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I’d like to dedicate this story to my very own hero. Thank you, my wonderful husband, for putting up with my need for hours of isolation, locked alone in a room with my characters. I love you very much.

LOVING AMANDA

Seduced by Mr. Right, 1

Joyce Palmer
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Everybody was in their little world, paired off in some strange way. The music was loud, the lights were low, and the alcohol flowed freely. The bride and groom had left the building as the party continued. Daniel held the most delectable specimen of womanhood in his arms as they danced throughout the night. Her familiar, light floral scent charged his flesh from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet, including the iron rod pressing the fly of his tailored tuxedo pants. 

Her breasts were ample, and his hands were magnets to her luscious ass. He moaned, “Amanda?” 

“I’m feeling it too, Daniel.” Her body writhed against him.

“This is ill-advised.”

She snickered. “Who cares? Your daughter told me to entertain you.”

He groaned. “I’m not sure this is what she had in mind.”

“She didn’t specify, so we’re making our own decisions.”

He chuckled. Not only was Amanda sexy as hell, but she was also entertaining. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but I find you delightful.” Then, because of the alcohol that flowed through his brain, he added,  “You’re extremely sexy. I wish I could take you to my bed.”

Her gasp brushed his face. “I’d say yes if you asked me.” 

“Well, unfortunately, I can’t ask you.”

She honked, “Wrong answer.”

Daniel quickly discerned her intoxication. She’d never been so bold. “How much have you had to drink?”

“I’m not sure, but don’t worry. I’m completely aware of this discussion and am all in. Trust me, this is not the first time I’ve thought of having sex with you.”

His heart jumped. That surprised him. “I’m old enough to be your father,” he repeated.

“So? Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this, but you’re extremely sexy too. Even if you are old.”

He gave her ass a teasing smack. “Not old. Older.”

“Whatever.” She leaned away. “Did you notice the music has stopped? The band is packing up.”

“I hadn’t noticed.” He grinned and scanned the crowd, which had thinned as well. “I guess it’s a wrap.”

She frowned. “Do you want to go to my room?”

He took her head in his hands and kissed her on the lips, then pulled away. “I’d love nothing more, but we can’t.”

“I knew you were going to say that.”

He clasped her hand and led her to their table. She grabbed her tiny purse, and he pulled her out of the reception hall. The wedding coordinator had booked the family and bridal party rooms. “I’ll walk you to your door.” Then he added before she made an offer, “But I’m not going inside.”

“If that’s the way it must be.” She frowned. “I’ve had a wonderful time playing with you tonight.”

“Me too, sweetheart. Thank you for entertaining me. It helped more than you can imagine. No matter how hard I tried, my mind wandered to my wedding day twenty-six years ago.”  

“Well, I’m glad if I helped distract you. So that you know, none of this was fake.”

“Amazing,” he said as they arrived at her room. He hesitated, while caressing her beautiful red hair, which had loosened from the glittery clip on top of her head. Adoration reflected in her expressive green eyes. 

The need burned in his chest to let her know how refreshing this attraction between them was to his dormant manhood. He’d thought these emotions were a thing of the past after losing his beloved wife of over twenty years. 

“Amanda, I have feelings for you, sweetheart. You’re beautiful, you’re funny, and I’ve never encountered a more genuine person. This is a pleasant surprise that I’m not sure I’m worthy of. You deserve someone closer to your age. Someone that can fulfill all your dreams.”

Tears filled her beautiful eyes, but she remained silent.

“Let me have your key card. I’m going to get you in, and I’m going to kiss you goodnight the way I want to. Tomorrow, we will return to reality. We’ll let the future play out as it will. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Her face fell. “I understand.”

He opened her door and held it open but did not enter. Her room was at the end of the corridor and around a corner. Unless someone stepped around the corner, they’d enjoy a semblance of privacy.

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. They opened their mouths, and their tongues danced. They moaned in unison. Closing his eyes, he savored the physical connection, more stimulated than he could remember. The scent of her arousal fed his.

She reached down and caressed his long, hard dick through his trousers. 

He groaned, losing hold of the door, and it slammed shut. He grabbed her hands, interlaced their fingers, and lifted them above her head against the wall, pressing his body against hers. 

She wrapped her thighs around his and pumped her pussy against his muscular leg. With each pump, she moaned. Her shallow breaths brushed over his face.

Daniel clasped both her hands in one of his, still above her head, and reached down to cup her ass, pulling her tighter, as he matched her rhythm with his own thrusts. His hand slipped down between her legs from behind and added to the pressure on her moist and hot pussy through the thin fabric of her dress. 

She whimpered, buried her face in his chest, and gave a muffled wail as her body vibrated in a climax.

His balls tightened and he erupted into an orgasm of his own, shivering in the aftermath. 

“Oh, Amanda,” Daniel said huskily. Then he released her arms and cupped her face, giving her a deep, heartfelt kiss. “This is not over.”

“Please don’t let this be the end,” she whimpered, “I’ve never felt like this before. I need more.”

He moved off her and straightened her dress. “I need more too, baby.”

“Thank God.”

He chuckled, slipped the key card back into her door, and this time eased her inside, but leaned in for one last kiss. Reluctantly, he lifted his face from hers. “Amanda,” he said. “Take care of yourself, sweetheart.”

She didn’t respond. 

He closed her door. As he walked away, his heart thundered, and he knew he’d never be the same.
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Two years later

Amanda Reynolds—Amy to her friends—should’ve called in sick and stayed in bed. Between her brother and traffic, she’d arrived fifteen minutes late for work. As she dashed into the building, her enraged boss rushed past her, bumping into her and almost knocking her down. He shouted that she better have a damn good excuse for being late.

A wave of dread shivered down her spine. She stowed her purse in her desk drawer and rubbed her stinging shoulder. Then she drew a deep, calming breath, hoping her boss’s bark was more significant than his bite. Experience told her otherwise, but she’d try not to worry about something she couldn’t control. 

After starting a much-needed pot of coffee, she stepped behind the reception counter. The small lobby filled with fresh coffee’s rich and inviting aroma, and she drew a second deep breath. There was nothing like the comforting, earthy scent to calm her nerves. She switched the phone console from answering service mode, slipped her headset over her left ear, and finger-combed her almost-dry hair. 

Before her ass hit the seat, the door burst open, and in marched two large men. They wore dress pants, crisp long-sleeved shirts, and fancy neckties, with gold badges and black guns strapped to their hips. Her palms flattened on her desk, and she straightened as her heart plummeted to her stomach. One of the imposing men was the star of many of her fantasies. 

Her face heated. She lifted both arms and proclaimed, “I didn’t do it, Da—” 

Daniel Garrison, a detective with the Edison Bay Sheriff’s Office, shushed her. Then he leaned over the counter and whispered, “You don’t know me.” 

His lips and heated breath so close to her ear caused goosebumps to cover her extremities and her nipples to pucker. Then, the drool-worthy man stepped back. She immediately felt the loss of his body heat. Her childhood crush bubbled to the surface, but the seventeen-year age gap had lost relevancy after what happened two years ago. 

This can’t be good. Her pulse kicked up a notch. The familiar scent of warm, masculine sandalwood filled her senses, and her nipples continued to tingle. 

You don’t know me? 

Yes—I do, and I have for most of my life. 

She didn’t speak those words. This menacing and unapproachable figure was so unlike the flirty, sexy man at her friend’s wedding two years ago. The muscles in his jaw tightened—a telltale sign he was anything but happy to see her. A loud drumbeat hammered an unpleasant tune against her eardrums.  

“We’re here to see Victor Huntington,” the other man said, flashing his ID as Daniel did the same. His identification stated his name was Adam Sinclair. He was almost as attractive as her fantasy man, but with dark hair and a slightly darker skin tone. His eyes were a beautiful cobalt blue, but not as reflective as his partner’s. 

Daniel was blond with clear, summer-sky-blue eyes and a sun-kissed complexion. Sexy dimples adorned his face, but now, a frown overshadowed the backdrop of beauty. She had a sudden urge to groan, but bit her tongue instead.

Adam’s countenance also exhibited the seriousness of the matter, with his mouth set in a grim line, but a measure of empathy softened his expression. Adam’s steady eye contact seemed more comforting than invasive. She must’ve resembled a deer in headlights.

“Is he available?” Daniel asked without taking his gaze off her. She’d gotten lost in the brilliance of his baby blues many times throughout the past half of her life, but especially in the last two years since their encounter at her best friend—his daughter’s—wedding. 

His scrutiny was intense, as if he weighed her reaction to his presence. Did he recall their flirtation that night two years earlier? Was he as unsettled by that experience as she was? She’d thought he was as into her as she was with him. When he failed to pursue her after the wedding, even though he’d said he wanted more, she rationalized the sexually charged encounter resulted from an abundance of alcohol and the blissful ambiance of the occasion.

“No.” She finally answered. “He just left for a meeting.” After dropping into her chair, her legs weak from trembling, she asked, “Is there anything I can help you with?”

Daniel leaned on the counter with one arm, tapped his fingers, and looked at his partner as if contemplating how to proceed. “We need to speak with Mr. Huntington regarding an ongoing investigation.” 

Uh-oh. There’d be hell to pay if she inadvertently disclosed any of her boss’s business. “Do you want to leave a message and have him call you when he returns?” 

Amy picked up a pink message pad and a pen, waiting for them to recite the message. 

She hoped they would leave before she slipped and said something she shouldn’t. Daniel was a professional interrogator. She’d learned that the hard way a long time ago. No one ever got anything past the man. He always knew when she and her three best friends were trying to hide something. Since then, he’d had more than adequate time to sharpen those skills to a fine edge. 

A wave of unease washed over her. Victor was malicious when he got angry. Amy didn’t relish irritating him further today. They paused, and she sighed, dropping the pad on her desk. 

“I was a little late this morning, and my boss is already mad at me. I can’t imagine how angry he will be if he comes back and finds me talking about him with two cops.” She cleared her throat. “He’d expect me to handle the situation, so he doesn’t have to deal with whatever this is about.” 

Victor reminded her often that her job was to lighten his burden. She hadn’t expected this scenario or her boss’s temper. Otherwise, she might have reconsidered taking the job, though the pay was much higher than her second job at the diner and, most times, less exhausting. Today, not so much.  

“Well, this is a situation only your boss can handle.” Annoyance filled Daniel’s voice. “I want you to stay as far away from this as possible.” 

He frowned and looked at his partner again. Adam shook his head. Did he know she and Daniel were friends? If so, why had Daniel wanted her to pretend not to know him? The hair on the back of her neck rose, and an icy chill shot down her spine. Something felt wacky.

“Is anyone else here?” Daniel stepped toward the hallway next to her desk and glanced around. 

“Let me check. I just got here, so I’m not sure.” Amy stood and unplugged her headset from the console. Her workstation was front and center, with a U-shaped hallway from one side of her, around and back up to the other side of her station. Several office units were located off the hallway. She walked down one side and came back up on the other side. 

“No, just me. The tenants come in and out with varying schedules. Victor owns the building but leases six spaces. Only four units are occupied right now. I work directly for him, though I cover the phones and maintain the lobby for all of them.” 

Was she giving these men more information than necessary? Probably. Motormouth.

“One more question,” Daniel said. “Does your boss have a safe in his office or anywhere in this building you know of?”

Amy hesitated, wringing her hands. “I don’t know.” Then, at the risk of sounding defiant, she added, “I couldn’t tell you if I did.”

Daniel snorted. The tension across his brow seemed to ease, and his facial expression softened. He smiled, and she melted. There were those sexy dimples. A wave of heat washed over her. She picked up the pink pad and fanned her face. She drew a deep breath and forced herself to get a grip on her reaction. The last thing she wanted was to seem immature.

“Amanda.” He placed a gentle hand on her arm. 

A sizzling sensation shot up her arm and landed over her heart. Her nipples tingled again, and her breath quickened.

Only Daniel called her by her original name. When she was a young girl, she had asked him to call her Amy like everyone else, but he ignored her request. Daniel’s unique way of addressing her as a grown woman gave her a heightened sense of value to him. Don’t let your fantasies get the upper hand, she warned herself.

“I don’t want anyone here to discern that you know the detectives working this investigation. It could be dangerous for you. That’s why I asked you not to acknowledge our familiarity. I didn’t know if anyone was listening.” He nodded toward his partner. “This is Adam. He’s aware of our acquaintance.” 

She shook Adam’s hand. “Nice to meet you, I guess.” 

Another wave of dread slipped down her core. Victor sometimes operated in the gray area. On two occasions, she’d witnessed him exchanging envelopes with two different shady-looking characters, once in the parking garage before she got out of her car and once beneath a tree in the park down the road as she passed by unnoticed. Victor hadn’t shown that he’d seen her on either occasion. This must be serious if the police want to question him. 

“What do you need me to do?” She looked from one man to the other.

“What time is he due back?” Adam asked.

She brushed her forehead with trembling fingers. “A couple of hours.”

“It’s okay, Amanda. Take a deep breath.” Daniel fingered a wayward curl off her face. Concern reflected in his beautiful blue eyes. “We’ll come back later.” 

He tapped the countertop and stepped away. “I’d rather you didn’t tell him about our visit. He’ll find out soon enough. The less you’re involved in this, the better.” He smiled and winked. “Don’t fret.”

She gave a humorless chuckle, but the space between her legs sizzled at his sexy wink. “You don’t know my boss.” 

Victor had never gotten physically violent, but he’d come close a few times. Talk about menacing. That was Victor Huntington, at least in her experience for the time she’d worked here.

Daniel groaned. “Unfortunately, we know the man all too well. It is an unpleasant surprise to find you working for this character.”

“Well, I have bills. I’ve been here for almost a year. This was all I could find at the time that matched my skill set.”

Daniel reached over and patted her shoulder. She winced, and he grimaced. “What’s the matter? Did you hurt your shoulder?”

“It’s nothing. I just bumped into something. No big deal.”

He paused a moment, as if contemplating if he should question further. Then he said, “We’ll talk soon.”

Daniel and Adam left the lobby. 

She watched through the glass window as they stepped across the street and entered a black SUV before pulling away from the curb. 

Yep, she should have called in sick. Next time, she’d listen to her gut. 
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“What’s your history with her?” Adam asked from the passenger seat once they’d settled into their vehicle.

Daniel’s stomach churned. “She’s one of my daughter’s friends. I’ve known her since the girls were in grade school.” He forced a chuckle. “Four of the little princesses are still best friends.” 

“Well, she’s cute,” Adam said. “I’d like to be friends with her.”

A fire burned in Daniel’s gut. “Don’t even think about it!” he snapped. “That one is off limits.” 

He didn’t take time to analyze why it disturbed him to think of his partner getting his hands on Amanda. Adam was a decent man, closer to her age, at thirty-five. Daniel was forty-three. He shook the painful image of her and Adam together out of his head.

Adam raised his hands. “Okay. I get it.” He relaxed back in the passenger seat. “Of all the business executives in this town, it’s too bad she worked for this one.”

Daniel couldn’t have agreed more. “If all goes well, she will see much less of this asshole soon. It sounds like she needs this job. As far as I know, she’s still raising her little brother. I don’t think she has had an easy life.” 

“She’s feisty.” Adam chuckled. “How about that ‘I didn’t do it’ comment?” 

Daniel laughed. “Yeah, she’s a little firecracker, always has been.” 

All that wavy red hair, freshly scrubbed face, and expressive green eyes had just about done him in. He hadn’t known she worked for Huntington. She was just over five feet tall and slight in build. But even with her small package, she was all woman. She had large breasts and curves in all the right places, though he knew it was wrong for him to notice. At twenty-six, she was way too young for him. Hell, he was old enough to be her father. She was the same age as his daughter, born when he was seventeen. Dammit. 

“Is it me?” Adam asked. “Or does she seem to have an unusual fear of her boss?”

Daniel frowned, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I got that vibe too.” 

If Victor Huntington did anything to hurt Amanda, he’d regret it. If their theory was correct, Victor Huntington was responsible for the death of his current wife and the two who preceded her. On this occasion, he’d made the mistake of killing someone with an influential family who was determined to get justice for their loss. 

This case became more significant after learning of Amanda’s connection to the prime suspect. He and Adam were on Victor’s tail, determined to get enough evidence to put the man away for life. They didn’t expect to get convictions for all three murders, but it was their goal to help the prosecutor build a solid case for number three’s demise. No man was so unlucky to have three wives suffer premature deaths under suspicious circumstances.   

“I don’t like the idea of Amanda being alone in that building with a murderer,” Daniel said. “We should set up an undercover in one of those offices.”

“I agree.” Adam nodded. “If Victor is a monster with a taste for blood, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill again.”

Daniel gave an audible groan as he sped toward headquarters. An agent would be in place this afternoon if he had his way. “Let’s locate one of the tenants and see if we can commandeer their office space so there doesn’t have to be a background, deposit, and all that time-consuming bullshit.”

“We could have asked Amanda who the other occupants were.”

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t want her involved in this. The less she gets pulled in, the better.”

“Okay.” Adam punched in their supervisor’s number. “I’ll get clearance.”

****
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Victor Huntington was unpredictable. Amy had dreaded confrontation with her boss, but her tardiness went unmentioned when he returned in the afternoon. He’d gone straight to his office and slammed the door. She’d sighed with relief.

All that worry for nothing.

Her cell phone vibrated, and she answered. “Hey, Barbara. How’s your day going?”

“Hi, Amy. It’s been a slow day, nothing dramatic. How’s your day been?”

Amy snickered. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

Barbara giggled. “I’m intrigued.” 

“Can we meet up tonight? I’ll tell you all about it.”

“That’s why I’m calling. Can you meet Nicki and me at Barney’s after work?” Then Barbara asked, “What’s Jonathan doing tonight?”

At sixteen, Amy’s handsome brother kept an active social calendar. He had many friends and was popular with the girls. “I think he’s meeting a friend after his shift at the diner. If that plan changes, Max will take him home. He made me late for work this morning. I thought my boss was going to wring my neck.”

“He’s a kid. I’m sure whatever he did to make you late was unintentional.”

She smirked. Everyone loved her brother. “I’ll be glad when he gets his driver’s license. In a couple of weeks, he’s eligible for the test. Then we’ll have to find him an affordable car.” 

“I’ll watch for something used but clean and in good working order,” Barbara said. “That’ll be nice for both of you. You won’t have taxi duty. He’ll be free to take a girl out on a date without an escort.” 

“Yeah, I wonder what trouble he’ll get into then.”

“Aw, he’s a good kid,” Barbara said. “I don’t think we have to worry about him doing anything too stupid.”

The ‘we’ didn’t go unnoticed. Amy’s heart swelled. Thank God for her friends. She was only twenty when she took guardianship of her then ten-year-old brother. Their mother had disappeared without warning, leaving her two offspring to make their way. Amy was grateful to have had all the help she needed from her girlfriends and Max. 

Max owned a motel and diner. He’d welcomed her one dreadful night when she was a seventeen-year-old runaway, badly beaten by her mother. The kind-hearted man was the miracle that changed her life. He’d given her a safe place to live, a job at the diner, and plenty of food to eat. Three years later, when she had taken responsibility for her little brother, he’d helped her get into a decent apartment so they could move out of the motel room. 

Amy and Jonathan still worked at the diner and loved Max like a father. He’d proven the feeling was mutual.

“How about 5:30?” Barbara suggested.

“That sounds perfect. See you there.”

So far, the lawmen hadn’t returned. Only two more hours before she could leave. The lobby door burst open when she breathed easier, thinking they wouldn’t reappear. 

“Is he back?” Daniel asked without so much as a hello. Her heart thumped against her ribcage. 

“Yes, but he’s in his office and doesn’t want to be disturbed.” She squirmed as her face heated.

Adam stepped to the counter. “Get him.” 

She jumped at his no-nonsense and assertive tone. Where was the sympathetic man from earlier? These guys meant business. Was her boss about to be arrested? Yikes!

Her heart continued to ride the rollercoaster as she pressed the button to connect with Victor’s desk phone. 

“I told you I didn’t want to be disturbed!” Victor shouted.

“I’m sorry, but the police are here and say they need to speak with you. It’s important.”

“Tell them I’m unavailable. I hired you to handle problems. Do your damn job.” 

Daniel frowned. “Tell him we’re with the Edison Bay Sheriff’s office and are not leaving until we speak with him.”

Victor’s door slammed open, and he stormed out. “I heard you. What the hell do you want?”

Amy cringed, rolling her chair back to avoid her boss as he crowded her behind the counter. The cord on her headset snapped from the console and fell from her ear. Her hair caught it, and she fought to free the device from the tangled mess. One whiff of Victor’s sweaty body odor and the stale scent of tobacco on his clothes, and she almost gagged. He was in a rage; his swollen face was as red as fire. He looked like he was ready to explode. Her insides shook with fear. 

Amy was glad someone else witnessed his aggression because she didn’t exactly know how to describe it. Her boss didn’t understand the concept of personal space. He was like a predator getting ready to attack his prey. There were times she felt like she was about to be eaten alive. She shivered. It was time to look for another job. Dread sunk like a heavy rock in the pit of her stomach.  

A few heated words passed between the officers and Victor, but he finally led them back to his office and shut the door.

At five o’clock, Amy transferred the calls to the answering service. The cops were still in with Victor, and she wondered what they were discussing. Not wanting to risk getting waylaid, she pulled her purse from the drawer and slipped out the door. She locked it and promptly escaped to her car.
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Chapter Two
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Amy’s friends’ laughter resonated as she entered Barney’s Pub. She found Nicki and Barbara at their favorite corner booth. 

“What’s so funny?” Amy laughed as she noticed a few patrons grinning. She shook her damp windbreaker, hung it on the coat tree attached to the booth, and then slipped onto the bench beside Barbara.

“Were we loud?” A trace of scarlet brushed Nicki’s face as she glanced around to see if they’d gained an audience. 

“You were no louder than the rest of the crowd, but I picked out Nicki-laughter the minute I walked in.” 

Amy winked at Barbara beneath the soft glow of the red and gold-tinted stained glass light fixture hanging above their heads. Barney’s Pub sat near the justice hub at the town center and was a popular hangout for those working nearby. 

The small sports bar featured pictures of fallen heroes, police, and military memorabilia. Heroes shared war stories while drinking, eating bar food, like their famous pizza, or playing a competitive game of billiards in the back alcove. 

At 5:30 PM, the place was filling fast with Friday night regulars. As she settled in, Amy inhaled the wonderful aroma of freshly baked pizza with savory garlic, melting cheese, and rich, bubbling marinara sauce. Her tummy groaned. The only nourishment she’d consumed today was a small yogurt cup. 

Barbara tapped her on the arm—anticipation written across her face. “Tell us what happened at work today.”

A spark lit Amy’s chest. “The police came to question my boss. You’ll never guess who one detective was.”

“Daniel Garrison.” Barbara wore a mischievous grin.

Amy laughed. “How did you know?”

“Well, you’re practically jumping out of your boots to tell us. I know how you feel about Daniel.” 

Amy’s face heated. After the way she and Daniel had played hot and heavy at Holly’s wedding, it was no surprise that her friends understood her affection for the man.

Nicki giggled. “He’s a hunk, and more so now that we’ve grown up. That man’s role in our lives has changed since he let loose at Holly’s wedding. Well, except maybe for Holly. He’s still her dad.”

Amy frowned. “Where is Holly?”

Her companions wore matching frowns. “What’s going on?”

“We didn’t invite her,” Barbara said. “There’s a reason we called this hen session, and it wasn’t to learn about your run-in with the law.”

Amy flicked Barbara on the shoulder. 

Their brazen-faced grins spoke volumes. It had to involve men and sex. She’d known Nicki and Barbara since elementary school. They were best friends forever; they’d always been boy-crazy. Holly married her high school boyfriend two years ago and joined the ranks of Edison Bay’s happy housewives. 

After her stressful day, Amy could use a bit of tantalizing chit-chat to lighten her mood. The server took her drink order. For a moment, she thought about her boss. What had he done to cause homicide detectives to question him? The man was a creep, but Daniel seemed concerned about her working there. Victor must have done something terrible. She shivered. Had he killed someone? 

“It’s time we found ourselves husbands!” Barbara blurted out of nowhere.

Amy choked as the iced tea she’d been swallowing shot back up. She grabbed her napkin and dried her chin. Nicki giggled.

“We need to take the future into our own hands. It’s no longer safe to be a single woman in this crazy world.” Barbara’s boisterous voice was loud enough to wake the dead. 

“Shh!” Amy admonished as she glanced around the pub. “Lower the volume.”

Barbara laughed but dialed it down and continued as if trying to sell a piece of real estate. “Look how happy Holly and Kevin are.”

Barbara gazed from one to the other, her eyebrows raised as if waiting for confirmation. 

What did she mean? It’s not safe to be single. They’d done it for twenty-six years.

Nicki nodded. “We need a plan to find a lifelong mate like Holly.” 

“What in the world?” Amy wondered what prompted her friends’ sudden urgency. Barbara was the epitome of a self-made, successful woman, if not a little inconsistent regarding men. She seemed to be attracted to alpha men, but she always dated wimpy guys she could manipulate with little effort. It would take a powerful man to tame this strong-willed woman. 

Amy’s chuckle attracted the attention of her dinner mates. 

“What are you thinking?” Barbara asked, curiosity written on her bold and beautiful face.

“I’m trying to make sense of the timing in all this.” Amy glanced from Barbara to Nicki, then turned her focus toward Barbara. “You just opened your real estate brokerage. You own a nice condo at the beach, and you drive a fancy car. How could you be ready to give up all that independence?”

She turned to look at Nicki. “You always have male friends around. I’ve never known you to be without companionship. I don’t understand the sudden urge to get serious.” 

Amy knew many women started thinking about husbands and babies as their biological clocks ticked. She wouldn’t mind finding a husband and having a baby, but it wasn’t because she was afraid to be single.

“I don’t think another man is out there like Kevin Sparks,” Nicki said. “He’s one in a million. It would take a miracle for us to be as lucky as Holly. I’ve seen enough divorce courtroom dramas to know the odds are against us.”

“Miracles happen, but I’m not sure there’s one in the cards for me.” Unfortunately, with Amy’s mommy issues, a decent man would be wise to avoid getting involved with her.

Holly lived every young woman’s dream. She had an excellent, not to mention gorgeous, husband who adored her, a job she loved as a legal assistant and a beautiful home. Holly had been fortunate her entire life—that is, except when her mother died of cancer when she was in college. Holly’s two wonderful parents loved and cherished her. Amy and her brother Jonathan had not been as fortunate. The only love in their house was between them.

“You’re probably right about Kevin. He is one of a kind.” Barbara smirked. “But we’ll never know if we don’t try. This is the modern age, girlfriends.” She leaned in and hugged Amy with one arm. “If anyone deserves a happy ever after, my friend, it’s you.” 

Nicki giggled with a gleam in her eyes as she pulled her leg up underneath herself on the seat across from them. She leaned closer, her arms resting on the tabletop. “I see nothing wrong with taking a proactive approach.”  

What could go wrong? Amy had a feeling they were about to find out. And she’d just told herself she would listen to her gut. So much for that. She released a nervous chuckle. 

“If nothing else, it might be fun.” Nicki glowed with excitement as the idea percolated. “We’re not unintelligent or unattractive women. We even have all our teeth, for gosh sake!” That brought on a burst of laughter until they were in tears.  

Amy dried her cheeks with a paper napkin and addressed Nicki. “I thought you liked the variety of dating new guys. How could you be ready to settle down with one?”  

“Men never take me seriously,” Nicki complained. 

Nicki was a court stenographer and worked with many attorneys and judges. Her father was a judge, but she didn’t advertise that. Nicki didn’t date people she worked with. Amy had never known her to hold a steady, long-term boyfriend. Her sweet friend was an all-American girl with long, straight blond hair and freckles. She was the smallest in the group and perky sweet. 

“Well, you look younger than twenty-six.” Barbara grinned. “You date nonthreatening boys. Perhaps men don’t think you’re interested in a serious relationship.”

“Nicki, you are the sweetest of all of us,” Amy added. “It’s an honor to be friends with you. Besides, you’re hilarious. Any man would be lucky to have you.” 

“That’s right,” Barbara seconded. “Their life would never be boring with you around to make them laugh.”

“Stop!” Nicki blushed and held up her hand, palm out. “I love both of you and Holly. You’re all my best friends.” 

Amy relaxed back against her seat and sighed. “I’m not good at attracting decent guys looking for anything other than a quick romp in the sack. It would be nice to share a stimulating conversation with a man.” 

“You’ve got that right,” Barbara said. “We all love to read. Wouldn’t it be nice to find someone to share stories with?”

Nicki laughed. “Maybe not the stories we like to read, but there isn’t much sexier than a man who likes to read a good novel. Picture him putting on his glasses and snuggling next to you in bed while you read from your book.” Then she blushed. “I think it would be sexy to have a man read to me. Can you imagine him reading you an erotic romance and then playing it out?”

Amy and Barbara laughed while fanning their faces with the menus.

Nicki painted a pleasant picture for them. Amy envisioned Daniel in that role, with her beside him, reading from her Kindle.

“I enjoy an orgasm as well as anyone, but if all the guy wants is a one-night stand, we can take care of that ourselves and with a lot less hassle,” Amy stated the obvious. 

She’d never met an accessible man who made her pulse race. Besides being able to have a decent conversation, physical attraction would be a qualification for a husband. Otherwise, what reason would there be to get married? Unfortunately, Daniel was not a candidate. He’d consider himself too old for her.  

Her standards may be as unattainable as Nicki and Barbara’s. There were only three men in Amy’s experience worth admiring. One was her former liberator, Max. The other two were Holly’s husband Kevin and Holly’s father Daniel Garrison. 

Daniel looked badass today, dressed up and wearing a necktie with the gold badge and lethal weapon strapped to his fit body. Even at
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