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  Chapter 1




  




  There is entirely too much charm around,




  and something must be done to stop it.




  Dorothy Parker




  




  If you can't trust your friends, then who can you trust?




  Stormy Clarkson planned to pose that question to her soon-to-be ex-friend Libby the minute she saw the conniving woman. In the meantime, all she could do was ignore Sean Butler, the physical manifestation of Libby's scheming.




  Unfortunately, Sean was hard to ignore. He was what her daughters would call a babe magnet. Sean had the kind of body that made women think of cool sheets and hot sex. Even she wasn't immune, but she managed to control herself. At least better than the raucous trio of thirty-somethings who were in her small audience today.




  They had angered her with their blatant sexual stare at Sean who wore a plain gray tee shirt that revealed his rippling biceps and well-worn jeans that rode low on his hips and made her mouth water. She could hardly blame the three women. She'd seen Sean in jogging shorts so she knew the jeans concealed long, lean, taut thigh muscles. In fact, she'd spent way too many evenings thinking about his legs. Imagining his legs entangled with hers between the sheets. And his smile. Oh, my goodness, he could make a women melt with his crooked smile that lifted the left corner of his mouth a little higher than the right, as if he were not only amused but also knew a secret that gave added depth to the humor.




  Like every babe magnet worth the label, he had bedroom eyes. Sean's eyes were the color of dark chocolate, and what woman didn't like chocolate? At the moment, his eyes studied her with an intensity that singed her nerve endings and made her pulse gallop.




  Stormy couldn't suppress a small sigh as she studied her nemesis. From his thick wavy black hair to the soles of his running shoes, everything about him screamed temptation. A shiver of sexual awareness shimmied through her. She had to quit obsessing about him. She took a deep breath and turned her attention to the small group assembled in the kitchen.




  "Why don't you all get comfortable? Just stand where you can see what I'm doing." She waited while everyone found a spot. She gave them a couple of minutes to stop fidgeting, to settle down and stop whispering so she'd have their full attention.




  When Libby had invited her to visit, and, in passing, had told her that Sean would be in Lubbock for the entire week, Stormy had jumped at the chance. She missed Libby, who was the closest thing she'd ever had to a loving mother of the non-judgmental variety. Libby had met Sean's father and had fallen in love with Jack Butler. To Stormy's shock, Libby had insisted on marrying Jack. She'd moved from San Antonio to the boondocks to live with her new husband, leaving Stormy without her best friend.




  With no Friday classes, Stormy had arrived early and planned to spend an entire week catching up with Libby since the first summer session at the college where she taught was over. She'd even invited her daughters to join her for the weekend. Tomorrow was her birthday, and she hoped Haley, Courtney, and Austen would celebrate the questionable milestone with her. Maybe, just this once, she could pretend they were a normal family.




  Wishing desperately that her daughters would come and wanting to see Libby had skewed her thinking. If she had been thinking straight, she'd have been suspicious because she knew that Libby had done everything in her power to throw Stormy and Sean together for the last six months.




  Thinking straight? A soft snort of disgust escaped her. She hadn't been thinking about anything but…. A glance at Sean gave her a pretty good idea of what she'd been thinking. Or, more precisely, with what parts of her anatomy she'd used to do her thinking--every nerve ending in every erogenous zone she possessed.




  If she'd actually used her brain, she'd have realized that Sean would never have missed the Summer Solstice Festival that he'd originated. Over the months since she'd been introduced to Sean, Stormy had grudgingly come to admire him, not that she'd let him know that. He'd worked hard to turn the defunct winery into a success. That hadn't been easy since the winery was located off the beaten path between Fredericksburg and Junction, away from the more established vineyards and wineries on the Texas Wine Trail.




  Stormy stared into the pot of curdled milk. Her emotions were like the simmering pot of curds and whey. If she weren't careful in adjusting the heat, the pot would boil over just like her emotions would if she wasn't careful. She had to avoid losing control.




  She forced herself to smile and pretend Sean didn't bother her--pretend nothing was wrong. Since she had a lifetime of experience in doing that, it shouldn't be a stretch, she thought, looking at the dozen people gathered around the restaurant-style stove.




  "For those who joined us late, I should probably do a fast recap." She couldn't resist tossing a pointed stare at Sean who was the only who had been late.




  Instead of looking chagrinned, Sean directed a smile at her that was packed full of enough charm, her mother's code for sex appeal, to curl her toes. Stormy jerked her gaze back to the milk mixture heating over the flame, much as she heated beneath Sean's dark gaze, despite her willing herself to remain unmoved. She simply wouldn't meet his eyes, she vowed. His eyes sent seductive messages that she didn't want to receive. At least, she shouldn't want to receive them. Another sigh escaped her. She couldn't receive them. She'd made so many mistakes with men. She'd lost so much. She had learned from all the pain. Hadn't she?




  She cleared her throat. "Anyway, to bring you up to speed on the process of transforming milk to cheese, I took a gallon of whole milk and heated it to eighty-eight degrees Fahrenheit."




  Stormy saw the wife of the young couple from Matamoros, Mexico, lift her hand. Anticipating Luz Navarro's question, Stormy explained, "That's thirty-one degrees Celsius for our international visitors."




  "No, Ms. Clarkson," the young wife said. "That's not what I wanted to know."




  "Please, call me Stormy." She smiled warmly at the young woman who reminded her of Haley, Stormy's oldest daughter.




  Luz Navarro smiled. "Stormy. I wanted to ask if you had to use whole milk."




  Her husband Ernesto grimaced. "Luz is into health foods."




  Stormy grinned and relaxed a bit. "Certainly, you can use a lower fat milk if you wish, even skim. You'll come out with a perfectly acceptable cheese. A lot of people think a whole milk mozzarella has a richer taste though."




  "Yeah. People like me," Ernesto said gloomily. "Skim milk tastes like white water."




  Everyone laughed, and the men in the group chimed in with their distaste for fat-free milk too. The women countered with comments about men and their love of everything nutritiously bad, but they did it with smiles and good humor.




  Stormy enjoyed the byplay as much as she enjoyed giving these demonstrations which had sprung from an American History class she taught. She'd created a special section on "Woman's Work" and included demonstrations on everything from making soap to making cheese as she explained how women ran households back when there were no modern conveniences, often while working alongside their husbands in early America and on the frontier in Texas. She liked the cheese-making so much that she toyed with the idea of opening an artisanal cheese shop when she retired.




  Retired? She smiled ruefully. She loved teaching history at Jane Long College in San Antonio. Wasn't she still too young to be planning a "second life" career? Maybe she'd never retire. It wasn't as if she had anything to look forward to. Unwittingly, her gaze slid toward Sean Butler. He smiled again--as if he'd been lying in wait for the opportunity to ambush her with a "come hither and let me seduce you" smile that made her want to do just that. His smile, and her instinctive reaction to it, just irritated her even more.




  Hurriedly she said, "I'll let all of you fight it out over the skim versus whole milk issue. When you've selected a gallon of milk of your choice, warm the milk over low heat until it reaches the proper temperature. You'll find the specifics about temperature and measurements on the handouts I've stacked on the table by the door."




  She reached for a big stainless cook spoon attached to the magnetic strip at the back of the stove. Stirring the simmering pot, she cautioned, "Stir the pot, and be sure you don't scorch the milk."




  "How do you know if...." Sean paused, his eyes on her were hot enough to singe her skin. "If you're scorching?"




  Stormy had to bite her tongue to keep from saying what she was thinking. A ripple of giggles from the women in her small audience told her they had picked up on the same subtext and agreed with her assessment that his combination of good looks, intelligence, and sex appeal certified him as hot enough to scorch any woman careless enough to let him get close.




  The white-haired woman accompanying two middle-aged men popped off, "Honey, if your nose is working, you'll know if you scorch that milk mixture."




  Everyone chuckled, including Sean. With her eyes closed, she'd have recognized his laugh. Deep and rich and easy-going. She'd learned, to her dismay, that his sense of humor matched hers. When he was around, she often found herself laughing at the same things that he found funny although she tried to hide that fact.




  Since the kitchen served a dining room with only thirty tables, there wasn't much room to begin with, and Sean just made the space seem even smaller. Although he wasn't near her, she felt his presence. In every cell of her body. Chill bumps raised on Stormy's arms.




  Damn, why won't he just go away?




  Stormy beckoned her audience forward, taking control of the uncomfortable situation by putting more bodies between him and her, obscuring her in his line of sight. In addition to the young married couple from Matamoros, Mexico, there were two men traveling with the white-haired woman who had a voice like the late actress Bea Arthur. Stormy didn't know which of the men was forced to claim her as his mother.




  Then there were two retired couples traveling the Texas Wine Trail together in a motor home. They'd told her that they'd been driving from Fredericksburg to Junction when they had seen the sign for Sierra Verde Winery's Summer Solstice Festival and had made an impulsive exit onto the farm road that wound up the gentle slopes of Sierra Verde, the Lone Star State's version of a mountain. In Stormy's opinion, Sierra Verde resembled a green foothill more than a green mountain.




  The remaining trio was composed of three younger women who she suspected had more than their share of complimentary welcome glasses of the winery's Sangiovese.




  That left Sean Butler. When he had sauntered into the kitchen where she was conducting the first of the demonstrations she had agreed to do at Libby's request, every woman's gaze, including her own, had swung to him and clung, as if he were a magnet, and they were mere steel shavings.




  For his part, Sean had looked only at her. His dark gaze had seared her nerve endings and made her breathless. Her chest felt tight--as if she'd forgotten, for an instant, not only that she needed to breathe but also how to accomplish the task. Her internal thermostat had suddenly gone haywire, causing her metabolism to rev like a car engine and start pumping out heat.




  Stormy felt the heat in her cheeks and suspected she might be blushing all over. Only will power kept her from fanning the air in front of her face. Maybe she was just having a hot flash like Libby. Her friend--ex-friend, she reminded herself--had been toughing out the hot flash and chills cycle of menopause for more than a year. Since before she'd married Jack Butler.




  Maybe she herself was entering that uncharted territory dreaded by most women. But Libby was quite a bit older than she. Surely, Stormy mused, she was too young to embark on what her mother, in a hushed whisper, still called "the change," as if it were something to be ashamed of.




  Rattled by the unwelcome attention from Sean and by the equally unwelcome thought of aging, Stormy forced herself to ignore the sensations that assailed her body. Ignoring Sean Butler was another matter. From the minute she'd met him last Valentine's at Libby and Jack's engagement party, she'd known he was trouble.




  As time had passed, and they'd been thrown together, supposedly by the circumstances of Jack and Libby's May wedding, Sean had gone from potential trouble to major problem because she couldn't keep from looking at him. Thinking about him. Dreaming about him. And, God help her, fantasizing about him. He occupied her thoughts. She couldn't help but compare Roger to him. Roger wanted to take their relationship to the next level. Truth be told, in her eyes, Roger paled in comparison to Sean even though Roger was more handsome. Roger was safe. She knew he'd never break her heart or make her crazy with desire or turn her world upside down. That was what she wanted, wasn't it? A safe, stable relationship with a companion she liked.




  So why couldn't she banish Sean from her thoughts?




  "Do we have to stir that quite so much? I'm exhausted just watching you," the white-haired woman exclaimed.




  Abruptly, Stormy stopped. "No. Not at all. I just wanted to make sure everyone saw how to stir," she replied, somewhat lamely.




  "Right. Stirring. A complex maneuver," the short-haired brunette of the thirty-something female trio muttered.




  Stormy studied the woman's skin-tight white shorts and the tight yellow baby doll tee shirt that was so thin it showed not only the outline of her nipples but also the dark color of the areola. The low neckline revealed a lot of over-stuffed cleavage, and the cropped top showcased sculpted and tanned abs. Objectively, Stormy knew her own body was just as good as the brunette's even though her boobs weren't as ostentatiously large. She could thank her daily workouts and nightly jogs for that. Kickboxing kicked her butt and saved her sanity. All of the physical activity filled the empty hours of the evening and sculpted her body.




  For the first time, she wondered what she'd look like in blatantly sexy clothes? Not something like the brunette wore, but maybe like the red dress her daughter Courtney had sent her last year for Christmas. She'd never been brave enough to wear the dress without the matching thigh-length swing jacket.




  What would Sean think if he saw her in clothes that showed her body rather than hide it? Not like those tacky shorts and top, but something sexy. Seductive. Completely unlike the tailored khaki knee-length shorts she wore with the khaki short-sleeved shirt buttoned all the way to her neck. Sexy high heels instead of the sensible walking shoes she wore.




  Reality slapped her in the face. The sexy brunette was years younger than she. True, everyone said she looked younger than her age, but she knew how old she was. The bottom line was that she was too old for Sean. Saturday she would turn fifty. Even if she were foolish enough to call Sean's bluff--surely that's what it was--and go out with him, accept his seduction, he'd probably be horrified to discover she was turning fifty tomorrow. That would make her ten years older than he. She winced. Her eyes sought Sean and found him smiling at her. His teeth gleamed white, contrasting with his tanned skin, as he ambushed her with another of his seductive smiles.




  Stormy heaved a big sigh. She'd hoped some quiet time here, with no distractions, would help her make the decision to take that next logical step in her relationship with Roger. It was long overdue. Until now, she'd avoided sex with Roger, but he was tired of waiting. So here she was on a TGIF afternoon that should have led to a logical decision about Roger, and who walks in? The one man who made her want to throw logic out the window.




  Her only escape was to finish the demo and get away as quickly as possible. "Next I stirred in citric acid powder that was dissolved in cold water. I added that to the warmed milk, stirring well. Then I added the rennet that was dissolved in another cup with cold water. Again, stirring well. That's where we stopped earlier this afternoon. We let it set for a couple of hours, waiting for a clean break. Does anyone know what a clean break is?"




  The brunette waved her arm like an excited first-grader. Stormy's lips pursed. The young woman, young enough to be a better match for Sean she couldn't help thinking, blurted out, "I looked it up on my iPhone while you were doing all that stirring. You poke your finger into that yuck. If it's jelled enough, it breaks when you lift your finger." She beamed a smile at Sean, simpered, and all but batted her eyes at him. "Am I right?"




  "Yes, you're right," Stormy answered, even though the woman had directed her question to Sean. Obviously, Sean Butler interested her more than making mozzarella.




  She was surprised that Sean didn't return the shapely woman's admiring glance. In point of fact, he smiled--another of his megawatt stunners--at Stormy, pointedly ignoring the younger woman. She inhaled sharply. There was no mistaking the feeling that rippled through her like heat lightning on a hot summer night. Her inner thighs clenched involuntarily.




  Damn him. Why didn't he direct that smile at the sexily-dressed woman? She appeared more than willing to receive his attention. Stormy didn't want it. She pressed her lips together. Well, she shouldn't want it. Couldn't want it, she thought desperately. Yet, knowing all that didn't keep the heat from sweeping through her, warming her body, making her feel damp and moist and hungry in all the wrong places--filling her with longings she hadn't allowed herself to feel in years.




  Sean scared her.




  No, not scared, she amended, vigorously stirring the now-simmering pot, clanging metal against metal in her ire until she noticed several people wincing at the loud noise. "Sorry," Stormy murmured.




  Damn it. She wasn't scared of Sean or his bedroom eyes or his muscled body and husky voice or.... Stormy frowned. She was getting sidetracked. The point was, she told herself, taking a deep breath, she was a mature, professional woman with a brain, not a silly naive girl beset with messy hormones. She was smart. Smart enough to know that men like Sean Butler were dangerous. That wasn't fear. That was good common sense. Men like him should be required to wear signs hanging from their necks.




  Warning! Danger! Do not engage!




  Sean's sign had better be in neon or one of those vibrant purple LED computer signs that flashed fast enough to give the viewer a migraine. Even then, it probably wouldn't be enough to keep most women away from him.




  "Is this going to take much longer?" the brunette whined.




  Startled, Stormy realized that she'd lost focus again. "Once we got the break, I cut the curd with a sharp knife that reached the bottom of the pot. Cut roughly half-inch cubes. Then I returned the pot to the heat. This time I heated the curd to one hundred eight Fahrenheit, or forty-two Celsius. I held it at that temperature for about thirty-five minutes, stirring every five minutes to keep the curds separated and to keep them from settling on the bottom of the pot. That's what all that stirring is about."




  "Excuse me, Ms. Clarkson," the source of her discomfort interrupted. "May I see the way it looks while it's cooking?"




  Stormy wanted to say no. She didn't want him any closer to her. Choruses of "me too" came from several others in the group. "Certainly." She forced a smile. "Each of you take a turn gently stirring the curds and whey."




  "Curds and whey?" The brunette giggled.




  "That's right," Stormy replied. "Curds and whey just like Little Miss Muffet ate while she sat on her tuffet."




  Everyone had a quick peek into the simmering pot and took a turn stirring. Sean waited until everyone else had finished before he approached. His gaze ensnared hers and never wavered from her startled blue eyes.




  "Do you want to stir?" Stormy asked nervously. He smelled like the sun and soap. No cologne or aftershave. Just his own intoxicating male scent.




  Before she knew what was happening, his hand covered hers on the handle of the big chef's spoon. Her pulse fluttered wildly. Stormy jerked her hand from his. The spoon clattered against the pot and liquid splashed out.




  "Sorry," Sean murmured, not looking a bit sorry.




  Flustered, Stormy knew he'd done that on purpose. Had he felt the tremor in her hand? She clasped her shaking hands behind her back. "No problem."




  She couldn't want him. She had to control herself. More importantly, she had to get away from him.




  She watched as he picked up the spoon. Oh, why wouldn't he leave her alone? She'd declined graciously each time he'd asked her out. Then she'd simply started running and hiding if she saw him look in her direction. Surely any man would have got the message that she wasn't interested. After a while, Sean did stop, and she'd relaxed. She even enjoyed conversations when Sean and she were with the larger group at Libby and Jack's couple's shower or at the moving party when everyone had gathered to pack Libby's belongings to move her to Jack's house in Fredericksburg. By the wedding in late May, Stormy felt comfortable when he was around.




  Then the night of the wedding.... A heavy ache settled between her thighs as she recalled that evening. He'd asked her to dance. She'd been thinking how lonely she was going to be with Libby gone. Her defenses were down so she'd accepted without thinking. Sean had slow-danced her into the shadows of the dimly-lit room. Nervously, she'd looked up. In that moment, she'd realized that he'd never lost interest. His mouth had settled on hers in a hot, hungry kiss.




  Just thinking about it now made the blood thud in her veins. She had responded to the kiss, and she shouldn't have. Frightened by how close she was to giving in to her desire, she'd run from him.




  Oh, that kiss! She'd dreamed about it. About him. She watched him stir the mixture, and he was intent, thorough. That was the way he'd kissed her. She felt her nipples pebble and crossed her arms in front of her chest. "That's enough stirring," she said abruptly. "Would you please step back now so the others can see?"




  "Certainly." But he leaned close when he passed her. In a soft, husky voice designed for her ears alone, he added, "Here at Sierra Verde, we aim to please." Then, he returned to his spot next to the work counter.




  Stormy blushed scarlet. Her heart hammered. Why couldn't she feel this way when she was with Roger? She didn't even feel this way when Roger kissed her! Yet, Sean's whisper or smile or the way he silently caressed her with his dark eyes made her want things she shouldn't want.




  "Is this going to take much longer?" The brunette whined again.




  "We're almost finished." Stormy lifted the heavy pot and poured the hot mixture into a cheesecloth-lined sieve. "Strain the curds and whey into a gallon container. Let it drain for fifteen minutes. You can save the whey to make ricotta if you wish." Quickly, she hurried on. "Salt the curd and put it in the microwave. Nuke it for forty-five seconds. After that, turn it out on a work surface and knead it."




  Stormy whisked a white dishcloth from a large container setting next to the dripping sieve. "I've got two curds here that have been drained, salted, and nuked in the microwave. They're ready to go. They still might be a bit warm to the touch so when you do this, be careful not to burn yourself." She plopped them both on the stainless work surface and then lifted one in each hand. "You'll notice how each has a nice firm round shape."




  Sean Butler stared at the mounds of cheese in Stormy Clarkson's hands. He guessed the rounded cheeses were the approximate size of Stormy's breasts. His gaze moved up to her delectable breasts. He swallowed hard and felt his dick expand, pressing hard against the zipper in his jeans. He moved behind the stainless steel work counter he'd been leaning against until he could get his libido under control.




  He hadn't seen her breasts, but he'd fantasized about their shape, their size--about how white her skin would be, how soft to the touch. Beneath the drab khaki shirt Stormy wore, Sean knew her breasts would be beautiful, and he guessed they would fit his hands perfectly. Just as her hands would feel perfect sliding over his skin. He shifted uncomfortably to ease the growing pressure in his jeans. He'd have to have his wits about him with Stormy. So he better calm himself the hell down, or he'd lose his chance with the only woman he wanted.




  With a rueful smile, he watched her knead the ball of cheese like a lump of bread dough. He remembered the evening of his dad and Libby's engagement party when he'd stared mutely at Stormy, feeling as raw as a fourteen-year-old boy with a case of acne and an embarrassing hard-on. He'd been shocked at her complete disinterest in him. Rather, her seeming disinterest. She might be able to fool everyone else, but he'd had enough training and experience in Human Intelligence as an Army interrogator that he recognized the truth Stormy worked so hard to deny.




  "Just mold it and squeeze it and shape it with your hands," Stormy said. "It may feel hard, but it will soften when you massage it. You'll feel how pliable it is. The more you work it, the easier it becomes."




  Sean took a deep breath. He had a hard-on just watching her make cheese. She might as well have been describing how to have sex. He found her not just beautiful but sexy as hell from the messy knot of blond hair haphazardly pinned on top of her head to her long shapely arms and legs and the body she tried so hard to hide. She was a few inches shorter than his six feet. Her body probably approached perfection in the ratio of measurements from breast to waist to hips. And she did everything possible to hide that and negate her beauty. That was the only explanation for the ugly beige clothes she usually wore. Baggy shorts and shirts. Ugly color. No makeup. Messy hair. Was the best defense against men--against him--bad fashion sense?




  Sure. He knew she was a few years older than he, but that didn't make a dime's worth of difference to him. When he looked at her, he could only think of getting her beneath him in bed. Or on a table or the floor or the ground. Whatever was handy. Sometimes, he surprised a look of sadness in her eyes, and he felt an exquisite pain in the region of his heart which he feared he'd lost to her sometime during the past few months.




  The faint lines at the corners of her eyes didn't detract from her looks. They just made her look real instead of botoxed within an inch of her life like so many women her age. Like the brunette who had been sending him hook-up vibes since he'd entered the kitchen.




  Stormy saw the brunette giving Sean the once over again. She should be glad the woman had designs on Sean. Instead, she felt like throwing the balls of cheese at the woman.




  "How long should we knead the cheese?" Luz Navarro asked.




  "I'm glad you asked," Stormy replied, ready to end the demo. "At this stage, you want the cheese to take on a satiny texture. It should be pliable, yielding to the touch. Once you get it looking like this, you want to start stretching it."




  Stormy demonstrated by pulling the cheese apart. It stretched in long, continuous strands. "When you've stretched and folded it enough, shape it into a ball, and drop it into cold, salted water in an airtight container. Put that in the refrigerator. Let it rest for twenty-four hours. Use it within a week although you'll probably find that it tastes so good that it won't last very long. That's all there is to it."




  Stormy smiled and said loudly, "That's it. Thanks, everyone. Tomorrow at the wine tasting, you can sample the mozzarella we made today. Good luck with your cheese making. Be sure and pick up the printout containing the full recipe and instructions on the table by the door."




  Everyone applauded. Stormy wanted to shoo everyone out so she could escape, but she took the time to answer questions, walking toward the door as she did so. Like good audience members, they allowed her to herd them to the door. All except Sean.




  After the others had exited the kitchen, the room seemed too quiet. Stormy turned and went back to the work counter. Her heart thumped erratically. She hoped Sean would leave now too.




  Instead, he fixed his dark gaze on her, and her heart pounded even harder until she felt faint.




  Warning! Danger! Do not engage!




  The words echoed in her head. She should run. She knew that. She should ignore him, clean up the mess in the kitchen, and leave. She knew that. Just keep herself under control and she'd be fine. But she couldn't help looking at him. Memorizing the curve of his mouth, the hard jaw line, the heat in his dark eyes. Eyes that dared her--tempted her without saying a word.




  Stormy dragged a sorely needed breath into her lungs and called forth her best brusque teacher's voice. "I've got things to do, Sean. Was there something else you wanted?"




  Chapter 2




  




  In my experience, there is only one motivation, and that is desire.




  No reasons or principles contain it or stand against it.




  Jane Smiley




  




  Even if he hadn't once been an interrogator for the United States Army, Sean Butler would have found it easy to read Stormy Clarkson. Anyone with intelligence training would have found the beautiful, blue-eyed blonde an open book.




  Since meeting her back in February, she'd become his favorite puzzle to solve, and she was a lot prettier and sexier than Sudoku. The night they'd met he'd fallen for her. He didn't know if it was love at first sight, but it was something at first sight.




  "Something I wanted?" he teased. He let a long moment pass. When her eyes began to take on a "deer in the headlights" expression, he said, "I thought you might want some help cleaning all this up?"




  Stormy's gaze nervously flitted around the room, landing everywhere but on him. "No. It won't take me long. I'm sure you have something to do. Grapes to plant or pick or something?"




  He grinned and shook his head. At forty, he was smart enough to know the difference between love and lust. His feelings for Stormy had started as desire. The same desire he'd seen in her face when they'd been introduced. His first thought? Some nice uncomplicated sex with a beautiful woman like her would be just what he wanted.




  To his shock, Stormy had shut him down so fast it had stunned him. She wouldn't talk to him. Wouldn't look at him. At the end of the evening, when he'd asked her to dinner for the following night, she'd declined curtly. He knew he wasn't God's gift to women, but he knew he wasn't a troll either. He usually didn't have any trouble getting a date when he found a woman who interested him enough to make the effort. So her flat refusal had surprised him.




  "Go on," she urged. "I've got this." She quickly retrieved plastic containers from below the workstation opposite the stove.




  Sean stayed near the door since he knew if he approached, she'd get even more nervous. He leaned back against the wall and watched her efficiently store the cheese curds in the refrigerator. Then she dumped the whey down the drain, put the pot and utensils in the sink, and ran hot water into them. Her hands squeezed the bottle of dish soap a bit too hard and created a cloud of tiny iridescent bubbles above the sink.




  "I'll just keep you company then." Her shoulders stiffened.




  He'd spent weeks trying to get a date with her. He'd given it the old college try, but she'd shot him down each time. That's when he'd taken a step back and looked at her. Really looked beyond her surface beauty. And started using his big brain to do his thinking. He'd discovered the real woman was a mass of contradictions.




  When they were in a group together, he had kept his ears open and learned to admire her quick wit and her sense of humor. She wasn't just beautiful, she was smart too. He even learned to respect her determination to keep him at arm's length, despite the attraction she felt for him which she, of course, tried to hide.




  In an odd way, he was proud of her for showing such will power. He didn't need to be an expert in interpreting micro-expressions and body language to know that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. He enjoyed intelligent women, but he particularly enjoyed a woman who was more than the sum of her parts. And that described Stormy completely. A complex woman with complex reasons for not yielding to what she wanted.




  Why she stonewalled him was what he had needed to learn. And he had. With his skills, it hadn't been hard to search through old public records since everything was computerized now. He had put the pieces together until he had the big picture of who she was and what probably haunted her. A funny thing had happened though. What he'd learned made him admire her even more. He'd found himself wanting to hold her and make everything better. Based on what he'd discovered, he could hazard a guess as to why she resisted him so fiercely. Why she kept her private life private. He'd never heard her divulge a deeply personal detail.
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