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      Former pharmacologist Cerise Wethers (51) has no use for men, especially since she owns BOB’s Pleasure Palace and can test-drive the toys she stocks. Waking up beside two husbands who kicked the golden bucket could also be a contributing factor, even if she’s swimming in money.

      

      Divorced dad Dixon Mayhew (45) focuses on his adult and nearly adult kids, his tech business, and preparing for an empty nest. The last thing he wants is a demanding relationship to complicate his simple life—or so he thinks.

      

      A surprise snowstorm traps him with the brainy blonde bombshell during what should’ve been an easy security system job but becomes a friends-with-benefits arrangement. Can either of them resist their chemistry? Or will they let their emotional hang-ups ruin a chance for true love?
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      “Right there. You need to go faster.” A feminine groan came from somewhere near the checkout counter. “I can’t hold this position much longer.”

      From his vantage point right inside the front entrance of BOB’s Pleasure Palace, Dixon Mayhew could only use his imagination about what was going on between the woman and his most-experienced technician. He wanted sex as much as the next divorced middle-aged man, not that he got any, but doing it during an installation job—even in an adult toy store—violated his work policies. That his employee had a wife and kids while he was screwing around disgusted him even more. He wouldn’t have pegged the guy for a cheater. “Rodney.”

      A clunk preceded another groan, this one obviously belonging to his tech. “Just a sec, boss. Got to make a quick adjustment.”

      Shaking his head, Dixon waited next to a display filled with every possible size, color, texture, and flavor of lubed and un-lubed condoms on the planet. A tall rack of furry handcuffs stood to the right of it and a shelf of neon orange, pink, and blue vibrators flanked it on the left. He was no prude, but…

      A shiny chain caught the light, drawing his eyes to a wide padded band with a buckle at one end and a loop of the same material at the other.

      Is that what I think it is?

      A headful of silvery-blonde hair popped up beside the shoulder of a black leather bustier-clad mannequin with a spiked collar around her headless neck. Crotchless panties left the very nearly anatomically correct parts at the tops of its cut-off thighs uncovered. When the real woman turned toward him, his dick went from forty-four and mostly limp to eighteen and perpetually horny in less than two seconds.

      A strapless Caribbean-aquamarine jumpsuit clung to every one of the bombshell’s curves, suggesting beach weather instead of a brewing late-March snowstorm. She slipped her bare feet into feather-adorned heels that added at least three inches to her petite stature. Sexy pink-polished toes peeked out the front of the shoes.

      God, the woman had it going on from head to toe.

      Chill, dude. Seriously. She’s someone’s daughter, possibly sister, and maybe granddaughter. Just like Syd.

      His daughter would smack him upside the skull for thinking with his other head—and she’d be justified, whether he was suffering from a ridiculously long dry spell or not.

      His employee rose behind the counter and tucked a pair of needle-nosed pliers into his back pocket. “The wiring’s in for the upgraded surveillance system. It took the two of us almost twenty minutes to thread the damn line past the— Darn. Sorry about the cursing, ma’am. Anyway, it’s ready to test the video feed.”

      They were feeding wires, not fucking each other’s brains out. Get your brain out of the gutter.

      She extended her hand toward Dixon as she crossed to him. “No worries, Rodney. My language is usually much more colorful. You must be Mr. Mayhew. I’m Cerise Wethers, the proprietor of BOB’s Pleasure Palace. We spoke on the phone a few weeks ago.”

      Her professional manner seemed at odds with her husky voice and the sexpot persona she physically conveyed, not to mention the name of her adult toy store. Then again, why couldn’t a woman exude confidence, intelligence, beauty, and loads of sex appeal all at the same time?

      Closing his much-larger hand around hers, he kept his gaze locked on her face. Hopefully, his coat hid any evidence that he’d been looking elsewhere. “Ms. Wethers, it’s good to finally meet you. Call me Dixon.”

      “Dixon.” She nodded once, withdrew her hand, and set off at a brisk walk toward the rear of the shop. “Follow me. My office is in the back room. I really appreciate your willingness to complete the job while the shop is closed.”

      “I’ll finish up here, Rodney. You can head out as soon as you’re done loading up. Things are getting nasty out there.” He trailed after her, his leisurely pace allowing him to keep up with her and focus on the conversation instead of her swaying hips. “Rod and I are both early risers, so it works well for us. With commercial projects, we prefer to install before or after business hours. When we work on the new system for your house, we’ll shift to regular eight-to-five hours.”

      “Okay.” Not slowing, she pushed through the wide employees-only door and veered to the right past three large unopened boxes. Then she flipped on the light switch as she entered a decent-sized space with a functional desk and a lavish seating area. “I take alternating Mondays and Tuesdays off. We can discuss how to handle the interior components after you’re finished testing everything here. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      “Yes, thank you. Black’s fine.” A quartet of screens hung on the wall across from the desk, drawing his attention.

      “The Keurig and a selection of coffee and tea are on the sideboard. Mugs are there too. If you change your mind about sweetener or creamer, help yourself. Half-and-half is in the mini fridge.” After retrieving a clipboard and a laptop from the table between the couch and chairs, she headed toward the doorway. “I’ll be unpacking a shipment if you have any questions.”

      Her casual do-it-yourself instructions annoyed him a little, but he had to admit he admired her polite refusal to play hostess when she had work to do. He did too, for that matter. “Thanks.”

      A cloud of estrogen remained in the office long after she left him to check the hookups for the monitors and test the feeds to the cameras at the front and rear doors, at the cash register and strategic spots around the retail area, and in the stockroom and office. It left him antsy and wishing he didn’t need to inspect every completed job to satisfy his perfectionist gene. Even his high-maintenance ex-wife hadn’t drugged a room the way Cerise Wethers did.

      A bark of feminine laughter carried from the stockroom into the office, and its owner held a pizza-sized box on the monitor across from where he sat at the desk. Her lips moved like she was talking to somebody, but the feed didn’t reveal anyone else in the wide-angle view. She added the box and several more of the same to the cart beside her. Then she tapped a key on the laptop and wrote what seemed to be a checkmark on the top paper of a clipboard.

      Despite his curiosity about the item she’d unpacked, he downed another gulp of his coffee and went back to fiddling with the settings for the camera mounted at the customer entrance. After another failed attempt to bring the picture into focus, he headed back out to the sales floor.

      His client looked up at him as he walked past her. “Done?”

      He didn’t slow, more to avoid an estrogen overdose than her question. “No. One of the cameras isn’t working properly.”

      The click of her heels behind him suggested their conversation wasn’t over. “Not the one at the checkout counter, I hope. That thing was a beast to wire.”

      “The front door.” He continued through the stockroom and into the store. A near white-out greeted him on the other side of the glass. “I’m going out to my truck to get another camera. Be right back.”

      Flurries swirled around him on the short jog to the passenger side, making him wish winter had departed early from northeast Ohio. By the time he grabbed a spare from his emergency supply and ducked inside again, snow had managed to blow into his shirt collar and cling to his beard.

      Cerise handed him a towel from under the checkout counter. “Looks wicked out there.”

      He swiped the cloth over his head and neck. “It is. Visibility is about ten feet and I’d guess there’s almost an inch of snow already. Hard to tell with all the wind. It might be a good idea to close up and stay put when I’m done swapping out the units. Even if the road crews start now, they’re not going to be able to keep up. Give me about five minutes to install the replacement.”

      The stubborn set of her jaw suggested she planned to argue the need to shut down her shop for the day, but she gave a firm nod and wiggled her ass through the stockroom door.

      God, the woman exuded attitude, not unlike his daughter. Too bad he hadn’t learned a damn thing from his weakness for self-confident women by marrying and divorcing one and raising another. Of course, Sydney didn’t take pleasure in picking fights with him the way his ex-wife had. He’d done something right during Syd’s teen years, despite Teri’s never-ending criticism and interference.

      The lights flickered twice as he positioned the stepstool beneath the malfunctioning camera. Only the bright snow outside kept him from abandoning the task until a day without a blizzard.

      Brisk click-click-clicking approached from behind. “All the lights on the old security panel turned red and there’s a lockdown message flashing in the armed and disarmed window. I’m fairly certain that’s a bad thing.”

      “How the hell…” Abandoning the camera problem for the moment, he hurried to the main controls located near the delivery entrance in the back. One look at the control box confirmed that the system had gone haywire, most likely from the fluctuation in power and a bad connection.

      “Do you know what’s wrong with it?” Cerise’s voice caressed his skin as if it were a living, breathing entity, triggering a mix of panic and instant hard-on.

      Being trapped with the estrogen queen until the winter weather passed might bring an end to his monk-like existence, but he needed a girlfriend less than he needed a flat tire, a dead furnace, and a notification that his mortgage payment was late.

      He punched in the access code and pressed the reboot button. “The old system had some shorts in the wired elements and those may have experienced a power surge. There’s no way to override now, even though we’re almost ready to switch over to a wifi-based system with an all-new hardwired backup. We’ll try a restart and go from there.”

      The lights flickered again, plunging them into pitch-black darkness.

      Well, that didn’t go as planned.

      The emergency light came on above the exterior door across the room, but it wasn’t near enough to do more than cast deep shadows throughout the stockroom.

      Backlight outlining her curves in a perfect silhouette, Cerise pivoted away from him. “I have a flashlight in my office. Be right back.”

      He nixed the idea to follow her the second it popped into his head, especially since the image that accompanied the thought put his hands on her shapely hips. What was wrong with his brain today? “Be careful. I still have a few tools on your desk.”

      “Thanks for the warning.” She kicked off her heels at the doorway and tiptoed into the dark like a mischievous pixie. After several long moments and the sound of a drawer opening and closing, a beam of light lit up a wide swath across the floor. Her ghostlike reappearance took his breath away. “Do you know anyone who installs generators? The kind that kicks on automatically when the power goes out? A standby generator, I think it’s called. That’s the next upgrade I’m making to the building, even if it costs a bundle. I need more than emergency lighting and a temporary backup for the security system.”

      “I’ll check with a few contractors I trust and let you know by the end of the week.” Glad for the distraction, he fished his cell from his pants pocket to add the task to his to-do list.” You have access to a gas line, right?”

      “Yes.” With the light reflecting off the light-colored flooring, her blonde hair formed a halo around her head, the antithesis of the woman she imparted to the public eye. She looked nothing like the suspiciously too-convenient widow some people in town implied or outright accused her of being whenever she became the topic of gossip, especially since both men had been wealthy. As straightforward as she was, using poison to induce heart attacks didn’t seem like her style at all. Hell, even a sex-induced aneurysm was far more believable than death by nightshade. “The temperature’s going to drop pretty quickly if the power doesn’t come back on soon, which isn’t likely with this storm. Let’s close the window and door shades to block out some of the cold. Then we can go in the office and shut the door since it’s the smallest interior room. It should hold the heat longest. Plus, I have drinks, food, and comfortable furniture in there.”

      He gave a curt nod, glad her practicality tempered his unexpected reaction to her. “Good plan.”

      Her brisk pace to the front of the store challenged him to keep up, despite her short but shapely legs. She lowered the blinds closest to the checkout counter, blocking out the snowy scene before he reached the other window facing the parking lot. “Do you need to call anybody to let them know you’re safe? There probably isn’t much cell signal in this weather, but I have a landline for the shop.”

      Focusing on the job at hand instead of the potential chance to have a date, he shook his head. “Normally, I’d say yes, but my son’s on a senior class trip this week. My daughter’s in college and won’t be home for spring break until Friday.”

      “No wife? Or significant other?”

      Although the question sounded innocent enough, he couldn’t help but wonder if she was fishing for information. “Nope. Divorced. No girlfriend.”

      The blinds on the entrance snapped at the bottom of the glass as Cerise seemed to look him up and down. After locking both deadbolts on the door, she grabbed a package of batteries and a box from one of the displays on her way back through the shop. “Hurry up. And before you ask, I got the condoms just in case. Hard to say how long the power will be out. I get bored easily.”

      He followed the wedge of light into the stockroom and toward her office, unsure whether he should be thrilled by the possibility of real sex for the first time in years or scared because of her casual mention of it. No way in hell would he be able to resist her invitation. The heavy thunk of the door closing behind him rang through the space like a hammer hitting the final nail in a coffin.

      I’m fucked.

      Well, not yet, but probably at some point.

      She placed the batteries and the box of condoms on the coffee table—in plain sight until such time as she decided to turn off the flashlight—and gestured for him to sit on the couch. An unexpected smile curved her pink lips upward. “You should see your expression. Don’t worry. I’m not going to jump your boner without your permission. Yes, I notice those things about men, especially since they can’t exactly hide it. We may as well get comfortable.”

      Heat crawled across his face, assuring him he’d blushed. “I didn’t mean to think about you in that way.”

      Her smile morphed into a wicked grin. “Why not? I’m thinking about you in that way. I’m single. You’re single. We can have sex with each other if we want to, and I would never feel guilty for bringing myself or someone else pleasure. Have a seat. I promise not to bite. Nibbling is another story.”

      He dropped into the chair, not trusting her to keep her hands, mouth, and other body parts to herself any more than he could. “I don’t sleep with every woman I meet.”

      “I don’t sleep with every man I meet. Maybe I just want to make lubricated balloon animals.” She winked at him a moment before she perched on the table facing him, her legs between his knees, and clicked off the flashlight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Cerise set aside the flashlight and rested her hands on Dixon’s thighs. The immediate tightening of his muscles and a croaked groan confirmed she hadn’t misread the attraction in his expressive brown eyes.

      The man was unimaginatively predictable—intimidated by her frankness—but cute. She liked his slightly prudish sense of propriety and the fact that he hadn’t leered at her, tried to cop a feel, or used a pickup line like the vast majority of men she met. They rarely expected her to be a blonde with a brain and a backbone. A bimbo with no standards was more like it.

      Dixon Mayhew had superb thighs, in addition to a pleasant personality. Black-framed glasses gave him a studious look that made her want to know if they hid a passionate man behind the handsome and slightly geeky exterior.

      Curiosity tempted her jump him right then and there so she could find out if his chinstrap beard and moustache scraped, tickled, or caressed sensitive places on her body.

      His breathing came in rough inhales and exhales, suggesting he fully expected her to pounce on him at any second.

      “How long were you married?” She followed his tense muscles a few inches higher before moving her hands to the chair, where he clenched the armrests. She stifled a laugh at the way he jumped from the brief brush of her fingertips on his wrists.

      “Wha-at?” His cracking voice triggered a tiny surge of sympathy for him.

      “How long were you married?” She loosened each clamped finger, rubbing the callouses on each one and imagining how amazing they would feel on her body. They spoke of a man who spent more time running his business on the job than from behind a desk.

      His rough swallow broke the silence. “Fourteen years. Too long. You?”

      He’d clearly heard the small-town gossip about at least one of her short-lived nuptials. Whether he believed the stories about how she’d become widowed twice in four years remained to be seen.

      She closed her eyes and focused the feel of his skin against hers, the rhythm of his steadier breathing, and his subtle masculine scent—all but one of the things she missed about having a man in her life. If she lucked out, she might share a few orgasms with the owner of Tech Minds, Incorporated. “Almost a year and a half the first time. Ten months the second time. Not quite three years between marriages. You know I’m a widow, don’t you? Twice.”
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