the blackout blind down the expanse of glass on the door. “I heard you cursing me. It’s a show of respect for my elders.”

      “Elders, huh? I’m not that much older than you.” She poked her head around the corner and stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Is that an invitation, Ms. Daphne?” He lifted an eyebrow at her and then moved on to the window on the right. “Like I said, I prefer older women.”

      “You’re incorrigible.” She ducked out of sight again.

      “You wouldn’t be friends with me if I was that terrible.”

      “True.” The familiar sound of her safe clunking shut was followed by the softer click of her office door. “You’re definitely not a bad boy. I would’ve kicked you to the curb long ago.”

      After blocking out the view of the street and sidewalk on the left side, he strolled back to the counter. “Blinds are closed. Want me to do anything else?”

      She reappeared, her sleeve partway on her arm and the rest of her coat dangling behind her. “Everything’s done here, but you can carry the cat litter into my house when we get there. Did the garage call to say when they’ll have your truck fixed?”

      His dick perked up more with every wiggle and stretch as she put on her winter coat.

      “Um, tomorrow by four. They had to order a part. Do you mind giving me a ride in the morning?” His hard-on grew exponentially at the thought of her riding him.

      Really poor choice of words, dude.

      He followed her through the stockroom to the delivery entrance and waited while she shut off all but the security lights at the main breaker box.

      “Of course not.” After opening the door to the alley and setting the alarm, she waved him outside. “Let’s go home.”

      I wish I was going home with you.
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      Daphne steeled her foolish heart as she rinsed her empty tea mug and picked up her phone. She’d promised Linus three possible meetups with women, and she kept her promises—even when they caused discomfort. Matchmaking had always given her joy, especially with her success rate, but the thought of him finding happily-ever-after with someone else hurt like an SOB.

      Although the acronym poked at her stupid feelings, no self-respecting forty-two-year-old woman sobbed over a man she didn’t want to want.

      Just send the texts. He isn’t meant to be anything more than a friend.

      She tapped in the first message, determined not to wallow in a swamp of teenage angst, and hit the blue send arrow. “Hey, Margot! Matchmaker Daphne here! I know a sweet guy who wants a girlfriend by Valentine’s Day. Definitely relationship material. Honest. Hardworking. Good-looking. Great sense of humor. The whole package. Are you interested in meeting him for coffee sometime this week or over the weekend?”

      Only a few seconds passed before her cell pinged. “Morning, Daph! Ooh, he sounds promising! What’s wrong with him that you don’t want him for yourself?”

      “I don’t need a boyfriend. I have my cats to keep me company. Besides, he’s a good friend.”

      And things are pretty damn close to perfect the way they are.

      She bent to smooth her hand from her eighteen-year-old Siamese’s head to the tip of his tail. The oldest of her rescues arched
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