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Never miss a sale or FREE ebook! Sign up for Amber’s newsletter and be automatically entered in her monthly contest. New subscribers get a gift!

 

How about more free ebooks? Join Amber’s Steamy Readers ARC Team and check out her review copies. It’s free to join.
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Amber is excited to announce a brand new opportunity for her SUPER FANS to hang out with her and show support in her writing. Consider signing up to one of her available REAM tiers for bonus e-content, early access to new releases, and physical goodies like signed paperbacks, swag, and mystery gifts (when this limited-time-only tier is activated).
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To my husband: I love you more than words can say. Thank you so much for being my biggest fan.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


My Valentine Adventure


[image: ]




Dumped on Valentine’s Day. Tricked into a blind date. Will she give love another shot?

 

Widowed father Parker Townsend is stuck in a rut. After his two little hellions place a “Mom Wanted” ad in the local paper, he’s roped into a blind date. If that’s not bad enough, why did it have to be on Valentine’s Day—the most commercialized holiday of the year?

Claire Lauer answers the want ad to appease her daughter, not to connect with a handsome man drowning in emotional baggage. Hadn’t she learned anything from her ex-husband? But then an animal rights protest takes a turn, and she lands in her date’s bed.

With the past closing in, how will Parker and Claire seize their chance at forever?
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Chapter One
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“They did what?” Parker Townsend clutched his cell phone so hard he thought it might break. His throat constricted as his older brother laughed on the other end of the receiver. “I can’t believe they did this. What the hell am I going to do, Niles? Why didn’t you call me sooner?”

“Calm down, Park. It’s not too bad. The kids are just worried about you.”

Parker itched to strangle his brother. “They shouldn’t be. Two little kids shouldn’t worry about adult problems.” But his kids did worry. How could they not? His wife died three years earlier, so he buried himself in work and raising their children alone.

Richie and Tammy, now ages ten and five respectively, had begged for a new mother more times than he could count.

He missed Cynthia so much he could barely breathe sometimes, but he’d come to terms with her death. His brother and a few colleagues from Sharpalder Energy—the electric company where he worked as an electrician—occasionally set him up on blind dates, but lightning had never struck. If the woman didn’t have chocolate-brown eyes or sun-kissed golden-brown hair, as Cynthia had, he barely listened as she rambled on about her children, education, or job.

“Cynthia would want you to try. You promised her.” Niles lowered his voice as he referred to Cynthia’s deathbed plea.

Parker sighed. He’d promised to move on with his life and find a mother for their children, but how could he betray her memory? Replace her as the nurturing woman his kids would look up to? To hell with that. “I’ve tried, but none of the women were good enough.” He rolled his eyes as Niles scoffed. “All right, fine. I never gave any of them a real chance, but I’m not ready. It’s only been three years. Tammy still asks for stories about her mom, and Richie loves telling her everything he can remember. I don’t want to bring a new woman into our lives and dirty my son’s memories.”

“We’ve been through this before. I’m sorry if I sound like a dick, but I’m sick of your excuses. You don’t have to marry anyone, Parker. You just need to get out of the house—other than going to work and PTA meetings—to meet people. To meet women, and not the pushy single moms who bombard you at school functions.” A clicking noise echoed over the phone as though Niles typed on his keyboard. “It’s high time you took some baby steps to get back in the dating game. The kids think so, too, or they wouldn’t have placed a want ad for a mother in the paper. Take this as a hint, Park. It’s time.”

“Tell me again why you stabbed me in the back and published that ad.”

Niles slaved away in the classifieds department at the local newspaper, and somehow Richie found the man’s extension a few weeks earlier and called him.

“C’mon, man. I’m not about to stomp on my nephew’s genius idea. I wish I’d thought of it.” Niles grunted. “I’m sure you can guess the main reason. I’ve said it a dozen times since I called you this morning.”

It’s time. He grumbled a curse. No way would he give his brother the satisfaction of answering aloud. “You’ve talked to this woman, right? She sounds nice?”

The other man snorted. “Yeah, she sounds as nice as a homemade apple pie straight out of the oven. God, you don’t live in the 1950s. Ask me if she sounded sexy or sultry. Act like a hot-blooded man who hasn’t stuck his head between a woman’s legs in three years.”

Parker bit his tongue. It had been four years.

Cynthia had suffered through chemotherapy for the last year of her life. Since she was too weak to make love, he’d often held her and cuddled her close since he couldn’t love her with his body.

He shoved his hand through his hair. “Fine, did this Claire chick sound like she’d be a good lay?” There, that should put a smile on his brother’s face.

“Hell, yeah.” Niles chuckled. “If I was single, I’d hound dog my way up her skirt. This babe has a flirty giggle, and I bet her body is—” His voice suddenly faded out as though he stuck his hand over the receiver. “Ah, um... Sorry about that. Betty just grabbed my crotch and reminded me how much I love her. I don’t know what I’d do without her.” 

“I hope you’d have the decency to end up like me. Concentrate on your twin boys and your job, and don’t sniff every skirt in the vicinity.” He licked his dry lips and glanced up at an eight-by-ten family portrait in the living room.

Cynthia held their infant daughter, and Parker, their rambunctious, laughing son.

He plopped down on the sofa. “Betty’s a good woman. I hope you never have to live a day without her.”

“Same here.” Niles coughed as though to clear his throat. “I’m sorry about Claire. I posted Richie’s Mom Wanted ad, but I changed your phone number to mine. You probably would’ve told all the women who called to never call back, or you wouldn’t have answered the phone at all, so I screened the calls and blocked all the crazy chicks. I’ve talked with three candidates over the past two weeks and narrowed the perfect woman down to one—Claire Lauer. She’s blonde, blue-eyed, and a vegetarian.”

“I like brunette women who savor a juicy steak.”

“Betty’s a therapist, remember? She says you need to avoid women who remind you too much of Cynthia. You need to see a new woman for who she is, not who she isn’t.” He clucked his tongue. “Oh, and you’re a vegetarian now.”

“You’re kidding me?”

“Nope, this chick is all about animal rights. Now, don’t blow this, Parker. Claire has no idea I’m Niles, pretending to be you. If you tell her, she might fly off the handle and leave.” He paused, then grumbled a curse. “I’m serious. I know you don’t want to go tonight, but hell, it’s Valentine’s Day. I don’t know how desperate Claire is but don’t ruin her date night.”

“Is that yours or Betty’s request? It sounds too damn sensitive to come from you.”

“Hey, I’m as sensitive as the next jackass.” Niles scoffed, likely insulted, then he caved. “Betty has a point. This is your first Valentine’s Day with a woman in years. Try to have fun.”

Fun? Not happening. He leaned back on the cushions, staring up at the ceiling, and counted backward from twenty as his brother rambled on. “I never said I’d go.”

“Of all the Townsend men, everyone knows I’m the rude, snarky one. Not you. Are you really gonna stand a woman up, all alone at a pricey restaurant, on the most corporate romantic holiday of the year? They don’t make Hallmark cards for women about to jump off a building. Think about your conscience.”

Damn him. He sighed. “Screw it. Six o’clock at La Volare Giardino, right?” He rubbed his temples as Niles hummed. “I’ll be there.”

“Good. Betty and I will be by your house at four to pick up the kids. We did our romantic dinner and romp in the sack last night when you babysat the twins, so we’re available.”

That saved Parker from calling a sitter. “Anything else I should know?”

“Yeah, she has a ten-year-old daughter named Kaylie, and she divorced the kid’s dad about five years ago. He cheated on her or something. Claire didn’t say much about it. Anyway, I told her to look for a man in a red button-down shirt, and she said she’d be there in a red dress. She also told me—this is awesome news, bro—she just hit the big three-five last month. You know a woman’s sexual peak starts in her mid-thirties to forties, and I bet she’s a fine-looking puma.”

Parker couldn’t help but smile at his brother’s enthusiasm for pumas and cougars—attractive women over the age of thirty and forty who sought out younger men to bed. Since Parker turned thirty-five last November, he couldn’t very well call Claire a puma.

Niles had married Betty, a woman five years his senior, several years earlier, and he’d told Parker a few wild stories about them messing around in the bedroom, up against a wall, in public places—stories Betty the Cougar would probably kill Niles over.

“Whether or not she knocks you flat on your back and rips down your pants, just relax and have fun. Talk to Claire. She might surprise you and be exactly what you and the kids need.”

Parker frowned. How could his brother act so crude, yet insightful, in the same breath? “Whatever. I’ll see you later. I have to reprimand my busybody kids and get ready.” He clicked the End Call button and left the living room.

Sudden footsteps pounded down the hall and up the stairs.

Wonderful. The kids had been listening.

He followed them into Richie’s messy bedroom. His son fidgeted and his daughter bit her lip as he sat between them on the Power Rangers bedspread. Ah, hell. Tammy climbed onto his lap, washing away his temper. She was a mini-Cynthia—same hair, eyes, crooked smile, and the uncanny ability to wrap him around her little finger.

Tears welled in her eyes as she squeezed her mother’s favorite childhood teddy bear to her chest.

“Will you really go, Dad?” Richie traced the design of the Red Ranger on his blanket. “I’m sorry I put up the want ad, but I saved my allowance for over a month and used some of the Christmas money Grandpa gave me to pay for it. She seems really nice.”

The pain in his son’s voice clenched his heart in a vise. Tammy shifted in his arms, so he relaxed his grip. “Who seems nice, Richie?”

“The woman Uncle Niles spoke to. Ms. Claire works at a greenhouse. Aunt Betty took us down there to scope the candidate, whatever that means, and she really seemed to like Ms. Claire. So did I.”

“Me too.” Tammy’s high-pitched voice squeaked from her lips.

“Aunt Betty bought an ugly cactus, and Ms. Claire gave me and Tammy lollypops.”

“Mine was cherry.” Tammy smiled up at Parker. “She’s really pretty, Daddy. Blonde like an angel. I think Momma would like her. Aunt Betty said Ms. Claire has a good heart. Did Momma?”

“Yes, your mother did.” Parker tightened his arms around Tammy again and met Richie’s gaze. “If I take this woman to dinner, if I bring her here to meet you two later on, I want you to know she’ll never take the place of your mom. No one could do that. Your mother was special to all of us. If I choose to remarry, your stepmother will be special, too, but in a different way. You understand that, right?” They nodded, and he hoped they did. “All right. I’ll see Claire tonight.” 

The children squealed. Richie leapt into his arms, squeezing him hard.

“I love you guys so much.” Parker hugged them close, kissing the crowns of their heads. Their bubble gum-scented hair teased his nose. He held Tammy often, but not Richie. His boy was growing up, wanting independence, so Parker cherished the rare moments when Richie let down his guard. He released them and forced himself to his feet. “Uncle Niles promised to babysit you, so I want you to drive him a little extra crazy tonight. I can forgive you two for going behind my back, but not him. Deal?”
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