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  Amanda Whitfield needs a man. Desperately! She'll do anything to get a date for her snooty cousin's wedding. When a matchmaking momma proposes her son for her wedding date, Amanda agrees. After all, what choice does she have? Men aren't exactly falling at her feet and beseeching her for the pleasure of her company.




  Harrison Kincaid has had it with his mom's matchmaking. Desperate to put an end to her meddling, he decides to teach her a lesson as well as get out of the date she's "guilted" him into accepting.




  Two desperate people, each determined to achieve their goals.




  Desperation makes for interesting bedfellows.




  




  * * *




  




  Harrison tugged her close, his head lowered, and she closed her eyes, waiting for his kiss. His lips touched hers, and sweet desire shimmied through her.




  Amanda opened her eyes and smiled. "I've been looking forward to seeing you again."




  "Same here." Heat blazed in his eyes. "Let me show you my company." He pulled a card from his shirt pocket and led her over to the door at the right. He swiped the card in the lock. With a short, rather loud buzz, the door popped open. "Come on. I'll let you play with my toy."




  At the moment, Amanda could think of only one toy that interested her. Her gaze skimmed down his hard-muscled body, heading south. Surely, he wasn't suggesting...




  "Market surveys show that the toy in demand in the future will be anything incorporating virtual reality. The one we're developing will hit the market in two years."




  Amanda's pulse pounded, but her brain computed about as quickly as a six-year-old attempting algebraic equations. Bewildered she tried to make sense of his words. Toys. Christmas.




  Oh! He wasn't talking about sex.




  "The prototype is finished. So you get to play with it today."




  Oh. He meant an electronic toy. Amanda tried to frame a suitable response, but her brain was stuck in the sex zone. Nothing came to mind. She had come to play with him, but not a virtual reality game.




  "Are you feeling all right?" Harrison grinned. "Your face is awfully red." He pulled her to him. "Maybe you have a fever. Let me feel your forehead."




  Amanda danced out of reach, certain that if he touched her right then, she'd lose control, rip off his clothes, and show him how to play. And she didn't mean virtually.
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  Dedication




  




  Scents and Sensuality is dedicated to the beautiful Isabel who is as charming as she is beautiful. In fact, she's just a wonderful woman in every way, and I'm so glad she is a part of my life.




  Like all of my books, Scents and Sensuality is also dedicated to Larry, my hero and my husband, who has always encouraged me to live my dream.




  




  Chapter 1




  




  Men looked at Amanda Whitfield and thought she was a hot blonde who knew how to have a good time.




  Hot? Sizzling.




  Sexy? Undeniably.




  Men figured she knew all about flirtation and lust and sex.




  They were wrong.




  People who actually knew Amanda Whitfield thought she was sweet-natured and even-tempered.




  They were right.




  Usually.




  The trouble was that nothing had been usual or normal since the night Amanda had attended her cousin Marky's engagement party. That was the night Amanda, who prided herself on honesty, had told the biggest fattest lie. In front of her entire extended family. She still didn't understand how it had happened. It was as if her mouth had opened and words had just tumbled out of their own accord.




  It would be easy to blame her temporary insanity that had resulted in the mother of all lies on Marky Butler. She'd taken years of crap from Marky, but she had to own up to the fact that it was her pride that had done her in. Her grandfather was right. Pride always went before a fall. She'd been shocked to discover the identity of Marky's fiance. Stung by Marky's constant needling, she'd reacted without thinking.




  All these months later, she still couldn't believe that her cousin was marrying Andrew. Her Andrew. No. Not hers, thank God! He had never been hers, and she gave thanks to the good Lord above that He had ignored that prayer.




  Smart, calm, even-tempered, and rational--all the labels usually applied to Amanda--had gone out the window that night. When Marky had asked her if she thought she could possibly get a date to escort her to what, she proclaimed, would be the wedding of the year, Amanda had looked at Marky's smirking face, at the two carat flawless diamond on her cousin's hand, and at Andrew, and the lie had just tumbled out of her mouth. They were the cause of the insanity that had gripped her and made her mouth write a check that her reality had no hope of cashing.




  Now it was nine months later, and Amanda was reaping what her dishonesty had sown. She'd thought about her predicament a lot and had come up with three possible solutions.




  One. Tell the truth. She had no boyfriend and never had possessed that phantom creature. She shuddered at that idea.




  Two. Run away to Mexico. That would be better than telling the truth, but her Spanish sucked.




  Three. Find a man. Any man.




  She had tried. She'd spent months in that futile quest and had nothing to show for her efforts. She hadn't been able to find even one guy she could browbeat, beg, or beguile into doing her bidding. She needed a man, and she needed him now. She was thirty-damned-years old, and she still didn't know how to hook a man and probably never would know at the rate she was going. Time was running out. The number of days from now until the wedding ticked away like the timer on a bomb. On Valentine's Day, the timer would hit zero. Then kaboom. Her "little white lie," as she preferred to think of the engagement party whopper, was going to explode like a packet of C4 in an action movie, and there was no Bruce Willis or Tom Cruise to save her.




  Soothing new age music, designed to create an atmosphere of serenity in the tearoom, poured from hidden speakers. Pink floral cushions on white wicker chairs, giant ferns atop Victorian fern stands, and tables covered with pale pink tablecloths made the tearoom the kind of dining experience women loved. Usually, Amanda enjoyed lunch every Friday at this tearoom. Today though, the music grated on her already frazzled nerves. Maybe because she didn't have a single molecule of serenity in her entire body. When she thought about showing up at the wedding without the boyfriend that she'd loudly and foolishly proclaimed she possessed, she felt like barfing. Or passing out. Maybe both.




  What was wrong with her? Why couldn't she get a man? Why was it so fracking hard to find a man to help her turn the lie into a truth? Amanda lobbed a resentful glare across the pink-linen covered table at Nicole Patrick. Why couldn't she be like Nicole? Her best friend, who was busy scarfing down a huge bowl of chocolate ice cream drizzled with chocolate syrup, never seemed to have a problem getting a date. For Nicole, and other girls like her, metropolitan Houston was a prime hunting ground for eligible men. But not for Amanda. Apparently, she had no flirtation gene in her DNA or something. Morosely, she picked up her spoon and stirred the bowl of black walnut ice cream she'd ordered. The slightly pungent odor of the black walnuts that gave her favorite ice cream its flavor failed to delight her. In fact, she found the smell of the nuts cloying.




  For once she'd like to have a cold so she wouldn't notice the aroma of anything around her even though a stuffy nose drastically interfered with her work as a perfumer. But, sometimes, like now, she grew tired of always being aware of the scents wafting through the air. Her heightened sense of smell made it nearly impossible to be anywhere without noticing the odors of her surroundings. Food, people, animals. Virtually everything for that matter. The world was awash in scent, and she noted all of the smells even when she wished she could just turn off her talented nose.




  Food aromas were fairly easy to ignore. People though? That was a different story. With people, fragrances captured, and often held, her attention. The common, popular colognes and perfumes men and women wore were relatively easy to dismiss once she had identified the fragrance. She thought of it as pushing the odor to a corner of her mind. Unique scents made that a bit difficult. Sometimes, a fragrance, combined with a person's innate scent, created a unique smell that intrigued her. Despite her best intentions, she'd find herself focused on the scent, sorting through an encyclopedic "smell inventory," trying to separate and catalog the various fragrance notes and tonal essences. When she couldn't readily identify a scent, she became a bit obsessed. Kind of like the way she was obsessed now with this man problem. Or, rather, the lack of a man. A doleful sigh escaped her.




  "Oh, for heaven's sakes. Would you stop moaning?" Nicole waved her spoon in Amanda's direction.




  "I'm not moaning. I'm sighing." Amanda scowled at her friend. "There's a difference."




  "What's your problem?"




  "You know very well what my problem is. I need a man, and I don't know how to get one."




  A soft murmur of laughter from behind her made Amanda look over her shoulder. Only one table near them was occupied. The two women seated there looked back at her. Immediately, the plump brunette with low-light streaks in her chic, short brown hair, looked away. The other woman who had faded brown hair heavily streaked with gray in a drooping outdated pageboy style stared back with far too much interest.




  Amanda caught the scent of gardenia and jasmine--L'Air du Temps--from the short-haired brunette. The nosy woman with the mostly gray hair wore Tabu by Dana, a lovely fragrance that had probably been popular when the woman had been in high school a few decades ago. The woman slanted her head to the side as if assessing Amanda. Suddenly, she smiled broadly and nodded as if agreeing with something known only to herself. Embarrassed, Amanda hastily turned back to Nicole. She hoped the two women would just finish their lunch and leave.




  "The nerve of some people," Nicole said. "Listen, Amanda, men aren't just a mystery to you. Women may be from Venus, but men aren't from Mars. They're from Planet Weird in a galaxy far, far away. Every woman feels mystified by the hairy creatures some time in her life. Your problem is that you never learned how to play the game. That's not your fault. I blame your parents. Geez, you're not just an only child. You're the only child of two eggheads who raised you as if you were a miniature adult. All your friends, until you were lucky enough to meet me, were science geeks so it's understandable that you're, let's say, a little lacking when it comes to man skills."




  Amanda remained silent. What could she say? Nicole was right. Her parents were wonderful, but they hadn't exactly prepared her for the real world as it existed outside science laboratories and classrooms.




  "Lucky for you, I rescued you. I had three older brothers, and I saw how their girlfriends handled the big jerks so I learned before I had my first bra." Nicole shrugged. "Dating is an acquired skill. It's a game, and you never learned how to play the game. But that's fixable if you'd just listen to me."




  Amanda's chin set stubbornly. "I don't see why a woman has to play games to get a man. Why can't women and men just relate as human beings?"




  "You know better than I that it's all because of sex hormones. How many research papers have you read, and made me read, about how testosterone makes men blind but opens up their smell receptors to a woman's pheromones, her copulence? Just like a man's androstenone opens up a female's smell receptors. You've told me that when men smell copulence, even though they're not consciously aware of smelling anything, they basically become blind to how a woman really looks. They just think the woman emitting the most copulence are the most attractive. I guess it's nice to know there's a scientific basis for that old joke about all dogs looking the same in the dark."




  "I think you mean all cats look gray in the dark," Amanda said. "And I find that reference insulting."




  Nicole waved her hand airily. "Dogs, cats, whatever. I'm just making the point that you're shopping for a man at the wrong time of your cycle."




  "So you're saying I should wait until ovulation for my copulence to increase so that men will find me more attractive? So that they'll perceive me as being more attractive than the other women on the prowl? That didn't help last month or any month before that. And I'm not on the pill so my copulence should be as redolent as a damned flower market."




  "Hey, you're the one who told me about that German research study so blame it on the Germans if it doesn't hold true. Or was it that study the University of Texas at Austin did? Anyway, it doesn't matter who did it. Your problem is that you don't go where the men are. You sure won't find them in this tearoom we go to every Friday. It's like the old saying. If you want to hunt bear, you have to go where the bear are. In the last few months, when you were ovulating each time so you had high levels of copulence, did you make any effort to hang out where men like to hang out?"




  Amanda's eyes narrowed. "If the only way I can meet men is to hang out in sports bars or clubs, I'll just have to resign myself to spinsterhood. Besides, you're on the pill, and you don't seem to ever have a problem attracting men. According to that study, birth control pills put the whammy on a woman's copulence." She frowned. "I wonder if that research is flawed."




  The whole thing was just depressing. Amanda rubbed the frown line that was becoming a permanent fixture between her eyebrows. Finding a date for the wedding had been a test she'd set for herself, and she had failed miserably. What really depressed her, and what she didn't share with Nicole, was her fear that if she couldn't even find a date for the wedding, then how could she ever find the man? The one special package of brains and muscle and testosterone that had been created just for her. Or was that guy as fictional as the tooth fairy? Was Mr. Right just a myth perpetrated on her and the entire female population by Hollywood and book publishers? Like love at first sight?




  As a perfumer, she knew that particular staple of romance novels didn't exist in real life. Love at first sight was nothing more than the result of chemistry and pheromones. Anyone who thought you could meet a man and instantly fall madly in love with him needed to read some scientific studies on attraction and sexuality.




  She was positive love--real love--didn't work that way. Love grew between a man and a woman when they had things in common, respected each other, and liked each other. First came friendship, then came love, and then marriage. Then babies. It just hadn't happened for her. Dispirited, she drummed her fingertips on the table. "Even if I'd found a man, I probably wouldn't have been able to close the deal."




  Her red-haired friend licked chocolate ice cream from her spoon then pointed the utensil at Amanda. "That's part of your problem. You shouldn't think of getting a date as closing a deal."




  "You're right. It's a lot easier to close a business deal than to hook a guy." Amanda looked up. "Besides, you couldn't even dig up a date for me so how was I supposed to find one? I suck at this male-female thing, and you know it. Is it too much to ask for a simple date with any man able to wear a respectable suit? Damn it, Nicole. All the motivational speakers say that to get what you want, you must first know what you want. I followed that advice in setting up the company, and I've achieved all my goals. So why don't those tactics work in landing a man?"




  Nicole lifted her carefully-arched auburn eyebrows in surprise. "Is that how you've been trying to get a man?" Peals of laughter followed the question.




  Amanda crossed her arms and glared. "Goal achievement is goal achievement. If those techniques work to succeed in business, they should work to succeed in anything."




  When Nicole kept laughing, Amanda asked, an edge to her voice, "Why shouldn't successful business strategies work in finding love relationships?"




  Of course, all the motivational speakers in the world hadn't helped her achieve anything close to a relationship. With every year that passed, her dream of finding the perfect man faded a bit more. How could she hope to get a husband when she couldn't even get a date for her cousin's stupid wedding?




  "If you want to help, stop laughing and figure out how I can avoid being embarrassed again by Marky." Amanda leveled her glare at her friend. "You couldn't even persuade one of your old boyfriends to accept a pity date with me."




  "Sorry. Most of my platonic guy friends are either engaged or married now. The single ones already had plans. I mean, who, but your arrogant cousin would pick Valentine's Day for a wedding? As if the rest of the world has nothing else to do on the most romantic day of the year but attend her wedding." Nicole scraped her spoon around her bowl.




  "As for Valentine's being the most romantic day of the year?" Amanda shook her head side to side in an emphatic negative. "That's a joke. I've never gotten jewelry or a heart-shaped box of candy or even a mushy card."




  The new age music faded out. Harp music, sounding like a melodic interpretation of a cascading waterfall faded in. Amanda knew she was being unfair. "I'm sorry. It's not your fault. I'm just a loser where men are concerned."




  Nicole sighed, exaggerating the sound until Amanda couldn't help but smile. "We'll think of something. It's not like we have to find a guy to marry you. You just need him for one night."




  Muffled laughter behind them made Amanda cringe. It had to be those two women again. She lowered her voice. "All my life, I've been the girl on the outside looking in. I was dorky with frizzy hair and glasses, and Marky was born beautiful I think. We were friends when we were little, but she started hating me when we were in elementary school. I was this awkward nerd, and she was Most Beautiful in every school she ever attended. Homecoming queen, Most Popular, Most Likely To Succeed, everything. You name it, and she was it."




  "Most Bitchy? Biggest Back Stabber in the universe? And let's not forget Most Pretentious. Remember when she spent the summer in England and came back talking with a British accent? I don't understand why you're going to Snarky Marky's snooty wedding. She's the type of woman who gives smart women a bad name. Why not just blow it off?"




  "I wish I could. Ever since her engagement party, she's been impossible. You'd think she'd be ecstatic, but she's a bigger bitch than ever. But you know why I'm stuck. That little old three-letter word that rules my life."




  "Mom," Nicole and Amanda said in unison.




  Amanda smiled wryly. "If I don't go, everyone in the family will talk." Glumly, she added, "Especially after what I said at the engagement party. I honestly thought I could find a date. Oh, why did I lie? I hate dishonesty. If I don't show up with a man on my arm, I'll never hear the end of it. I'll be the topic of conversation at every family gathering from now to doomsday."




  "Let them talk. Or tell your Mom to dig you up a date."




  Amanda snorted. "You know I can't do that. She already thinks I'm a hopeless case."




  "Yeah, our moms are a problem. They don't realize how much pressure they put on us. It's as if they both had this marital deadline they wanted us to meet. Married by thirty or else. Although I don't know what the or else could possibly be in this day and age. They both act as if they're throwbacks to the June Cleaver era. For two women of the bra-burning women's lib generation, they ought to be ashamed of themselves."




  Their waitress arrived just then to clear the table. After she left, Amanda picked up the check the woman had discreetly tucked beneath a small plate containing two foil-wrapped chocolate mints. "I think Mom went a little nuts when all her friends at the magazine started bringing in pictures of their wonderful grandchildren. It's some kind of weird keeping up with the Joneses syndrome except babies are involved instead of material possessions."




  Nicole grimaced. "Sounds more like keeping up with the Stepford wives. I told my mom that she better not hold her breath waiting for me to marry because I might never. I thought she was going to have a coronary. Why tie myself down when there are so many men and so much fun to be had?"




  Amanda had no response to that. She was frequently amazed at the fact that Nicole never lacked for a man to take her out. Or to bed. How did Nicole do it? She wished she could be that casual with men and that sexually carefree. But, she couldn't. She'd tried it, and it had been a complete disaster. After a couple of weak attempts to "embrace her sexuality," she'd accepted the fact that, for her, having sex had to mean more than scratching an itch. Maybe, Amanda thought, the problem was that she'd never really had an itch in the first place. Maybe she really was under-sexed or frigid.




  When she'd been "made over" by Nicole and had learned how to dress and accessorize, how to apply makeup without blinding herself with a mascara wand, and how to walk in stiletto heels that had to have been designed by a woman-hating shoe designer, she'd finally attracted male attention. She'd been noticed. That had resulted in dates. And sex. Hence the total disaster that still made her cringe when she thought about it.




  The harp music began to fade. Desperation made Amanda's voice louder than normal. "I need a man, Nicole, and I need him now."




  The music ceased suddenly. Quiet fell over the room just as Amanda loudly demanded, "What's wrong with me? Why can't I get a man?"




  




  * * *




  




  Amanda's words were like a boulder dropping into a quiet pool of water. Every voice in the tearoom fell silent. A furious blush rose to stain Amanda's fair skin. She glanced around quickly, hoping against hope that the other lunch guests were engrossed in minding their own business. To her consternation, just about everyone stared back. When caught staring, every woman jerked her gaze quickly away. Except for the two women who'd earlier caught her attention--L'Air du Temps and Tabu. Those two stared back, especially the woman with the graying hair. Her gaze was intent. When she smiled, she looked inordinately pleased.




  Amanda wanted to crawl under the table and hide. "Great," she muttered. "Now everyone can talk about the loser at table three."




  The buzz of conversation in the tearoom, interspersed with laughter--a lot of laughter--rose again. Nicole's hazel eyes twinkled. "If they're talking, it's because they're amazed that a woman who looks like you has a problem getting a man. You probably made their day! Now to answer your question, there's nothing wrong with you. You're smart. You're funny. You're beautiful. You own a fabulous business that's a huge success. Face it, kid. You're practically perfect."




  Amanda rolled her eyes. "Gee, thanks for explaining it to me. That clears up the mystery for sure. So you're saying that men want dumb, unattractive women with no sense of humor?"She flung her arms out. "How could I not know that?" She'd reached her threshold. She grabbed the check, intent on getting as far from the tearoom as possible.




  "Don't run off. The truth is some men do want dumb women, but they want them to be sexy too. Your problem, my dear BFF, is that you're a walking contradiction. Men take one look at those big blue eyes and that long blond hair," Nicole paused and waved her hands up and down. "And your bod, and they figure you have men on a waiting list the size of the Houston phone book. Or they think you wouldn't give them the time of day because they aren't your equal in looks. Only the guys who think they match you in looks make the effort, and most of them are too in love with themselves to be any girl's Prince Charming."




  "But I didn't always look like this. I'm just a science nerd who cleaned up good."




  "And that's the second part of the problem. Guys don't see the nerd beneath your hot babe facade until they try to get close to you. The minute you start talking, out pops the science nerd. For most guys, that's a buzz kill. They think they're getting a hot babe, a wet dream come true, and then you open your mouth. They realize that you're way smarter than they are, and that's the end of that potential romance."




  "So what's the answer? Act like Hollywood's idea of a brainless blonde?"




  "At least that might have hooked you a guy for Snarky Marky's wedding."




  "I shouldn't have to pretend to be dumb just to get a date."




  "This is reality. You want a guy to escort you to a wedding. Men hate doing that. Weddings scare them. So that doubles the difficulty in finding you a date."




  "I can't believe men won't ask me out because I'm attractive. I thought that was the point of learning how to look good," Amanda grumbled.




  "But if you look too good, you don't look accessible for an ordinary man."




  "I don't look for men to match me in looks. I wouldn't reject a man just because he wasn't handsome," Amanda protested.




  Nicole snorted. "Don't give me that. You're the same as me and every other woman on the planet. You want a tall, dark, handsome millionaire to sweep you off your feet."




  Amanda shook her head. "You're wrong. I'd go out with any man who would ask me, regardless of his looks, if I liked him."




  Thoughtfully Nicole said, "Then let me give you pointers. The next time you get a man interested, don't talk business or science. That puts the kabosh on any romantic designs a guy might have entertained. Men don't want to hear about your company and the science of smell and all that stuff. They're interested in sex without a lecture about what causes lust. You start talking to a man about pheromones, and you can just kiss that prospect goodbye."




  "Okay. Okay. Maybe you're right, but what am I going to talk about if I don't talk about what I know?"




  "I'll give you a list before the next occasion arises," Nicole retorted. "You see, men are easily confused. It's that pesky testosterone. It's responsible for starting wars and other mental anomalies. I think it dulls the brain so men can't relate to a hot babe who talks about science. The signals get crossed. Most of them don't know the meaning of smexy. When you discuss chemistry and plant phenols and all that stuff, they don't realize you're a smoldering sexual inferno just waiting to detonate."




  Amanda gave an unladylike snort. "Smexy? That's not a real word."




  "Sure it is. Smexy. Smart and sexy equals smexy. Ask anyone. If they know smexy, then they're hip."




  "Which explains why I don't know it," Amanda muttered. She waved the bill she was holding. "Let's go."




  "I'm not finished. Men don't like to be ignored, and you've got this attitude that chemistry is vastly more important than the man you're with. It's like an invisible do not disturb sign hanging around your neck."




  "So I'll change the sign to read available," Amanda quipped.




  "How do you plan to do that?"




  Exasperated, Amanda said, "How should I know? You're the man expert. You tell me."




  Nicole slanted her a look. "Maybe the answer is as simple as adopting the myth of the blonde."




  "No. There is no way I'll pretend to be a dumb blonde with a bra size larger than my IQ."




  "Maybe that's what the men you've dated expected so when you start talking science their eyes glaze over. Like I said before, your words belie your image, and they want the image. They want the brainless blonde like in the jokes."




  "I hate blonde jokes," Amanda grumbled. "After I learned to make the most of my assets, Marky changed her tactics. Rather than pick on me for being a nerd, she started making me the butt of her blonde jokes. If she emails me any more of those dumb jokes, I'm going to spam her with lawyer jokes until her server crashes."




  "As the daughter of a lawyer, I can provide you with a few." Nicole's eyes twinkled. "What's the difference between a dead snake and a dead lawyer, both lying in the middle of a road?"




  Before Amanda could answer, laughter from the table behind them drew her attention. To her consternation, she realized those two women had continued to eavesdrop on her conversation with Nicole.




  "There are skid marks in front of the dead snake," said the woman with the long straggly graying hair. She and her friend giggled like two high school girls. "Sorry," the woman said. "My father and my husband both were lawyers. I know every lawyer joke out there."




  Amanda smiled wanly. Had the women heard their entire conversation? "Come on," she whispered to Nicole. "Let's get out of here."




  "Yeah, let's go some place where we can have more privacy. Like the middle of the Galleria."




  




  * * *




  




  Lynn Kincaid tucked the gray fly-away strands of hair behind her ears as she watched the two young women hurry out of the tearoom.




  "She's the one," Lynn said to her friend Betty Gonzalez. "The blonde."




  Betty shook her head vigorously. The sunlight shining through the old-fashioned picture window caught the subtle auburn and chestnut streaks in Betty's brown hair, making Lynn momentarily forget about her plan involving the pretty blonde. Lynn was surprised by how pretty Betty's hair was since she'd started coloring it. Come to think of it, Betty looked a lot younger with her hair colored.




  Recently, Lynn had looked in the mirror and decided she looked too old for a woman who suddenly felt so young and girlish. Maybe, she should upgrade her look starting with her hair. Brown with a hint of red might be just the thing. Then some new clothes for the new adventure she had started. Something more stylish than the matronly, non-sexy clothes she'd been wearing for way too long. Abruptly, she realized Betty was talking and brought her attention back to the conversation at hand.




  "Oh, no, Lynn! I'm not going to do that again. I've had enough of trying to find a woman for your son. I'm tired of the way these young women look at us. As if we're a couple of weirdoes. Besides, won't the girl we met at the health food kiosk in the mall last month do? She was pretty by today's standards. She looked just like that Hilton girl they're always talking about on television."




  Lynn waved her hands to dismiss Betty's comment. "I never seriously considered that girl. My old sofa has more padding than her bottom. Why, she couldn't possibly birth a baby without problems. I'm not just interested in finding a steady girlfriend for Harrison. I want to find someone he can love. Someone he can marry and give me grandchildren. Like you have, Betty. Besides, this is different. This girl is different."




  Lynn pulled cash from her purse and tossed it onto the table. "I'll get the tip."




  Betty grabbed the check and handed it to her. "You'll get the check too," she said with asperity. "You owe me for all the times I've accompanied you on these trips scouting for suitable prospects for Harrison."




  Lynn accepted the check, hooked a hand under Betty's elbow, and pulled her toward the front. "Come on. Hurry."




  "You don't have to drag me," Betty complained.




  "I don't want those girls to get away before I have a chance to talk with the blonde. You heard her. She's desperate for a date. This turned out even better than I planned. I had my doubts before I saw her, but she's perfect for Harrison."




  "What are you talking about? You act as if you knew about her in advance."




  Lynn pretended not to have heard her.




  "Besides, why chase after another girl. What's wrong with the one we met at the cookie stand in the mall?" Betty asked plaintively.




  Lynn handed their bill and her credit card to the girl at the cash register. While the girl printed out the charge ticket, she said in a low voice to her friend, "Do I look as if I want a girl as my daughter-in-law who wears black lipstick, white foundation, and has one side of her head shaved? Besides, I already told you that this girl is the one."




  Quickly she signed the proffered charge ticket and dropped her credit card in her purse. "Come on. Let's go."




  As the two women exited the tearoom, Lynn Kincaid complained, "Honestly, Betty, you act as if you don't know a good looking woman when you see one. That girl is a fox."




  Betty Gonzalez rolled her eyes. "It's bad enough you browbeat me into helping you with your crazy matchmaking schemes, but do you have to talk like a cheap detective novel? Anyway, I don't think fox is used any more. Don't the kids say something like she's sick?" Betty frowned. "I don't understand that. It sounds terribly unflattering to say a girl is sick. Maybe you could say she's a hot babe? I bet that's still in vogue."




  Lynn's eyes rolled. "Oh, for goodness sake. It doesn't matter what's in vogue and what isn't. The point is that she's gorgeous, and a little bird told me that she's just Harrison's type." She hurried across the asphalt parking lot, dragging Betty in her wake as she hurried toward the red Ford Explorer the two young women had stopped next to.




  "I'm beginning to feel like I'm Ethel Mertz, and you're Lucy Ricardo," Betty complained.




  "Don't worry, Betty, you're too skinny for anyone to ever mistake you for Ethel, and I'm a long way from being a redhead."




  "You may have brown hair, but your schemes have red hair growing all over them!" Betty muttered, glancing at the darkening sky. "The wind is a lot colder than when we entered the tearoom. I don't know why we had to drive all the way to the Galleria for lunch today." She shivered. "The weather man on channel eleven said a blue norther is going to blow in tonight. I think we should get in our cars and go on home before the temperature drops any lower. You know how January is. I've got to put sheets on the azaleas and wheel my avocado tree into the garage before the cold front gets here."




  "Your avocado and azaleas will be just fine until you get home. We're not leaving until I talk to that girl. This will only take a couple of minutes."




  Betty agreed with a grudging sigh. Lynn had been talking her into hare-brained schemes since they'd first met at sailing camp when they'd been Girl Scouts.




  Lynn muttered, "You'd think she would drive something flashier than an SUV."




  "So what do you plan to do? Go up and ask the girl if she'd like to marry your son and have his babies?"




  Lynn snorted. "Don't be silly. I won't start with a marriage proposal. That might scare her off. I'll just begin the usual way. With a date."




  Betty rolled her eyes. "Do you honestly think any woman will go out on a blind date with a man whose mother set it up? Get serious. She'll think he's a total loser. And that girl is simply beautiful. Definitely not a loser. Even if you got her, or any girl to say yes, Harrison won't agree to another blind date. Not after last time."




  Lynn's mouth pressed into a stubborn line. "You're right. After Rita's daughter I might have a bit of a problem, but I know how to work Harrison. By golly, I'm determined. I'm tired of waiting for him to settle down. He's not interested in anything except computers and running around having fun. I want grandchildren while I'm young enough to enjoy them. And I don't mean cyber grandchildren."




  "What are you talking about? It's just a matter of time before Harrison marries. He's never seems to lack for girlfriends."




  "I don't want to wait any longer. And all his women are the problem. He's got a girl in every cyber port! Why can't he be like your Eddie and settle down? But no, he just wants to have a good time. Well, I'm putting an end to that."




  Betty giggled. "Did you hear what you just said?"




  "Let's hustle, Betty. We don't want them to get away."




  "Speak for yourself, Lucy," Betty muttered.




  "Oh, miss, wait just a minute please." Lynn waved at the two young women just as they started to get into the Explorer. "May I have a word with you?"




  "I still say this is crazy," Betty grumbled.




  "Just hurry," Lynn muttered. "This is perfect. You heard that girl. She's desperate for a date, and I'm desperate for my son to quit playing the field and get married. This has all the earmarks of a match made in heaven."




  "Or the biggest disaster since the last hurricane that hit the Texas coast," Betty said wryly.




  




  Chapter 2




  




  Sunday night, Harrison Kincaid walked into his mother's home and his "spidey sense" went on red alert. Instantly, he knew he was in trouble. Fresh, baked bread. The aroma wafted through the house. He followed the mouth-watering smell to the kitchen and found a basket of hot dinner rolls on the kitchen table. He stood next to the round oak table and stared at the perfectly-cooked slab of pot roast, the mound of mashed potatoes, and the rich brown gravy filling the old-fashioned china gravy boat. Yep. Big trouble. If the golden-crusted dinner rolls, hot from the oven, hadn't been enough to clue him in, his favorite meal, spread out on the table, was the clincher. His dark eyes fixed on his mother who had already seated herself in her usual chair across from where he usually sat.




  "You're just in time, Harrison. Sit, before the dinner gets cold," she cajoled.




  Slowly, Harrison pulled out the fiddle-back chair. With a sigh, he settled onto the hard oak surface. "Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly," he muttered.




  "What was that, dear?" Lynn Kincaid asked.




  Harrison noticed that her dark brown eyes, so like his own, sparkled. That, taken with the elaborate meal, could mean only one thing. He hadn't even seen it coming this time. "Mom, seriously. It's low to stoop to culinary extortion."




  "What on earth do you mean?" Lynn met her son's accusing gaze with wide-eyed innocence.




  With a loud exclamation of disgust, he folded his arms and stared sternly. "Who's the girl?"




  "What on earth do you mean?"




  "Just tell me who the girl is so I can refuse now. Then we can eat without that hanging between us."




  "Why, Harrison! Can't a mother ask her only son, her only child, over for dinner without having any motive other than wanting to see him? It's been a while, you know."




  For a moment, Harrison felt the weight of a guilty conscience. He hadn't visited her much in the last few weeks. He'd been overly-involved in the new virtual environment project. Hell. He was a terrible son. Disgusted with himself, he leaned forward, ready to apologize, but then he glanced up and saw how red her cheeks were and how excitement shone from her dark eyes. And how she tried to look so innocent. As if she hadn't been up to her old tricks. Relief eased his guilt. Sometimes it was hell being an only child. He relaxed. True, he had been a bit negligent lately, but he'd been right the first time. She was scheming again.




  "Well done, Mom. You almost had me with the guilt thing." He slowly shook his head. "Do you know every time you go all out to cook me a meal, and not just any meal, but my favorite one, I know you want something, and that something is usually a promise to go out on a date with another of your friends' daughters."




  "Why, honey, I'm really surprised you think that. Besides, I think you've already met all of my friends' daughters." She picked up a roll and buttered it. "I've just missed you, and I felt like cooking." She waved her hands at the feast spread over the surface of the round table. "Why, I never get a chance to cook unless you come over."




  "Right." Harrison couldn't keep the sarcasm from his voice. "So you don't have a date lined up for me?"




  "I may have met a wonderful young woman that I think you'd really enjoy meeting too, but that's sheer coincidence. Now, let's eat while the food's hot. We can talk later."




  Harrison sighed and shook his head in disgust. "I can hardly wait."




  He might as well enjoy the meal though. It sure beat the burger and fries from the nearest golden arches that he'd planned to grab on his way home. He helped himself to the roast, potatoes, and gravy, adding a mound of green beans garnished with sliced almonds and a couple of whole wheat dinner rolls. Though his mouth watered at the tempting meal, he couldn't entirely banish his disgruntled feelings. Why wouldn't his mom accept that he was happy with his life just the way it was?




  "Okay, Mom," he said, as he cut a bite of the fork-tender roast beef. "You lured me here. I'm willingly caught in your trap so don't keep me in suspense. You don't have to wait until I'm too stuffed to escape."




  Lynn laughed. "Oh, just eat your dinner. You never get a home-cooked meal unless you come to visit me. You know, I won't be around forever. What will you do for home-cooking after I'm gone?"




  Yep. He was in for it. She was packing that big gun of guilt, and she wasn't afraid to use it. His stomach clenched. Oh, God. Despite what she said, he knew she must have another friend's daughter to pawn off on him. He shuddered. How could her friends have such singularly unattractive offspring? "I thought after the last blind date you forced me into that we had reached an agreement about this."




  "Now, Harrison, I didn't know Sherry's daughter had been divorced four times. Or was it her pierced tongue you objected to?" Lynn frowned. "Of course, I don't know why you would object to that." A furious blush rose to color her cheeks. "I saw Pulp Fiction. I know why girls put those studs in their tongues. They're supposed to make a man--"




  "Mom!" Harrison loudly interjected. He figured his face was redder than hers. "Please. There are some things a guy doesn't want to hear his mother say, and that's at the top of the list!"




  "Oh, all right, but I'm not some old fuddy-duddy," she said in a prim voice that belied her words. "You weren't created in a test tube. I do know things about s-e-x."




  "Then, please, for the love of God, keep it to yourself," Harrison implored, even as he firmly suppressed the laughter that threatened to erupt at her spelling the word sex. "Some things just can't be un-heard."




  "Whatever, as you kids say." Lynn took a small sip of iced tea and fanned the air in front of her face.




  Harrison quickly forked more of the tender roast beef into his mouth. "You'd better eat up, Mom. Your dinner is getting cold," he said, hoping that would put a stop to her conversational bombs.




  Lynn didn't take the hint to shut up and eat. "In any case, this new girl has never been married. And she has no piercings." She frowned. "At least none that I could see. And I made a point to look at her tongue when she was speaking."




  Harrison groaned and chewed faster. The sooner the meal was over, the sooner he could escape.




  "No tattoos either. She's just as sweet as can be and has an absolutely wonderful personality. Oh," she broke off with a frown. "I do think her ears are pierced, but that's okay. Right? Just one hole in each tiny earlobe."




  Wonderful personality? Harrison fought down a wave of panic. If ever a phrase struck terror into a single man's heart, it was that tag used to describe a potential blind date. Great personality usually went along with a face homely enough to stop a clock, as his grandfather used to say.




  "Bless her heart," Lynn said. "She was so distraught about not having a date for her cousin's wedding. Before I knew what I was doing, I'd promised that you'd escort her."




  Harrison choked on the mouthful of food he was attempting to swallow. "You what?" Then he coughed. He felt the lump of mashed potatoes refuse to slide down. Maybe he needed to throw himself over the back of the couch and do the Heimlich maneuver to dislodge the food. He discarded that idea. That would just prolong the evening. It sure wouldn't stop his determined mother from setting him up for the umpteenth date from hell.




  He sipped his iced tea. That helped. He must have just been choking on his mother's continued effort to marry him off. He drank more tea. This was the last straw. He really needed to put a stop to her matchmaking, but how? That was the question for which he had no answer.




  "If you just do this little favor for me, I'll never bother you again, honey. I swear." Lynn beamed at him.




  Harrison set the glass down abruptly. "That's exactly what you said last time, and the time before that. And before that."




  "Oh, but this time I'll promise," she said brightly. "And I won't cross my fingers."




  Harrison's eyes rolled toward the ceiling. He thought of the line from the monologue in Shakespeare's Henry V: "Once more unto the breach, dear friends." That was him. Into the breach again.




  He couldn't help being as amused as he was frustrated by his mother's unrepentant and continual matchmaking, but this was it. Somehow, he'd put an end to this nonsense once and for all. In a resigned voice, he asked, "So which of your friends is this paragon's mother?"




  "Oh, Harrison, I told you the truth. Amanda is no one's daughter. I mean, sure she's someone's daughter, but I don't know her mother." With a sunny smile, Lynn added, "Haven't I ever mentioned Amanda Whitfield to you before?"




  "You know you haven't." Harrison said absently as he wondered what it would take to get his mother to back off.




  "I'll tell you all about her after dinner. Let's eat now." Lynn dived into her dinner as if she were suddenly starving.




  He considered walking out in protest, but this was his favorite meal. She had him at a disadvantage, and she knew it. In the end, his stomach overruled his common sense.




  Finally, when he couldn't eat another bite, his mother began clearing the table. She stacked the dishes and carried them over to the kitchen counter. "Let me get the dishwasher started, and then I'll serve dessert in the den."




  "Dessert? Mom, I couldn't eat another bite." Harrison patted his hard mid-section.




  "Oh, pooh. As much as you work out, you'll burn it off in the gym tomorrow. Besides, you're a growing boy, Harrison."




  "I'm thirty-two, remember? I don't think I'm going to grow past the six feet two inches I've already reached. Unless you're talking about growing sideways. If I ate like this every day, that would be a real possibility." He finished clearing the table.




  "You'll never have to worry about getting fat. You've got your father's metabolism." Lynn's face softened. "You look so much like him with your curly black hair and the way you smile. It's like seeing him when he was your age." She cleared her throat. "Of course, you have my dark eyes rather than his blue ones." She paused in gathering up the soiled napkins. "Oh, how I loved the way his blue eyes sparkled when he laughed."




  Harrison saw her blinking rapidly to keep the tears at bay. He drew her into his arms and hugged her. "I still miss him too even after all these years."




  "I don't think I'll ever get over missing him. I know how wonderful it is to share your life with the right person. I guess that's why I want you to find someone."




  Harrison didn't know what to say. There really wasn't anything he could say. It had been ten years since cancer had taken his dad. The place in his life that his larger than life father had filled was empty so he knew how his mother must feel. Sometimes, he thought that's why he'd never let a woman get too close. He didn't want to be so wrapped up in another person that losing her would leave such a hole in his life. So his flavor of the month style of dating had always made perfect sense to him.




  Until last year.




  A sigh escaped him. He shoved the memory of his last relationship into a dark corner of his mind. That whole episode still discomfited him.




  "Oh, honey." His mother patted his back, clearly thinking his sigh was because of missing his father. She gave him a final pat and said, "Let me get this kitchen whipped into shape."




  Harrison caught her surreptitiously wiping the corners of her eyes. Ah, hell. Wanting to make her smile, he said, "Maybe I could force a little dessert down. What did you have in mind?"




  Lynn snuffled and gathered the napkins from the kitchen counter. "Baked Alaska all right with you?" Though her voice quavered, she smiled at him.




  "Baked Alaska? Really?" He pitched his voice just right to draw a smile from her.




  Lynn chuckled and started rinsing dishes. "You sound just like a kid instead of a grown man."




  "Here, let me help." Harrison opened the dishwasher and started loading it.




  "You don't have to do that."




  "I'm glad to help if it will hurry the dessert along." He was pleased when she laughed again.




  "I just need to pop it in the oven to brown the meringue." Lynn patted his cheek. "Finish loading the dishes, and then go sit in your dad's chair in the den. Put your feet up. I'll serve dessert there. We'll talk."
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