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    One


    


    Amanda Milton, known to all as Mandy for the entire twenty-four years of her life, knocked on Ben’s door, holding a six-pack of imported beer. She had a sofa-sized framed print propped up against her legs.


    When no one responded, she knocked again. Then she tried the door knob.


    It had been left opened, so she let herself in.


    Ben was really sloppy about a lot of things—including locking his apartment when he went downstairs to work out in the building’s gym.


    Mandy shook her head as she walked into his Spartan apartment.


    There were dishes in the sink and at least two weeks’ worth of unopened mail on the kitchen counter. He had a tower of books against one wall—not in any sort of order, just one piled on top of the other as soon as he finished reading them—and there wasn’t a single picture on the walls.


    The man was a mess.


    She put the beer in the refrigerator, which boasted nothing but a pizza box and a couple of Chinese takeout containers. Even the cheap beer he normally stocked was almost gone.


    Then she brought the print over to his old couch, a hideously ugly piece of furniture he must have bought secondhand.


    This was a relatively expensive apartment building, so he must make a decent income at the architecture firm he worked for. She didn’t know why he didn’t make even the most basic attempt to improve his living conditions.


    She’d taken off her shoes—they were new designer heels in a lovely dark red—and had stepped up on the couch to secure the picture hanger she’d brought over with her little hammer, when a voice behind her startled her.


    “What the hell?”


    She jerked and whirled around, almost losing her balance on the couch.


    Ben stepped over quickly to help her down before she fell.


    Ben Cain was big—tall and strong with lean hips, well-developed biceps, and impressive shoulders. She was just under average height, but she felt tiny as she grabbed at him to catch her balance.


    Her eyes were drawn to the sight of his large hands, which had slid down to her hips. His fingers spanned the curve of them over the fabric of her skirt.


    She was slightly breathless, for no good reason, as she looked up at him.


    But it was just Ben. He was hardly a candidate for romantic interest—much less husband material.


    He was her neighbor, and it wasn’t always easy to even be that.


    His eyes were very dark, and his face was characteristically grumpy beneath the full, untrimmed beard.


    “What’s the story, Cupcake?”


    That was one of his many annoying habits. He insisted on calling her “Cupcake.”


    “I was hanging this picture for you,” she explained with a smile. She’d learned that blithely ignoring his rudeness was the best way to relate to him—and also had the added bonus of getting on his nerves. “My client wanted to get rid of it, and I immediately thought of you.”


    Ben’s frown deepened as he looked down at the picture she was turning around to show him. “Nice to know other people’s garbage makes you think of me.” He paused as he took in the black-and-white photograph that had been enlarged to sofa-size. “Where is that?”


    “I don’t know. But you’re always pouring over those architectural magazines, so I figured you might like it.”


    The photo was of the corner of a building with some interesting, historical moldings. The unusual angle of the shot made it look almost abstract. She could tell from the way Ben studied it that he liked it, and she felt a swell of satisfaction.


    It was sometimes a challenge to be Ben’s friend, so even small victories felt like a reward.


    “So I can hang it up?” she asked.


    “I guess. Except I’ll hang it. That thing is as big as you are.”


    He took her little hammer, muttering something about “cupcake tools,” and went over to nail in the hanger she’d brought with her.


    “It needs to be a lower,” she told him, gauging the placement with a practiced eye. She was an interior decorator by training, although she was just starting to grow her business, so she didn’t have many jobs lined up. “Pictures should be at eye level.”


    “Of course, they should.” He raised the hammer and was about to pound the nail in when she stopped him.


    “Wait. Move to the right about a centimeter.”


    He grumbled under his breath, making her laugh, as he secured the hanger and then lifted the photo to suspend it by the wire on the back.


    Mandy grinned in pleasure, since the one picture made the whole room look a little less stark. “See how nice it looks?”


    “It’s not bad.” That was high praise, coming from Ben. “As long as your attempts to beautify me are limited to my walls.”


    She stepped over to take the hammer out of his hand, her fingers brushing against his as she did. Once more, she felt that same visceral pull toward him—like she was overly conscious of the presence of his body.


    It was a ridiculous reaction, since she didn’t even find him attractive. The beard almost completely disguised his features, but even without it, he was too rough and intimidating for her, with his dramatic eyes, large frame, and the tattoos all down one arm.


    She’d always liked clean-cut men who knew how to dress and were well-groomed. She liked men who had themselves together professionally and socially. Last year, she’d made a resolution not to waste her time dating men who weren’t ready for marriage, and Ben clearly was not. Her weird reaction to him now must just be a passing thing.


    To distract herself, she grinned. “As a matter of fact, I bought a trimmer yesterday.”


    His expression had softened slightly as he gazed down on her, but now the glower returned to his face. “Why did you buy a trimmer?”


    “I needed a new hair straightener, and I just saw it in the aisle. It made me think of you.”


    “If you even think of getting close to my face with that trimmer, every pair of shoes in your closet will pay the price.”


    She giggled and patted him on the chest, realizing as she did that he was a little sweaty still from working out. “I’ll persevere. Seriously, if you’d just trim the beard some, you’d look so much better. No girl is going to want to get close to you when you look like a hulking Neanderthal.”


    She wasn’t actually sure it was true. He didn’t seem to have much of a social life, but she had no doubt that he could get a girl if he made any sort of effort. A lot of women liked the rougher types, and he wasn’t really unattractive. He had good teeth and a good smile—the few times he bothered to show it. And his body was nothing to sneer at.


    Nothing to sneer at, at all.


    She forced the thought down since it was bringing back her strange reaction to his physicality. It must be some sort of freak hormonal thing based on the time of the month.


    “How was your date last night?” he asked. There wasn’t any segue, but he’d always been kind of abrupt that way.


    She gave a half-shrug and made a face. “Eh.”


    “What was wrong with this one?”


    “Nothing, really. I mean, he was good-looking and smart enough, and he has a good job. It’s just that, when he came up to my place afterwards, he turned on sports. And I seriously started to wonder if he was more interested in the game than in me.”


    Ben gave a throaty burst of laughter. “Cupcake, I think you’ll find that to be the case with most men.”


    “I’m not prepared to accept that.”


    “Okay.” He was shaking his head and smiling dryly. “You’re the one who’ll keep getting crushed when the guy doesn’t live up to your unrealistic fantasies.”


    “I don’t have unrealistic fantasies.” Her spine had stiffened as her annoyance with him increased. “I have some basic, reasonable criteria for the men I date, and one is that he has to be interested enough in me to turn off the damned game.”


    He gave that same mocking chortle. “Good luck with that.”


    She was genuinely annoyed with him now, feeling strangely defensive, so she stomped barefoot over to the kitchen counter and started to organize his mail for him—just for something to do.


    “Hey,” he said, coming over to join her as she slapped down piece after piece of junk mail in a pile. “Don’t take out your pissiness on my innocent mail.”


    “I’m not pissy. And this stack is outrageous. When was the last time you went through it? There might be something important in here.”


    “I never get anything important in the mail. And you’re going to have to eventually accept that I’m a lost cause. None of your efforts in my direction are going to pay off.”


    She looked at him sharply and saw something on his face then—something she’d only seen a few times. An expression that was lost, almost poignant.


    So her stupid, soft heart went out to him again, just when she’d been stewing with righteous indignation. “I don’t make efforts toward you for a payoff.” She kept her voice light, intentionally almost prim. “I make efforts because the world would be better off if you weren’t such a hulking Neanderthal. It’s my civic duty.”


    Her tone worked. He almost smiled. “That’s twice in five minutes you’ve called me that.”


    “Shall I count up the number of times you’ve called me Cupcake in the same amount of time?”


    “Take a look at those shoes.”


    She glanced over to her shoes automatically. One was standing up, and one had fallen on its side. Both were that gorgeous dark red, shiny, high-heeled, very expensive.


    When she turned back to Ben, he lifted a hand and ran it down the length of her hair, which was waist-length and champagne-colored and which she kept very straight. “And look at this hair.”


    She was suddenly breathless, when his expression changed as he gazed down at her hair. His fingers got tangled in a strand so he gently extricated them.


    Then his eyes returned to her face, returned to their previous expression. “You’re definitely a Cupcake.”


    “What’s wrong with that?” She wasn’t offended. She’d known Ben since she moved into her apartment eight months ago, and his teasing and grumpiness were both just the way he was. It was just him. She still felt strangely affected by the look in his eye and his touch, and she wasn’t sure why it was coming out of the blue like this.


    “Nothing is wrong with it. I like cupcakes.”


    “You do not. You’re not a cupcake-guy. You’re a leftover-pizza-guy.”


    “Guilty.”


    She glanced down at the mail she’d been sorting and showed an envelope to him that caught her attention. “You have a letter from Damon Enterprises,” she said, exaggerating the sweet tone. “I’m sure they’re inviting you personally to a special high tea at one of their classy establishments.”


    She thought it was funny—the idea of Ben in one of the Damon places. The company was notorious for its fancy pubs, restaurants, and tea rooms that appealed to an old-fashioned Anglophile sentiment.


    Ben, however, didn’t think it was funny. He snatched the letter out of her hand and glared at her coldly. Much colder than his normal grumpiness. “I did not say you could go through my mail.”


    “I know that.” She frowned at him in confusion, feeling strangely hurt by the rebuff. “But if I waited for an invitation, then I’d never see you at all.”


    She took the offending letter out of his hands and dropped it in the pile with the rest of the junk mail. “I’m sure you just got on some mailing list about the opening of a new property.” She swallowed. “If you really don’t want me puttering around, you’ll tell me, right?”


    “Damn it, Mandy,” he muttered, tilting her head up so she was looking at him. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I keep telling you I’m not worth the trouble.”


    She brightened, realizing that he hadn’t meant the tone personally and that he didn’t actually want to get rid of her. He had a lot of rough edges, but that wasn’t enough to discourage her.


    “Speaking of all the trouble I go to for your sake, you have to come over to my place for dinner tonight.”


    “What?” The sincerity in his eyes was gone, and he looked cranky again. “Why do I have to do that?”


    She smiled. “Three reasons. One, you were mean just now, and you have to make up for it. Two, otherwise, you’ll eat that pizza that’s been in your refrigerator for four days, and that’s just gross. And, three, The Wallet sent me this huge steak, and there’s no way I can eat the whole thing myself.”


    Mandy’s mother had been a top-level executive at a very lucrative corporation, and her father had been a successful defense attorney. When she was seventeen, they’d both died in a boating accident. One of her father’s friends had been appointed guardian and managed the trust set up for her until she turned twenty-five—next year.


    She had no problems with Michael Seymour, but he worked all the time and resisted all efforts of hers to spend time with him. He only interacted with her about money, so she’d affectionately coined him, “The Wallet.”


    “Why did he send you a steak?”


    “He sent me a whole case of them. I guess he just got back from a vacation on a ranch in Wyoming. He was trying to be nice, I think.”


    “So he sent you steaks? Even I know better than that.”


    She was touched that Ben looked so indignant, and she put her hand on his arm as she laughed softly. “It’s the thought that counts. It’s nice that he remembers me.”


    “You shouldn’t be so grateful for such a trivial gesture. He could have done a lot more for you over the years.”


    She gave a little shrug. “I’m not his family, and he’s fulfilled all of his commitments. It would have been silly of me to expect him to act like we’re family. He didn’t have to send me anything at all, you know.”


    Ben was still frowning, as if he were irrationally resentful towards the other man.


    “I’ll take any sort of connection with him I can get,” she said softly. “He’s the closest thing to family I have anymore.”


    Ben released a long sigh. “I know. I don’t think it’s enough, though.”


    She gave another little shrug, feeling unexpectedly close to him. They’d teased and mocked and hung out and helped each other for the last six months—after the two months it had taken for Ben to relent to her persistent attempts to get to know him—but they rarely talked about anything deep.


    “I’m easy,” she said with another smile. “I’ll take what I can get.”


    “You should have higher expectations for people.”


    “I thought you were just telling me that I have unrealistic romantic expectations.”


    “Well, yeah, of course. For romance, you’re expecting too much. But you’re too easy on everyone else. People really aren’t that great, you know.”


    There was a bitterness in his tone that she’d heard before and that she didn’t like. Something had obviously happened in his past that had turned Ben off from humanity completely. “People are people, and I happen to want people in my life. All I ask for is honesty and some small gesture of good will.”


    His expression changed almost imperceptibly. “Even that’s too much to hope for. People are pretty much selfish, and they lie all the time.”


    “I don’t believe that. Even you’ve managed to live up to my meager standards, after all.” She grinned at him. “I look for the good in people, and usually I find something.”


    “And I guess that’s why you’re content with dinner with a hulking Neanderthal.”


    “Exactly. You’re what I’ve got for an across-the-hall neighbor, so I make the best of it.”


    “Most people don’t hang out much with their neighbors, you know.”


    “I know. But I like to know the people around me. I don’t like to feel…alone.”


    “You have more friends than anyone I’ve ever met.”


    “Yeah, but I like to know my neighbors too. What’s wrong with that?”


    Mandy knew some people thought she was strange for having tea every few days with the elderly woman who lived down the hall and watching a two-year-old occasionally on Saturday afternoons so his parents, who lived on the other side of the hall, could get a little peace and quiet.


    She probably overdid the neighborly-ness. And she might have been turning dating into a competitive sport because she wanted so much to get married.


    But it was important for her not to feel alone, and she did a lot of the time. Ever since she’d lost her parents, she’d also lost her sense of family.


    Ben had been watching her face, and he must have seen something in her expression. “Nothing’s wrong with that,” he said, uncharacteristically quiet. “I just wonder if you’re searching for something that doesn’t really exist.”


    Her heart jumped slightly. “What does that mean?”


    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “Nothing probably. I just wonder if you have this idea that the feeling of attachment is going to drop in your lap ready-made. I mean, look at all these guys you date that you immediately dump when you decide they’re not ready to get married.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with that. Surely you don’t think I should waste my time with guys who aren’t ready for a commitment.”


    “But you’re looking for a guy who already has it all together. Someone you think is already a husband and just needs to add a wife. I don’t think that’s how it works.”


    She stared at him—hurt and confused by the feeling that he didn’t really understand her at all. Despite their characteristic teasing, she’d thought Ben knew her pretty well. “I don’t think that’s right. I don’t think it’s wrong to want to find a man who’s as ready for marriage and family as I am.”


    “Okay.” He rubbed a hand across his beard, making a scratchy sound. “Maybe I’m wrong. What the hell do I know about any of this anyway? Marriage and family is pretty far from my skill set.”


    “I thought you had a mom still alive?”


    “I do.”


    “So you have more family than me.”


    “I guess so.”


    “You like your mom, right?”


    “Of course, I like my mom.” He sounded offended by the very idea.


    “So you should make sure you appreciate her, since some of us don’t have one anymore.” She tried to sound light, but her voice cracked slightly.


    “Damn it, Cupcake. Now you’ve made me feel like an ungrateful ass.”


    Her mood lightened immediately. “Well, then you have no excuse not to come over to dinner, to make up for it. You have to help me eat my steak.”


    “Fine,” he grumbled.


    “Come over around seven.” She’d started for the door when he stopped her.


    “Don’t forget your shoes.”


    ***


    Benjamin Damon had been Ben Cain for six years now, and this was the first time he was feeling guilty for not admitting the truth of his identity.


    He’d reacted badly when Mandy had found the monthly financial statement of his shares in the company—which he absolutely refused to touch.


    After the huge fight he’d had several years ago with his uncle—Cyrus Damon, eccentric billionaire and the founder and CEO of Damon Enterprises—Ben refused to have anything to do with his uncle, the Damon name, or the company again.


    So Ben had just left, and he’d made two vows he hadn’t yet broken. He wasn’t going to be a Damon again, and he wasn’t going to spend his life trying to please anyone else.


    He’d built a new life for himself, here in LA, where no one knew who he really was. He liked it that way. He’d been pigeonholed all his life for being a Damon, and he’d had his fair share of fortune-hunters and hangers-on approach him, hoping to get a piece of the pie. He’s also spent so many years trying futilely to make his uncle happy, since the man was the only father-figure he’d ever had.


    It was better this way. It was safer to only care about himself. But he’d recently started feeling guilty for lying to Mandy about it.


    If he’d been smart, eight months ago, when he’d returned from his cousin’s wedding to discover someone new had moved in across the hall, he never would have opened the door to the pretty, smiling princess on his doorstep.


    She’d kept knocking on his door, asking for help with moving boxes and rearranging furniture, asking if he wanted dinner since she’d made too much. At first, he’d tried to discourage her, but eventually he hadn’t even wanted to.


    Now he was stuck with her.


    Now he was starting to miss her when she didn’t come over.


    The one thing Mandy expected of people was honesty, which was the one thing he couldn’t give her.


    He glanced down at his shirt—a ragged t-shirt on which was printed, “Mind your own fucking business”—and actually wondered if he should put something else on.


    But that thought worried him so much that he ignored it and instead walked across the hall without changing clothes or looking in the mirror.


    He tapped on the door and opened it when she called out, “It’s open.”


    “You shouldn’t leave your door opened,” he said, coming in to her elegant, beautifully decorated apartment with everything in its place.


    She was in the kitchen, chopping up a cucumber. She’d changed out of her work outfit, but she still looked well-dressed in leggings and a thin, pink tunic sweater, her hair still shiny as it fell down her back.


    She grinned at him over her shoulder. “You’re hardly one to talk, since you leave your door unlocked all the time. Anyway, I just unlocked it, since I knew you were coming over. You’re right on time. I’m about to put the steak on the grill.”


    “That thing is huge.” Ben walked over to study the large steak in its wrapping.


    “I think this one steak must have cost a hundred dollars, so I’m terrified I’ll cook it wrong.”


    Her stovetop grill was heated up, and she dumped her chopped cucumbers onto the salad she’d prepared. She was already pouring him a glass of red wine.


    Everything about her was beautiful, expensive, perfectly manicured. He had no idea why she was always wanting to hang out with him.


    She’d fit right into the Damon world. She would have been a good match for one of his cousins, Harrison or Andrew. His uncle would no doubt love her—he’d probably call her “well bred.”


    She was too sweet for the Damon circle, though. Too sincere. Ben didn’t like the thought that they might taint her.


    “What?” she said, clearly confused by his expression. “Do you think it won’t cook well on this grill?”


    He shook off his reflections. “No. It will be fine.”


    She put the steak on the grill, grinning as it sizzled nicely. Then she got plates out of the cabinet and told him to put the salad on the table.


    He did as she told him and, noticing that her trash was almost full, he pulled out the bag and carried it down the hall to the chute.


    On the way back, he told himself to get it together. This was Mandy, whom he’d known for months now. And making connections in his mind between her and his family would only disturb him unnecessarily.


    Anything connected with the Damons would eventually hurt him, except his mother, who was Cyrus’s sister but didn’t feel like a Damon to him. Ben had wavered eight months ago and gone to his cousin’s wedding, and that debacle had confirmed that he needed to cut all Damon-ness out of his life.


    He couldn’t be who they wanted him to be, so it was better not to even try.


    His phone vibrated with a text as he reentered her apartment. He was reading it as he came back into the kitchen.


    “Anything important?” Mandy asked, turning over the steak.


    “My mom. She wants me to fly out and work on her house. It’s really old and needs some work.”


    “Well, why don’t you go?”


    “I’m going to. I’m just trying to find time to take a couple of weeks off work. She loves that old house and doesn’t trust contractors, so she’s waiting for me to get out there to do anything.”


    “Where does she live?”


    He hesitated briefly, but decided there was no reason not to tell her the truth. She could hardly connect him to the Damons from such a minor detail. “Savannah.”


    Mandy gasped and clasped her hands together. “It’s not one of those old, gorgeous row houses, is it?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Oh, my God, I want to come with you when you go out.”


    “What the hell?” He realized he sounded rude, but he was taken aback. Both by the suggestion and by the way he kind of liked the idea of her accompanying him.


    “Please let me come. I’ve been dying to work on a historic house, so I can add it to my portfolio. Plus, I could be really helpful. You can handle the basics fine, but you need someone with taste to help with the finishing touches.”


    “It’s not going to be picking out expensive antiques. It’s going to be a lot of grunt work. Like stripping wallpaper.”


    “I can do grunt work. Please, let me come help. I’m having the worst time drumming up business, and the only places I’ve done so far are contemporary apartments—so that’s all I have to show for myself. I really need to branch out some, and this would be perfect.”


    He couldn’t believe she was serious. That she wanted to come with him and help work on an old house for two weeks.


    He couldn’t believe he liked the idea so much. She brightened every room she walked into.


    “I’ll be there for at least two weeks. What about your own work?”


    “I only have one client right now, and I’ll be finished with her place next week. I don’t have anything else lined up yet. I’m as free as a bird.”


    Mandy was trying to start an interior decorating business, and she was having a hard time with it, even with all the friends she had. She didn’t need to work at all, since her parents’ trust provided her with more than enough money. Ben thought it was great that she was working so hard at trying to build her business, despite all the challenges in this economic environment. A lot of people in her situation wouldn’t have bothered.


    “I’ll think about it. I’ll have to talk to my mom, anyway, to see how much she wants done. There’s some basic maintenance, and I know she wants to get rid of the old wallpaper, but I don’t know if she wants to buy more pictures and furniture.”


    “Of course. But I can make the place look really good, even if she doesn’t want to spend a lot of money. Be sure to tell her how much help I’d be and what good taste I have.” Then she evidently remembered the steak. She gave a little squeak and pulled it off the grill quickly.


    It wasn’t overdone, and dinner was really good. Ben enjoyed it more than he should have.


    He couldn’t get used to hanging out with Mandy too much. Any day now, she’d find a successful, attractive man who recognized how amazing she was and could offer her the life she deserved, and then she’d get married, move away, and be out of his life forever.


    If he hated that idea, then it just proved that he hadn’t been careful enough in keeping an appropriate distance.


    He was too bitter and isolated for a serious relationship, and that wasn’t going to change. Mandy was looking for a man who was husband-material, and he’d made vows to himself that would always keep him alone. He was happier alone. He’s spent too long trying to please other people and only having pain to show for it.


    He wasn’t going to change, and he was resigned to that reality. But there was no sense in torturing himself by being surrounded with what he couldn’t have.


    When they’d finished eating, he decided it would be smart if he just left after he helped her put up the dishes, so he wouldn’t start thinking in wrong directions again. But Mandy said she had dessert and he needed to go sit back down, so he ended up trapped a little longer.


    She went and took a pint of ice cream out of the freezer. “It needs to soften a little, so we’ll just let it sit there for a few minutes before I scoop it.”


    “I don’t care if it’s—”


    Before he could finish, she’d left the room and disappeared into the bedroom.


    She came back with a device he recognized.


    “Oh, no,” he said, starting to his feet. “You’re not touching my beard.”


    “But you’ll look so much better if you’ll let me neaten it up a bit.”


    “I’m not trying to look good.”


    She rolled her eyes but didn’t look surprised. “Anyway, I wasn’t thinking about your beard. Right now, I’m after the back of your neck.”


    “What’s wrong with the back of my neck?”


    “It’s a mess. When was the last time you got your hair cut?”


    “I don’t know. I don’t fuss around with things like that.”


    “Well, it bugs me, so sit still.”


    He stiffened and watched her suspiciously as she walked around behind him.


    “I’m not going to touch your big, ugly beard. I promise.”


    He rolled his eyes but didn’t object when she started to run the trimmer along the back of his neck.


    “Are you sure you want to do this at the dining room table?”


    “Better here than on one of my rugs.”


    He felt uncomfortable as she worked on him, conscious of her body behind him. When he felt the trimmer come toward his jaw, he muttered, “Don’t get carried away.”


    “Relax.” She turned the trimmer off and leaned over to blow the hair off his neck.


    The sensation made Ben tense up.


    He gave himself a firm mental lecture. He was not—not—going to get turned on by Mandy. He’d done really well about resisting that particular temptation over the last several months, and he wasn’t going to give into it this evening.


    “Oh, Ben, you’re a mess,” she murmured. She ran her fingers through his hair, rubbing his scalp in a way that felt incredibly good. “You’re not going to get any action if you’re such a gorilla.”


    “I’ll have you know I get plenty of action, and so far I’ve had no complaints.”


    He actually didn’t have much a social life, but that was by choice and not because he was incapable of picking up a woman.


    He did wish, however, that Mandy hadn’t brought up the idea of sex.


    “Yeah, but it might give a woman pause. I mean, how many are going to want to get a kiss from a gorilla?” She moved around to the side of his chair and peered at him. He was pretty sure she was assessing how much damage she was capable of doing to his beard, but her neckline was directly at his eye-level, and the wide neck of her sweater was slipping off one of her shoulders.


    He stared at the graceful line from her neck to her shoulder—smooth skin, deep curve, faint shadow—and then he swallowed as her beautiful hair slipped over her shoulder to fall forward as she leaned toward him to ruffle his hair.


    He managed to say, “Kissing me is not like kissing a gorilla.”


    “Okay. If you say so. Please can I give you just a little trim?” she asked. She was giving him a beseeching look, with a back-note of teasing in her expression.


    “No.”


    He didn’t actually care if his hair was trimmed, only he thought it was wiser for her not to be standing so close to him for so long. His body was starting to react to the slipping of her neckline, the flash of full cleavage, and the smell of her drifting over toward him as she moved.


    “It will look so much better? I bet you’d even be good-looking if we can just get rid of some of this hair.”


    “Being good-looking is very far down on my priority list.”


    She laughed and started to massage his scalp again, moving her hands down toward his neck. It felt so good as her fingers pressed hard that he heard himself make a soft moan.


    “You’re all tense,” she said, kneading his neck. “A massage now and then would be good for you. So would a haircut.”


    He raised his hands to hold onto the table so he didn’t do something incredibly stupid like turning around and grabbing her. She was just being friendly. Neighborly. She was on this search for family-feelings, and right now she was focusing them on him.


    But she wasn’t attracted to him—she’d told him over and over again that he wasn’t good-looking the way he was. And sex was the last thing on her mind right now.


    Besides, he couldn’t offer her anything more than sex, and she deserved so much more.


    So he gripped the table as she moved down to his shoulders. His breathing was getting ragged as his muscles started to soften.


    And other things started to harden.


    “Okay,” he said gruffly, jerking away from her hands. “That’s enough of that.” He stood up, rather awkwardly.


    She looked confused and upset. “But where are you going? We were going to have dessert. I won’t fuss over you anymore, if you’re going to get all grouchy about it.”


    “I don’t need dessert. Thanks for dinner.”


    “You’re really leaving?” Her eyes widened, and she came over toward him, reaching out to touch his arm.


    He stepped back, afraid that if she touched him again he would haul her into a kiss—and he’d lose the only real friend he had in his life. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Sorry.”


    “Ben, what’s gotten into you?”


    He suddenly saw on her face that he’d hurt her feelings. He felt like an ass, and he was absolutely desperate to get out of here before he did something stupid. He ran his hand over his beard and rasped out, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go. I know you’re trying to be neighborly, but you’re just wasting your time. You have five million friends and two dozen boyfriends. So why the hell do you keep pouring yourself into a lost cause like me?”


    She just stood next to the table, staring at him, as if she were trying to understand what was going on in his head.


    She definitely shouldn’t do that. Even he couldn’t understand what was in his head half the time.


    He turned to leave. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    He was almost to the door when she called out, “Ben.”


    He turned to look back over his shoulder.


    “The answer to your question is that I don’t think you’re a lost cause.”


    He felt something soften in his chest at the words—something he didn’t feel much anymore.


    Her irrepressible humor emerged again as she added, “And I happen to like hulking Neanderthals.”


    “I thought I was a gorilla.”


    “You’re both, depending on the level of grunting.”


    He was smiling as he left, but he when he got back to his place, he stood in the middle of the floor, hit with the reality of what had just happened.


    Mandy had shared with him a hundred-dollar steak. She’d given him wine, salad, and bread. She’d prepared some sort of dessert that he hadn’t stuck around for. She’d trimmed the back of his neck and wanted to do even more. She’d thought of him when she saw that amazing framed print and brought it to hang on his wall. She’d been nothing but sincere and generous and warm.


    And he’d stormed out with barely a thank-you. Exactly like a selfish ass.


    With a deep breath, Ben told his body to behave itself, and he went back across the hall to apologize.


    

  


  
    Two


    


    Mandy was starting to wish she hadn’t packed so much.


    Ben had volunteered to take her bag when they’d reached the airport, but she had refused—since she didn’t want him to think she was more high-maintenance (more of a cupcake) than he already did.


    She was regretting the impulse now, though.


    She’d dressed fairly comfortably for the flight to Savannah—in a stylish pair of trousers and a top that didn’t wrinkle—but her pretty shoes weren’t great for walking and her case was large.


    She was going to be gone for a couple of weeks, so she needed more luggage than the small carry-on Ben had with him. But now she was trying to keep up with his long stride and also maneuver her case, her purse, and her leather satchel.


    When the wheels of her case turned the wrong way, she had to pause and right it, muttering under her breath about Ben and his obnoxious ways.


    If he’d been a gentleman at all, he would have slowed down for her.


    A gentleman Ben wasn’t.


    He glanced back and saw he was leaving her behind. Then he walked back to take her case from her hands without a word.


    He did give her a slight eye-roll, though, which clearly said he’d told her so.


    A gentleman wouldn’t have done that either.


    “We’re going to be gone for two weeks,” she said, able to walk faster now and keep in step with him. “I need enough to wear. How on earth did you fit everything you need into that little bag?”


    “I’m going to be just working on the house. Except for…I don’t need much to wear.”


    “Well, I hope you brought more than one shirt, since it’s going to start to stink.”


    “Hey, you’re the one who insisted on crashing this party. If I stink, those are the joys.”


    She couldn’t help but giggle at his grouchy tone. She knew he’d only agreed to let her tag along because he felt bad about being so rude at dinner a couple of weeks ago, but she didn’t care.


    She was excited about this new job, and she was going to take a bunch of pictures of the final product—as long as it was okay with Ben’s mother—so she could add them to her portfolio to show prospective clients.


    “Except what?” she asked, remembering that he’d started saying something but dropped off.


    “Except what, what?”


    “You said you were only going to work around the house except for something, but you never finished the sentence.”


    “Oh.” His face looked slightly reluctant. “Nothing. I’m just supposed to take my mom to this thing while I’m there.”


    “Really? Where are you supposed to take her?”


    “It doesn’t matter.” He was resolutely avoiding meeting her gaze, although she was trying.


    More curious than ever, she asked, “If it doesn’t matter, then why won’t you tell me? Where are you supposed to take her?”


    “This…this cotillion.” He said the final word like it was dirty.


    She gasped and came to a complete stop, nearly getting run down by the businessman walking behind her. “What?”


    Ben’s face twisted uncomfortably, and he put a hand on her back to get her moving again. “It’s not a big deal,” he muttered.


    “Yes, it is a big deal. You’re taking your mom to a cotillion? Like a ball?”


    “Don’t make a big thing about it. She wanted to go and asked if I’d go with her.”


    She was trying to stifle giggles at the delicious irony of it—and at how embarrassed Ben looked at the admission. “That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever—”


    “Don’t,” he warned.


    “What are you going to wear?”


    “I think I’ve got something I can wear still in my mom’s house. I’ll figure it out.”


    She was overwhelmed with an amusement that felt fond, soft—like this piece of information only confirmed what she’d always known about Ben.


    He simply wasn’t the bad-tempered Neanderthal he tried to be.


    He looked characteristically disheveled today in an old t-shirt, beat-up trousers, and his untrimmed beard. And his glower didn’t help. People walking toward them all sidestepped quickly when they saw him.


    They had to stand in line to check her bag, but fortunately it was moving pretty fast. The man behind the desk waved her toward him when they reached the front of the line, and she went over with a smile on her face, in a better mood than ever at the thought of Ben at a cotillion.


    She’d learned being nice to the stressed people who worked at the airport made things move a lot smoother. Plus, it was just common courtesy.


    When Ben came with her, the airline worker frowned. “One at a time, sir.”


    Ben paused in surprise, but Mandy realized immediately what the confusion was.


    Hiding a smile, she said, “He’s with me.”


    The man looked astonished but immediately apologized, and soon her bag was checked and they were on their way to security.


    She could feel Ben brooding beside her so she poked his arm. “What’s the matter with you?”


    “Why the fuck shouldn’t I be with you?”


    She didn’t try to suppress her laugh at his bad mood. It was actually kind of sweet that he’d gotten offended about it. “Because I have a manicure, and you won’t bother to even trim your hair. Of course, we don’t look like we belong together.”


    “We don’t have to stick together if I embarrass you, you know.”


    “Of course you don’t embarrass me. It’s not like we’re some mismatched couple. You’re not my husband. You can be as hairy as you want and still be my friend.”


    He was frowning even more as they got in line at security and more people started giving them odd looks.


    He’d never seemed disturbed by the difference in appearance and lifestyle between them before, but they’d never really gone out in public together before. Just hung out at his place or hers. So maybe that explained why he seemed so bristly today.


    ***


    Ben tried to tell himself it didn’t matter that everyone in the world seemed to think he was a bad match for Mandy, but it was still bothering him. A lot.


    It wasn’t like he didn’t know she wasn’t right for him. Of course, he knew that. He’d already decided that, no matter how increasingly attracted he was to her, he was never going to pursue her.


    Six years ago, the course of his life had been decided when months of tension between him and his uncle had exploded into an intense showdown. The fight had unfortunately made the news cycles, since they’d been shouting at each other in the middle of the lobby of one of the Damon hotels. Or, Ben had been shouting, and his uncle had been replying with his characteristic frigid hauteur.


    It was the last straw, after more than a year of his tyrant of an uncle slowly strangling him with increasingly oppressive attempts to control his life.


    Ben had grown up without a father, a man who had gotten his mother pregnant and then left town. When he was a boy, he’d wanted desperately for his uncle to be a father-figure, and he still cringed sometimes, thinking about how much he’d wanted to please the heartless bastard.


    He knew better now.


    Cyrus Damon would always try to shape the world around him into exactly what he thought it should be, no matter how many people he hurt in the process, and the only way to deal with him was to cut all ties completely.


    Ben was determined to keep his two vows, which meant he could never be the kind of man who was a good match for Mandy.


    But, still, it was just offensive that people seemed to think he wasn’t capable of being with a woman like her.


    It didn’t help that now she was chatting happily with a guy on the other side of her in the plane. He was looked fairly young and was wearing a business suit, and Ben could see very well that he liked what he saw in Mandy.


    Ben didn’t like that at all.


    He told himself to get a grip. He and Mandy weren’t a couple. They could never be a couple. So she was welcome to flirt with as many well-dressed men as she wanted.


    It still made him want to hit something.


    They’d arranged the trip with only a few days to spare, so the plane was almost booked when they’d made their reservations. They were stuck in the middle aisle, made up of three seats.


    Ben had volunteered to take the middle, but Mandy had laughed at the idea, saying he was twice her size so he needed the aisle seat where he could stretch his legs a little more.


    She seemed perfectly happy in the middle, even though it was coach, even though she was probably used to first-class.


    Ben had no idea how she kept such a sunny spirit about something as miserable as flying coach.


    “Oh, I’m not staying in Atlanta,” he heard her say to the other guy. “We’re connecting to Savannah.”


    She reached over to pat Ben’s arm, and Ben sneered at the surprise and disappointment on the other guy’s face when he realized she was with Ben.


    Hoping to discourage him further, Ben reached over and put his arm around Mandy’s shoulders and touched her upper arm.


    She looked over at him in surprise, her brown eyes widening at the gesture. “What?” she asked softly.


    Ben was inhaling the scent of her and wished intensely that she didn’t smell quite so good, that she didn’t look so soft, so beautiful, so touchable. “You had a thread,” he lied, since he needed some excuse for putting his arm around her, unless he was going to admit that he was having trouble keeping his hands off her.


    “Oh.” She relaxed and gave him a teasing little smile. “I thought you were doing the teenage yawn-to-put-your-arm-around-her move.”


    He couldn’t help but laugh, but then realized he still had his arm around her and that he didn’t want to move it.


    He quickly retrieved it, telling himself he was going to have to cut-and-run very soon if he couldn’t pull himself together around her.


    He was pleased, however, that Mandy’s attention was now on him rather than the other man.


    She leaned down toward her satchel and bumped her head on the seat in front of her as she tried to pull out a book.


    “Ow,” she said, rubbing her head. “Not much room back here, is there?”


    “Is this the first time you’ve flown coach?” he asked.


    She shifted in her seat. “Yeah. What’s wrong with that?”


    “Did I say anything was wrong with that? I just asked a question.”


    “Well, your tone sounded like reverse snobbism. Like you thought I was spoiled or something.”


    “Never flying in coach before might be a little spoiled.” Because he was still trying to get his distanced perspective back, he sounded more cutting than he would have otherwise.


    She stiffened—at the tone, the words, or both. “That isn’t fair. It’s not my fault my parents had money and left me the trust fund. I guess it never occurred to you that it’s just as narrow-minded to look down on or stereotype people with money as it is people without money.”


    “I’m not looking down on you,” he said gruffly, frustrated because everything he said seemed to be wrong today. “But you can hardly claim to know what it’s like to be like the rest of us if you’ve never even flown coach.”


    He knew the words weren’t fair. Not to Mandy and not for him to say. He’d been raised with money too. He was one of the heirs to his billionaire uncle.


    But he’d shed the money, the lifestyle, and all the trappings of wealth. He was never going to claim them back, so he could never offer them to Mandy.


    She wasn’t a snob. Not really. But she was used to a certain lifestyle, and she was looking for that in the man she would spend her life with.


    It could never be Ben.


    He’d hurt her feelings with his words. She’d been glaring at him before, but now she looked forward, at the seat in front of her. Her shoulders were stiff as she murmured, “I’ve never claimed to know what it’s like for the rest of you.”


    Her voice broke on the last word.


    He bit back a groan as guilt and tenderness overwhelmed him. He’d hit her where she was most insecure—the idea that she was different, isolated, alone.


    He might have even done it on purpose.


    “Damn it, Mandy,” he said, leaning down to talk in her ear so the people around them couldn’t hear. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I’m an ass.”


    She turned her head until their mouths were less than an inch apart. His breath quickened and his body went on full-alert at their closeness.


    “You’re also…”


    “What am I?”


    “I’m thinking of an appropriate word.”


    “Isn’t ‘ass’ good enough?”


    “I think I can do better,” she said, in her characteristic tone.


    “Then let’s hear it.


    “A buttwad,” she said with a wry, teasing expression.


    He let out a breath of relief that he’d fixed things. “Perfect. I’m a buttwad.”


    “Okay. At least we can agree on that.”


    She was smiling again as the plane took off and they were given their beverage service.


    She tried to read, but Ben just sat there. And when she dozed off and leaned against him, he took the book off her lap so it wouldn’t slip off and he put his arm around her again.


    After all, it was the only way to be comfortable, crammed together in these seats.


    ***


    Ben’s mother was the only member of his family that he was still connected to.


    She’d never been married, so the Damons were the only extended family that Ben had known growing up.


    As a boy, he’d seen his uncle and his cousins at least yearly, and in college his Uncle Cyrus had been grooming him to play a key role in the family business. Then Ben’s whole experience with family had blown up in his face.


    He still loved his mother, though, and he talked to her regularly and visited as often as he could. He also loved the old row house in Savannah, where he’d spent much of his childhood.


    When he and Mandy arrived, however, and he saw it was looking a little worn around the edges, he felt immediately guilty for not taking better care of it.


    “This is gorgeous,” Mandy said with an awed smile as she stood on the sidewalk and gazed at the old place. “I love it.”


    “It’s not bad,” he said, rather pleased at her appreciation, as if it was a compliment to him. “It needs more work than I realized.”


    “Well, that’s what we’re here for. Right?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Let’s go in. I can’t wait to meet your mother.”


    Ben was not so excited about introducing Mandy to his mother. She would immediately get ideas, and might also share certain things that he didn’t want to be shared.


    So he was ridiculously nervous as his mother opened the door at their knock.


    She looked as she always did—not exactly beautiful, not exactly thin, but like she really loved him—and she pulled him into a big hug.


    “This is Mandy. She’s—” Ben began, interrupted when his mom pulled Mandy into an equally enthusiastic embrace.


    “It’s wonderful to meet you,” his mother said. “I’m Lucy Damon. Please do come in.”


    Mandy was smiling as they entered the old house.


    While Ben was struggling to get their luggage into the house in one trip, he heard his mom rambling on. “You are so beautiful, dear. And what a lovely top. I had no idea Ben had finally found himself a girl. He’s always been secretive that way.”


    “Oh, no,” Mandy said. “Ben and I aren’t dating—”


    “Now, no need to explain things to me. I know how young people have their own arrangements. Call it anything you like. I’m just glad you’re here.”


    Ben felt a little guilty that his mother was getting excited about a relationship he wasn’t really in, and he was also worried by the self-conscious look on Mandy’s face.


    No doubt she wasn’t comfortable with the idea of being paired off with him romantically, even if it was just in his mother’s mind.


    She wanted a man who had it all together.


    He left the luggage next to the door to walk over to them. “Mandy is my neighbor, Mom. And my friend. She’s here to help with the decorating. Don’t start to make wedding plans or anything.”


    His mother looked not the slightest bit discouraged. “Of course not. Of course not. I completely understand.”


    He wasn’t sure she understood at all.


    “Oh good,” Mandy said, smiling again, as if she wasn’t worried about any lingering confusion. “At the risk of being rude, do you mind if I run to the restroom?”


    His mother showed her the bathroom with abundant assurances and then she came over to hug Ben again.


    He hugged her back, although he didn’t consider himself a huggy man.


    There wasn’t a chance in the world he was going to risk hurting his mother’s feelings, though.


    “Seriously, though,” he said in a low voice as he pulled away. “Mandy and I aren’t dating, so please don’t embarrass her.”


    “Of course not. I have better manners than that.”


    “Okay,” he said dubiously. His mother had lovely manners, but she also had a way of blithely blundering into all kinds of topics that shouldn’t be broached. “And she also doesn’t know I’m a Damon.”


    This stopped his mother short. “She doesn’t?”


    “No. You know I’m using another name now, and Mandy doesn’t know my background. I’d rather she not know.”


    “But, Benjamin, how can you be in a relationship and not tell her the truth?”


    “I told you we aren’t in that sort of relationship. I just want to be me and not deal with all the Damon baggage. This is a favor I’m asking of you. If you can avoid talk of all the Damon-stuff, I’d appreciate it.”


    “But my last name is Damon.”


    “That’s okay. It’s a fairly common last name. I don’t think she’ll make the connection unless you start talking about Uncle Cyrus and the rest of them. Please, mom. For me.”


    “Okay.” She was shaking her head and tsking her tongue. “But that’s a lovely, sweet young lady, and you shouldn’t be lying to her. She’s going to be very hurt and angry when she finds out.”


    Ben knew that was true, which was why he wasn’t planning to tell her. Ever. “Why would she find out?”


    “No matter how much we try to run from it, the truth catches up to us eventually.”


    Ben felt strangely rattled, and he didn’t like feeling that way. “Yeah, well, if you’ll just not mention it, I’d appreciate it.”


    “Of course, dear. You can tell her when you’re ready.”


    Ben released a sigh that was almost a groan.


    His mother didn’t understand his situation at all.


    ***


    Mandy was excited about the huge project of working on the historic row house. She’d never worked on anything so big before, and she wanted to get started immediately.


    Ben, the wet blanket, said they couldn’t get started at pulling things down until they’d gone over the whole house and figured out what needed doing. Then they’d have to arrange the outside workers they’d need to complete it. They could do a lot of it themselves, but there were a few electrical and construction projects that would have to be done by experts.


    So that was why she and Ben were outside in the front of the house later that afternoon, and she was busily writing notes on a pad as he muttered out things he saw that needed doing.


    Ben had been acting strange all day, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.


    He’d always been grumpy but also laidback at the same time—as if nothing went too deep with him. But today he’d been uptight. He’d actually hurt her feelings, which he almost never did. And even now, he seemed to be tense in a way he usually wasn’t.


    She had no idea what was going on with him.


    “The siding needs to be replaced,” she said, eyeing the house. “You could repaint it, but look, it’s already breaking down there.”


    “Yeah. Damn, what a mess.” He was glowering up at the house and looking adorably stressed at the extent of the project.


    She wasn’t used to seeing him look stressed, and she kind of liked that he cared enough about his mother and this house to get uptight about it.


    “Are you finally going to work on this old eyesore?” a voice came from behind them.


    Both of them turned around to see a teenaged girl in two braids and glasses.


    “It’s not that bad,” Mandy said, feeling an odd defensiveness, as if she was attached to the house herself. “But we’re going to be working on it, yeah.”


    “Make sure you check the left side. Two of the windows need to be replaced.” The girl looked matter-of-fact rather than friendly or annoyed.


    “Who are you?” Ben demanded.


    “I know who you are, even with the caveman beard. You’re Benjam—”


    “Yes, I’m Ben. But I asked who you are.”


    Mandy was surprised that Ben cut the girl off so abruptly, but the girl didn’t seem offended.


    “I’m Kelly. Kelly Beaufort. I live down the block. You used to date my sister.”


    His expression changed. “You’re kidding. You’re Deanna’s little sister?”


    “Yes. I know I’m not nearly as pretty as her, so you don’t have to say it.”


    “I wasn’t going to say anything of the kind,” Ben muttered, as if he’d been insulted.


    Mandy was oddly touched by his reaction, but she was also very curious about this pretty sister he used to date.


    “Are you his girlfriend?” Kelly asked, turning to Mandy. “Wait ‘til I tell Deanna.”


    “I’m not his girlfriend,” Mandy said, “so there’s nothing to tell Deanna.”


    “Okay.” Kelly still looked like she couldn’t wait to share a juicy secret. “I’ll see you around.”


    The girl walked off, and Mandy stood in front of Ben, checking out his face. He looked more uptight than ever.


    She wondered if he’d really liked this Deanna.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked at last. “Was Deanna the one who got away?”


    “No.” He frowned down on her, looking grumpy in the way she was used to.


    She felt better at the expression, like he was the Ben she knew again. “Kelly seemed to think she’d want to know you were around.”


    “We dated ages ago. It was nothing.”


    “Okay.”


    She felt strangely conscious of his presence again—like she’d been feeling more and more, like she’d felt when she woke up on the plane and realized she was snuggled against him.


    It was so strange, inexplicable. He was hardly attractive with the ungroomed beard and sloppy clothes. There was no reason to want to touch him like this, to want to see the rest of his face that was covered by the beard, to think his dark eyes were the most beautiful things she’d ever seen.


    “What are you staring at, Cupcake?” he muttered, radiating more tension than ever.


    And she was even drawn to his tension. What the hell was happening to her?


    She wanted a good-looking, well-dressed man who had things together and was ready to be a husband.


    None of that was Ben.


    To hide her response, she gave him a teasing grin. “Nothing. I’m just wondering if you’re hiding some sort of lost love behind all your grumpy muttering.”


    “I’m not hiding any sort of love.” He was frowning, gruff, covered with hair. It was ridiculous that she was attracted to him.


    Before she knew what she was doing, she stretched up to press a kiss just on the side of his mouth. His beard was scratchy under her lips but not unpleasant.


    She wanted to kiss him again.


    She felt his body tighten even more, and his arms jerked strangely.


    She stepped back, flushing and horribly embarrassed.


    God, she was an idiot. She’d made him uncomfortable, since their friendship had never allowed any sort of kissing.


    “What was that for?” he demanded, his eyes searching her face strangely, like he might have suspected she was feeling in ways that were very inappropriate.


    The last thing she wanted to do was get in the way of their friendship—one that meant a lot more to her than she’d realized until recently—with some stray, irrational lusts that could never turn into something serious.


    So she managed a light grin and said, “That was because you’re pretty cute for a Neanderthal.”


    He grumbled under his breath as he walked around the side of the house to look at the windows Kelly had mentioned, but his expression had returned to normal.


    He must be satisfied that she was feeling nothing but normal friendliness toward him.


    And that was the way it had to stay.


    

  


  
    Three


    


    They spent the next day making plans for the work around the house and contacting people to come in and do the work they couldn’t do themselves.


    It was a busy day, and Mandy was tired after dinner when she, Ben, and his mother were sitting in the “second parlor” killing time before bed.


    Mrs. Damon evidently didn’t watch TV, since there wasn’t one in the room. She put on a radio program with church music and worked on embroidery.


    Mandy had gotten a book to read, and Ben was putzing on his tablet.


    It felt like a strange, old-fashioned way to spend a Saturday evening, but Mandy didn’t mind. It was kind of nice—that it was so quiet, with so little distraction.


    At one point, Mrs. Damon looked over at her and said, “My dear, do you think you’d like to come to the cotillion with me and Ben next Saturday night?”


    “Oh,” Mandy said, blinking a few times. “I didn’t think I’d be invited. I mean, I’m sure you’d need a special invitation—”


    “Yes, yes, but I asked and got you an invitation, if you’d like to come.”


    She was about to reply when Ben broke in. “She doesn’t want to go, Mom.”


    Mandy was startled and a little hurt by how clear it was that he didn’t want her to attend. She would have loved to go to an old-fashioned Southern ball—not to mention the chance to see Ben dressed up and trying to act polite—but she wasn’t going to horn in when it was clear he didn’t want her to. “I don’t have anything to wear anyway. You and Ben should go and have a good time.”


    There was a strange, silent conversation going on between Ben and his mother. She couldn’t understand the nuances, but it looked like Ben was giving her some sort of stern reminder and that his mother was frustrated by it.


    Ridiculously, Mandy felt left out and a little lonely. She didn’t have any family to have silent conversations with. And even Ben didn’t want her to hang around with him all the time.


    Maybe he was hoping to see Deanna Beaufort at the ball, and he didn’t want Mandy in the way when he made his move.


    All in all, it was a rather depressing thought.


    At eight o’clock, Mrs. Damon looked at the clock and put down her embroidery. “Well, I’m going to get up to bed. Y’all might too, since we have to get up early for church.”


    Mandy blinked in surprise and stared at the other woman. She saw a similar expression of surprise on Ben’s face.


    As if she didn’t noticed their astonishment, Mrs. Damon went on, “We go to the eight-thirty service now, since they’ve turned the eleven o’clock service into a rock concert. I’ve never seen anything like it. Right in church. All these guitars and new songs and, oh Lord, the drums. They shake the whole building. One day, I’m sure those gorgeous old columns are going to come down like with Samson. I’ve been going to that church at eleven for thirty years, but I had to move to eight-thirty.”


    She looked over at Mandy and her son and evidently took their surprise for concern, “Oh, the early service is better. They still have guitars and drums, but they’re not so loud. And they sing the old hymns and sometimes even use that beautiful, old organ.”


    “Mom,” Ben said, when he could get a word in. “Mandy and I weren’t planning to go to ch—”


    “Of course, you’ll go to church with me. You wouldn’t sleep in on a Sunday morning, would you, dear?” She turned to Mandy on the last question.


    Put on the spot, Mandy said, “I can go to church. That would be fine.” Her parents hadn’t been regular church-goers, but they’d gone a few times a year. She hadn’t set foot inside a church since her parents died, though, except for the occasional wedding.


    “See,” Mrs. Damon said with a pleased smile. “Now, don’t put up a fuss, Benjamin. It’s just an hour out of your day.”


    There seemed to be more of that unspoken communication going on between him and his mother. “I’m not sure,” he began, kind of gritting the words out.


    “It will be fine,” his mother interrupted. “We’ll leave right afterwards so you won’t have to talk to anyone who knows you, if you don’t want.”


    He still seemed tense about it, and Mandy didn’t understand why at all. Maybe he was anti-religious. He hadn’t seemed to have strong feelings one way or the other, but maybe he just hadn’t told her.


    “Fine,” he muttered. “I’ll go to church. But I’m not going to stay for any socializing.”


    Mandy laughed and reached over to touch his arm. “I don’t think anyone who knows you would expect you to socialize. Ever.”


    Ben smiled back at her through his beard, almost reluctantly.


    When Mandy glanced over at Mrs. Damon, she noticed that there was an almost sad look on the other woman’s face.


    Mandy had no idea why.


    ***


    Ben was grumpier than usual the following morning.


    He dreaded the idea of going to church. Growing up, he and his brother went all the time because his mother went, but he hadn’t attended in years. That wasn’t the problem, however.


    The problem was that there were people at church who knew who he was, who knew who his family was.


    And it would be very easy for someone to let something slip that would alert Mandy.


    He really shouldn’t have brought her with him on this trip. It was proving itself more and more to be a mistake.


    Nothing to do about it now, though. He was stuck with her.


    And stuck going to church the next morning with his mother.


    He got up early enough to shower and dress. He made more of an effort with his clothes than normal—out of respect for his mother—and pulled on a pair of khakis and a decent shirt. One without holes or a slogan.


    He didn’t have a suit with him, so at least he wouldn’t get pressure to wear something like that. He didn’t even have a shirt with a collar with him.


    He dreaded the thought of rooting through his old clothes and finding something to wear for that dreaded cotillion on Saturday night. Dressing up was foreign to him now. It seemed too much like pleasing other people.


    He was closing his door when he saw that Mandy was stepping out of her room as well, which was right across the hall from his.


    She looked beautiful and polished—as she always did—in a red sleeveless dress and high-heeled sandals.


    She smiled at him. “Morning. Do I look all right? I brought this sweater to put on, since I wasn’t sure I should have bare arms and shoulders in church.”


    Ben was looking at her bare arms and shoulders—the smooth golden-tanned skin and graceful lines, framed by the fall of her champagne-colored hair. He felt a visceral longing that was somehow beyond physical desire.


    “Ben?” she prompted, frowning at him. “Is this not good? I don’t know what people wear for church anymore.” Then she seemed to take in his appearance. “Oh. Am I overdressed? I can change real quick.”


    “You look great,” he managed to say. “My mom will definitely approve.”


    “Good.” She took his arm companionably as they walked toward the stairs. “Try not to be all crabby about going. You’ll hurt your mom’s feelings. It’s not that big a deal, after all. We can do some more work on the house this afternoon.”


    He felt that same visceral longing for Mandy, even after she covered her lovely skin with the little white sweater she carried.


    It wouldn’t go away.


    ***


    The church was a large, well-established one—with roots going back two hundred years. The parking lot was crowded when they arrived, and they had to park far away. So there were only a few minutes to spare when an usher showed them to a pew.


    That was good. That meant no one could come over to chat and reveal something Ben needed to keep hidden.


    Dozens of people waved and called out greetings, but all was fine with his identity when the organ prelude began.


    The service proceeded with a familiar rhythm of song, prayer, reading, song, prayer, sermon. His mother seemed happy that he was sitting beside her, so Ben couldn’t begrudge having to come.


    Mandy didn’t appear uncomfortable. She was closing her eyes with the prayers, and following along with the readings, and singing what she could with the songs—some of which she obviously didn’t know. She turned and smiled at him occasionally, so he decided she was perfectly fine with being pressured to come.


    Ben was making a plan for a quick escape as they stood up for the final hymn. It was “Amazing Grace,” which everyone knew and loved, so the congregational singing was loud and enthusiastic.


    Even the old words and deep simplicity of the meaning tasted bitter in his mouth, so he wasn’t moved—spiritually or otherwise—the way everyone else seemed to be.


    But, by the end of the first verse, he noticed a change in Mandy.


    At first, she tensed up. Then she started to sniff a little. Then on the third verse, she lifted a hand to discreetly wipe a tear away with her fingertips.


    He had no idea what was wrong with her—why some old song would have affected her that way—but his heart started to ache in his chest anyway.


    Finally, he couldn’t stand it, and he reached out to pull her against his side, keeping his arm around her until the hymn concluded.


    She was obviously embarrassed, but still emotional. She gave him a sheepish, grateful look and pressed herself against him.


    And Ben liked it. A lot. Not just the feel of her body against his. But the feeling of being able to comfort her, be there for her, take care of her.


    It had been years since he’d felt anything resembling it, and it was as startling as it was terrifying.


    But Mandy was obviously taking comfort in him, so he wasn’t about to pull away.


    He couldn’t help but remember back to the wedding of his cousin Harrison, eight months ago. Sarah, who had been posing as his other cousin’s fiancé, had burst into tears in the middle of it.


    He’d been worried about her, but she’d shrugged off his silent questions. Instead, she’d clung to Jonathan’s hand.


    Ben remembered that grip. Vividly. Sarah’s hand twined with Jonathan’s. It had spoken to a real, deep connection between them—far more clearly than anything either of them could have said.


    He’d thought then he could never have that sort of connection with another person. Then he’d come home from England to find that Mandy had moved in across the hall from him.


    He shouldn’t be feeling this way now, though. It was wrong. Because he could never be with Mandy the way he might want.


    At least, he didn’t think he could.


    It was tempting, though. Very tempting. When she pulled away as the hymn ended and gave him a smile that was like the sun—like she was looking at him and seeing something real, something she thought was worthwhile.


    He wondered how she would look at him when she learned he’d been lying to her.


    As soon as the benediction was given, Ben rushed them out, putting a hand on both Mandy’s back and his mother’s to hurry them along.


    They managed to get ahead of most of the crowd and so were near the front of the line to greet the pastors on the way out of the building.


    “Mrs. Damon,” the pastor on their side said when they passed. Not the main pastor but one of the associates. “Good to see you, ma’am. And I see you have your son visiting.”


    “Benjamin,” his mom said with a proud smile. She didn’t seem remotely embarrassed about his less than respectable appearance. “He’s an architect in California now. He’s come to help me do some work on the house.”


    The pastor shook Benjamin’s hand and then Mandy’s, when she introduced herself.


    “You should walk over to the cemetery and look at your brother’s grave,” the pastor said to him. “Your mother keeps the flowers so beautifully.”


    Ben felt a kick in his heart at the words and felt Mandy stiffen beside him.


    She was giving him a surprised, confused look as he hurried them through the parking lot toward the car.


    He hadn’t told her about Michael, his brother who had died in a tragic car accident years ago.


    He didn’t like to think about Michael.


    He certainly wasn’t going to go to the cemetery and look at Michael’s grave.


    ***


    Mandy was emotional all day.


    She didn’t think of herself as a weepy woman, so she wasn’t sure why “Amazing Grace” had hit her so hard in church that morning. Just that she remembered singing it in church as a kid with her parents. It had been one of the few songs that she really knew, so she’d always sung it out really loud.


    It made her remember how safe she’d felt with her parents, how loved she’d felt, how secure and known and part of a family she’d been.


    She hadn’t felt that way since.


    But it was annoying that she couldn’t seem to shake it, even when they went to brunch at a lovely, Southern restaurant and then got to work on plans for the house again.


    Even when they had a pleasant dinner outside in the garden, she couldn’t shake the poignant feeling.


    In bed that night, she cried about it again.


    She didn’t like to wallow in grief, so after crying for a few minutes, she made herself get up and go downstairs for a bottle of water, mostly as a distraction.


    Mrs. Damon had gone to bed two hours ago, and Ben had gone to bed when she had, so she didn’t think she would disturb anyone.


    But Ben opened his door as she was about to reenter her room.


    “Are you okay?” he asked. He didn’t look sleepy, so he must have been awake. He wore a pair of boxer shorts and nothing else.


    “Yeah,” she said, feeling a surge of emotion again at the question. “Just getting water. Sorry if I bothered you.”


    Her voice cracked strangely, so she turned away to enter her bedroom.


    Ben came with her.


    “Are you sure?” he murmured, cupping her face and tilting her head toward his. “You look like you’ve been crying.”


    “I have,” she admitted, since it was ridiculous not to admit it. “It’s silly.”


    “You were quiet all day. Can’t you tell me what’s wrong? What happened in church that upset you so much?”


    She sighed, pulling away from his hand. She went back to her bed and got under the covers, hoping he’d take that as a sign that he couldn’t stay in here long.


    “I was just thinking about my mom and dad. We used to sing ‘Amazing Grace’ when we went to church, and it brought back all those memories. I’m not usually like this. It’s really not that big a deal.”


    Instead of taking the hint that he should leave, he came over and sat down on the edge of her bed. His beard and hair were disarrayed, but there was something masculine, powerful about the breadth of his shoulder, the lines of his bare chest, the way his lean abdomen tapered down to the waistband of his shorts.


    When her body began to like the look of his body, Mandy realized it was really not a good idea for him to be sitting on her bed this way.


    He was still focused on the conversation, though. “I don’t think there’s anything silly about missing your parents. I don’t think it’s wrong to cry about them sometimes.”


    For some reason, his sympathy and understanding prompted another surge of emotion. She twisted her face to control it. “Thank you. I think I’m a pretty happy person in general. You know? I have a good life. But I don’t know if I’ll ever feel as safe and content and connected as I did with them.”


    She sniffed and blotted at her eyes with the back of her hands.


    Ben moved over in the bed so he was propped against the headboard. Then he pulled her under the crook his arm. “I know,” he murmured. “I know.”


    She huddled against him, taking comfort in his warmth and his strength. Even the beard didn’t feel scratchy as it rubbed against her skin. It was softer than she’d expected.


    “Sometimes I’m just…lonely,” she admitted, feeling like she could speak the truth right now. In the dim room. With Ben. She felt like she could be heard. Understood. Safe.


    “I know.” He was stroking her bare arm and her hair now


    “I have great friends. I have nothing to complain about. But I think that’s why I’m so focused on finding a husband. Because I want to…I want to feel that way again. Sometimes, I’m just…lonely.”


    “I know.” He tilted his head down to nuzzle at her hair. “So am I.”


    The vulnerability in the words surprised her, since Ben was never vulnerable. She looked up toward his face, and was surprised to see something on his face that looked like hunger, longing, need.


    She’d never seen anything like it.


    Her breath hitched. “Ben?”


    “Oh, Cupcake,” he murmured with a rasp in his voice.


    Then he was tilting his head down even farther and meeting her lips with his.


    It wasn’t like the little kiss from the day before—that had been light, almost playful.


    This was deep immediately, hungry immediately. She opened her mouth to his as a wave of intense need overwhelmed her.


    She needed Ben. Needed all of him. She needed his understanding and his strength and his humor. This connection she was feeling with him. She needed his warm presence. His body. So much.


    His tongue explored her mouth as he eased her down onto her back, moving over her with an urgent entitlement that thrilled her.


    “Mandy,” he murmured, lightening the kiss so his lips were just playing against hers for a few moments. There was a palpable tension in his body, though. “Mandy, please tell me if you want me to stop.”


    It was too fast. A little voice in the back of her mind was screaming that this was too fast. She and Ben weren’t ready for this yet. But the rest of her drowned out that little voice with a desperate, needy desire she’d never felt before.


    “Oh, God,” she gasped, reaching around to run her hands up and down the strong planes of his back. “I don’t want you to stop. Please, don’t stop.”


    He groaned deep in his throat and devoured her mouth in another kiss. This time, he moved over her more fully until she could feel his weight resting on her, the firm lines of his body pressing into hers.


    She rubbed up against him, already eager, already hungry for him. She had no idea where it had come from—only there was an emptiness inside of her that it felt like he might be able to fill.


    She wore a pretty pale blue camisole and pajama pants set in a soft fabric. It was so thin, though, she could feel the texture of his body as it moved over her. The heat from his skin. The coarseness of the hair on his chest. The hardness growing at his groin, rubbing against her hip.


    He broke the kiss so he could pull her camisole off over her head, and he stared down at her bare breasts, breathing heavily.


    “Fuck,” he bit out, reaching out almost gently to cup one and tease the nipple with his thumb. “Oh, fuck, Cupcake. You’re perfect.”


    She didn’t think her body was perfect, but she felt that way under his hot gaze. Her groin was starting to pulse with excitement as he gazed and fondled her almost delicately.


    “You’ve got a pretty nice chest yourself,” she managed to say, reaching up to rub her palms against it. “You should go shirtless more—”


    Her words broke off as he moved his other hand to her other breast. The sensation were so intense at his dual caress that she cried out sharply and arched up dramatically.


    “What were you saying?” he murmured, his eyes never leaving her face and body.


    “Can’t…” She breathed raggedly and fumbled at the bedding as her pleasure rose quickly. She couldn’t believe he was doing this to her when he hadn’t yet moved below the waist. “…remember.”


    “I knew you would be passionate like this.” He kept fondling one breast but used the other hand to slide off her pajama pants. “So responsive. I knew it.”


    “Please, Ben.” She was practically writhing as arousal overwhelmed her, but she managed to coordinate her hands enough to grab the waistband of his shorts and tug down.


    He grunted as his erection got caught in the fabric, and then he released her enough to help her strip his clothes off completely.


    When they were both completely naked, he lowered his head to take one nipple in his mouth, and he teased it with lips and tongue until she was biting her lip to stifle the helpless sounds.


    “I can’t wait anymore.” She was clawing at the back of his shoulders. “Ben, please, I don’t want to wait anymore.”


    He lifted his head and gazed down at her with something more than heat in his eyes. With a yearning that matched hers. “Then you don’t have to. Mandy, you don’t have to.”


    She hauled his head down to kiss him again, and soon they were rocking together in the motion of lovemaking.


    “Oh, fuck,” Ben gasped, tearing his mouth away and turning his head to the side. “I don’t have a condom. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I didn’t think I’d…”


    He didn’t finish, but he didn’t need to. And she was intensely pleased that he hadn’t expected to have sex in the two weeks they were here.


    “I have one.” She lowered her hands so she wasn’t holding him in place. “The side pocket of my purse.”


    With a groan of relief, he climbed out of the bed and limped over to get it.


    She watched him—her eyes raking over his fine, naked body and prominent erection.


    Even with the untrimmed beard, she’d never seen a man she wanted more.


    She wasn’t sure how this thing was happening, but there was no question that it was. He came back to bed, and she took the condom out of his hand.


    She stroked him first, listening for the way his breath hitched, feeling his body tighten in response. Then she rolled the condom on.


    “Mandy, are you sure?” he asked, when he positioned himself between her legs.


    She’d never been so sure of anything in her life. “Oh, yeah. I’m sure.”


    

  


  
    Four


    


    Ben’s mind was a hot, whirling vortex of need, pleasure, and longing as he slowly eased himself inside her.


    It had all happened so fast. If he could think about it, he might recognize that this was far too fast. A very bad idea.


    But there was too much else driving him, and he simply couldn’t be held back.


    He needed Mandy. More than anything. And she was giving herself to him.


    She seemed to need him too.


    He was incapable of pulling back now—not unless she changed her mind.


    Her body was soft and lush and supple as she arched up and adjusted to his penetration.


    “Oh, fuck,” he gritted out when he was sheathed inside her. She was tight and wet and hot, even through the condom. She was better than anything he’d ever felt. “Oh, fuck, cupcake, you’re perfect.”


    She was making little sounds, almost whimpers, but he checked her face and saw that it was from pleasure and not from discomfort. “Is it good, Mandy?” he asked, wanting to hear her say it.


    “Yeah.” She rocked her hips, making them both moan at the friction. “Oh, yeah, it’s the best thing ever.”


    His chest filled with a primitive kind of pride, and he leaned down to kiss her again.


    Their lips and tongues moved in the same rhythm as their bodies. He wasn’t thrusting yet. Just rocking with her, getting used to the feeling, trying to pull himself under control so he could really please her.


    It was so important to please her. To give her what she needed. It felt like a special burden—heavy in his chest—and he wasn’t going to push it aside.


    So he lifted his head and stared down at her flushed face and her hair spread out messily around her. Her expression twisted slightly when he gave a little thrust. When he gave another one, she arched her neck and sucked in a breath.


    “Oh, Ben, it feels incredible. But I need a lot more than that.” She must have noticed him studying her face, and she lifted a hand to cup his jaw with a little smile.


    He couldn’t help but smile back. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled while he was having sex. “You got it.”


    He built up a steady rhythm then, the motion and the clasp of her body firing off jolts of pleasure. Soon, she was panting and bending up her knees, tightening around him.


    Her face was beautiful, overcome with building pleasure. Her hands clawed at him eagerly, shamelessly, as she moved her hips just as urgently as he did.


    He was drowning in her—not just the feel of her body but the depth and sweetness of her spirit. Because she was with him in this—with him all the way—as if she was touching the deepest parts of him.


    Parts he thought no one could touch.


    And he suddenly realized he wasn’t going to last much longer. The intensity of his pleasure, his need, his desperate hunger for her were simply too much.


    He stifled a groan as he moved over her harder, faster.


    “Yeah,” she gasped, her hands dropping to the bed and fumbling for purchase on the bedding. “Ben, oh, Ben, oh, Ben.”


    And that repeated refrain was the most intoxicating thing he’d ever heard. As intoxicating as the tightening of her muscles around him.


    His hips kept working between her legs, completely out of control now—except the last thread that was keeping him from coming.


    “Mandy,” he grunted, straightening his arms for more leverage. “Cupcake, you have to…come…soon.”


    “Trying.” She writhed and made a sobbing sound. Then she squeezed her hand down between their bodies to rub her clit.


    He muffled a roar as he felt her clamping down around him, and her cry of relief was just as uninhibited, although she too stifled it by turning her mouth toward her shoulder.


    Then her whole body was shaking through an orgasm, and he could finally let himself go.


    His climax took him fast and hard, and he was breathless at the end of it. He found enough energy to roll off her and take care of the condom.


    Then he collapsed back beside her.


    She snuggled up against him, and he put his arm around her to hold her close.


    He wanted to hold her. Desperately. But he also felt a familiar instinct to pull away. To escape.


    What had just happened was too much. Went too deep. Left him too vulnerable.


    And it had been years since he’d let himself be vulnerable in any way or let anything this powerful control him.


    He wasn’t going to hurt Mandy, though. Not if he could help it.


    “I can’t believe we just did that,” she said at last, kissing his shoulder and then looking up toward his face.


    “I know. I’m not sure where it even came from.” He’d been attracted to her for a while, but he’d resolved never to act on it. And he’d certainly never dreamed she could be attracted to him.


    “It was good, though.” She reached over to grab his left arm and ran her fingers up and down his tattoo. “I can’t believe how good it was.”


    “Why would you doubt it would be good?” He managed to keep the edge out of his voice, not wanting her to hear that he felt ridiculously insulted at the idea that she’d not expected him to be a good lover.


    She giggled and gave him another little kiss, this one on his chest.


    He reached over to push her long, soft hair behind her shoulders so it wouldn’t hide her face. “I asked you a question.”


    “I know.” She was smiling at him. “I figured you’d be good in bed, but I didn’t think we’d be good together. If you get my meaning.”


    He did get her meaning. Of course, she wouldn’t have thought they’d be good together. They were so different. In so many ways.


    She stretched up so she could kiss his mouth—still light, gentle. “And I’ve got to say, you’re a remarkably good kisser, even with the ridiculous beard.”


    He couldn’t help but smile back against her lips. “You should have believed me. I told you it would have no resemblance to kissing a gorilla.”


    His effort at humor was rewarded when she giggled again as she reached down to grab her pajamas and pull them back on.


    He was reaching for his shorts when she asked, “Will you stay with me tonight?” She was sitting up in bed, rumpled and beautiful. And poignant again, somehow, despite her laughter the minute before.


    He didn’t want to leave. He wanted to stay with her so much that it terrified him, roused an instinct to flee.


    “I don’t feel…lonely when I’m with you.”


    There was no way he could leave her—no matter how hard instinct drove him. Not when she needed him.


    Not when he needed her. So much.


    He couldn’t make his throat work so he just nodded and pulled the covers over both of them.


    “You should probably go back to your room early tomorrow, though, before your mom wakes up. I don’t want her to be shocked if she catches you leaving my room.”


    Ben smiled at her tone. “I will. Although I don’t think she’d be shocked. She likes her traditions, but she knows the way things are.”


    The truth was his mother would probably be pleased. She really liked Mandy. She was clearly hoping he’d settle down with her.


    The thought made Ben deeply uncomfortable so he didn’t think about it.


    “I didn’t know you had a brother,” Mandy said after a few minutes of silence. She was pressed up against his side, and he could feel every move she made. He’d felt her tense up the moment before, as if she was nervous about bringing it up.


    He hated the idea of her being nervous to talk to him. About anything. So his voice wasn’t as cool as it might have been normally. “I know. I never talk about him.”


    “What happened to him?”


    “He died. When I was seventeen.”


    “I’m really sorry. That must have been terrible. What happened?”


    Ben felt cold tension running up and down his spine as he thought about what happened. Michael had been drunk. They’d found that out less than two years ago. He’d killed one of the passengers—a teenaged girl—and he’d seriously injured the other girl.


    He’d led to years of conflict between the two families. He’d led to heartbreak for everyone involved.


    And Ben had loved his brother.


    He still did.


    “Oh, God, Ben,” Mandy said, stroking his beard, his face. She must have sensed some of what he was feeling. “What happened?”


    He wanted to tell her the truth. He knew it was wrong not to—that they’d gotten close enough now that he owed her the truth.


    But he just couldn’t tell her.


    “It was a car accident,” he said, telling her that much of the truth. The accident had been international news for too long, and he couldn’t risk telling her any of the details. “He just ran off the road one night. No one to blame. Just one of those things.”


    “I’m so sorry. I know what that feels like. When people are taken away so senselessly, with no one at all to blame.”


    He knew she understood. He knew she’d experienced it too. So, even in the midst of his half-lie, he took comfort from her presence, her sweetness, her soft body holding his.


    He’d never thought he could have comfort like this.


    He knew he didn’t deserve it.


    ***


    Mandy was groggy when Ben got up before dawn the next morning and gave her a quick kiss before he left the room.


    It was too early to get up, so she snuggled back into bed, thinking about him, thinking about how what she’d thought she wanted might not be what she really needed after all.


    Ben wasn’t the kind of guy she’d always liked. He was a mess in a number of ways, and he wouldn’t make her life easier. He wasn’t ready to settle down. He didn’t have the lifestyle she’d expected in a husband. He didn’t even have it in him to sweep her off her feet romantically.


    But maybe that was okay.


    She felt like she’d really connected with him over the last few weeks, and it had come to a head that night.


    Maybe she could put aside her expectations. Maybe he could be the kind of man she needed. Maybe she could be really happy with him.


    She tried to imagine herself in a life with him, and it wasn’t as hard as she would have thought. They’d always been inexplicably good together. They brought out better parts of each other.


    She wouldn’t mind seeing his grumpy face over coffee every morning—even with that horrible beard.


    So she’d resolved to herself to really give it a chance by the time she got up and took a shower.


    It was too early to know anything yet, but she wasn’t going to close the door on it.


    Ben was too good a man to set aside just because he didn’t fit her pre-conceived mold.


    So she was feeling a jittery kind of excitement as she came downstairs, dressed for manual labor in shorts and a fitted t-shirt. She’d braided her hair to keep it out of her way.


    Mrs. Damon was drinking coffee and reading the paper in the “morning room” when Mandy came in with her own mug.


    “Where’s Ben?” she asked. His bedroom door had been opened, so she knew he was already up.


    “He went to the store early to get some supplies.”


    “Okay. It looks like it’s going to be a nice day.” Instead sitting down, Mandy went over to look out the window. She felt too jittery to sit down and relax.


    She wanted to see Ben. She wanted to know what he was thinking, whether he thought what happened last night might continue.


    “It’s supposed to be sweltering this afternoon,” Mrs. Damon said. “But it always is at this time of year in Savannah.”


    “Oh, well. We’ll still be able to get a lot of work done.” To distract herself from thoughts of Ben, Mandy stepped over to a corner shelf on which were displayed a number of pictures.


    Most of them were of Ben and a boy who must have been his brother.


    Ben had been an adorable little boy—with the brightest smile she’d ever seen.


    A lot must have happened to him to banish that brightness from his nature.


    The pull of sympathy deepened as she scanned the rest of the pictures. One of them was face down, so she righted it so she could see.


    That one was the two boys with their mother and another man. Ben had said he’d never known his father, so this couldn’t be him.


    Maybe it was a boyfriend Mrs. Damon had in the past. Maybe it was another relative who died since.


    He was a plain, non-descript man in sunglasses who looked around Mrs. Damon’s age. Mandy ignored him and focused on the boys.


    “How much older was Ben’s brother?” she asked.


    Mrs. Damon glanced up, looking startled. “Oh. Three years older. Michael.”


    A sadness overtook her face, and Mandy felt bad for bringing the topic up.


    “Ben told me about the accident. I’m really sorry.”


    Mrs. Damon looked surprised again. More surprised than ever. But she recovered quickly and said, “He told you? I’m so glad. He needs to talk about it, but he never has been able to. It was such a tragedy. I don’t know why Michael would have been so foolish as to drive drunk. And those poor little girls.”


    Mandy froze, speechless, bewildered.


    Something was wrong here. Ben hadn’t said his brother was drunk. He hadn’t mentioned any girls.


    He’d said there was no one to blame. Just one of those things.


    It only took a minute for Mandy to realize what had happened.


    He had lied to her. To her. When she’d genuinely believed they’d connected deeply.


    The only thing she expected from other people was honesty, and Ben hadn’t been willing to give her even that.


    It hurt so much she didn’t trust herself to speak. She murmured something about more coffee and left the room.


    She got a new cup of coffee and stood in the kitchen, staring at the pot.


    She didn’t know why Ben would have lied to her, except that he hadn’t wanted to talk to her about something that went so deep. The more she thought about it, the more she realized that must be the explanation.


    The lie was the way to hold back. From her. She’d been utterly open, vulnerable with him, but he hadn’t done the same for her.


    It still hurt so much she had to breathe deeply to control her emotions.


    She couldn’t believe Ben had lied, when she would have supported him no matter what he’d told her—as long as it was the truth. He knew that about her, but apparently he didn’t believe it.


    She was working herself up to quite an emotional state when a piece of cool logic sliced through her dismay.


    She suddenly knew what had happened.


    He shouldn’t have lied. Of course not. But she also shouldn’t have assumed that they were suddenly in an authentic, meaningful relationship.


    She’d done what she always did—pour herself emotionally into a relationship that couldn’t hold up to it. She’d known who and what Ben was when she slept with him last night, and she should have known that having sex didn’t change people.


    She needed a man who was ready for a serious relationship—for marriage and family—and Ben simply wasn’t there.


    One day, she would learn to be smarter. Until then, she would just act smarter.


    No use to be angry, to act like she had reason for him to act differently, to open his soul, when they’d never been anything more than neighbors. So what if he’d told her a little lie. It wasn’t the betrayal it felt like.


    She could be mature about this. Sex, after all, was just sex.


    With this resolution, and just a little shaky, she went back into the breakfast room with her coffee. And, when Ben returned fifteen minutes later, she was able to give him a mostly normal smile.


    “I guess y’all will want to get an early start,” Mrs. Damon said, getting up from her chair and leaving the paper on the table. “I’ve got some errands this morning, and then I’m having lunch with the girls.”


    Mandy didn’t know who “the girls” were, but Ben just nodded as if he understood. She could feel him giving her sidelong glances, as if he were checking her expression, so she made sure to keep her face natural.


    When they were alone in the room, he came over to sit beside her near the window.


    He didn’t say anything, so she gave a little shrug and managed to say casually, “I guess now we talk and figure out what happened last night.”


    Ben nodded and reached out to lay his hand over hers. “How are you feeling about it?”


    She really wished he would tell her how he felt first. She couldn’t tell anything from his sober eyes and his beard-covered face. “I’m okay. I mean, it was good. I think I…I needed it.”


    “I did too.”


    She released a breath. “We both needed it. But I’m not expecting hearts and flowers from you now. I mean, I know you’re…we’re not in that place.”


    “Mandy, the last thing I want to happen is to get in the way of our friendship. You’re too important to me for anything to get in the way of what we have. So please tell me if you feel awkward, or like everything has changed, or like we can’t be what we were before.”


    She smiled at him. At least it was settled. She understood what had happened and what wasn’t going to happen now. She could live with it. She’d been happy with their relationship yesterday, and one night didn’t have to change that. “You’re important to me too, Ben. I think we’re going to be fine. We both needed it. But it doesn’t have to change things.”


    She felt something relax in his body, and she knew she’d said what he’d wanted her to say.


    She did feel a little crushed, but she’d been silly to hope for something else.


    Ben wasn’t what she was looking for anyway. He would complicate her ideas about her future to the point of unfeasibility. This was better. She could be who she was—want what she’d always want—and still stay Ben’s friend.


    If it was the best sex she’d ever had, well, she was sure it wasn’t the best sex she’d ever have in the future.


    

  


  
    Five


    


    Mandy spent the next three hours stripping wallpaper in the front parlor.


    It was slow going, since she was trying to be careful to not damage the historic plaster walls underneath. Some sections of wallpaper came off pretty easily, but others took hard work to just clear a square inch—even with the hand steamer she was using.


    She didn’t mind. She wasn’t opposed to manual labor, and the physical effort helped to clear her mind of the emotional confusion she was feeling.


    Ben was getting estimates from electricians and other workman, so he wasn’t around. It was just as well.


    As she steamed and scraped, steamed and scraped, steamed and scraped, she made herself purge him from her mind.


    She’d been perfectly happy just a couple of days ago with having him as nothing more than a friend. She could get back there again, if she didn’t get hung up on silly expectations and disappointments.


    It was after eleven when Ben appeared in the room.


    “Damn, Cupcake,” he said, staring at her work. She’d finished one of the small walls and most of the wall with the windows. “You shouldn’t be doing this all by yourself.”


    She wiped the sweat from her forehead with her forearm. “Why not?”


    “Because it’s a crazy amount of work. We should just get someone in to do it.”


    “It’s fine,” she said with a smile. “I don’t mind. I’ve got nothing else to be doing now, since I can’t start decorating until all this is done.”


    He frowned and said dubiously, “Okay. But take a break this afternoon. I have to go downtown and try to rustle up a permit. Why don’t you come with me?”


    “That sounds like even less fun than stripping wallpaper.” She grinned at him again, pleased that her voice and expression seemed natural, like she wasn’t troubled in any way by what had happened last night. “I’ll rest when I need it. Nothing to worry about.”


    He still didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t argue. She was relieved when she saw him leave the house.


    She stopped for a quick lunch, but then she got to work again. She was determined to strip this room by the end of the day. It had become a mission now, and she wasn’t going to let it go.


    By four o’clock, she was about to drop, and she still had half a wall left. Her shoulders ached, and her head was spinning, and her clothes were soaked with perspiration.


    She was on the floor, scraping away near the baseboard, when a voice surprised her.


    “For fuck’s sake.”


    She jumped at Ben’s voice and turned to blink over at him.


    “What the hell, Cupcake?” He came over with a glower on his face and lowered himself onto his knees beside her. “I told you to take a break this afternoon.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “You are not fine.” He was studying her hot, red face and sweaty body. “You’ve been doing this all day long, and I told you that you didn’t have to.”


    “I know I didn’t have to. I wanted to. I don’t mind it.”


    “Well, I didn’t bring you here with me so you could kill yourself with manual labor.”


    “Then why did you bring me here?”


    She never would have asked that question had she not been so exhausted. But her mind wasn’t thinking clearly enough, and those were the words that came out.


    Ben’s face changed. He shook his head slowly. “I don’t even know.”


    She was definitely too tired because her words caught in her throat. “I can go back, if there’s nothing here you want me to do.”


    He groaned and leaned against the wall, pulling her against him.


    She tried to pull away. “I’m all gross and sweaty, Ben.”


    “What the hell do I care about that? I feel pretty gross too. That humidity is like hell.”


    Unable to pull out of his arm, she slumped against him, feeling better than she had since she’d gotten her coffee that morning. “I don’t think you feel gross.”


    He chuckled and tightened his arm. “Much appreciated.” After a pause, he asked in a different tone, “Are you upset about last night?”


    She cleared her throat and straightened up so she could look him in the eye. “Not really. I understand. I mean, we’re not really couple-material, so it makes sense that it was just the one-time thing because we were both kind of needy.”


    He nodded slowly. “If you’re sure. Because the thing I’m not going to be able to stand is if this gets in the way of our friendship. I know you have tons of friends and can probably do without a grouch like me. But I don’t have a lot of friends. I can’t afford to lose you.”


    “You’re not going to lose me, Ben.” She was touched by his seriousness and reached over to stroke a hand down his beard. “I just got it in my head that I needed to finish stripping this room today, and I can be kind of stubborn, once something gets into my head.”


    His expression changed back, and he laughed softly again. “That is something I know. Let me help you with the rest of this wall, and we can finish it up pretty quickly.”


    Relieved and feeling a lot better, Mandy handed him the scraper.


    So he used the runner to poke holes, she steamed, and he scraped.


    Together, they finished stripping the rest of the wall in another hour, and Mandy felt pleased and victorious—like she’d conquered a mountain—at the end of it.


    ***


    By the time Ben sat down to dinner with his mother and Mandy, he was convinced he’d done the right thing.


    He hadn’t felt like it was the right thing that morning—it had been painful and wrenching, despite the fact that he knew it needed to be done.


    But the conversation with Mandy in the parlor had confirmed that they could stay friends, without his dragging all his issues into the relationship.


    They’d showered after they finished the wallpaper. He’d put on a pair of trousers and a non-sloganed shirt, and Mandy wore a casual sundress that made her look soft, pretty, feminine.


    As his eyes lingered on her smiling face during the shrimp and grits his mother had prepared—one of her favorite recipes—Ben had to remind himself that Mandy was just a friend.


    Just a friend.


    Just a friend.


    She and his mother chatted about the house, the neighborhood, and Savannah. He noticed his mom was careful about avoiding any mention of their family, something he appreciated.


    Mandy was laughing as his mother told her about some of the neighbors.


    “Oh, and there’s Mildred Beaufort. She’s at the other end of the block. She’s Old South all the way and very proud of her lineage. Every time I talk to her, she’s bemoaning the fact that her granddaughters can’t find ‘suitable husbands,’” His mother drawled out the last two words in an exaggerated Southern accent.


    “The youngest is just like seventeen, isn’t she?” Ben asked. He turned to Mandy. “Kelly. You met her the other day, remember?”


    “Oh, yeah. You dated the older daughter then.”


    Ben shot a glance at Mandy’s face, but she didn’t look uncomfortable or sly—just pleasantly teasing.


    He thought it wouldn’t have been completely unreasonable for her to be a little jealous, but she clearly wasn’t.


    “Oh, my goodness, Benjamin,” his mother said. “You better be careful, or she’ll be coming to me to arrange a marriage between you and Deanna. Not that she’s not a very nice, pretty girl.”


    “Would she really want her to marry Ben, though? I think Ben is great, of course, but he’s not really Southern gentleman material.”


    “Oh, I’m sure she’d plan to give him a good polish. She’s given up on a man with the right Southern lineage. The Beauforts have lineage enough. The family’s been dwindling for years, though, so what she really wants is a man who can bring the family a lot of—”


    She broke off suddenly when Ben reached his leg out to gently press against her shoe. He’d been getting nervous about the direction of the conversation, a suspicion that was confirmed when she was about to talk about how much money the Damons had.


    His mother gave him a startled look that quickly turned apologetic.


    “A lot of what?” Mandy asked, clearly curious and having no idea of the undercurrents.


    Put on the spot, his mother said stiltingly, “A lot of…of…sperm. To have babies, I mean.”


    Ben choked on his lemonade, and Mandy’s eyes went as wide as he’d ever seen them.


    “Oh dear,” his mom mumbled, staring down at her plate. “Oh dear, oh dear.”


    Mandy started to giggle, and raised her napkin to hide her mouth. Her brown eyes sparkled over at him with infectious amusement.


    Ben smothered a groan.


    Controlling her hilarity, Mandy managed to say, “I’m sure it’s difficult for the poor woman to watch her family kind of dying out. So she has no grandsons?”


    “No. I’ve never seen a woman so determined to marry her granddaughters off.”


    Ben changed the subject to the kind of paint or wallpaper his mother wanted in the front parlor, and the rest of the dinner went without incident.


    Mandy was still secretly laughing about his sperm, though. He could see it every time he glanced over at her beautiful, vibrant face.


    ***


    After dinner, he found Mandy stretching her arms above her head in the entry hall.


    “Are you sore?” he asked. It was probably a stupid question, since she’d been scraping the damned wallpaper all day.


    “Yeah. I think I might take a little walk, just to stretch my back and legs out some. Is that okay?”


    “Of course. I can come with you, if you want.”


    She seemed to like that idea, so they started off on a slow stroll. Mandy still wore her pretty sundress, and he still wore his somewhat decent clothes.


    It was still hot and sticky, even at eight o’clock in the evening, and he suddenly wondered how much cooler he would feel without the beard.


    Mandy had taken his arm companionably, the way she often did unconsciously.


    It was a strange feeling. That she wanted to be close to him. For no ulterior reason.


    He hadn’t felt that way with anyone in years.


    “So,” she said, after a few minutes of silence, “are you notorious in these parts for your abundance of sperm?”


    He strangled on a burst of laughter and managed to give her a cool glare. “Don’t make fun of my mother.”


    “I’m not making fun of your mom. I’m making fun of you. I didn’t know I was living across the hall from such a sperm-bank.”


    “I don’t know what my mom was thinking,” he mumbled, amused but feeling a little guilty since he did know what his mother was thinking. She couldn’t finish her original thought because he’d told her to keep their identity secret.


    “So, Mrs. Beaufort isn’t looking to repopulate her family with a good-looking stud like you?”


    Her tone was teasing, but Ben couldn’t help but feel a wave of pleasure that she’d called him a “good-looking stud.”


    “Oh, I’m sure she wants her granddaughters to start having Beaufort babies just as soon as possible.” He gestured to the ramshackle house on the corner. “That’s their house, there.”


    “Oh, it needs a ton of work.” Mandy’s eyes scrutinized the old place. “It would be beautiful if it was fixed up, though. Mrs. Beaufort really should be looking for potential husbands with money, rather than super-sperm.”


    That was exactly what the woman was doing, but he could hardly say so now, after he’d made his mother change her words. “I’m sure she wouldn’t say ‘no’ to that either.”


    “Well, it’s a good thing you’re not rolling in money, or you would be an irresistible target for one of them.”


    Mandy looked friendly and open and completely trusting, and he suddenly felt like the world’s biggest ass for not telling her the truth.


    He was tempted, so strongly, to say something this mouth actually opened.


    He could say that he did have money, or he would have money. If he accepted his inheritance from his uncle, he would have billions.


    His name wasn’t Ben Cain. It was Benjamin Damon.


    And, one day, he would be a billionaire.


    “Benjamin,” a voice rang out from yard of the house they were standing in front of. “Benjamin!”


    Ben turned to see Deanna Beaufort hurrying down the front walk toward them.


    She was pretty and small and dark-haired and had always held herself with an unusual amount of dignity. Ben had gone out with her for about six months in their senior year of high school.


    “Hi, Deanna,” he said, managing a smile, although he felt irrationally resentful of the woman for interrupting his conversation with Mandy. “How are you?”


    “I’m fine,” she said, a smile on her lips and in her eyes, which were a very unusual pale green color. “Kelly said you were in town. It’s been ages since I’ve seen you. What are you thinking with that ridiculous beard?”


    He shrugged the question off by saying, “I’m helping Mom out with the house for a couple of weeks. This is Mandy.”


    “Hi, Mandy,” Deanna said, turning her smile to Mandy. “Can’t you convince him to shave off that beard? He’s really very good-looking underneath it.”


    “I’ve tried,” Mandy said. Her smile never faltered. “But I’m just his friend, so evidently my influence isn’t strong enough.”


    He didn’t know why she’d made such a point of their just being friends, like she was clearing the way for him and Deanna.


    He didn’t want Deanna, and he definitely didn’t want Mandy pushing him toward her.


    “I can’t talk long,” Deanna said, reaching out to pat him on the arm. “Grandmamma will see, and then she’ll be making plans to snare you. So far she hasn’t heard you’re in town yet, so I’ve escaped any matchmaking attempts.”


    “She’d really think Ben is a good catch?” Mandy asked, sounding curious.


    “Hey,” Ben objected. “Why wouldn’t I be a good catch?”


    Mandy giggled. “Well, by other people’s standards, naturally. But it sounded like…” She trailed off.


    Deanna smiled again. “Oh, believe me, with his family, she wouldn’t care at all about the beard.”


    “I’ll try to keep a low profile,” he said, jumping into the gap quickly when Mandy looked confused, before she could ask more about his family. “Thanks for the warning.”


    Deanna reached up to hug him and then ran back into the house.


    Ben put a hand on Mandy’s back to get her moving again, wishing he hadn’t come in this direction.


    “So your family has a long lineage?” she asked as they started to walk.


    Ben shrugged, feeling once more like an ass, like a fool. “It’s not that long.”


    “It sounded like, from what she said, that it’s old enough to tempt her grandmother. Her grandmamma.” Her tone wasn’t mocking, just reflective. “I can’t even imagine growing up with that kind of expectation. Does Deanna work, do you know?”


    “She’s a secretary or something, I think. The middle sister is a nanny. I know they’re kind of an eccentric family, but I’m sure there’s something more interesting to talk about than them.”


    He sounded too impatient. He could see it reflected in Mandy’s face.


    “Sorry,” he mumbled.


    She shook her head and patted his arm. “I don’t know what Mrs. Beaufort was thinking. You’d be terrible as a society husband. You can’t even be polite most of the time.”


    “I said sorry.” He studied her face, but she didn’t look hurt or offended. Just kind of wry and resigned.


    Like she’d given up on something.


    Like she’d given up on him.


    “I’m trying,” he muttered, feeling stupid and vulnerable as he said the words. “It’s been a long time since I even tried.”


    “I know it has.” She sighed. “Just so you know. I like you this way. When you’re trying.”


    He liked himself better this way too.


    

  


  
    Six


    


    The next morning, as Mandy awoke, the only thing she was conscious of was how much her body hurt.


    She was in decent shape, but she wasn’t used to spending an entire day stripping wallpaper, and her body resented the change in routine. She lay in bed, her shoulders, legs, arms, back, and feet throbbing with a slow ache, which jolted out with a sudden pang every time she moved.


    It was just before five in the morning—too early to get up—but the thought of ibuprofen in her toiletry case in the bathroom was too strong of a compulsion.


    If she just made herself crawl out of bed, then she could limp to the bathroom. Then she could take the ibuprofen. Then maybe her body would feel a little better.


    She pictured herself doing it and, after about five more minutes, she rolled onto her side and kind of fell out of bed. Her muscles protested the move, but she pushed through the pain until she was standing up.


    Then she limped slowly to the door of her bedroom and down the hall toward the bathroom.


    The hallway was dark. Ben’s door was closed. There wasn’t a sound in the house at all. It was almost eerie.


    As she was approaching the bathroom, the door swung open without warning, surprising her so much she jumped and strangled on a startled exclamation.


    Her sore muscles definitely didn’t appreciate the sudden motion. She grabbed for the doorframe to stabilize herself at the wrench of pain, just as her mind managed to register that Ben was standing in the bathroom doorway.


    “Are you okay?” he asked in a low, husky voice. He reached out for her as she swayed slightly, trying to straighten her legs and her back at the same time.


    “Yeah.” She was a little breathless, but she struggled to compose her expression, since it was a little embarrassing to be this sore from one day’s work. “You surprised me.”


    Ben wore nothing but a pair of boxers, and she tried to keep her eyes up toward his face—concerned dark eyes and bushy beard—rather than leer at his long limbs and impressive musculature. “You don’t look okay. You look like you’re in pain.”


    “Just a few sore muscles.” She smiled at him, her naughty eyes dipping lower than they were supposed to and lingering on his chest with its rippling muscles, flat lines, and coarse dark hair.


    She wanted to reach out and touch it. Stroke it. Feel his body beneath her palm.


    She had no idea what had gotten into her for the last few weeks. She’d never even been attracted to Ben before. He wasn’t her type at all.


    And he’d made it very clear that they weren’t going to be anything but friends.


    “Damn it, Cupcake. I knew you worked too hard on that fucking wallpaper.”


    “Shh,” she said, glancing down the hall. “Your mom will hear you. She doesn’t like you to use such bad language.”


    A faint smile was visible beneath the beard. “I think she’s resigned herself to my language by this point.”


    “Well, you could make more of an effort. She’s your mom.”


    “I know she is.” He let out a sigh. “Are you really okay?”


    “Yeah. I told you. Just sore muscles. I was heading for the Advil.” She nodded toward the bathroom. “What are you doing up this early, anyway?”


    “Couldn’t sleep. So I figured I might as well get an early start. You should take it easy today.” He stepped out of the way so she could get into the bathroom to her case, but he didn’t leave. He stood behind her as she reached in for the pill bottle and poured the ibuprofen out onto her palm.


    She darted a look at him over her shoulder. “I’m not going to fall down just standing here,” she said lightly. “No need for you to hover.”


    Then, at the mercy of some sort of cruel irony, she turned around to face him and a muscle in her thigh grabbed excruciatingly.


    She gasped, her knees buckled briefly, and she dropped her pills.


    She was sure she wouldn’t have fallen down, but Ben grabbed for her anyway. She ended up leaning against his big, hard body, his arms draped around her waist.


    “I wasn’t going to fall,” she said, feeling ridiculously shy as she looked up at him.


    The expression in his eyes made her feel even shyer. They were deep and sober and full. “I couldn’t be sure of that.”


    “I can stand fine on my own. It’s just some sore muscles. I’ll feel better when I take the Advil.”


    “They’re on the floor now.” His hands didn’t move from where they were resting just above her bottom. Her own hands were up toward his shoulders, and she was having trouble resisting the urge to caress her way down.


    “I know that.” She winced at the thought of bending over to pick them up. “If you really want to be chivalrous, you’d pick them up for me.”


    His serious expression softened into a quiet smile. “What gave you the impression I ever wanted to be chivalrous?”


    “I don’t know. You certainly go out of your way not to be. But I think at heart you really are.”


    “Don’t judge me by your generous heart. I’m not the man you think I am. I’m not the man you want me to be.”


    The words were mild, almost teasing, but something about them struck her as poignant. She raised one hand to cup his face. “I think I know you better than you know yourself.”


    “Do you?” He covered her hand on his face with one of his own. It was warm and heavy and strong.


    “Yeah,” she whispered, suddenly scared and trying to change the mood back to the teasing one of before. “I think your mom raised you right. It’s buried in there somewhere and occasionally sneaks out when you’re not looking.”


    He chuckled and released her. Then he bent over to pick up the fallen pills.


    Mandy tried not to look at his very fine, tight ass beneath the thin cotton of his shorts. Didn’t exactly succeed.


    “Do you want to take these, since they’ve been on the floor?”


    “Oh. I guess maybe not.” She would have taken them if he hadn’t been there, since she’d never been over-concerned about stray germs, but she didn’t want to take them if he’d think they were too dirty from the floor.


    He tossed the pills in the trash and then poured more out from her pill bottle, handing them to her with a little smile.


    “Thank you. I’ve got water in the bedroom.”


    She assumed this was the sign that they would part ways, but he didn’t seem to read the sign correctly. He walked with her as she limped back to her bedroom, keeping one warm hand on her back, as if she needed the support.


    She didn’t think she needed it, but it was nice anyway.


    He stood next to her bed while she swallowed the pills with a gulp of water from the bottle on the nightstand. Then he just kept standing there, looking at her.


    She had no idea what he was thinking. No idea at all.


    “Okay,” she said at last, sitting down on the edge of her bed. “I’m going to sleep for another hour or two.”


    “Sleep in late if you want.”


    “I’m not going to sleep in late. I’m here to help you with the house.”


    “That doesn’t mean you have to kill yourself.”


    “I’m not killing myself. I’m just sore. Nothing to get uptight about.”


    The intimate little smile reappeared. “Uptight is not normally a word that’s applied to me.”


    She couldn’t help but laugh. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. But maybe you’re going through a few changes.” She waved her hand toward the door. “Now get out of here so I can go back to sleep.”


    He chuckled as he walked toward the door and looked back at her once before he left.


    She felt rising affection in her chest as she pulled the covers up over her again, and she smiled in the dark as she thought about Ben for a few minutes before she fell back to sleep.


    ***


    Later that morning, she was killing time waiting for Ben to get done with the electrician so they could go to the store to pick out paint colors and wallpaper.


    Ben didn’t want to put up more wallpaper, but it was an historic house, and Mandy was sure they should make the décor in keeping with the time period.


    They could have that debate at the store, when they were actually looking for samples.


    Mandy had puttered around a bit that morning, doing some stray touches, but she really was too sore still to tackle another room of wallpaper. Maybe tomorrow she’d feel up to it.


    Right now, though, she was waiting. Ben said he’d just be five minutes, going over what needed doing in the house with the electrician he’d decided on, but she’d been waiting now for fifteen minutes.


    What on earth was taking so long?


    With a sigh, she stood up from the Princess Anne chair she’d been sitting on and paced up and down the hall. She glanced at herself in the mirror and decided she didn’t look too bad, despite the fact that she was dressed for work. She wore a little pink t-shirt and tan capris, and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She certainly wasn’t as pretty and pulled-together as she normally looked, but she wasn’t bad.


    Not that Ben would care. Personal grooming was clearly not a priority for him.


    She was shaking her head, rather fondly, at the thought of him and his ridiculous beard when she glanced down at the hall table in front of her. A few pieces of unopened mail were lying there.


    One was an envelope that looked vaguely familiar so she picked it up without thinking.


    It was addressed to Ben’s mother—Lucy Damon. Mandy stared at the name for a minute, something about it prompting a thought she couldn’t quite catch.


    Then she focused on the return address. Damon Enterprises.


    That was why the envelope looked familiar. It was exactly like the one that Ben had in his apartment a couple of weeks ago. She’d thought it was junk mail then.


    Damon Enterprises. Lucy Damon.


    She sucked in a sharp gasp and hurried into the breakfast room. Her legs were still sore, but she’d stretched enough now that she could move without problem. She walked directly over to the shelf of photos and looked at the one she’d noticed before. Mrs. Damon with her two boys. And the other man.


    This time, Mandy recognized him. He was sometimes on the news or in business magazines.


    Cyrus Damon. Founder and CEO of Damon Enterprises, a multi-billion dollar conglomerate of hotels, restaurants, pubs, and tearooms that spanned four continents.


    Cyrus Damon had four living heirs and nephews. Mandy wracked her mind to remember. There was a playboy nephew named Andrew. And one who did some sort of laboratory science. Harrison was the oldest, deeply involved in the family business.


    One had died in a tragic car accident.


    And there was one more. The youngest. Who’d dropped off the radar several years ago.


    Benjamin Damon.


    Her Ben.


    The succession of realizations and memories and deductions slammed into Mandy, one after the next. She clung to the window frame in the breakfast room and tried to fight a wave of dizziness.


    Ben was a Damon. One of the Damons. Heir to billions of dollars.


    And he’d lied to her. Over and over again. Not just about the way his brother died, which was a little lie she’d been able to get over. But from the first day they’d met until today. Until now. In spite of everything she’d thought they meant to each other, he’d done nothing but lie to her.


    He wasn’t just a sweet, grumpy slob of a guy. No wonder Deanna’s grandmamma would be trying to match her granddaughters with him. He would always be the most eligible bachelor in any room he walked into.


    Maybe that was why he hadn’t told her the truth. He knew she’d been looking for a good husband. Maybe he thought she would come after him, if she knew who he really was.


    It was so upsetting and so hurtful that Mandy literally couldn’t take a full breath. She’d trusted him, but he obviously didn’t trust her.


    She didn’t expect anything from people except honesty and a few gestures of goodwill.


    But Ben had been right from the beginning. Even that was too much to expect.


    Ben had done nothing but lie to her.


    “Mandy?” a voice came from the doorway. Ben’s voice. Benjamin Damon’s voice. “Are you ready?”


    She wasn’t ready. To face him. To talk to him. To admit how much he’d crushed her with the lies. She wasn’t ready for any of this. “Yeah,” she said, her voice breaking slightly. “Did you get things settled with the electrician?”


    “Yes.” His eyes searched her face as she walked toward him. “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You look…strange. And kind of pale.”


    And that hurt even more, that he sounded genuinely concerned, like he cared about her, like they were really friends.


    When they weren’t.


    “Just still a little sore,” she said with a smile, walking past him to the hallway.


    She didn’t look back.


    If he could carry on this pretense of friendship, then so could she.


    If he refused to be honest with her, then she wasn’t about to be honest with him.


    ***


    Ben was getting increasingly concerned about Mandy and increasingly frustrated that she wouldn’t tell him what was the matter.


    He knew something was wrong. She would barely look him in the eye as they drove to the high-end, home-improvement store. She spoke whenever he said something to her, but she didn’t initiate conversation.


    And she didn’t smile. She didn’t tease him. She didn’t give him any soft, fond looks.


    It was wrong. Something was seriously bothering her. And she wouldn’t tell him what it was.


    They’d been sitting in silence for eight minutes as he drove them in his mother’s car through quaint streets, historic neighborhoods, and out toward the commercial suburbs. She was staring out the passenger side window. Her hair was pulled back so he could see her whole profile—classic nose, strong chin, sensual lips, high cheekbones.


    Without glancing over at him, she said, “You’ll probably do a better job driving if you look at the road and not at me.”


    The cool comment was the last straw. He burst out, “Are you upset about the other night?”


    At least now she turned her head to look at him. “What are you talking about?”


    “You’re upset about something. I want to know what it is. Are you upset about the other night? I thought we settled it. I thought we were okay.”


    “We are okay.”


    He scanned her face closely and saw it was still closed off. “Because if you’re upset about it, then we need to talk about it. I thought you agreed that we should just stay friends.”


    “I did agree. I don’t think we should be anything more than friends.” Her eyes rolled slightly with what looked like impatience. “Believe it or not, you’re not so earth-shattering a lover that I’m sitting here swooning over you.”


    He groaned with a surge of frustration. “Then what the fuck is wrong with you?”


    “Nothing is wrong. I’ve told you now about nine times, and I’m getting a little tired of repeating it. I don’t feel like talking at the moment. Can’t you accept that and just leave me alone for a few minutes?”


    “Why don’t you feel like talking? You always feel like talking.”


    “From a man who likes to sit and brood more than anyone I’ve ever met, that’s a pretty ridiculous question. Use your sense of empathy, assuming you possess such a thing. Think about why sometimes you don’t feel like talking to people, and then imagine I might occasionally feel something similar. Then grant me the basic courtesy of keeping to myself for a few minutes.”


    He groaned again, although her words effectively silenced him. He could hardly counter her sentiment without acting like a selfish jerk.


    When he didn’t feel like talking, it was usually because he was tired or angry or stewing over long-standing bitterness.


    But Mandy didn’t pull away from him when she was tired. And when she’d been angry before, she’d always let him have it. And she was least bitter person he’d ever met in his life.


    He’d never known her to pull away like this. It was proof that something was seriously wrong. But, if it was the sex, then why had her mood so abruptly changed just before they’d left?


    She’d been sweet and affectionate and funny when he’d run into her in the bathroom this morning.


    She’d also been so irresistibly feminine in her little pajamas that he’d been hard pressed not to climb into bed with her and bring them both to heights of intense pleasure again.


    He definitely couldn’t be thinking about that, though. Right now, the only important thing was why she was so upset.


    “Did someone say something to you?” he asked, trying to think of what might have happened between breakfast and the time they left the house. “Did someone hurt your feelings somehow?” He bristled at the thought of anyone trampling all over Mandy’s sweet spirit.


    She made a sound he’d never heard from her before. It sounded almost like a growl. She’d turned back to stare out the window, and her shoulders were very stiff.


    “Did someone say something—”


    “No! Will you please just shut up for now? Please?” The last word was an obvious plea, and she turned even farther away from him, wrapping her arms around herself.


    He swallowed over his immediate objection. Someone had definitely hurt her. She wouldn’t be acting this way if she hadn’t been hurt. She was like a wounded animal, retreating inside herself.


    He suddenly felt a lump of anxiety rising in his throat. Surely a stranger wouldn’t have said something to hurt her so much—not in the half-hour he was with the electrician. His mother was shopping with a friend this morning, so she couldn’t have said anything.


    What if Mandy had been hurt in another way? There were workmen all over the property today.


    He broke out into a cold sweat as he started picturing scenarios. She was beautiful and would have been vulnerable, all by herself while he was distracted with the damned electrician.


    His breath started coming out in pants as waves of fear and rage slammed into it. She didn’t look hurt, but that didn’t mean…


    His eyes darkened suddenly, and he veered into the first parking lot he passed—some sort of uppity pre-school.


    Mandy jumped and let out a little squeak as he jerked the car to a stop and slammed it into park. “What are you doing?” she gasped.


    He reached out to take her shoulders and turn her around in the seat to face him. “Did someone hurt you, Mandy? You have to tell me. Right now.”


    She stared at him, her eyes wide and her cheeks flushed.


    “Did someone hur—”


    “No!” she choked out. “What the hell has gotten into you?”


    “You’re not telling me the truth. Someone hurt you, and I want to know what happened and who it was.” As soon as he heard who it was, he was going to find them and strangle them with his bare hands.


    Her expression changed slightly, as if she realized what he was thinking. “For God’s sake, Ben. Stop being melodramatic. Nobody hur—” This time, her voice broke before she could finish the word. Her eyes dropped.


    He raised her head so he could see her face clearly. “Someone did hurt you.”


    “It’s not like what you’re thinking.” Her tone was quiet now, almost resigned. She wouldn’t look him in the eyes.


    “Then tell me what it is.”


    She opened her mouth, and he thought she was going to tell him. He was sure she was going to tell him.


    Then she closed her lips and turned her eyes to the side.


    “Damn it,” he gritted out.


    “I don’t have anything to tell you right now, Ben, and all your macho bristling isn’t going to change that. You’re going to have to accept that, or you’re going to turn around and take me back to the house.”


    He let out an exasperated sound when he realized she wasn’t going to budge. But at least she’d made it clear that someone hadn’t hurt her physically. At least that nightmare wasn’t still lurking in his mind.


    If Mandy pulled away from him, it would be a different kind of nightmare. And it wasn’t one he would ever be able to accept.


    ***


    They worked with a salesperson at the store for more than an hour, picking out paint and arguing about wallpaper.


    They’d finally agreed on all the rooms except the front parlor, and Ben was about to accept anything just to be done with the shopping expedition.


    Mandy was acting more normal now, but she wouldn’t smile at him or give him those little looks that proved she liked him.


    It was making him crazy—that something significant was going on with her and he was left out of the loop.


    He didn’t want to be out of the loop on anything that involved Mandy. Ever. Whether or not he could ever have her for his own, he needed to know what was going on with her. He needed to make sure she was always all right.


    “Stop pacing,” she muttered, flipping through wallpaper swatches. “You’re driving me crazy with all that fidgeting.”


    He had to bite off an immediate rejoinder that said something about how it was her fault he felt this way because she wouldn’t tell him what was going on. She’d made it quite clear she wasn’t going to tell him anything right now, and he wasn’t about to have that kind of argument in public anyway.


    “Just pick out anything. I don’t care anymore.” He’d looked at paint colors and wallpaper samples and tile blocks until his head was about to explode. He didn’t care at this point if Mandy wallpapered his mother’s house in purple peonies. He just wanted it to be over.


    “It’s your mother’s house. You should care a little.” Mandy wasn’t looking at him, but her voice was cool, and her chin was sticking out a little more than normal. She was obviously annoyed with him.


    “Well, you insist on disagreeing with everything I happen to say.”


    “That’s because you want to paint the entire house in beige. It’s a beautiful historic house. It should look like what it is.”


    “So fine. Pick out beautiful historic wallpaper. Just find something.” His tone was grumpier than usual because he was so uptight over not knowing what was going on with her.


    She shot him an annoyed look—which might be an improvement since she was actually looking at him—but then set her face with an expression of long-suffering patience and kept flipping through the swatches. “I’m trying to decide between these two,” she murmured.


    She was speaking to the salesperson—a helpful, middle-aged man—and Ben was obviously not invited to give his opinion on the choices.


    “They’re both beautiful and period appropriate. I actually have another one you might like—this same color but with this lovely texture.”


    Ben groaned as the man went to the back to find the one he wanted to show her.


    “You’re acting like a child,” she said sharply. “Just go sit in the car if you’re going to act this way.”


    “I’m not going to sit in the car. You might never get out of this store.” He knew he wasn’t behaving well, but he was so frustrated with everything he couldn’t seem to stop himself.


    “I haven’t taken that long, considering everything we needed to pick out. Don’t act like I’m being unreasonably nitpicky about choosing.”


    She’d met his eyes for real, which was almost a relief, even if hers were flashing with anger.


    He felt an answering anger rising in him to match hers—prompted more by the fact that she was keeping secrets from him than from the length of time she’d taken to pick out wall coverings. “We could have found perfectly good paint for every room in about fifteen minutes—and none of them would be beige.”


    “You’re not even the one who lives in the house. You could spare a thought for your mom and want her to have the nicest place possible.”


    “I do want her to live in a nice place. I nice place can have simple paint on the walls.”


    “That doesn’t excuse the kind of apathy you’re showing. If you really care about people, then you should want to do the best for them. Not give some half-hearted effort that doesn’t cause you to exert yourself in even the slightest of ways.”


    When she’d snapped the last words out, she sucked in a strange, little breath and turned her head to the side, pulling back in whatever she was feeling.


    Ben burned with outrage. She’d just totally laid him out, as if he were a lazy, selfish ass—and then she’d reined it back in with whatever secrets she was keeping with him. “Damn it,” he began, the words low and hoarse. “What the—”


    “Here it is,” the salesman said cheerily, returning with a swatch in his hands. He was smiling and looked completely oblivious of the tense scene he’d just interrupted.


    Mandy was flushed and stiff, but she gave the man an artificial smile—a good attempt that would have been convincing had Ben not known her so well. “Great. Let’s see it.”


    Ben clenched his hand and stood still, trying to contain his uncontrolled feelings.


    He hadn’t felt like this in years, like he was helpless in the face of his feelings. He’d lived intentionally for a long time so his emotions couldn’t buffet him this way.


    And Mandy was the one who was stirring all of it up, throwing the life he’d made for himself into turmoil.


    “Oh, I really like this one. It’s perfect.” She was smiling at the salesman, as if Ben wasn’t even in the room.


    “I thought you’d like it. It has the advantages of both of those others. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of it before.”


    “I think we should go with this one—just on the wall with the fireplace. We’ll do the paint on the other walls.”


    He heard the words, but he was still trying to pull himself together.


    “Ben?” Mandy poked him in the arm. “Is this one okay?”


    “Yeah,” he said, without even looking at it. “It’s fine.”


    “Okay.”


    He sensed a strange look coming from her, but he was too distracted to label it. He heard her talking to the salesman about how much they’d need, and then he felt a hand on his back, pushing him toward the cashier.


    “You need to pay for it now,” she said. “Have you gone into some sort of trance?”


    “No.” He shook himself off and stepped over, pulling his wallet out as he did. He watched the items they’d ordered add up and the amount of money getting larger and larger, vaguely astounded at the final total.


    “That’s what it costs,” Mandy murmured, obviously seeing something on his face. “We weren’t extravagant.”


    “Not at all,” the salesman said. “You got an impressive amount for the price. I have people come in and do one room for this same amount.”


    Ben passed over his credit card, shaking his head. He hated to think of how much it was going to cost when they started to buy furnishings.


    He happened to glance down at the top wallpaper swatch, the last one Mandy had picked up. He frowned and picked it up. It was a deep cream color. “What is this?”


    “It’s wallpaper. What do you think it is?”


    “But it’s solid. Why are we going to mess with wallpaper if it’s a solid color? We can just paint the damn wall in the same color.”


    She snatched the swatch out of his hand. “It’s not about the color. It’s the texture. It’s beautiful, and it wouldn’t look the same just painted.”


    “But—”


    “But nothing. You had your chance to argue, and you said it was okay. You can’t get pissy about it now.”


    Ben cut off his words and just shook his head again. She was right. He hadn’t bothered to look before she’d made the decision, so he could hardly complain now.


    He didn’t even care, anyway. What was another wall of wallpaper—even if it was a solid cream color that he could have painted in about fifteen minutes?


    “He’ll come around,” the salesman said with a smile, speaking to Mandy. “I see it all the time. The husband thinks his wife is crazy about her choices, but then he seems it done and realizes she’s right.”


    “Oh, he’s not my husband. I’m just helping him out as a friend.”


    Once again, Ben didn’t know why she was so quick to clarify their relationship. Who the hell cared if this random guy thought they were married?


    “You’re kidding,” the salesman said, looking more amused than embarrassed by his mistake. “I would have sworn you were married. You argue just like a married couple.”


    Mandy didn’t have anything to say to that, but she didn’t look happy when they left the store.


    Ben obviously wasn’t husband-material to her.


    

  


  
    Seven


    


    If Ben didn’t stop pestering her and shooting her searching looks, Mandy was just going to scream. She was normally a very even-tempered person. When she got annoyed by things, it never took long for her to fall back into her typical good mood. So it was strange and disheartening to feel on the edge of screaming like this.


    Because of Ben.


    They were sitting at a light on their way home from the store, and she could feel Ben’s eyes on her again, searching, questioning, frustrated.


    “Would you stop?” she asked sharply, without even turning to look at him.


    “I haven’t said a thing since we got in the car.”


    “I wasn’t referring to something you said. I was referring to you staring at me like that.”


    “I’ll stop staring when you tell me what the fuck is wrong with you.”


    “Am I not allowed to be in a bad mood? You’re certainly in bad moods often enough. Isn’t it possible that I might be in one too occasionally?”


    “You’re never in bad moods unless there’s a reason.”


    She made a rough sound of complete exasperation and rubbed her face with her hands. She should have just come out with what she’d learned about his identity as soon as she’d seen him. It would have been simpler¸ more reasonable.


    But she didn’t want to be reasonable. He had betrayed her, and now he was acting like she owed it to him to tell him the truth.


    She wasn’t going to give him what he wanted, just because he was demanding it of her.


    She didn’t owe Ben anything.


    “I’ll tell you when I’m ready,” she said at last, since he wasn’t going to stop pushing unless she gave him something.


    When she glanced over, she saw he was gazing at her, that same searching question in his dark eyes. “Will you?” he asked, softer, milder.


    “Yes.”


    He let out a breath, and she was pretty sure he was willing himself to let it go for the time being. He wasn’t always reasonable either, but he was clearly trying to convince himself to be at the moment. “Okay. I’m going to hold you to that.”


    She had no doubt that he would.


    ***


    As they were pulling into the driveway of the house, Mandy saw a man sitting on the bench at the front of the house.


    He was obviously waiting because he stood up as soon as the car turned into the drive. He was startlingly good-looking with a build a lot like Ben’s but a clean-shaven face, strong jaw, and a warm grin.


    “Fuck,” Ben muttered, obviously seeing the man too. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”


    “Who is he?” she asked, genuinely curious at the man’s appearance and Ben’s negative response to him.


    “My cousin. What the fuck is he doing here?” He was frowning coldly the way he did when he was genuinely displeased and not just putting on a grumpy show.


    They parked the car and then walked around to the front, instead of going in the side the way they normally would have. Mandy could feel the tension in Ben’s body as he walked beside her, and it provoked a little chill of nerves down her spine.


    If he was this reluctant to greet this good-looking man, then maybe she should be too.


    “There you are,” the man said, still grinning as they approached. “I’ve been sitting here for fifteen minutes. I was getting afraid that the lady across the street who keeps peeking out from behind her curtains was going to call the cops on me.”


    Mandy decided that, no matter what Ben’s response was, there was nothing to be afraid of in this man. She’d never seen such a warm grin. She laughed softly as she glanced back and saw that, indeed, the elderly woman across the street was peeking out at them again.


    The man clapped Ben on the shoulder when they stepped up onto the stoop, as if Ben wasn’t glowering at him. “Good to see you, Ben.” He turned to Mandy. “I’m Andrew Damon. It’s very nice to meet you.”


    She shook his hand with a smile and introduced herself. Then she looked over at Ben, waiting for him to say something.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “Ben,” she chided softly.


    Andrew just laughed. She wasn’t positive she would have recognized him, had she not already figured out Ben’s identity, but she might have. For several years, he’d been notorious for playing the dating field across the U.S. and Europe, although he apparently had settled down recently. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting a warm welcome. Isn’t your mom home?”


    “She’s out shopping this morning,” Mandy explained, when Ben didn’t make any effort to reply. She wasn’t sure what was wrong with him. While he was normally blunt and never overtly friendly, he wasn’t usually quite so hostile. “She’ll be back this afternoon. Please come on in. It’s already getting hot out here.”


    “Thanks. It looks like you’re doing some work around here. I’m happy to stay in a hotel if it’s too much trouble. I’m just here for a quick trip, anyway.”


    They walked into the house, and Andrew dropped his overnight bag on the floor.


    “What are you doing here?” Ben demanded again.


    Andrew sighed. “I wanted to talk to you, and I didn’t think you’d pick up the phone if you called.”


    “So you just dropped in uninvited?”


    Mandy took Ben’s arm, more worried than ever that he was acting this way. Maybe it was because he was afraid his secret would come out in Andrew’s presence, but it felt like there was a lot more—pain, damage, betrayal—lurking beneath the surface of his tension.


    Andrew didn’t look angry or offended by the tone. “Your mom invited me. She told me you were here for a couple of weeks. Laurel and I are getting married next month.” He looked pleased, almost sheepish, at this news. “And I wanted to convince you to come.”


    This was obviously an intentional step, so it must be understood that Ben wouldn’t attend a family wedding under normal circumstances.


    “You already know my answer to that,” Ben said. He was still bristly, but he hadn’t pulled away from Mandy’s grip, so that was something.


    Andrew appeared unabashed. “You haven’t given me a chance to make my case yet. It’s not going to be a big hoopla like Harrison’s wedding last year.”


    Mandy felt Ben tense beside her again.


    “Anyway, Lord Uncl—”


    “Let’s not talk about it in the hallway,” Ben interrupted gruffly. “If Mom invited you over, then you can obviously stay here. There’s an empty room at the top of the hall.” He gestured toward the stairs. “Help yourself.”


    “Okay, great.” Andrew was giving Ben and Mandy an odd look, but his smile was as genuine as ever as he picked up his bag and headed up the stairs. “I’ll let you guys get in the door before I make my case. It’s great to meet you, Mandy. I’m not sure how you put up with old Ben, but I’m glad you do.”


    Mandy felt her cheeks warming. This was twice in the last hour that someone thought she and Ben were a couple.


    They were not a couple. She wasn’t even sure they were friends anymore.


    Ben’s eyes were on her face when she looked away from Andrew disappearing up the stairs.


    “You could be a little more friendly to your cousin,” she said, feeling more self-conscious than ever and using tartness to cover it. “You acted like you didn’t want to see him.”


    “I don’t want to see him.”


    “He seemed perfectly nice. What did he ever do to you?”


    “He didn’t do anything. But he knows I don’t want to have anything to do with the rest of them, but he shows up here without warning anyway.”


    “He probably just wants to help you get involved in your family again.”


    “I don’t want to get involved in my family. Why are you pushing like this?” His cold tension from before had changed back to the hotter, frustrated tension that he’d been simmering with earlier that day.


    “Because it’s not good for you to cut yourself off from everyone that way, like you make a point of never letting anyone else be important to you. And I don’t think I should have to be quiet about something that’s not good for you, just because it makes you uncomfortable.”


    He stepped closer to her, his eyes flashing with heat. “I’m not uncomfortable. I’m exasperated. What has gotten into you? You never used to be like this before.”


    “Well, maybe a few things have changed,” she snapped back, her own anger rising up in response to his. “And maybe I’m just saying now what I wanted to say before. And don’t try to get all looming and intimidating. I’m not scared of you, Ben.”


    She was shaking with her heated annoyance and, for some reason, it was turning into something else. He was all passion and physicality as he stood about three inches away from her. He was big and strong and angry and right there. Close enough to touch.


    “Do you really think I’m trying to scare you? What the hell do you think of me?” His voice was low, throaty.


    “I don’t know what to think. You’re the most frustrating, secretive, closed-mouthed man I’ve ever had the misfortune to know, and if you weren’t so huge I’d just shake you to see if I could shake any sense into you.”


    She was flushed and panting, glaring at him angrily and clenching her fists. Then suddenly he took one more step toward her and grabbed her face in one hand.


    He leaned down into a hard kiss.


    She was startled at first and just reached up to fist her fingers in his shirt. But his mouth was skillful and passionate, and she instinctively opened for him as intense sensations and emotions started to surge through her body.


    She moaned softly into his mouth as the pleasure rose inside her, and then she wrapped one arm around his neck, pressing herself into the strong substance of him. His beard was scratchy against her skin, her lips, but it was just another layer of sensation.


    “Fuck, Mandy,” he muttered against her lips, walking both of them back toward the hallway wall, where he pushed her against it.


    She made a little whimper as his tongue dueled with hers, and one of his hands slid down to cup her bottom and then lower to raise one of her thighs and wrap her leg around his hips.


    The move adjusted them so that her groin was in close alignment with his. A sharp jolt of pleasure shot through her as she felt the bulge of his arousal pushing against her.


    She’d never felt like this before. So completely out of control. She’d always assumed it was some sort of fantasy—that people could jump from anger to passion in just a few seconds. But she couldn’t keep her hands off him, and she couldn’t keep from arching and rubbing against him as their kiss deepened even more.


    She wanted him. So much. Every inch of his body and every shadow of his soul. She needed him. Couldn’t keep from holding onto him, pulling him closer.


    And it didn’t matter what his last name was. All that mattered was that he was Ben.


    ***


    Ben was totally out of control, aware of nothing but his visceral need to touch Mandy, to hold her, to claim her as his.


    A little part of his mind was sounding an alert—that he was too rough, too needy—but Mandy’s soft body was eager and clinging. Just as enthusiastic as he was. And it fueled his hunger even more.


    He was deeply aroused, his groin pulsing with need as he rocked his hips into her, when he suddenly felt her let go of his head. Then push him away.


    With a rough groan, he made himself take two step back, although the effort it took to make himself release her was genuinely painful.


    “What are you doing?” she gasped, rubbing her mouth with the back of her hand. Her hair was slipping messily out of her ponytail, her full lips looked swollen, and her forehead was damp with perspiration. “What are you doing?”


    “You were doing it too,” he managed to say, holding his throbbing body very tightly so he wouldn’t just grab her again.


    “But we said we were just friends. Friends don’t do that.”


    “I know.” She was so tempting and desirable—mussed and flushed and visibly aroused—that he had to turn away to hold himself back.


    “We can’t do that again.” She straightened up from where she’d been pressed against the wall and took several steps down the hall, away from him. “If we’re friends, we can’t do that again.”


    She was obviously upset, but he couldn’t tell if it was because she wanted to keep kissing him or because she couldn’t believe she’d let herself kiss him in the first place. Ben was in no shape to figure it out at the moment. He felt like his whole body might explode at any moment. “Are we friends?” he heard himself asking.


    He wasn’t even sure what it meant or where the question had come from.


    She rubbed her mouth again, like she was rubbing him off of her. “I thought so.”


    Her voice cracked on the last word, and she ran up the stairs to her room.


    Ben wanted to follow her, comfort her, never let her go—but he didn’t do anything like that. He turned his back to the stairs and planted his hand on the wall of the hallway, breathing deeply until he’d talked his body back down from its fierce arousal.


    When he felt in control again, he turned around to go up the stairs to check on Mandy and make sure things were okay between them.


    He jerked to a stop when he saw Andrew standing on the foot of the stairs.


    “You okay?” Andrew asked.


    Ben shrugged. Since the question wasn’t asked with Andrew’s normal lazy insouciance, he didn’t blow it off. “I don’t know.”


    “So you didn’t tell her who you really are?”


    The question surprised him enough that he gave a little jerk. “How do you know that?”


    “Just picked up undercurrents. Ben, I get that you need a break from all the Damon shit, but how long do you think you can keep it from her? It’s going to come back and bite you in the ass hard. If you love her—”


    “We’re not together,” Ben interrupted, deeply disturbed by the sound of the words. “Mandy and I aren’t together that way.”


    Andrew raised his eyebrows. “Okay. Sure you aren’t. Either way, you better tell her. Think how hurt she’ll be when she finds out on her own. And she’s going to find out. I’ve been on the receiving end of a lie. Take it from me. It will hurt much less if you’re honest with her now.”


    Ben knew it was true. Of course, he knew it was true. He knew very well he should tell Mandy the truth. He owed her a lot more than that. But that seemed to indicate some sort of commitment—that he was in this relationship, friendship, whatever-it-was for real.


    He hadn’t been in a relationship for real—he hadn’t made pleasing someone else a priority—in years.


    ***


    The evening wasn’t as bad as it could have been. Andrew stayed away from any details of Damon-ness that Ben didn’t want discussed, and he was charming and friendly, making Mandy and Ben’s mother laugh uninhibitedly over dinner.


    Ben would have preferred for him to be the one to make Mandy laugh that way, but it was nice that she was laughing at all.


    He kept brooding over what he should do, how he should fix things, whether he should come out and tell her the truth.


    Whether that would change everything between them.


    He had no real answers by the time he went to bed, and he lay awake brooding over the questions even more.


    It was almost one o’clock when he heard a noise in the hallway. Since he hadn’t been able to go to sleep, the sound stood out to him starkly.


    He got up and went to open his bedroom door to look out.


    In the hall, at the top of the stairs, stood Andrew and Mandy. Andrew wore a pair of sweatpants and nothing else, and Mandy was in a little lavender nightgown with thin straps that showed far more of her lush body than Andrew had any right to see.


    He had a bottle of water in his hand, and she was smiling up at him.


    Ben couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but the scene looked strangely intimate, in the darkened hallway, in the middle of the night, with both of them clearly undressed. Ben felt an immediate surge of jealous possessiveness, so strong he tightened one hand into a fist.


    Mandy should not be talking to Andrew that way. Andrew should not be seeing Mandy that way.


    What the fuck were they talking about in the middle of the night anyway?


    Without thinking it through, Ben stalked out of his room and over to where they stood. Andrew’s eyes drifted over to him first, looking surprised and then smiling in his characteristic way.


    “Looks like we roused the bear from his den,” Andrew murmured.


    Mandy jerked her head over toward him as he approached. “He certainly growls like one.”


    The words were teasing, but they caused Ben to stiffen his shoulders anyway. “What are you doing?”


    “Just talking. Andrew was on his way up from getting a bottle of water, and I was on my way down.”


    “It’s a hot, thirsty night,” Andrew put in, an obvious taunt in his voice.


    He was doing it on purpose, Ben told himself. Teasing him on purpose to get a reaction. The best response would be to not respond at all. “Fuck you.”


    Mandy sighed and put a hand on his arm. “Don’t be ridiculous, Ben. I’m going down to get some water. Don’t pick a fight while I’m gone.”


    Ben watched her walked down the stairs, his eyes lingering on her long, shiny hair and the full curve of her hips beneath the cotton of her gown.


    Then he tensed again, realizing that Andrew would be seeing her too.


    “She really is gorgeous,” Andrew said, as if he’d read his mind.


    Ben turned on his cousin. “Aren’t you supposed to be living in domestic bliss in Greece with a hot woman and a pack of huge-ass dogs?”


    “Yeah. What’s your point?”


    “So keep your smarmy charm to yourself and don’t be horning in on what’s mine.”


    Andrew laughed out loud. “I’m not coming onto her. Give me a little credit. Although, if you really want her to be yours, you better start making an effort. She seems to be getting pretty tired of the glowering act.”


    Ben experienced a surge of anger, but he knew it was because Andrew was right. So he managed not to react.


    “Seriously,” Andrew said, milder now. “Better for things to fall apart a little now, while you can still put them back together, than for you to wait until there’s no hope.”


    He didn’t give Ben a chance to respond. Just walked back into his bedroom and closed the door.


    Ben was still standing in the dark hallway, wearing nothing but his underwear, when Mandy came slowly up the stairs.


    Her eyes were on him as she approached, and there wasn’t enough light to really read her expression. She didn’t say anything until she was standing directly in front of him, close enough for him to reach out and touch.


    Then she asked, very softly, “Do you have anything you need to tell me?”


    He wasn’t going to say anything. It would change his life, change his nature, change his entire world—and he’d been safe in this world of his own making for so long now.


    It would be breaking his second vow.


    But he heard himself saying the words anyway. “My name isn’t Ben Cain.”


    As the admission hung in the air, his heart started to hammer wildly, and he was hit by a hot chill. He had absolutely no idea what was going to happen now.


    He had absolutely no idea why he’d just told Mandy the truth.


    He felt naked, exposed, stripped utterly bare, with nothing left to hide behind.


    Her hand was trembling visibly as she raised it to rest on his chest, just over his heart. “What is your real name, Ben?”


    He wasn’t sure he’d be able to say the words out loud. Not even to Mandy, who was gazing up at him with no surprise, no betrayal, only hope on her face.


    Like she was hoping that he’d finally live up to the man she thought he was.


    The man he’d never believed himself to be.


    “Please tell me,” she whispered.


    So he did—because he’d see the whole world in ashes around his feet before he disappointed her again. “My name is Benjamin Damon.”


    She swallowed hard and gave a strange little nod. Then she dropped her hand, her chin, her eyes.


    “Mandy, I’m so sorry—”


    “No,” she interrupted. “Not tonight. Let’s not get into it tonight.”


    “Okay. Are you okay?” he asked. She looked delicate, damaged. Like she was wounded. Like he’d wounded her.


    She looked up at him, her face twisting just slightly. “I don’t know, Ben. I really don’t know.”


    And he couldn’t stand it—not any of it. He pulled her into his arms with a choked sound and hugged her against him, trying to protect her, comfort her, make the damage he’d inflicted go away.


    She shook against him but didn’t cry. She hugged him back, though, and it felt like something was mended inside him as he felt her tight, clinging arms.


    She needed this. She needed him. As much as he needed her.


    “What can I do, Cupcake?” he asked at last, tilting his head down to nuzzle her soft hair. “What do you need me to do?”


    She raised her head and there were tears on her cheeks after all. She was still shaking helplessly. “Will you stay with me tonight?”


    His heart lurched at the question and only subsided a little when she qualified it by saying, “Just to sleep.”


    “Yeah. I’ll stay.”


    They both went into her bedroom, and he closed the door behind them, shutting the last light out. In the darkness, he climbed into bed beside her and let her scoot up against him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close.


    He didn’t understand exactly why, but she felt as naked and vulnerable as he was. As if his confession—forced out of him against his will, far too late—had stripped her utterly bare too.


    

  


  
    Eight


    


    The next morning, Mandy opened her eyes to the sight of Ben’s chest.


    It was a very good chest, so it wasn’t the worst way to begin the day. But she was stiff and hot and confused about why it was in bed with her. She shifted, trying to pull away, only to discover she was trapped by his arms.


    The arms released her as soon as she moved, however, and she tilted her head up to find that Ben was already awake.


    It felt like it was still early, but morning light was starting to peek through the closed blinds, so she could see his face clearly. She smiled at him because his dark eyes were softer than she normally saw them.


    He smiled back.


    “How long have you been awake?” she asked, her voice breaking like it wasn’t used to speaking.


    “A while.” He rolled over onto his back and stretched his spine and his left arm, although his face was still turned toward her.


    When his arm moved closer to her, it caught her attention. She grabbed his hand and pulled it up so she could better see his forearm. All down the inside were an intricate network of dark tattoos. They were artistic, well-done, and most of the time she barely noticed them, but this morning she found them strangely compelling.


    “What do these mean?” she asked, stroking her hand light down the marked skin.


    “Why are you asking me now?”


    “I don’t know. I always kind of wondered. It looks like it might be some sort of ancient language, but I can’t recognize it.”


    “It’s because the lettering is artistic. One word is tangled with the next.”


    “What language is it?”


    “Ancient Hebrew.”


    Her eyes widened as she tried to sort out individual words or letters on his arm. “What does it say?”


    He gave her a half-smile. “You’ll laugh.”


    “I will not. Why would I laugh?”


    “Because I had it done at a low point, and now it sounds kind of…melodramatic.”


    “I won’t laugh. What does it say?” She was still stroking his arm, gently caressing over the beautiful design.


    He cleared his throat. “Shake yourself from the dust and arise. Loose the bonds from your neck.”


    Her breath hitched at the intrinsic beauty and power of the words—and at the thought of what Ben must have been feeling when he inked them onto his skin.


    Then she caught his eyes and saw he looked just slightly sheepish.


    “Well,” she began, the corner of her mouth tilting up slightly, “it might be a little melodramatic.”


    He chuckled, his eyes focused on where she was still brushing her fingers over his skin. “I’ve never told anyone else what the tattoo means.”


    Her breath hitched again, for a different reason this time. She met his eyes and looked quickly away, feeling strangely deep, shy. “Did you really feel like you were some sort of…captive?”


    “Yeah. Like I had to break free, if I was ever going to…take a full breath.”


    Her heart was so full that she acted without thinking. She raised his arm so she could press a soft kiss on the inside of his wrist. When she saw the look in his eyes—questioning, vulnerable—she quickly lowered his arm and very gently released it.


    She felt a wave of hot feeling washing over her, but she wasn’t quite sure what it meant.


    “What happened?” she asked, trying to sound natural. She turned over onto her side so she was facing him. “Why did you change your name and everything? Was your family really so bad?”


    “Not the whole family. My cousins are all right, I guess. We were never close, but they’re not bad guys. But my uncle, my mother’s brother…”


    She saw he was at a loss for words, that emotional tension flickered across his face, so she tried to ease their way into the conversation. “Cyrus Damon. I’ve heard some about him, of course. He’s kind of eccentric?”


    “That’s putting it mildly. He wants to live like an eighteenth-century lord of the manor, and he expects everyone around him to fall in line with his very narrow worldview and unreasonable expectations.”


    “But he’s just your uncle. It’s not like he’s your dad or something. Couldn’t you just let him do his own thing?”


    His reaction was dramatic—he tensed up as if something hurt.


    Breathlessly, she prompted, “Ben?”


    “I know he’s not my dad,” he rasped. “But for a long time, I wanted him to be.”


    She suddenly understood something. It wasn’t just that Ben couldn’t stand being forced into some narrow box. It was that his trust, his hope, his love had been betrayed by his uncle.


    “Anyway,” Ben continued, “my uncle doesn’t let people just do their own thing. He wanted all of us—his nephews—involved in the business with him. I actually wasn’t opposed to it. I always wanted to be an architect, but I’d have been happy to work for the company. I never had a father, so I thought…” He released a thick breath and shook his head. “I was a kid. What did I know?”


    Her heart ached at the pain—tightly suppressed—on his face, evident even beneath the beard. “So he didn’t want to be close to you?”


    “I don’t think he knows how to be close to anyone. He wanted to be involved in my life—in every way. He wanted to dictate everything. Where I went to school. Where I lived. How I dressed. How I acted. Who I dated.” He shook his head.


    “Who you dated? Why would he care about that?”


    “Because he has this ridiculous archaic code of honor, and who we’re in relationships with matters to him. He wouldn’t talk to Harrison, my oldest cousin, for months because he wouldn’t dump the woman he’s married to now. He’s always been a tyrant. I had to break free.”


    “I get that.” Mandy reached over to take his hand and twine her fingers with his. “But I still don’t understand how it got so bad that you broke ties completely. I mean, you even changed your name. Couldn’t you just tell him you didn’t want to be part of that life?”


    “I did tell him.” His voice had gotten hoarse. “I did tell him. Over and over again. I told him I wasn’t going to live that way. I wouldn’t work for his company if he was going to try to turn me into someone I wasn’t and try to control my relationships.”


    “Were you dating someone he didn’t like?” She was fascinated by Cyrus Damon’s eccentricities, but this went too close to Ben’s pain to hearwith anything as distanced as curiosity.


    “Yeah. Her name was Chelle. She was a tattoo artist.”


    “Oh no. I can’t imagine your uncle would have been too happy about that.”


    “He hated her.” Ben sighed so deeply she could feel it in his body. “He despised her. I was into her, but I wasn’t in love or anything—but she became the sticking point. He demanded that I stop seeing her, and I simply refused.”


    “So what did he do?”


    “He gave me a bunch of ultimatums. He threatened to cut me off from my inheritance. At that point, I didn’t care. I didn’t want anything to do with his money. So, when that wasn’t enough of a threat, he said he would cut my mother off too.”


    She gasped. “Did he mean it? He would cut off his own sister—”


    “I don’t know if he was serious. He didn’t end up doing it. And I’ve never been told that he’s disinherited me, but he may have. Or he might in the future. I really don’t care. I don’t want him money.”


    “So what happened with Chelle? Was she the one who got away?”


    Ben shook his head, his eyes momentarily soft. “Of course, she wasn’t the one.”


    Absurdly, Mandy felt relieved. She didn’t like the idea of Ben having any ones in his life before her. “So what happened with her?”


    “I was with her for a couple of months after the blow-up with my uncle. She’s the one who did this tattoo. But we weren’t right for each other. We kind drifted apart until there wasn’t any reason to stay together.” He glanced away from her for a minute. “You know, she was the last real girlfriend I’ve had. I was so angry and bitter that I didn’t want to be close to anyone.” He reached over to stroke her cheek with his knuckles. “Until you.”


    She felt a shiver of feeling, but tried not to get distracted from the conversation. “Was your uncle that hard on your cousins? Andrew and the rest of them?”


    Ben shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. At least, I never saw him act in the same way. Harrison and Andrew lived with him since they were kids, so they were always closer to him. Harrison is his poster boy, until a couple of years ago, when he fell in love with someone he shouldn’t have. Andrew was always an embarrassment, but he never seemed to be quite so…ruthless with him.”


    She could see that it bothered him—that he genuinely thought his uncle had been harder on him than on his other nephews. “So you don’t know why he was that way with you?”


    Ben closed his eyes briefly. “I think it was because Michael died.”


    “Your brother?”


    “Yeah. We thought for a long time that it was just an accident—it was raining, at night, and Michael was driving the daughters of one of my uncle’s business associates. I think maybe he felt guilty or…or something. And he thought he needed to keep me exactly in line so something similar didn’t happen. I don’t know. I used to think about it a lot, but I don’t know if that was right. But it got to the point where I couldn’t…I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t really about Chelle, although she was the catalyst. No attempt to pull away and have my own life would work. So I just had to break ties completely. Just the sound of his name made me…sick, so I legally changed my name so I wouldn’t have to keep hearing it.”


    She sighed. “Did it hurt your mom, when all this happened?”


    “Of course, it did. I did my best not to make it worse for her, but of course it hurt her. But I didn’t know what else I could do.” They were still holding hands on the bed, and he adjusted his hand so he could stroke the back of her hand. “When did you find out? You already knew, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah.” She shifted uncomfortably, thinking of how much it had hurt when she found out he’d been lying. “I put the pieces together just yesterday morning.”


    She felt his body tighten. “That’s why you were so upset,” he breathed.


    “Yeah. Maybe I shouldn’t have expected you to open up to me yet. I mean, maybe our relationship wasn’t at that place yet. But it…it hurt.”


    “I know it did. I’m so sorry. We were in that place in our relationship, and I shouldn’t have I lied to you. I know honesty is important to you, and I broke your trust.”


    “I understand why you did at first. I just wish…” She trailed off, not wanting to lay a guilt-trip on him.


    “Once we got closer, I shouldn’t have kept lying to you. I know. I know it doesn’t change what I did, but I really am sorry.”


    She nodded. She could see in his eyes that he meant it, and it soothed an ache in her chest. She could forgive him. She could understand.


    “I haven’t been close to anyone in a really long time,” he said, holding her gaze as he spoke. “I’ve made a point not to…not to try to please other people. I’ve never told anyone else about who I am, about all of his mess. You’re the first.”


    She nodded again, swallowing over a lump as she was deeply touched by the admission. “I’m glad you told me.”


    “I feel…”


    His gentle stroking of her hand was generating all kinds of feelings in her—some in her heart, some in her body. “You feel what?” she asked breathlessly.


    “I’m glad I told you.”


    She swallowed again. She wanted to kiss him, to move in his arms, but that part of their relationship hadn’t changed. He’d opened up to her, but he was still the same man he’d been the day before. He had too much baggage. He wasn’t ready to be a husband. And that was what she needed.


    “So will you go to Andrew’s wedding?”


    “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”


    And that was proof that something had changed. The day before, she knew he hadn’t even considered it.


    ***


    Ben felt strange—like a weight had been lifted off him but he was almost dizzy from the freedom, suddenly balanced on the edge of an endless drop.


    He wasn’t sure if he liked the feeling or not.


    They had breakfast with Andrew, and then he left for the airport, encouraged by assurances that Ben would try to get to his wedding if he could.


    Then spent the morning working around the house. Both of them were quieter than normal, but it wasn’t awkward or tense. Ben would sometimes turn his head and see Mandy smiling at him—almost intimately—and he both loved and was terrified by it.


    He’d known this would happen. Telling her the truth would change everything. And now he wasn’t sure what to do with it.


    That afternoon, they stopped working at around four—because they were both tired and it was getting unbearably hot and humid.


    Ben went to take a shower and, as he was getting dressed afterwards, his eyes landed on the closet of his room.


    This had been his room growing up, and it still looked basically the same as it had when he was in high school and college. He still had a bunch of clothes in the closet—the stuff he’d seldom worn and hadn’t wanted to take with him. There must be some sort of suit in there that he could wear to the damned cotillion coming up on Saturday night.


    He started digging through the closet and retrieved four different suits from various points in his history. The sight of them made him feel vaguely ill, since they reminded him of when he’d been trying to be a Damon, but he pushed through the feeling and didn’t let it stop him, the way it normally would have.


    His mom wanted him to go to this cotillion, and he could hardly wear jeans and a t-shirt to the ball.


    He had one arm in the first jacket when a voice came from his doorway. “That’s never going to fit you, Ben.”


    He frowned over at Mandy, who was leaning against the frame and smiling. She looked so pretty and fond that he had some trouble holding onto the frown, but he managed. “It might.”


    She laughed and came into the room, taking the hanging half of the jacket and guiding his arm into the sleeve. “It’s not going to fit. When did you wear this thing?”


    “I don’t know. I think it was for a fancy wedding I had to go to in college. I don’t think I’m that much bigger…” He stopped talking because the jacket was too tight to even pull up over his shoulders.


    Mandy was still giggling as she pulled the jacket off. “What else do you have?”


    Ben showed her the old suits he’d pulled out.


    “I don’t think any of these are going to fit.” She lifted one jacket and eyed it carefully, as if she could gauge relative size better than he could. “They’re good quality, but they’re all out of style anyway.”


    “How do suits go out of style? Aren’t they always the same?”


    “No. They’re definitely not. Besides, I thought the cotillion was black tie. Don’t you have a tux?”


    “I don’t have a tux. My mom said a suit would be fine.”


    Mandy met his eyes, and it felt like she was seeing something inside him that no one else had ever seen. “Of course, she said it would be fine,” she murmured, almost gently. “She’s just happy that you’re going with her at all. But you’ll be the only one there who’s not wearing black-tie. You should really wear a tux.”


    Ben released a breath, and it came out as almost a groan. “I guess. I just hate the idea of it. Damons wear tuxes. I don’t.” He felt almost stupid as he said the words, since they revealed more than he was in the habit of revealing.


    “I know. But she’s your mom, and it will make her happy. Isn’t it worth putting on a tux for one evening?”


    He rubbed his face, his palm scratching against his beard. From reason, the facial hair felt more hot and itchy than it ever had before. “Yeah,” he said at last.


    Her face broke into a smile, and he knew he’d made the right decision. It had to be the right decision, if she looked so pleased and appreciative.


    He’d do a lot more than wear a tux to make her look that way at him.


    “You should come to this thing too,” he said in a spontaneous outburst.


    “What? To the cotillion, you mean?”


    “Yeah. Why don’t you come too? My mom got you an invitation, and she’d love if you’d attend.”


    “I thought you didn’t want me to.” She lowered her eyes so he couldn’t see their expression.


    He lifted her chin. “Only because I was trying to keep my identity secret. I don’t need to do that anymore. I would like for you to come. If you don’t mind.”


    “I don’t mind. I’d love to come. Only I have to buy something to wear.”


    “Maybe you can find something when you help me find a tux. I’m going to need some help.”


    She was smiling at him again—full, sunny, glowing. He was momentarily breathless, gazing down at her. He wondered what he’d ever done to deserve her smiling at him that way. “I can’t wait,” she said. “Never in my life did I think I’d get to help you pick out a tux.”


    Never in his life did Ben think he’d have to put on a tuxedo again.


    ***


    Mandy wanted to go shopping that afternoon, but Ben talked her out of it. The next morning, however, despite how he tried to convince her that they should work on the house instead, she wouldn’t relent, so they had to go.


    After talking to his mother about the place they should shop, Mandy navigated them to a fancy shop that stocked only formal attire. As soon as he walked in, Ben got that heavy, sick, Damon-feeling in his gut.


    Everything was way too expensive. Way too traditional. Way too Damon.


    He’d tried for six years not to have anything to do with all this stuff. And now it felt like he was losing all that ground and starting to invest himself in pleasing other people the way he had before.


    “It will be fine,” Mandy murmured, evidently sensing his mood. She was pressed close to his side and reached up to stroke his beard. “It’s just one evening. It doesn’t mean you have to go back to being that other person.”


    He nodded, feeling immediately better. She was right. Helping his mom out this one time didn’t mean he had to become a Damon again. No use to overreact here.


    A saleswoman came over immediately to help them, and soon she and Mandy were discussing the merits of dozens of tuxedos that all looked exactly the same to Ben. He just let Mandy handle it. Clearly, there wasn’t anything he could offer to the conversation.


    When Mandy was looking at a few different evening gowns for herself, he did offer that he liked the red one the best.


    She made him go try two of the tuxes while she took the red gown to try on herself.


    “Make sure you come out so I can see it on you,” Mandy said through the dressing room wall.


    “Fine.”


    He pulled it on, and it fit pretty well. He didn’t look as much like a dressed-up monkey as he’d feared.


    Then he heard Mandy’s voice from outside the door. “Come out and let me see.”


    With a sigh, he opened the door. Then froze as he saw Mandy in the red dress.


    The gown was sleeveless and cut very simply, clinging to her lush figure until he fell to the floor with a very high slit up one leg. But the color and the stark simplicity made her look so stunning he literally lost his breath.


    She was evidently unconscious of how gorgeous she looked. She was assessing his tux in a way that made it clear she knew what she was doing. “This one is good,” she said, smiling at him. “It might be a little tight across the shoulders. Does it feel tight?”


    “A little.” He was pleased his voice sounded natural since he was suffering from the almost irresistible impulse to drag her into the dressing room and take her hard and fast.


    “We can make some minor alterations before Saturday,” the saleswoman said helpfully. Ben had forgotten she was even present.


    “Good. I think we should go with this one. It’s classic and looks really good.” Mandy was brushing her hands down the lines of the suit, which was doing nothing to help Ben rein himself in. “Is that okay, Ben?”


    “Yeah,” he managed to say. If she didn’t step back in about five seconds, he was literally going to grab her and haul her against him so he could feel that body against his.


    “What’s the matter?” She was peering at him in concern. “Is it really so hard to wear a tux?”


    He almost laughed at how clueless she was about his reaction to her. “It’s fine. Are you going to get that dress?”


    “I think so. I like it.”


    “I like it too.”


    She smiled at him, and she might have finally noticed a little of what he was feeling. “Then I’ll definitely get the dress.”


    ***


    That evening, Ben stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, holding a pair of scissors.


    He wasn’t sure when he’d made the decision. He wasn’t sure if he’d even made it yet. But something had been growing in him over the last two weeks, and the beard seemed to be getting scratchier and more oppressive by the day.


    Maybe he should just get rid of it.


    Maybe the world wouldn’t totally fall apart if he shaved.


    It if it was a mistake, then he could just let it grow out again.


    He stood for several minutes, holding the scissors, not doing anything.


    He felt frozen and dizzy and kind of stupid, torn this way about something that just shouldn’t be a big deal.


    Then there was a tap on the door. “Ben?” It was Mandy. Impossible not to recognize her voice. “Are you okay?”


    It took him a minute to get his voice to work. “Yeah.”


    “Are you sick? You’ve been in there a long time.”


    He had no idea how long he’d been in the bathroom. “Sorry. Do you need to use it?”


    “Seriously, Ben, are you okay?”


    She sounded so concerned that Ben couldn’t stand it. He swung open the door without thinking.


    So she saw him, standing shirtless in the bathroom with the pair of scissors in his hand.


    She wore an oversized t-shirt and a little pair of shorts, and she raised her hand to cover her mouth when she registered his appearance. “Oh, my God, Ben!” she breathed.


    He felt a wave of something hot and cold at the same time. Everything was happening so quickly. Too quickly. He wasn’t even sure what was happening.


    But here he was, getting ready to shave for the first time in years.


    She seemed to understand something of what he was feeling because her shocked expression relaxed into tenderness. “Do you want me to help?”


    He swallowed hard and handed her the scissors. It felt like he was shaking inside, but his hands weren’t visibly trembling. He just felt so strange. More vulnerable than he’d ever felt in his life.


    “I brought the trimmer. That will help. Stay right here and don’t move.” She put a hand on his shoulder, as if trying to hold him in place, and then hurried out of the bathroom to her room.


    She returned in less than a minute. Ben hadn’t moved an inch.


    Her brown eyes were soft and anxious as she peered up at his frozen face. “You’re sure about this, Ben? I don’t want to pressure you into doing it or anything.”


    “I’m sure.” He thought he was sure, although he wasn’t sure about anything anymore.


    “Okay. I’m going to cut a lot of the length off. Then use the trimmers to get closer. Okay?” She was still scanning his face, as if trying to get a sense of what he was feeling.


    “That’s fine. Go ahead.”


    She took one piece of his beard between his fingers, smoothing down the coarse hair very gently. Then she raised the scissors. “You’re sure, Ben?”


    “Damn it, Cupcake. Just do it.”


    She snipped.


    Then they both stared down at the piece of dark hair she held.


    Ben let out a breath, since the decision was made. There was no turning back now.


    Mandy pulled the little trash pail closer and dropped the hair in.


    “That wasn’t so bad,” she said with a little smile. “You look less gorilla-like already.”


    He knew she was trying to lighten the mood, so he returned her smile.


    She moved quicker after the first snip, clipping the length of his beard down in fast, sure snips of the scissors. He didn’t look in the mirror, although it was within his view.


    He also didn’t look at the pile of hair that was collecting in the trash pail.


    “Okay,” she said at last, putting the scissors down. “It’s time for the trimmer.” Her voice cracked slightly, so he wondered if she was as affected by this process as he was.


    He didn’t know why she would be. He didn’t even know why he was. It shouldn’t have been an emotional process. It shouldn’t have meant anything at all.


    The trimmers buzzed on, and she ran them across his jaw, chin, and neck. She was standing very close to him by necessity, and he was suddenly very conscious of her body.


    She wasn’t a tiny woman, but she felt small next to him. Small and soft and warm and real. Her breasts brushed against his chest occasionally as she moved around, trimming the hair on his face.


    Ben felt his shoulders tensing, his thighs tightening, his groin hardening slowly.


    And his heart pounding so much it literally hurt.


    Eventually, she put down the trimmers and brushed the hair from his face and chest.


    Then she reached for the shaving cream and razor he’d retrieved before. She didn’t say anything as she lathered up his face.


    Her hands were careful, almost delicate, as she brought the razor down his jaw in stroke after stroke. He heard the scratchy sound as the metal caught the hair, and the motion, the sound, was strangely sensual, strangely mesmerizing.


    He was fully aroused by the time she’d done half his face, and there was something deeper, stronger, happening in his chest. Her face was just inches from his, focused and beautiful and full of care.


    He was holding himself back by nothing more than the force of his will as she made the final strokes and rubbed her hand over his skin. He assumed it was to check for remaining stubble, but it felt like a caress.


    Then she put down the razor and wet a washcloth in the sink, rubbing it slowly over his face.


    Ben’s breathing was ragged as she gazed at him full in the face for the first time. Ever.


    The beard was gone. Everything he’d hid behind for years was gone.


    He was completely vulnerable before her. Utterly exposed. Stripped completely bare.


    “Oh, God, Ben,” she murmured brokenly as she cupped his jaw with one of her hands, emotion breaking in her expression. “I love your face.”


    And there was no way to hold him back after that.


    With a low groan, he reached out for her and pulled her into a hard kiss. She whimpered as she opened for him and wrapped her arms around his neck.


    He claimed her mouth with his lips and tongue and tangled his fingers through her long hair. Her body pressed up against him. He could feel the texture of her t-shirt and her soft breasts, and it fired up his nerve endings even more.


    He needed her. Desperately. Ravenously. Like he wasn’t whole, he wasn’t complete, unless he was touching, kissing, claiming, loving her.


    He could hear her panting as he broke the kiss to press his mouth against her jaw and down her neck. Her fingers were clawing at the back of his shoulders as she arched eagerly against him.


    “Ben, please,” she gasped.


    “What, baby?” He could barely think through the roar of need and hunger in his head, in his chest, in his pulsing arousal.


    “Will you take me to bed?”


    “Yes.” He reached down to cup her bottom and started to lift her. She knew what to do and wrapped her legs around his middle and her arms around his neck. “Fuck, yes.”


    She was kissing his face with passionate enthusiasm as he walked them into her bedroom, and the feel of her lips against his bare skin was so new, so tantalizing, that he didn’t trust his balance.


    When he reached her bed, he laid her down and stared at her. She was beautifully flushed and aroused, and she was reaching out to pull him down on top of her.


    And it was worth it. Everything it had taken to get to this point—the loss of his vows, his protection, his beard, his security—all of it was worth it.


    If it meant he could have this.


    

  


  
    Nine


    


    Mandy gazed up at the face of a stranger—only he wasn’t.


    He was Ben, and she knew he was Ben. She’d just never seen his face before.


    He looked younger, softer somehow. His jaw was strong, with just a hint of a cleft. In the bathroom, the difference between his tanned upper face and untanned lower face had been noticeable, but it wasn’t in her mostly dark bedroom. She just saw his dark eyes, his smooth face, his big body as she pulled him down on top of her into the bed.


    She was deeply turned on, but she was more than that. She was dizzy from the force of her emotional need, the bone-deep desire to be close to him, in every possible way.


    So she made a little whimper when he didn’t kiss her again. He held himself above her and stared down at her face.


    “Ben, please,” she said, reaching up to stroke his face again. She couldn’t seem to stop touching his skin, bare to her eyes, to her fingers, for the very first time. “I need you now.”


    “I need you too.” His arms were very tense as he braced himself above her, and his eyes were deep and hot.


    “Then why did you stop?”


    He gave her a hint of a smile, more obvious now that his agile lips weren’t covered by the beard. “I thought I should pull myself together a little bit first.”


    She smiled in relief and a rush of affection. “I don’t care if you pull yourself together or not. I just want you.”


    “I want you too,” he murmured, his voice a little thicker than before. “Only you. All of you. Even if it means breaking every vow I ever made for myself.”


    She was momentarily speechless as the words processed. She wasn’t sure what vows he was talking about, but she knew it was significant. She knew this was a step Ben had never believed he would take. She knew it would change everything.


    And she wasn’t afraid. Her heart felt like it was so full, it would just burst through her chest as she reached up to draw him down. “I don’t want you to pull yourself together, Ben. Please make love to me now.”


    He gave a rough groan as his elbows buckled, and he lowered himself enough to kiss her with naked passion. She moaned into his mouth with pleasure since it was exactly what she wanted.


    Her hands kept stroking his face as their tongues dueled and danced. And her arousal pulsed with even more power as she felt him start to rock his body down into hers.


    She whimpered in disappointment when he tore his mouth away, and then gasped as he kissed his way down her neck. He mouthed her breast over her t-shirt a few times, just enough to tease, and then he gathered the fabric up to pull it off over her head.


    She wasn’t wearing a bra beneath it, so her breasts were exposed to his view. And then his mouth.


    The sensations from his mouth on her nipple tugged between her legs. She pressed up into his mouth and tried to wrap one leg around his hips.


    “Ben,” she gasped.


    He murmured wordlessly in response, stroking his way down with one hand until he’d found the waistband of her shorts. Then he slid his fingers underneath.


    “Ben,” she tried again, arching up as the pleasure was so sharp she couldn’t stay still. “I’m ready to go now.”


    “I know you are.” He raised his head to gaze hotly at her face. “But I want to make you come like this first. I want to make you come for me over and over again.”


    She reached up instinctively to grab the headboard as his fingers found her wet arousal. “Feeling kind of ambitious, aren’t you?” she managed to tease.


    Her attempt was rewarded when he chuckled over her breast, the vibrations torturously good.


    He slid one finger and then another inside her and started to pump them slickly as he twirled her nipple with his tongue. The dual sensations were so strong that she choked on a cry and bucked her hips up into his pumping.


    And then, before she knew to expect it, she was spasming around his fingers and biting her lip to keep from crying out too loudly as an orgasm rocked her.


    He lifted his head from her breast with a smile.


    “That was just one,” she said breathlessly, even though she was pretty sure she was grinning like an idiot. “You said you were going to make me come over and over again.”


    “Well, who said I was done?” He kissed his way farther down her body.


    She reached down toward his head with a gasp. “Ben, you don’t have to—oh God!”


    His mouth had found her clit, and he was teasing it the way he had her nipple earlier. His fingers were still in place, and they started to pump again, and Mandy clung desperately to the headboard as the erotic tension began to build inside her again.


    He was having to fight to hold her thighs apart as she got closer. And then she came hard—even harder than before—when he sucked tightly on her clit.


    As all the tension in her body dissipated in pleased languor, she collapsed back onto the bed, panting loudly and closing her eyes.


    She felt him moving over her fully again, and when she opened her eyes she was briefly startled. She was expecting to see his familiar bearded face and instead saw this handsome, flushed, and beardless stranger again.


    Only he wasn’t a stranger. His eyes were Ben’s. And his smile was Ben’s. And his kiss was Ben’s as he claimed her lips again.


    She tasted herself very faintly in his mouth, and she caressed his cheek and jaw until he finally broke the kiss.


    “Okay,” he said hoarsely. “The next time you come, it will have to be with me inside you, because I don’t think I’m capable of waiting any longer.”


    “Then don’t wait. I want you, all of you. Right now.”


    “I hope you have another condom in your purse.”


    “Yeah. There’s another one there.”


    He groaned as he climbed out of bed, grabbed the purse, and brought it to her. She pulled out another packet and unwrapped it as he took off the rest of his clothes. Then she reached out to stroke his erection, feeling deeply possessive when his breath hitched audibly as she caressed him.


    “Fuck, Cupcake,” he said at last. “I was serious about not being able to wait any longer.”


    She smiled and rolled on the condom, checking to make sure it was secure before she lay back down on the bed and let him move over her.


    Then she parted her thighs for him so he could finally ease himself inside.


    “Oh, fuck, baby,” he rasped, as he slid deeper. His eyes closed briefly and he turned his head to the side. “How do you feel so good?”


    She was making silly little sounds as she tried to process the intense sensations and deep pressure. She reached up again to stroke his face until he opened his eyes to gaze down at her again.


    She shifted slightly, and he gave a few little thrusts in response.


    She gasped in pleasure and shifted again to get him to thrust some more. It worked, and she lowered one hand to grab his tight butt so she could feel it as he moved into her.


    “I need more.” She tried to draw his head down farther so she could kiss him. “Ben, I need more.”


    “Then you have it. I’ll give you anything you need.” His sporadic little thrusts transformed to a hard, steady rhythm as he evidently pulled himself together enough.


    She stifled a cry of relief and bent her legs up on either side of his hips, meeting his thrusts with her own. And then he was kissing her again, even as he made love to her, and the combination was so powerful that she couldn’t begin to process it.


    Her body and her heart were completely out of control, trying helplessly to get Ben closer and closer, as if she might draw him inside of her completely.


    So, when her orgasm came, it surprised her, and she cried out too loudly as the waves of pleasure overtook her. He was right behind her, choking on an exclamation of completion as his body jerked tightly against hers.


    And then he was taking her fully into his arms and holding her close, his body hot and relaxed and everything she wanted. And he was murmuring things to her that she wanted to hear, about how beautiful she was, how sweet she was, how he didn’t want to ever let her go.


    Ben wasn’t anything she’d thought she wanted, but she wasn’t planning to let him go either.


    ***


    Mandy spent most of the next day painting the parlor.


    It was exhausting but not as tedious as stripping the wallpaper a couple of days earlier. Plus, she felt different now than she had before, when she’d been confused and upset about Ben.


    Even as she taped and painted, she was on a giddy high, her mind whirling with possibilities about a relationship with Ben.


    She still couldn’t believe it was happening—that she was this crazy about him, when he wasn’t even close to the kind of guy she’d always looked for in the past.


    She also couldn’t believe that he would be so into her, but she knew she wasn’t wrong about the deep feeling she saw when he looked at her. He was feeling about her the same way she was about him.


    She actually didn’t see him much all day, since he was working elsewhere in the house. She didn’t mind, though. She kept painting and dreaming happy daydreams.


    She finished in late afternoon, and they had dinner with his mother, but Mandy was so exhausted that she wasn’t as talkative as normal. She saw Ben shooting looks over in her direction a few times, and she smiled at him, just to make sure he knew she was okay.


    After they’d eaten, they took care of the dishes for Mrs. Damon, who was on her way out to play Bridge with friends.


    Mandy’s thighs and shoulders hurt so much that she winced as she straightened up from putting the last plate in the dishwasher.


    “Are you okay?” Ben asked, reaching out to pull her against him.


    She leaned against him gratefully, reveling in the feel of his strength and masculinity.


    It was still strange to see him without the beard, but he was definitely Ben.


    “I’m just a little sore,” she admitted. “I painted the whole parlor today, and it had all those nooks and the trim work, so it took a long time.”


    “I know you did. You worked too hard. I keep telling you that you don’t have to do all that manual labor.” He sounded slightly grumpy.


    His tone made her smile. “And I keep saying I don’t mind. I wanted to get it done. Tomorrow I get to start decorating!”


    She felt him smile against her hair. “I guess that’s something to look forward to.”


    “It is. I can’t wait.” She straightened up and winced again. “Hopefully, I can move tomorrow.”


    “If you can’t, it’s your own fault.”


    She giggled and stretched up to kiss his jaw. “Thanks for your sympathy.”


    “Any time. What do you want to do this evening?” He glanced over at the clock. “We can go out for dessert or something, if you feel like it. You haven’t gotten to see much of the city since you’ve been here.”


    “I know. I like the idea of going out, but I don’t think I’m up for it. I think I’ll just take a bath and go to bed early.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    There was a look in his eye that gave her a hot shiver. “Were you thinking that was an invitation?” she murmured, stroking her hand down his chest over his shirt.


    “Was it?”


    “You’re welcome to come to bed with me. But I’m telling you now you’re going to have to do most of the work.”


    He chuckled and pulled her into a kiss, and she loved the feel of the amusement and affection in his body.


    She’d never thought she’d get to see, feel, know Ben like this.


    “You’ve got it,” he said. “I’ll be responsible for all the work.”


    She was happy and tired as she got her pajamas and went to the bathroom. After a long, hot bath, she came out to find that Ben was still downstairs.


    It was just eight-thirty, but she couldn’t summon the energy to go find him. So she lay down on her bed to wait for him.


    The next thing she was aware of was the bed moving.


    She gasped, her eyes flying open in surprise.


    Ben had just climbed into bed beside her, his dark eyes soft on her face. “Sorry to wake you up.”


    “You are not sorry,” she teased, smiling at him groggily. “You were hoping I’d wake up so you could get some sex tonight.”


    He reached out to stroke her hair back from her face. “Do you really think I’m that selfish?”


    “Not selfish. Just very interested in sex.”


    “Maybe. You’ve turned me into a real horn-dog. But you’re really tired, and I’m not so desperate I’d expect you to fuck me in your sleep.”


    “I think I’m okay.” She stretched her arms, trying to wake up, and she let out a little choked sound as a muscle in her shoulder grabbed painfully.


    “Damn it, Cupcake,” he muttered, his face changing into a familiar glower. “I told you not to work so hard.”


    She frowned back. “I can work as hard as I want.”


    “Turn over.”


    Her eyes widened. “What?”


    “I said turn over. On your stomach.”


    “Why?” Her whole body flushed hot.


    His glower deepened. “Because I’m a horn-dog, and I feel like butt sex tonight, of course. Why do you think?”


    She clearly recognized the sarcasm in his tone, and it made her snicker. “Butt sex will have to wait…a really long time. But we can have regular sex if you want.”


    “I wasn’t looking for sex. I just wanted to give you a back rub, if you’ll just turn over.”


    “Oh.” She flushed again, this time with pleasure. “Okay. That I can do”


    She rolled over and sighed as Ben began to massage her neck, shoulders, and back with strong fingers. She consciously loosened her body, breathing deeply, and after a few minutes the pain and tension in her body softened into relaxation.


    “You’re really good at that,” she said, her voice coming out very thick.


    Ben was working on the muscles at the nape of her neck, kneading them skillfully. “I do my best.” His voice sounded a little thick too.


    He worked his way down her back, pushing up her camisole so he could massage her bare skin, and soon Mandy was practically moaning as her body responded deliciously.


    She felt so much better that she could hardly process the shift. “You’re so good at this,” she gasped, as he worked over the small of her back.


    “You already said that.” His tone was so thick now it was guttural.


    “Well, it bears repeating.” She’d had her eyes closed, but now she opened them and turned her head to look up at Ben, who was kneeling on the bed above her.


    As soon as she saw his face, she realized how he was feeling. His face was tense and slightly flushed, and his eyes were very hot.


    She gasped again, differently now. “You’re turned on!”


    He frowned at her again. “What’s your point?”


    “My point is that you’re turned on! What about giving a backrub is so erotic to you? I wasn’t thinking about sex at all.”


    “I know you weren’t. But you sounded like you were having sex, and my hands were all over your gorgeous body. What the hell did you expect?”


    She really wasn’t feeling very sexy. She felt incredibly relaxed and ready to go to sleep. But she felt a surge of warm affection as she looked up at his grouchy face, so she made herself sit up so she could give him a hug.


    He returned the embrace and, although his body was tight with palpable tension, he didn’t turn the hug into sex. He said into her hair, “What was this for?”


    She pulled back and grinned up at him. “This was because I’m crazy about you.”


    His face softened. “If I get that kind of reaction, then I’ll get turned on during backrubs all the time.”


    “Sounds good to me. Now lie down. It’s my turn now.”


    “What’s your turn?” His forehead wrinkled slightly but he lay back against the pillows at the insistence of her hands. “I don’t need a backrub.”


    “I’m not giving you a backrub.” She leaned over him, kissing him on the mouth softly until he grabbed her head and deepened the kiss. She enjoyed it greatly, but she was still too tired to be very aroused.


    When she pulled away from his mouth, she kissed her way down his body, her lips and tongue skimming along his toned chest and his flat abdonmen. He was visibly aroused beneath the fabric of his boxers.


    “Cupcake? What’s going—” His rough voice broke off when she pulled down his shorts and took his erection in her hands. “Oh, fuck.”


    She loved the rasp in his voice, the sign that he was so affected by her touch. She could feel the response in the tightening of his body as she leaned down and twirled her tongue around the head of his shaft.


    “Oh, fuck, Cupcake,” he gasped, his hips bucking up slightly as she slid her lips farther down around him. His fingers tangled in her hair, gripping it harder as she started to suck.


    She didn’t think she was an expert at blow jobs, but she figured she must be doing a pretty good job if he was reacting like this. She hollowed out her cheeks rhythmically and gently squeezed the base of his erections and then his balls.


    He couldn’t lie still, and she could tell he was fighting the urge to thrust into her mouth. His whole body clamped down like a fist before he let all the tension go, all of him shaking as he released a long, low moan as he came.


    She was feeling quite proud of the sated languor she saw in his expression, felt in his body, as she straightened up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.


    He was watching her out of half-closed eyes and giving little moans as he exhaled.


    “I guess that means it was pretty good,” she said, stretching out at his side.


    He reached over to wrap a strong arm around her. “That was better than good. That was…damn.”


    She smiled and kissed the side of his chest. “Good.”


    “I thought I was supposed to do all the work.”


    “I changed my mind. But it was purely from efficiency. I figured that was the quickest way to get to the snuggling time.”


    He chuckled at her teasing tone. “Cupcake, after that, we can snuggle as much as you want.”


    “Good.”


    He tilted his head down to kiss her softly, and she couldn’t seem to stop smiling. She’d never felt like this in her life—like she was so deeply connected with him, both body and soul.


    They lay in silence for a few minutes. She stroked his chest, and he stroked her hair and back, both of them wrapped up in their own thoughts.


    Then she asked, without segue, “Why did you lie about your brother?”


    His body tightened briefly—in surprise, probably. “What do you mean?”


    “The other day, when you were telling me about how your brother died. You lied to me. You said it was an accident that was nobody’s fault.”


    He let out a long sigh, with a different resonance than his pleased exhales before. “I was afraid you might recognize the story, since his death made international news.”


    “Oh. I thought maybe it was…it was because you didn’t want to open up to me.”


    He didn’t answer immediately. Then, “Maybe it was. Michael dying was one of the hardest things that ever happened to me. He and my mom were the only family I ever had. And, by then, I was already starting to see I wasn’t going to get what I wanted from my uncle. When Michael died, it felt like half of me was torn away. It’s hard to talk about.”


    “I can understand that.”


    “I’m not really big on opening up to other people.”


    She shifted so she could look into his face. “I know you kind of closed down after what happened with your uncle, but you can open up to me. You know that, right?”


    He answered after a few seconds. “Yeah.”


    “You trust me, don’t you?”


    “Yeah.” He caressed her cheek with one hand.


    “So I hope you’ll be honest with me. I feel like we have something really good.” She laid her hand over his heart. Normally, she was more careful in the early days of a relationship, but it felt different with Ben. It felt like they were together in a way she’d never been with anyone else. “I want to be close to you.”


    Again, it took him a minute to answer. “I’m trying, Cupcake. I’m really going to try.”


    She nodded, feeling happy again. After all, it would be unreasonable for her to expect Ben to change overnight and immediately become an open man who poured his heart out without qualm. The things that shaped a life couldn’t be forgotten just because you wanted them to be. “Good. I’m going to try too. I never would have thought this would work between us, but I think it really can. I want it to.”


    He leaned down to brush a kiss into her hair. “Me too.”


    She was getting sleepy, but she wanted to keep talking to him, so she mumbled, “I can’t believe I’m so crazy about you. But maybe it can work between us. Now that you aren’t such a hulking Neanderthal.”


    The words made sense in her head, but she vaguely wondered if she’d articulated them in a way that could be understood. Then she wondered why Ben’s body tightened briefly, but she was drifting to sleep, so she decided she’d think about it the next morning.


    ***


    On Saturday evening, Ben put on his new tuxedo, and he immediately felt like he couldn’t breathe.


    He and Mandy had slept later than they meant to that morning. He’d fallen asleep shortly after she had, and he didn’t wake up until almost eight. He almost never slept so soundly, and it was disorienting. As was Mandy’s sweet, trusting face when she opened groggy eyes and smiled at him.


    He wanted to see her face like that every morning, but the fact that he wanted it so much sent a cold wave of fear through him.


    Everything was happening so fast. It was like his whole life had been upended. He wasn’t sure he could keep up.


    He was still the same man he’d been two weeks ago, with or without the beard. And yet Mandy was looking at him like he was different, like he was one of those pulled-together guys she was looking for who could give her the stable marriage and family she wanted.


    That wasn’t Ben. It just wasn’t.


    Now, he would have to try to please her, and he knew all too well that such attempts never worked out.


    She thought he wasn’t a “hulking Neanderthal” anymore, but he was. He still was.


    He managed to hide his worries, since they would only hurt her, and he’d smiled when she told him he better work outside today so the lower half of his face could get a little sun.


    They’d done some work in the yard, until it had gotten too hot. Then Mandy and his mother had gone to a salon in preparation for the cotillion that night.


    Ben had put it off as long as possible, but he eventually had to put on the tux. It fit perfectly, after the adjustments the store had made, but it still felt like it was constricting his airwaves.


    He didn’t look at himself in the mirror before he left because he didn’t want to see himself as a Damon.


    And he was deeply afraid that was how he looked.


    This fear was realized when he came downstairs and his mother almost broke down into tears when she saw him. She didn’t say anything. Just reached up to pat his face. But he could tell how emotional she was.


    She wanted him to be a Damon, and now she thought he was again.


    He was waiting downstairs with his mother when Mandy came down in the gorgeous red gown, with her hair pulled up in a knot at the nape of her neck.


    She was stunning, and he immediately had to urge to drag her upstairs to take the gown off. That would mean he could take off this tux too.


    “You look amazing,” Mandy murmured, gazing up at him almost shyly.


    He could tell she meant it—she looked surprised, almost awed, at his appearance.


    And that sent another wave of cold fear down his spine. Because she liked the man she was seeing right now—the Damon man in the tux.


    And that wasn’t Ben. It just wasn’t him.


    They took a hired car over to the event hall where they cotillion was taking place. He tried to act natural, but he didn’t think he was doing a good job. But maybe Mandy and his mother would just think he was uncomfortable about doing this kind of social occasion.


    He was uncomfortable, but not just from that.


    It felt like he was a stranger in his own skin, like he was going back in time to when every breath was constricted, where he existed in invisible shackles that had taken him years to throw off.


    He couldn’t go back there. He couldn’t breathe there.


    He was having trouble breathing in the car, and at one point he heard himself take a ragged breath.


    Mandy was sitting beside him and she reached over to put a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” she asked, looking worried and beautiful and elegant and like she belonged on the arm of a man who wanted to wear a tux.


    “Yeah. I’m fine.” It was a lie, but he said it anyway, because she was happy and he didn’t want her to ever not be happy.


    When they arrived and walked into the ballroom, he saw how everyone was looking at him. He knew what everyone was saying. Benjamin Damon, the prodigal son, had finally come home.


    But this ballroom wasn’t his home. He didn’t belong here. His chest started to tighten even more as old acquaintances greeted him.


    Mandy clung to his arm and was charming to everyone she met. His mother was obviously ecstatic, which made his lungs feel even tighter.


    This was wrong. It was all wrong. He was trying to do something nice for his mom. This wasn’t a statement about becoming a Damon again. But the world seemed to be functioning as though it was.


    He danced with his mother, shuffling through the steps without embarrassing her too much. He asked Mandy if she wanted to dance, mostly because he thought she would want to, but she just smiled and said she wasn’t inclined to torture him anymore.


    She must know that he wasn’t comfortable, but hopefully she wouldn’t know why.


    They drank punch and talked to people, until he Ben was on the verge of suffocating, so he finally caved and said he needed some air. Mandy looked perfectly amenable and said they could walk out to one of the terraces.


    It was better outside, like he could almost breathe.


    But Mandy was still there. Still clinging to him. Still gazing up at him in concern. She wanted him to be a man he could never be, so he was going to eventually have to let her down.


    The way he’d always let everyone else down.


    She didn’t say anything as he tried to pull himself together, which was a relief. After a few minutes, he said they could go back inside.


    “We don’t have to,” she murmured. “We can stay out here. Or go home if you need to. Or whatever.”


    “I’m fine. I need to dance with my mom at least once more.”


    “Ben, if there’s something wr—”


    He was afraid for her to finish the sentence because that would mean he’d have to give her a response. So he interrupted, “Let’s go back in.”


    He felt something droop in her body, but she went with him quietly. As they walked down the hall, he caught sight of the two of them in a large, ornate mirror on one wall.


    The glimpse of their reflection slammed into Ben with all the force of a blow.


    They looked beautiful, elegant, affluent, cultured, high-class. Like they belonged together.


    He looked like a Damon, and Mandy looked like she belonged with a Damon.


    And he saw his whole future stretching out before him.


    Mandy wanted a stable husband and family, and Ben wanted to give her anything she desired. So he would try to be who she thought he was, who she expected him to be. And he would become a Damon again because that was the kind of man she really wanted.


    And with it would come all the pressure and unreasonable expectations and intractability and shackles that he’d thrown off six years ago.


    He would spend the rest of his life barely able to breathe because that was the man Mandy really wanted.


    She didn’t really want him. She wanted who he might turn into.


    Which meant he’d been right all along.


    No matter how desperately in love with her he was, Mandy just wasn’t for him.


    

  


  
    Ten


    


    Something was wrong with Ben.


    Mandy had been on a blissful eye since she’d found Ben in the bathroom with the scissors a few nights ago, her mind whirling with what seemed to be happening between the two of them.


    As she got dressed for the cotillion that evening, she felt like she was genuinely connected with someone—not just with Ben, but also with his mother. It was the feeling she’d been craving for so long, and the reality of it buzzed ecstatically in her head.


    But, as the evening continued, she kept noticing Ben withdrawing. At first, she just thought he was awkward and self-conscious about being in the kind of social situation he’d avoided for so long. But then it started to feel like more than that.


    It felt like with his retreating from her.


    And it sent her blissful high crashing down into a weight of fear.


    She wasn’t going to overreact, though. Something had happened between her and Ben this week—their relationship had been decided in an undeniable way. She wasn’t going to start doubting it already, just because he was acting kind of standoffish.


    He looked tense and overly hot as they walked outside back into the ballroom. His handsome face—still vaguely unfamiliar without the beard—was set in a kind of controlled expression that really worried her.


    All evening, he hadn’t pulled away when she took his arm or leaned against him. He’d replied appropriately to everything she’d said and everything anyone else had said to him. He hadn’t been anything but polite to her.


    And that alone was cause for her anxiety. Ben never behaved himself so well. It was proof that something was really wrong.


    “Will you be okay if I dance with my mom again?”


    “Of course.” She smiled up at him. “I’m fine.”


    She wasn’t fine. She was really nervous, but she wasn’t going to keep Ben from being a good son just because she was feeling so irrationally insecure.


    She watched as Ben went over to his mom, who’d been talking with a group of other women, and then she smiled as he took her out to the dance floor.


    His mother was so happy. That was clear for all to see. If only Ben would look happy to.


    “Good job getting him to shave the beard.”


    Mandy jerked in surprise as the voice beside her, and she turned her head to see Deanna Beaufort in a lovely pale green gown that matched her eyes.


    “It’s Deanna,” the young woman said with a grin. “We met the other day.”


    “I remember,” Mandy replied with an answering smile. “It’s great to see you again.”


    “You look beautiful. I love that dress.”


    Mandy glanced down at her new evening gown. She’d felt so beautiful earlier, but now she was too uptight about Ben to enjoy her prettiness. “Thanks. You look lovely too.”


    Deanna’s mouth twitched. “Thanks. Don’t tell anyone, but my sister actually made this dress.”


    “What? Are you serious? That’s an amazing dress. It looks designer. I can’t believe she made it.”


    “Yeah. She’s good. We just don’t have money for an expensive dress, but Grandmamma insisted I come because all the eligible men will be here. I feel like freakin’ Cinderella.” She sighed dramatically, and then slanted Mandy an ironic look. “I’m afraid soon she’s going to announce that she’s arranged a marriage for me.”


    Mandy chuckled. “Surely it won’t come to that.”


    “I wouldn’t put it past her. The family fortunes must be recovered, and I’m the oldest daughter, so I get sold off first. You and Benjamin are definitely together now, right? I’ve been telling Grandmamma that he’s taken, and I’d like to confirm that it’s true.”


    Caught off guard, Mandy blushed and dropped her eyes. “Oh. I…uh, guess we are.”


    “Thank God. I’m happy he found someone, but mostly I’m happy that Grandmamma can’t embarrass me by throwing me at him.” Deanna turned her gaze back to the dance floor. “He looks like he’s ready to tear his hair out.”


    Mandy’s eyes returned to Ben, and her anxiety returned, after the brief distraction. “Yeah. He’s really uncomfortable in the tux, but he didn’t want to disappoint his mom.”


    “He was always like that. I mean, back in high school—before he…he changed. He was always a big people-pleaser.”


    “Really?” Mandy turned back to the other woman in surprise. She couldn’t imagine Ben—even a very young Ben—being someone who put a priority on pleasing other people.


    “Yeah. He got good grades and he was great at sports and he was everyone’s friend. He went out of his way to make sure everyone was happy with him. Especially his family. His uncle. Sometimes…”


    “Sometimes what?”


    “Sometimes I wonder if it was just too much. He was trying so hard to keep everyone else happy that he just kind of lost himself.”


    “Yeah,” Mandy breathed, her eyes resting on Ben’s stiff, handsome face. “That’s kind of what happened.”


    Deanna put a hand on Mandy’s arm. “I’m glad you’ve brought him back. He doesn’t have to be that boy he was before, but I think he needs to be himself.”


    “He does.” Even as she said the words, Mandy knew they were true. The person Ben had been for the last six years wasn’t really him—any more than the fake Damon-man he was trying so hard not to be. Surely he didn’t have to choose between one and the other.


    Surely he could be something in between—the man he really was.


    She was encouraged by the thought and wanted to talk to Ben about it. Maybe it would encourage him too.


    “Oops,” Deanna said under her breath. “I see Grandmamma coming this way. I’ll talk to you later.”


    Mandy said goodbye, and then turned to see a tiny and very intimidating older woman approaching, with steel-gray hair in a bun and a determined expression. She couldn’t help but laugh softly. Poor Deanna. Having to deal with that woman as a grandmother.


    She forgot the thought as the dance ended and Ben and his mother started toward her. They chatted for a while—Mandy and Mrs. Damon, not Ben—and then she took Ben’s arm and said that now she needed some air, like he had earlier.


    So they went back out to the terrace.


    He hadn’t said much of anything, and he was looking more closed-off than ever, so her determination to talk to him suddenly drooped.


    It didn’t look like he wanted to talk to her. It looked like he wanted to get away from her. She swallowed over her growing nerves as they walked out to the railing that broke the terrace from the surrounding gardens. When they’d stopped, she gently stroked up the length of Ben’s arm. “Is everything okay?” she asked softly.


    “Yes.” He met her eyes, as if to make the word convincing.


    She wasn’t convinced. Her blood started to throb in her veins as she sensed something bad about to come.


    She’d been so happy for the last few days, waking up in Ben’s arms. She’d thought they had a future. How could it have fallen apart like this in the course of one evening?


    “I don’t think you’re okay. Do you need to go home?”


    He shook his head and stared out at the pink and yellow rose bushes just in front of them. The fragrance of the flowers wafted over, filling the air with a deep, floral, summer scent.


    “Ben, if something is wrong, you need to tell me.”


    “I will tell you.”


    She released a long breath and tried to make herself think clearly, not get overwhelmed with the crushing disappointment that seemed to lurking just on the edges of her mind.


    This may not be what she was thinking. It may be something entirely different.


    “If we’re going to be together, then you need to tell me the truth. I know something is wrong.”


    He turned his head in a strange, jerky motion so his face was even farther away from her. His shoulders were so stiff she could see the tension beneath the expensive fabric of his tuxedo.


    She sucked in a quick, harsh breath. “We…we are together, aren’t we?”


    He still didn’t say anything. She was used to him being closed-mouthed and grumpy, but it had never felt like this before. Like he was slamming down walls before her eyes.


    Walls against her.


    “Ben, please talk to me,” she said, as gently as she could. “It’s not fair to close me out of whatever is going on with you. It makes me think it’s something about me.”


    “I know it’s not fair,” he said, turning back to look at her.


    “If you can’t tell me yet, then I can wait. But please at least tell me it’s not about me. About us.” Her voice wobbled slightly on the last word.


    His face twisted briefly, and she knew what it meant. She knew.


    The crushing weight of knowledge slammed into her, freezing her in place. “I thought…” She had to clear her throat before she started again. “I thought you were going to try. I thought what happened between us meant…meant we were together.”


    “I know.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw, as if searching for his missing beard. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just moving too fast.”


    “Okay.” She took a few ragged breaths and managed to keep her composure. “I get it. I guess it did kind of happen quickly. I was just thinking we were…” She broke off and rephrased. “We can slow down, if you need us to.”


    “I don’t know, Mandy.”


    He’d called her by her name before, but for some reason it sounded like a death knell to her at the moment. She wanted him to call her Cupcake again—since that felt more like he was with her for real.


    “What don’t you know?”


    “I don’t know if it’s going to work between us.”


    “Why…why not? I thought we were…” She didn’t complete the sentence. She’d thought a lot of things, but obviously they were wrong.


    “I know.” His face was tight with some sort of suppressed emotion. “You thought we were serious. That we would have a future together. That I could be the husband you’ve been looking for, the one who would provide you the family and security you want. But I can’t be that man.”


    It hurt so much she could barely breathe. “Why can’t you?”


    “Because the man you want is not me.”


    And that hurt even more because she realized he meant it. He honestly didn’t think he had it in him to pull himself out of the dark corner he’d been living in for years. He thought he belonged there.


    She reached out and grabbed his arm, squeezing it with her fingers. “I don’t believe that, Ben. You’re more than you think you are. You have so much more to give than you think you have. If you’ll just let yourself—”


    He pulled his arm out of her grip. “I’m sorry, Mandy. But your hope in me isn’t placed in anything real. I’m not that man.”


    “You can be, if you’d just—”


    “I don’t want to be that man.”


    His face blurred before her eyes as the emotion rose up too strongly. “But…but I love you.”


    His whole body jerked very slightly, and he turned his face away from her. “If that’s true,” he rasped, “then you love Benjamin Damon. But he’s just in your mind now. I can never be anything but Ben Cain.”


    And the worst thing of all was that she loved Ben Cain too, even though he wasn’t a man who could ever give her the stable future she needed.


    She loved him anyway.


    She shook helplessly for a minute as the pain and grief swept through her, but then she managed to pull herself together. “If that’s your decision,” she began, barely recognizing her own voice, “then we can’t go on the way we’ve been. I need a man who can commit completely, whose all in, who wants everything. With me. I need a man who’s ready.”


    “I know you do. That’s what I’m trying to say. The man you need isn’t me.”


    And that was the final word. She could hear it in the timbre of his voice and see it in the tension on his face. “Okay,” she said, almost swallowing over the one word. “Okay.”


    She turned away from him and tried to take a step. Couldn’t.


    It wasn’t okay. It was wrong in every way. But she couldn’t make it not happen.


    She felt like she should stay. Not leave Ben to wallow in a bad decision. Be patient and help him work through whatever issues were holding him back.


    But she’d decided a long time ago that she wasn’t going to waste her time trying to do a recovery job on a man who wasn’t ready for the kind of relationship she needed. Not when there was no guarantee of his ever becoming the man she was looking for.


    She wanted a real relationship, a marriage, a family. She wanted to have the kind of intimate human connections she’d been missing since her parents died.


    She’d thought for a while she could have it with Ben, but she was obviously wrong. And she wasn’t going to give up all of her dreams and pour herself into a lost cause.


    “Okay,” she said, one more time, this time speaking more to herself. Then she was able to take another step. Then another. Then one more.


    Until she was walking away from him for good.


    ***


    She found Mrs. Damon in the ballroom, chatting with some friends.


    At Mandy’s appearance, Mrs. Damon stepped away from the other women and hurried over. “My dear, what’s the matter? Are you ill?”


    “No,” Mandy said, hating the way her voice cracked. She felt dazed, shaky, like she was on the verge of collapse. “I just need to head back. I’m so sorry.”


    “But why, dear? Where’s Ben?”


    “He’s still out there.” Mandy gestured toward the doors that led to the terrace. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Damon. You’ve been so kind, and I so appreciate your hospitality. But I need to leave. I mean, I need to go back home.”


    Mrs. Damon’s face transformed as she registered the words. “Oh, no. What did he do?”


    “He didn’t do anything. It’s just not going to work out.” Saying the words was like torture, since hearing them spoken made the truth even more real. She took another ragged breath. “I’m so sorry to just run out like this, but…”


    “Oh, my dear, of course. You do anything you need to do.” Mrs. Damon looked over her shoulder toward the terrace doors. “But are you sure there’s no other choice? I know he has a long way to go, but he’s made such strides. You can’t give him another chance?”


    Mandy contorted her face to keep from bursting into tears. “He doesn’t want another chance.”


    Mrs. Damon closed her eyes. Mandy thought for a moment she was praying, but the only words that came out were, “Oh, Benjamin.”


    “I’m so sorry,” Mandy said again, tightening her hands into fists to hold onto her composure. “And thank you again for everything.”


    “Of course. You can call the car, and they’ll take you back and then anywhere you want to go. Then the driver can return to pick up me and Ben.” Mrs. Damon leaned over to kiss her cheek. “I know you think it’s over, but I’m not ready to give up hope. But goodbye for now, my dear.”


    “Goodbye,” Mandy mumbled, the kindness completely doing her in. She was crying as she hurried away, out of the ballroom, out of the building, away from Ben for good.


    She called for the car, and the driver took her back to lovely, old Savannah row house that was only halfway redecorated. She would never be able to finish off the rooms the way she’d envisioned in her head.


    Then she changed clothes, hurriedly packed up her stuff, and had the driver take her to a hotel for the night.


    There, she bought tickets for the first flight back to California in the morning.


    She was crying when she crawled into the impersonal bed, and she was still crying when the sun rose the next morning.


    ***


    Ben had refused to talk to his mother the previous evening, even though she’d pestered him the entire trip back to the house, demanding what he’d done, how he could have been so stupid as to let Mandy go, and how he absolutely needed to fix things as soon as possible.


    The only way he could fix things was to become the Damon man he couldn’t be, so there weren’t any real options for him.


    He couldn’t tell his mother that without brutally hurting her feelings, so he didn’t say anything at all.


    He didn’t sleep. Mandy’s empty room across the hall was agony for him, and he stayed awake in the dark all night, picturing her broken face again and again and again.


    But he was sure it was the right decision. He could never make her happy. He could never be the man she wanted, needed, deserved. So better to break it off now then to waste several months of her life before she realized that she was pouring her love and affection into a broken vessel.


    His head was pounding and his eyes ached when he went downstairs the next morning, and he dreaded the conversation he was going to have with his mother.


    She’d been disappointed in him too. She’d had faith in him too. And he’d let her down as much as he’d let down Mandy.


    She was drinking coffee in the morning room and reading the newspaper when he walked in with his own coffee. He sat down at the table with her and waited until she looked up and met his eyes.


    “You look terrible,” she said at last.


    “I feel terrible.”


    “Good.”


    He blinked. It wasn’t at all what he’d expected her to say.


    She was shaking her head at him. “It’s your own fault you have a broken heart right now.”


    He hadn’t thought in those terms, but he realized she was right. The reason it hurt so much was that his heart was broken.


    Everything else about him was already broken, so it was about time his heart caught up.


    What he said was, “It’s more complicated than that.”


    “I know you think it is, but I don’t think that’s really true. It’s not complicated at all.”


    “Mom, please—”


    “Don’t ‘Mom, please’ me. I’m not as clueless as you think I am, and I know exactly what happened. You’re in love with that young woman. You are completely in love with her. I saw it the moment you showed up on my doorstep with her. But you refuse to let go of your bitterness, and so it keeps tainting everything. You think you have to be miserable. You think you deserve to be miserable.”


    The words felt like blows, and he was already too vulnerable. He stiffened with a surge of indignation. “That’s not what happened.”


    “Yes, it is. You love her, but you won’t let her love you.”


    “She doesn’t want to love me. She wants to love this imaginary man she thinks I am.”


    “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard in my life.” His mom looked almost angry now, and she snapped the words out. “You’ve cast everything in this false light because you were hurt before and you won’t let go of all your old anger, but Mandy has nothing to do with all of that.”


    Ben was suddenly so exhausted he could barely hold his head up. He couldn’t imagine how he was going to get up day after day for the rest of his life, knowing he’d almost had Mandy but then lost her. “It’s too late, Mom.”


    “It’s only too late because you refuse to budge.”


    “What kind of budging am I supposed to do?” He’d thought the words would come out as sarcastic, but they didn’t. They sounded almost helpless instead. “I can’t just run after her, as if everything that’s wrong will suddenly fall into place.”


    “Of course, you can’t. Not yet. You have to work on fixing things first.”


    “Like what?” He had a feeling he knew what she was about to say, and he dreaded it so much his stomach dropped.


    “Like getting your head on straight about what happened with your uncle and about how relationships are supposed to work.”


    “And how is that supposed to happen?”


    “By talking to your uncle.”


    “I’m not going to do that. I’ve given him many chances before.”


    “I don’t care how many chances you’ve given him. You need to do it again. If you really love Mandy, if you really want things to work, if you really don’t want to be a coward and lurk in the shadows for the rest of your life, then you need to get your head on straight. And that’s not going to happen unless you talk to your uncle.”


    “He’s not going to change.”


    His mother made an exasperated sound and slammed down her almost empty coffee cup so a few drops slopped out onto the table. “You still don’t get it. It doesn’t matter if he changes or not. That’s not your responsibility, and it’s nothing you can ever control. You have to change. You have to change.”


    For some reason, his mother’s words hit him strangely. Maybe because he hadn’t gotten any sleep. Maybe because his heart hurt so much from the loss of Mandy that he could hardly think straight.


    But he started to wonder if she was right.


    He’d always believed that living as a Damon meant he could never take a full breath.


    But, without Mandy in his life, he couldn’t seem to take any breath at all.


    

  


  
    Eleven


    


    A week later, Ben’s cousin Harrison picked him up from the airport on Santorini to drive him out to the inn that Andrew and Laurel managed in Oia.


    Ben still didn’t know why he was doing this.


    The entire last week had been hell. He’d been working like a machine on the house, from dawn until well past sunset, mostly to distract himself from thoughts of Mandy, thoughts of his family, thoughts of what he could do to breathe again, to live again.


    His mother hadn’t said anything after the first morning, but he could feel her disappointed eyes on him whenever they were in the same room, and he would have preferred for her to just give him lectures. She’d finally left three days earlier to fly to England and spend a couple of days at Damon Manor before going to Greece for the wedding.


    Andrew kept calling every day until Ben finally just agreed to come to the damned wedding after all.


    It was like the universe was conspiring against him, and he simply wasn’t strong enough to wage an adequate defense.


    Years ago, he’d made two vows and thought he’d be able to keep them. Now both were just making him miserable.


    Harrison had greeted him casually, as if it wasn’t a big gesture that Ben had agreed to come. That helped. Made him feel less like he was on his way to an entirely different life.


    “So how is everyone?” Ben asked, as looked out the window at the Greek island landscape—blue sky, steep cliff, sun glinting on the Aegean.


    “Good. Everyone’s here for the wedding. Jonathan and Sarah got in last night.” Harrison was the quintessential Damon—clean-cut, educated, authoritative, eminently civilized. He was a serious man and a classic workaholic. He’d always made efforts to reach out to Ben, though, even after the others had pretty much given up on him. “Oh, here’s some news. Sarah is pregnant.”


    Ben blinked. “Already?” Sarah and his cousin, Jonathan, had been on the verge of getting together at Harrison’s wedding eight months ago. Ben had been amused watching them circle around each other, knowing they were already a done deal. They’d been engaged now for a few months, but they weren’t married yet and they’d been a couple for less than a year. “That was quick.”


    “Yeah.”


    Something about the way Harrison said the word felt off to Ben. He studied the other man and thought he saw a flicker of emotion beyond the composed expression on Harrison’s classic features.


    It was hard to tell what Harrison was thinking. He was the most self-contained man Ben had ever met, and that included his uncle.


    “Are you and Marietta thinking about having kids?” Ben wasn’t sure why he asked, since it was a personal question, and he usually avoided those kinds of conversations.


    Harrison cut his brown eyes over to Ben before he turned back to face the road. “We’re trying.”


    “Oh. Okay.”


    There was a tension in the car that hadn’t been present before, and it was emanating from Harrison. After a minute, he added, “We’ve been trying since we got married.”


    Ben felt a pressure of sympathy in his chest as he realized the explanation for the tension. “No luck?”


    Harrison shook his head. He was holding the steering wheel tightly. “Not yet.”


    “Well, it’s early days yet.” He felt like an idiot for saying that, since it was one of those empty gestures he’d always hated. But he could tell that Harrison was troubled, and he felt the uncharacteristic impulse to answer it.


    Even last year, he wouldn’t have made the effort. Something had happened to him over the last eight months.


    Mandy had happened to him.


    The thought of her hurt too much, so Ben pushed her out of his mind. “Is Marietta…” Ben cleared his throat. “Is she upset?”


    “She never acts upset or discouraged, but I know she is. She wants a baby so much. And if I can’t give her one…” Harrison gave his head a little shake, as if he didn’t know why he’d said so much.


    Ben wasn’t sure how he and Harrison had found their way into this intimate conversation. There weren’t two men on the planet less inclined to bare their hearts than the two of them. But it occurred to Ben that Harrison had probably never talked about this with anyone before. Maybe not even with his brother, who was likely all wrapped up with his upcoming wedding.


    Ben felt a strange surge of empathy and responsibility both, like he needed to do something to help Harrison. He’d felt that way with his mother. And with Mandy. But with no one else for years. For years. He’d made a conscious decision not to do just that.


    But something was different now.


    He asked carefully, “Have you tried to go to a doctor? A fertility doctor or whatever?”


    Harrison nodded. “We’ve got an appointment in a couple of weeks.”


    “Hopefully, that will help. They can do all kinds of things now, I guess.”


    “Yeah.”


    They were both silent for a few minutes. Then Harrison glanced over at him with a strange expression. “You know, I keep waiting to get to the point in my life when things are…I don’t know…settled. Simple. Easy.”


    “Yeah.” Ben’s chest hurt like a wound—for Harrison and Marietta, for Mandy, for himself. “That would be nice.”


    “But I never get there. And then I realize that life is only simple if you’re not all in. And I’m all in. It means it’s sometimes going to hurt, but it’s the only way it’s worth doing at all.”


    Ben had no idea what to say to that, so he just said, “Yeah,” again.


    He thought about what Harrison had said, though. All the way to the inn.


    ***


    Andrew and Laurel’s inn was a collection of quaint, white-washed buildings built into the cliffside in the traditional Greek island architecture. Parking was on the level of the road, and then they had to walk down a flight of stairs to get to the main building.


    Ben paused at the bottom of the stairs, realizing that, in a minute, he’d be surrounded by his family. Face to face with his uncle, whom he’d walked out on eight months ago at Harrison and Marietta’s wedding and whom he’d vowed to never speak to again.


    Harrison had been behind Ben on the stairs, and he stopped beside him now, putting down the bag he carried. “You ready?”


    “I don’t know.” Ben felt something similar to what he’d felt the night he’d shaved his beard, like the world was throbbing with an impending change. Like it was about to transform, whether he wanted it to or not.


    “He’s not as bad as you think,” Harrison said quietly, as if he could read his mind.


    Ben’s shoulders stiffened. “I don’t believe that’s true.”


    “It is true. You don’t know him as well as I do.”


    “I know him well enough.” The words were thick and grating on his ears as a surge of long-held bitterness rushed through Ben at the thought of his uncle and his ruthless hold on everyone who surrounded him. “You’ve been his victim too. I know how he treated you when you got together with Marietta. You ended up dead-drunk in my apartment. Remember?


    Harrison stiffened too, but it wasn’t with anger. It was from some other emotion—one Ben couldn’t quite label. “I remember.”


    Ben remembered all the long years he’d been trying to please his uncle, live up to his family’s expectations. He remembered finally buckling under the pressure until he couldn’t take a full breath. He remembered how much it hurt to know he’d never be the nephew his uncle really wanted. He remembered how little his uncle had seemed to care. “He’s hurt you too, and he refuses to change. So how can you stand there and defend him to me? How can you forgive him? You’ve given your whole fucking life to him, and I bet he’s never even apologized to you.”


    Harrison’s brown eyes were suddenly urgent, and his voice stripped bare of its typical cultured resonance. “He hasn’t apologized. Not in words. But it doesn’t matter. I can forgive him because I’ve been forgiven, even when I didn’t deserve it.” He took a ragged breath. “I’ve been him. I’ve been just as hard and inflexible as he has, and I hurt Marietta just as much as he ever hurt me. But she forgave me regardless. Despite how I acted, she saw something in me to love.”


    His face tightened and he glanced away, toward the horizon, where the blue sky melted into the bluer water of the sea. “Every day I don’t deserve her, and every day she loves me anyway. So I can forgive him. I can love him. And I don’t care if he never does anything to deserve it. I’ll stand here in front of you or anyone else, and I’ll keep defending him. Because he’s my family, and that’s what a man does.”


    The words hit Ben even harder than the conversation in the car had. He was almost dizzy as he tried to process the truth of them.


    As he thought of the people in his life who had loved him when he’d done nothing to deserve it, when he’d done nothing but hurt them.


    His mother, who had never stopped hoping he’d come back home to the family.


    Mandy, who’d genuinely believed he was someone so much better than he really was.


    Even Harrison, who was one of the best men Ben knew, who’d never stopped reaching out to him for the last six years when Ben had done nothing but slam the door in his face.


    The reality of it was torment, burning in his chest, aching in his throat, shuddering all through his body.


    He’d thought it was safer, better, to live without the pressure of pleasing other people, but that meant he wasn’t really living at all.


    “Oh, shit,” he muttered, trying to clear his vision so he could see, so he could move, so he could take the next breath.


    “Are you—” Harrison broke off, shifting slightly as he stood beside him, as if there might be a crisis coming but he didn’t know from what direction. “You’re not going to be sick or something, are you?”


    A strange sound burst out of Ben. It might have been a choked laugh or a sob or some kind of release of tension he’d been holding too tightly for years. “Maybe.”


    “Well, if you are, aim the other way.”


    This time, the sound Ben made was definitely a laugh. Then he kind of coughed and rubbed his face hard with both hands. “Oh, shit,” he muttered again. “What the hell am I even doing?”


    “I think you were going inside to say hello to everyone.” Harrison’s voice was lighter now, but still careful. “Assuming you still want to do so.”


    “I do.”


    Some sort of miracle had happened in the last eight months, the last two weeks, the last two hours, because Ben realized his words were actually true.


    ***


    Most of the others were gathered on one of the terraces that looked out onto the steep drop of the cliff into the Aegean.


    Ben greeted his mother. Then he greeted Andrew and Laurel and their three German Shepherds. And then Jonathan, as rumpled as ever, and a beaming, glowing Sarah, who gave him a huge hug like they were long-lost friends.


    His uncle, he was told, was in one of the rooms of the inn, getting some business done before the festivities began that evening.


    The wedding was going to be small and intimate, outside on a terrace at sunset, followed by a dinner the Greek couple who worked for the inn had been preparing all day.


    “You should go in and say hello to your uncle,” his mother said quietly, after all the greetings were over.


    “If he’s busy, I can talk to him later.” Ben didn’t feel resistance, exactly. Rather, it was reluctance, awkwardness, a strange kind of nerves.


    He’d set his uncle up as an enemy for six years now, and it was strange to think about that ever changing.


    Even if he wanted it to.


    His mother shook her head and gave him a little push. “Go talk to him now.”


    So Ben walked alone into the building she’d indicated and down the hall to tap on the closed door.


    “Come,” his uncle said brusquely through the door.


    The man never changed. He would always be that way. Formal. Impersonal. Holding the world and everyone in it to higher expectations than it could possibly live up to.


    But maybe Ben didn’t always have to be the same.


    He opened the door and stepped inside.


    His uncle had been on the phone, but as soon as he glanced over and saw Ben standing there, the hand with the phone lowered very slowly.


    Ben wasn’t even sure he’d hung up.


    Cyrus Damon stood up from the chair, staring at his nephew like he was an apparition or a dream.


    “Hi,” Ben said, feeling like an absolute fool. “Just letting you know I got here. If you’re busy, I can…”


    The words trailed off as his uncle stepped over toward him, breathing, “Benjamin.”


    Ben took a quick breath. “Yeah. It’s me.”


    “You came alone?”


    “Yes.”


    “You could have brought…” His uncle trailed off, very uncharacteristically. “I believe her name was Chelle. You could have brought her.”


    Ben blinked three times. Did his uncle really think he was still dating the tattoo artist he’d been seeing when they’d had the big blow-up? “I’m not with her anymore.”


    His uncle’s eyes widened. “I didn’t realize that.”


    “We broke up years ago.”


    “I see.”


    Ben wasn’t sure if his uncle really saw or not. Maybe he’d never understood what had happened. Maybe he’d genuinely believed that Ben was so in love with Chelle that he’d sacrificed everything for her. “It was never about her.”


    “I see.” His uncle cleared this throat. “Well, Andrew will be very pleased that you’ve come. And I am too.”


    Ben stared at the other man, realizing that—despite the brief words—it was a genuine gesture of welcome.


    It meant something to his uncle that he’d come to this family occasion.


    Ben felt uncomfortable, strangely unsure. Maybe Mandy was right about taking people as you found them. Maybe Harrison was right about being all in, even if it hurt. About forgiving because so often others had to forgive you.


    Maybe his mother was right about his head not being on straight after all.


    Maybe this was the beginning of ice cooling between him and his uncle.


    “Well,” Cyrus said. “I have some calls to make. But I’ll look forward to seeing you later.”


    Ben understood that as a dismissal. It immediately raised his hackles, but he resisted the impulse to snap back a response.


    Maybe it didn’t matter. His uncle might not change, but he could.


    ***


    The wedding was lovely, set off by the most glorious sunset in rich colors, reflected doubly by the water, that Ben had ever seen.


    It was a far cry from Harrison’s wedding eight months ago, but both Andrew and Laurel seemed relaxed and happy—and the dogs had been lined up to observe the ceremony.


    After dinner, Ben expected them all to head for bed, but Andrew suggested they play a game instead.


    Ben missed the actual name of the game—something in Greek—but it looked pretty much like bocce ball to him.


    It was dark, so the court Andrew and Harrison marked off was lit only by the landscape lighting. Ben was shaking his head, thinking no one was going to do a very good job hitting the jack in such bad light, when Sarah came over to stand beside him.


    She was watching Andrew laughing irrepressibly as Harrison tried to give him instructions on measuring off the right distances, but after a minute she elbowed Ben in the arm. “Maybe you should go over there and help.”


    Ben raised his eyebrows. “I’d be no help. I don’t know anything about this game.”


    “Just to be sociable, I mean.” Her eyes were glinting with amusement when she slanted him a look.


    He just raised his eyebrows even higher.


    “So who was girl who convinced you to shave off the beard?” He and Sarah had gotten along pretty well at the wedding when they’d met. Ben had even had a good time making Jonathan a little jealous. She still seemed to have good feelings for him, even though he’d walked out without even saying goodbye.


    Another thing he’d done that needed forgiveness.


    “It wasn’t just a girl.”


    “But it was partly a girl. Wasn’t it?”


    “Maybe.” Ben sighed, thinking of Mandy, wishing she was here. He was the one of his cousins who didn’t have a mate. Normally, it wouldn’t have bothered him, but knowing it should be Mandy made his chest ache with something like loneliness.


    “So what happened with her?” Sarah’s expression had changed. She wasn’t teasing anymore.


    “I blew it. What did you expect?”


    “Well, I would have expected you to blow it of course.” She gave him a hint of a smile. “Jonathan blew it too, you know. But then he came after me.”


    “And you forgave him?”


    “Of course. I love him.”


    Mandy had said she’d loved him—just before she’d walked away. He wondered if she’d forgive him if he came after her, this time with his head on straight.


    “You should go after her,” Sarah said.


    “She lives next door.”


    Her smile widened. “Then you should go back home.”


    Ben wasn’t sure what he would have replied—his head was spinning with possibilities too much to think clearly—but Andrew declared the court ready for play, so they split up into two teams of four.


    Ben’s mom said she wasn’t up to playing after the long day, and the Greek couple who worked at the inn refused to come out of the kitchen to play.


    Ben was teamed with Jonathan, Sarah, and his uncle. When they started to play, it was evident that the teams were pretty evenly matched, although all the of the loud people were clearly on the other team, since Marietta cheered enthusiastically for every good bowl from her team, Harrison and Andrew heckled their opponents ruthlessly, and Laurel kept informing them of the rules.


    After Marietta made a throw that won them the first round, Andrew was gloating loudly as he hugged Marietta and gave his brother a high-five. When Ben saw Laurel move beside him from where she’d been retrieving the balls, he asked, “Can’t you do anything with him?”


    Laurel laughed. “I do my best.” Her eyes were soft as she looked on her husband of just over two hours, though.


    “Maybe you should try to rein him in,” Ben said with a smile. “It’s your wedding night, after all.”


    “Oh, I’d never rein him in. We’ve been living together for more than a year. And he needs this. I want it for him.”


    Ben turned to see that Andrew and Jonathan had gotten into a passionate argument about the placement of the jack for the next round. They were both clearly having a grand time.


    And Ben understood what Laurel meant. Andrew might seem to be easy-going, social, and liked by everyone, but he needed family too.


    Without conscious thought, his eyes slid over to his uncle, who was surprisingly quite a good player and who’d been as relaxed as he ever was this evening.


    Ben saw his uncle’s eyes were on him, and he turned away, feeling uncomfortable.


    They ended up playing several more rounds, until Ben was responsible for making the last bowl—the one that would decide whether his team would win or not.


    He ignored the loud hooting and jeers from Harrison and Andrew, but he paused as he lined up his shot.


    “Don’t blow it,” Jonathan said.


    Ben just rolled his eyes.


    “Your stance is all wrong,” his uncle said, coming up behind him and eyeing his arm with a calculating eye. “If you put your weight on—“


    “I’ve got it,” Ben interrupted.


    His uncle looked briefly like he’d argue, but instead he just nodded and took a step back. “All right. Do it your way then.”


    Ben made the throw. He won the game. But what he was thinking was he couldn’t believe his uncle had actually backed down.


    After the cheering had died down, Sarah said she simply had to go to bed and, since she was pregnant, she had a good excuse.


    Ben didn’t miss the way Harrison’s hand moved to Marietta’s back almost protectively at the words, although Marietta’s smile never faltered.


    Then Ben’s mother kissed him good-night, saying very softly that she was proud of him, before she left for her room.


    All in all, Ben was left feeling troubled and touched and confused and strangely terrified as he stood alone looking out at the Aegean while the others slowly drifted away from the terrace.


    The starlight and moonlight glinted off the water, and Ben wished Mandy was here right now. Wished it desperately. He needed someone to talk to, and it couldn’t be anyone but her.


    Then he heard someone’s throat clear, and he turned to see his uncle walking up to stand beside him.


    “I thought you’d gone to bed,” Ben said, mostly just to make conversation.


    He had no idea what to say to his uncle. Not after everything between them.


    “Not yet.” Cyrus Damon was staring out now at the starlight on the water too. He was silent for a long time, but it felt like he had something to say.


    Then he said, “I’m glad you were able to come.”


    “Yeah.” Ben paused. Then made himself say the rest. “Me too.”


    “I hope it means…” His uncle broke off, which was very uncharacteristic.


    “You hope it means what?”


    Ben didn’t know what his uncle was trying to say. He didn’t know what to expect next. He didn’t know what was happening on his uncle’s face. But something was definitely happening.


    For the first time in his life, he saw his uncle lose his composure. His plain features twisted with emotion, and his shoulders shook a few times. Then he choked out, “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m so sorry for everything, son. Please come back to us.”


    And for the second time half a day, Ben was slammed with dizzying emotions, inexplicable, completely unexpected.


    He’d never dreamed in all his life that his uncle would say anything like that.


    He’d also never dreamed that his uncle would reach out and pull him into his arms.


    Or that Ben would want to hug him back.


    

  


  
    Twelve


    


    Mandy had been trying to tell herself for the last week and a half—ever since she’d gotten home from Savannah—that she needed to give up on hopes of Ben.


    It was silly to expect him to change his mind and come over to sweep her off her feet or something. The experiences that had made Ben who he was were deeply engrained, and they were obviously too strong for him to believe they could be overcome.


    So she’d been diving into work, hitting up every friend she had in search of leads for new clients. And she’d nagged at The Wallet until he’d agreed for him and his wife to have dinner with her. And she’d said yes to any man who asked her out, trying to summon some interest in men again—men other than Ben. And she’d hung out with friends every evening, trying to feel less alone.


    None of it worked. She could try to manufacture feelings of family and connection all she wanted, but none of it could fill the gaping hole that Ben had left in her life.


    That was the unfortunate truth she’d learned over the last month. She couldn’t shape her life in a certain way and wait for the right man to drop in and complete it. Love wasn’t about completing your life. It was about the other person. It was about Ben.


    And it didn’t matter that he wasn’t ready for a relationship and that he would never be the kind of guy she’d always imagined herself with. She loved him anyway, and the rest of her life had shaped itself around him.


    If he ever came home, she was going to try to talk to him and see if there was hope for them to be friends again. She thought they were good for each other, and she’d rather have him in her life as a friend than not in her life at all.


    But he wasn’t home yet. She hoped he was all right. She hoped he wasn’t going to let go of everything and hide away in anonymity somewhere.


    It was possible. Maybe the pressure had broken him again, and he’d never again be who he really was.


    It was a Saturday evening, and she was coming home from eating dinner out with a few of her friends. She pulled out her keys to unlock her apartment door, glancing wistfully over at Ben’s.


    What she would give to see his door swing open and his big, hairy form standing in front of her, calling her Cupcake.


    She’d turned back to unlock her door when a sound behind her startled her.


    Before she could turn to look, she heard a familiar, gruff voice asking, “What’s the story, Cupcake?”


    She whirled around, her heart leaping into her throat and her hand flying up to cover her mouth.


    He stood in his opened doorway, wearing beat-up jeans and one of his cruder t-shirts. His hair was untrimmed, and he needed to shave, and he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen in her life.


    “Well?” he prompted, his eyes resting on her face.


    “I don’t have a story. I was wondering if you’d ever come home.”


    “I’m home now.” His eyes raked up and down her body, taking in her high heels, her skinny jeans, and her pretty low-cut top. “You weren’t on a date, were you?”


    “Maybe.” She didn’t know why she even said it, but she liked the possessive fire that suddenly glinted in Ben’s eyes.


    He took a step forward. “Were you?


    “Is that really your business?”


    “No,” he admitted, the tension in his face lightening as he took a step back. “Of course, it’s not. I actually wasn’t sure if you’d even want to talk to me.”


    “Of course I want to talk to you. We were friends before we were anything else. I don’t want to lose that.”


    He smiled. “Good. I was just thinking about those hundred-dollar steaks you have in your freezer, but you weren’t in when I knocked on your door to invite myself over.”


    She knew a gesture of reconciliation when she was faced with one, and she couldn’t help but smile at him fondly.


    He was trying. He wanted to be friends again too. It might hurt when she thought what she’d almost had with him, but she wanted him to be whole and happy, and if that meant she was just his friend, then that was what she would be. “You’ll have to come over tomorrow. There’s no way I can eat them all myself.”


    He smiled back at her. “I’ll be there. I’ll bring the beer. And the cupcakes.”


    “I know better than that. You’re a leftover pizza guy. Not a cupcake guy.”


    “I can change.”


    Her breath hitched at the words and at the flicker of something deep in his eyes. She gazed up at him, trying to see it again, trying to figure out what it meant.


    But it disappeared as quickly as she saw it, and he just gave her a familiar, dry smirk instead.


    “How’s your mom?” she asked, shifting from foot to foot and feeling inexplicably shy and confused.


    “She’s okay. We got back a couple of days ago from Greece. We were at Andrew’s wedding.”


    “So you went?” She felt a different kind of hope rising in her chest. “Did it go okay?”


    “Yeah. As okay as it could go.” He let out a breath. “I’m glad I went.”


    She was glad too. She beamed at him, so pleased and excited that he was making an effort towards reconciling with his family. He needed it. She didn’t think he’d really be whole until he did.


    “Don’t look at me that way, Cupcake.”


    “What way?”


    “Like I’ve done something good. I haven’t done much of anything good.”


    “Well, we’ll just have to disagree about that. I think you’ve done a few good things.”


    “I’ve done more things that aren’t good at all.”


    She gave a little shrug. “I know things weren’t great between us. I think we both could have done better. But I’m not big on holding grudges.”


    “You should hold more of a grudge. I really was an ass with you.”


    She reached out to put a hand on his chest. “I’m not going to hold a grudge, Ben. I didn’t do right by you either. I know I was putting too much pressure on you, expecting you to be serious too soon. That was my mistake. I kept wanting this hole in my life to be filled. When I should have just wanted you.”


    She was embarrassed and self-conscious about bringing this up, since their playful banter was much easier. But she wanted things to really be right between them, so she needed to get past her reluctance and be honest with him.


    When he didn’t say anything, she felt even more awkward. Her cheeks felt hot and she stared at the floor.


    “Anyway,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry for that. I want us to be friends again. We can just take things slow. Okay?”


    He reached out and tilted up her chin so she was looking him in this eyes. His expression was sober, completely open. “Then slow it is.”


    ***


    The next day, he came over to have the steak for dinner. Three weeks later, they’d fallen back into their old pattern, hanging out after work in the evenings and helping each other out with daily aspects of life.


    Mandy was happy that things were better between them, but she was having trouble keeping her attraction for him under control. If they were really going to be friends, then it was probably not a good idea for her to not be overwhelmed with lust for him at all hours of the day.


    But she was. And more and more as the days passed.


    One Sunday afternoon, they were hanging out together. She’d taken him shopping for more pictures to hang on his walls, and then they went back to his apartment to hang them.


    He was doing the hammering, and she was telling him where to hammer.


    She’d always liked to hang pictures, so she would have enjoyed the time had she not had to look at Ben’s tight butt in his old trousers and fight the almost irresistible urge to grab it.


    “It needs to be lower,” she told him, when he placed the picture hanger on the wall next the door onto the balcony.


    He gestured toward the framed print of a column that was currently leaning against the wall. “It’s a tall picture. It’s going to look strange that low.”


    “No, it won’t.”


    “I think it will.”


    He’d been willing to comply with all her other placements, so she didn’t know why he was getting so obstinate now. She might have been slightly more irritable than normal because she was still having trouble not thinking about his butt, the span of his shoulders, the lean line of his back, the strong length of his legs. “Who’s the expert on interior design?”


    He gave her an impatient look over his shoulder. “Whose apartment is this?”


    “Okay,” she said with a frown, feeling irrationally hurt. “Hang it however you want.”


    He rolled his eyes and hammered the hanger into the wall. Then he lifted the picture to hang it up.


    “It’s too high,” she said.


    “It’s fine. I like it right here.”


    She made a face at him.


    He made a face back at her.


    She felt the ridiculous urge to giggle, but she managed to restrain it and give him a narrow-eyed look instead. “Where are you going?” she asked him, when he walked away.


    “To the bathroom, if that’s okay with you.”


    “It’s fine with me.”


    As soon as the bathroom door shut, she hurried over to the wall and lifted off the picture. She pulled the nail out with the back of the hammer and lowered the hanger about two inches. She was about to hammer it in again when a pair of strong arms landed on her waist without warning.


    She shrieked in surprise and twirled around, brandishing the hammer.


    Ben laughed out loud. “Don’t swing it at my face. Please. I’d have to regrow my beard if you break my jaw.”


    She released her breath in a rush. “You jerk. You scared the crap out of me. What do you think you were doing?”


    “I was catching you red-handed, trying to rehang my picture.”


    She gasped in outrage and swatted him on the chest with her free hand. “You did it on purpose! You didn’t have to go to the bathroom at all.”


    “Of course not. I knew what you were up to, and I wanted to catch you at it.” He took the hammer out of her hand. “Let’s get rid of this, in case you get the urge to use it on me.” He was smiling warmly, fondly, and his eyes were soft as they gazed down at her.


    For a moment, she thought he would kiss her. Her body began to respond to his expression, excitement and feeling running up and down her spine. Without thinking, she raised the hand she’d swatted his chest with and slid it up toward his shoulder.


    His body was so big and warm and right there next to her. His face was so handsome, even with the stubble because he hadn’t bothered to shave today. His eyes were so deep, so kind, so intimate.


    She was glad to be his friend, but she had to admit that she still wanted to be a lot more than that.


    Her breath was coming out in little pants as she stared up at him, waiting expectantly. For something.


    Then something happened.


    Very gently, he removed her hand from his shoulder and stepped back.


    There was a kind of tension coming from him, but she didn’t know if he’d been thinking the same way she had or if he was afraid she was turning their friendship into something else.


    Either way, he clearly didn’t want to kiss her because he was turning away from her to rehang the picture.


    She told herself not to be so crushed.


    What she had with Ben right now was good—it was better and more real and more deep than anything they’d ever had before. And maybe it would turn into something else in the future, but he obviously didn’t want that right now.


    He was working through a lot of things, including his conflicted feelings for his family. He was trying to turn over a new leaf in a number of ways. And she wasn’t going to pressure him to do anything or be anything that he wasn’t ready for.


    It might turn out that she wasn’t what he really wanted, after all.


    ***


    A few weeks later, they were sitting on her sofa, watching television.


    Ben had come over for dinner, and he hadn’t seemed in a hurry to leave afterwards, so they’d been hanging out, flipping channels and chatting for a couple of hours.


    She’d just gotten up to refill their glasses with ice water and was returning with them when she tripped on the corner of her favorite Turkish rug.


    She managed to catch herself before she fell, and she even kept one of the glasses righted so it didn’t spill. The other one, however, got jerked too hard. The water flew out of it, spilling on her arm, her shirt, and the floor.


    “Damn it,” she gasped, straightening up and putting down the one full glass of water.


    Ben had jumped up when she tripped. “Are you okay?”


    “Fine. Just spilled water all over me and my rug.”


    His face relaxed into a smile. “A little spilled water isn’t the end of the world.”


    “But it’s all over my rug.” She put down the empty glass and ran to the kitchen to get a towel. Then she knelt down to blot up the moisture from her rug.


    “Surely a little water isn’t going to hurt it.” He crouched down next to her—to inspect the rug, she assumed.


    “I hope not. But this is an antique. I don’t want the dye to fade or anything.” She carefully blotted up as much of the water as she could, sighing when she felt the rug to see how wet it still was.


    When she looked up, she saw that Ben was looking at her strangely.


    “What?” she asked, dropping her eyes self-consciously.


    “Nothing.”


    “It’s something. Why were you looking at me that way? It’s not that strange to love a rug, is it?”


    “Not any stranger than putting up with a hulking Neanderthal like me.” There was a fondness in his voice that was impossible to deny. It made her heart start to pound in her chest.


    “I don’t mind putting up with hulking Neanderthals. You don’t even look like one anymore.”


    “I’m still pretty much the same guy, though.”


    “I was always crazy about that guy,” she murmured, affection pushing her into speech, even though she’d resolved not to pressure their friendship into anything deeper.


    “Was?”


    She was so lost in churning emotions that she couldn’t figure out what he was asking. “Was what?”


    He smiled down at her, kneeling next to her on her favorite damp rug. His expression was like the sun breaking free from the clouds. “You said you were always crazy about that guy. Is it past tense now?”


    “Oh.” She swallowed and twisted her hands in her lap. “No. It’s not past tense. But I know we’re just friends now, and I’m really okay with that. I know I pressured you before, and I’m not doing that now.”


    He gave a low chuckle and took both of her hands in his. “If we’re just friends, then you’re going to need to go put on a dry shirt.”


    “What?” She stared up at him, breathless and confused.


    “Cupcake, I’m going to make love to you in about thirty seconds if you don’t tell me to stop.”


    “What?” A new kind of excitement was rising, overflowing, surging through her body and her heart.


    His eyes were hot and hungry as they rested on her face and slid down to her chest. She glanced down too and saw the damp fabric was nearly transparent, one of her nipples clearly visible.


    “Making love to me would be okay with me, as long as that’s what it is.”


    He took her face in both of his hands. “Do you mean that?” His voice was rough and urgent.


    “Of course, I do. I want you so much, Ben, but I can’t just have sex with you if it doesn’t mean anything. I can’t do that to myself. But, if you mean it, if you mean it, then I’ve been wanting to make love to you too.”


    She saw his body twitch just slightly, like he was holding himself back by force. He gently stroked her cheek, his touch very light and careful. “Have you really?”


    “Yes. I thought you didn’t want it, though.”


    He gave a little muffled groan. “Baby, I’m so in love with you I can’t even see straight. But I didn’t want to offer you less than you deserved. I know I let you down before, so I wanted to make sure you knew you could trust me again. I didn’t know how long I should wait.” He gave her a little smile. “And, honestly, I’ve been getting a little impatient.”


    She was so overwhelmed with surprise and joy that a giggle escaped her lips. “I’ve been impatient too. I’ve been wanting to tear your clothes off at all hours of the day.”


    He leaned in closer. “How’s this hour of this day? Just for starters, I mean.”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    He kissed her then, his mouth claiming hers and his arms wrapping all the way around her. Then they were both raising themselves higher on their knees so they could press their bodies closer, and Mandy was clutching at his back, trying to draw him toward her even more.


    When they finally tore apart, Ben was panting and his eyes blazed with joy, a joy that matched the one she was feeling as well. “So am I understanding this right?” he asked hoarsely. “Does this mean you love me too?”


    “Of course, I love you. I love you exactly as you are. Ben Cain or Benjamin Damon or whoever it is you want to be. I love you. Just you.”


    He groaned again and pulled her into an embrace, murmuring, “I love you,” every time his lips pulled away for another kiss.


    Eventually, they got up off the floor, and he carried her into the bedroom.


    And Mandy had to conclude that being neighbors was good. And being friends was better. But being this—being in love—was the best thing ever.


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Cyrus Damon had spent all of his life trying to shape something beautiful out of the world.


    The world so often was hard, and sterile, and shallow, and ugly, and he’d always felt called to offer something else. He’d built his company with the vision of creating spaces where aesthetics and tradition met in perfect unity. Where art, music, history, culture, and all five senses came together into genuinely meaningful experiences. He’d used all of his resources, talents, energy, and taste to offer the world moments of beauty. The perfect meal. The perfect night’s sleep. The perfect cup of tea.


    He’d lived his life believing that ideals like honor and civility were more than empty words. He’d tried to embody them in his own life, in his company, in those around him.


    And he’d failed most of the time.


    He was thinking mostly about the failures as he walked into the walled garden on Damon Manor, which had been prepared and decorated for his nephew’s wedding with the same cultured taste and expense that he applied to everything else in his life.


    He’d grown up in the States but had moved to the U.K. years ago and bought an old estate that he could restore as a beacon of the past. This walled garden—the “secret garden”—was one of his favorite spots.


    Jonathan and Sarah had wanted to get married here, and this afternoon they would.


    He’d made an effort not to pressure them with any expectations of his own, so the wedding was small—only family—and informal. Cyrus had on a dark gray suit, and it was the first time in his life that he hadn’t worn black to a wedding.


    He paused to talk to the wedding planner, who was getting everyone in order, and then he went to take his place. A string quartet was playing classical music, and the climbing roses were in bloom, filling the garden with their rich scent.


    A few minutes later, Sarah and her father walked down the short path to where Jonathan was waiting.


    Jonathan’s hair was rumpled, as always, and his tie didn’t look entirely straight. But his face was blazing with feeling as Sarah approached, tears streaming down her face, surrounded by the scent of roses and the wafting music of the strings.


    It was beautiful here. Right now. One of those perfect moments of beauty Cyrus had always believed the world needed more of. And it didn’t matter that Jonathan wasn’t entirely pulled together or that Sarah was already pregnant. The wedding was beautiful anyway.


    He couldn’t help but wonder how surprised those who knew him would be that he’d had such a recognition.


    On the thought, he shifted his eyes to Benjamin, who had his arm around Mandy and looked more at peace than Cyrus had ever known him to be.


    He still didn’t know how or why he’d broken down like he had when Benjamin had appeared unexpectedly in the inn at Greece several weeks ago. He never did that. He never lost his composure. He never showed weakness. But he’d been so overwhelmed by Benjamin’s making the gesture of coming to see him—when he’d been resigning himself to losing him for good—that he’d simply lost it.


    It wasn’t something he ever did, but he couldn’t regret it. Benjamin had returned his hug, and they’d been making efforts at communicating ever since.


    Things weren’t perfect. Benjamin still wouldn’t come to work for Damon Enterprises, which was a dream that Cyrus still had. But he was using his name again. He called himself Ben Damon. And he looked happy and like he was desperately in love with the lovely, polished, soft-hearted young woman beside him, who had the most beautiful smile Cyrus had ever seen.


    He hoped, in not too long, he could be part of their wedding too—another moment of beauty in a difficult world.


    Andrew and Laurel were here too, and Cyrus’s eyes lingered on his nephew’s grinning face. Andrew had given Cyrus a lot of worry and embarrassment from his reputation with women and partying, but he’d settled down at last. He looked like he had purpose now, and it was a maturity Cyrus was happy to see.


    Andrew still called him “Lord Uncle,” an appellation Cyrus had always secretly liked. He caught his uncle looking at him now, and his grin broadened with unmistakably affection, a kind of joie de vivre so often lacking in this world.


    Cyrus had been too hard on him in the past. Another recognition that pained and surprised him. Andrew had always been a light to anyone around him, and he was still the warmest, most generous soul Cyrus had ever known. He should have appreciated it more.


    Jonathan and Sarah were saying their vows, using the traditional words that spoke back into centuries, connecting their present lives back through centuries of human history.


    It was a different kind of music, and it spoke to Cyrus deeply.


    But his eyes drifted over the familiar faces and the lush garden until they landed on Harrison.


    He was watching the vows with a characteristically serious expression. Like Cyrus, Harrison was dressed in a gray as close to black as a suit could get.


    When Cyrus died, the leadership and responsibility for the company he’d poured his life into would land squarely on Harrison’s shoulders. Harrison was the only one of his nephews who wanted it, and there was no one more capable of carrying on his legacy.


    His whole life, Harrison had been a help and support, carrying the weight of the family responsibilities. Not once, had Harrison broken faith with him. Not once, had he abandoned him. And Cyrus realized with a wrenching pain in his chest that one of his biggest mistakes had been trying to take away the one woman who had brought his nephew joy.


    Marietta was sunny and smiling beside her husband, and her face seemed to be glowing today even more than usual. Glowing in such a special way. And Cyrus had thought—so narrowly, so stupidly—that the family would be better without her.


    He’d almost lost Harrison because of it, and he’d never even apologized. And, all these years, he’d never said “thank you.”


    To Harrison, whom he would have wanted for a son.


    Harrison glanced over toward him and must have noticed his gaze. He met Cyrus’s eyes and gave a little nod. Just a little thing. A moment of connection. A reminder that they were family.


    Cyrus felt a sudden surge of feeling, and he mouthed the words, “Thank you.”


    It shouldn’t have been clear what he was talking about—that he meant to thank Harrison for all the years of faithfulness. But Harrison must have understood.


    He glanced away with a quick jerk of his head, his face twisting slightly. And Cyrus realized it meant something to him. Something as little as that.


    Marietta hadn’t seen the interaction, but she noticed Harrison’s reaction. She reached up to stroke his neck, giving him a questioning look.


    It was intimate, so Cyrus looked away, and he saw that Benjamin must have seen the silent communication—since there was some sort of emotional reaction on Benjamin’s face too.


    Then Benjamin nodded to him, the way Harrison had before, and Cyrus felt another swell of pleasure and satisfaction.


    He’d lost one nephew in the most brutal of tragedies, a sign that the world would never be what it should be. But he had four nephews still living, and they were good men. All of them. They were men he could be proud of. They’d made the Damon name better than it had been before.


    The wedding was concluding now, and Jonathan and Sarah were kissing. Then the string quartet burst out in with lovely, joyful music, mingling with the scent of roses and the laughter and cheers from the family.


    Cyrus Damon found himself smiling.


    He had spent all of his life trying to shape something beautiful out of a world that was broken.


    But maybe he’d finally found it. Right here.


    ***


    Thank you for reading. If you enjoyed Stripping the Billionaire, please consider leaving a review and telling others about it. If you haven’t already read them, be sure to check out the previous three Heirs of Damon books, Seducing the Enemy (Harrison’s book), Playing the Playboy (Andrew’s book), and Engaging the Boss (Jonathan’s book). You can read an excerpt from Seducing the Enemy on the next pages.


    You may see the Damons again in a spin-off series called Beaufort Bride. The first book of the series, featuring Deanna, will be released next year. If you’d like to keep up with my new releases and sales, you can sign up for my low-volume newsletter here: http://eepurl.com/YZ3sz


    


    

  


  
    Excerpt from Seducing the Enemy


    


    Marietta hadn’t realized Harry was quite so rich.


    She knew his suit was expensive, of course. After working in the family restaurant for so long—one of the most popular restaurants in Aix—she could evaluate the relative expense of customers’ clothes and accessories.


    The car the valet pulled around, however, was much more posh than she’d expected. Plus, both the bellboy and the night manager of the hotel began to greet him by name until they found him kissing her and discreetly withdrew.


    His suite was on the top floor of the hotel and looked vast compared to her nice, but compact, room five floors down. It was funny they happened to be staying in the same hotel tonight. Even so, their worlds were obviously very far apart.


    “It’s a work thing. I don’t actually need a suite that a whole battalion could bivouac in.” He must have read her expression as she stared at the luxury suite.


    His dry tone and clever word choice made her laugh and helped shake the last of her reservations. What did it matter whether he had some high-powered job and could fit her whole apartment in this sitting room?


    This was just about sex for the night.


    Her excitement returned with full force—not only intense arousal but also a giddy joy that she was actually doing this, taking this step, pulling out of the shelter she’d hid behind for the last two years.


    She hadn’t intended to have sex this evening. She’d just planned to pick up a man in the club to prove she was ready to move on with her life. But his interest in her filled her with a heady rush.


    She wanted to do this. She really wanted to do this.


    “Did you want something to drink? They brought up some Scotch for me earlier, or I could call down for—”


    “I’m not thirsty.”


    He’d been placing his tablet on the desk across the room, but turned to look at her. “Say that again.”


    She frowned and repeated, “I’m not thirsty.”


    “I was listening to your accent. Are you French?”


    “My mother was French. My father was American.”


    “Ah, then that explains it. Your accent is incredibly sexy.”


    His smile was so compelling she walked over to him without thinking. “I put it on just for you.”


    He chuckled and reached out for her, resting his hands on her hips and pressing her lower body against his. “I’m flattered. What other accents do you have in your arsenal?”


    “Comrade, I am not thirsty.” Trying to keep a straight face, she spoke in an exaggerated Russian accent.


    “Very, very sexy.”


    He kissed her breathless, until she was clutching his shoulders and barely able to stay on her feet. When he finally pulled his mouth away and leaned his forehead against hers, she managed to say in a thick Spanish accent, “Oh, señor, I am not thirsty.”


    She felt a warm thrill when he laughed again. Then a hotter thrill when he kissed her.


    This time, the kiss took them through the double doors to the bedroom. When the back of her knees hit the mattress, she fell onto the bed with Harry on top. He was hot and hard and heavy above her, and her body pulsed to feel even more of him.


    Their kiss broke with the tumble, and he trailed kisses along her jaw and throat.


    She arched her neck in pleasure and exerted all her concentration to say in a bad Cockney accent, “Oi, guv’ner, I’m not bloody thirsty.”


    He almost collapsed on her, his face buried in the hollow of her neck, shuddering with half-suppressed mirth. Not even his kisses felt as good as his amused, shaking body against hers.


    “Damn, Etta,” he said, his voice thick with amusement and something even hotter. “You’re incredible.”


    Not the most romantic of declarations, but it thrilled her just the same.


    He kissed her again, and the mood shifted. Became more urgent and intense. He stroked her as they kissed, and before she knew it he’d pulled her dress over her head.


    She’d worn sexy underwear to boost her confidence, but still felt self-conscious as he stared at her with a palpable hunger.


    No one had ever looked at her like that.


    She shifted and struggled to keep from blurting for him to hurry up and get on with it.


    A smile tilted the corners of his mouth. “You’re so beautiful.”


    The pleasure of that remark relaxed her as he mouthed his way from her throat to her collarbone. Her breasts seemed to strain in her bra as his lips got closer and closer to them.


    She arched when his mouth teased her nipple through the lace fabric and gasped when he fondled her other breast.


    He gently unclasped her bra and caressed her until she wriggled beneath him, moaning and whimpering.


    Eager to satisfy the throbbing ache between her legs, she pulled at his suit jacket to get it off his shoulders.


    It took a while, since he was too busy twirling her nipples and mouthing her belly to help, but she finally dropped the jacket over the side of the bed and pulled at his tie.


    He raised his shoulders when she accidentally strangled him.


    “Sorry.” She stifled a laugh. “It would be easier if you’d stop torturing me and help.”


    “Torture, is it?” He unknotted his tie while she tackled the buttons of his white shirt.


    “A very nice kind of torture, but you’re driving me crazy here.” She groaned when she saw a T-shirt under his dress shirt. “Why are you wearing so many clothes?”


    He hid a smile and instead arched his eyebrows. “It is generally considered unprofessional to sweat through one’s shirt.”


    She giggled, pushing him onto his back to better attack the buttons. She made quick work of his shirt, pulling the sleeves off over his wrists, until his cufflinks hampered further progress.


    Grumbling, she undid them, noting they looked platinum and had probably cost more than her bike, the most expensive thing she owned. Nothing about him was flashy or garish—but everything was worth a fortune.


    When she glanced at his face, she noticed his eyes crawling hungrily over her body. She wore only her panties, necklace, and earrings, and had forgotten to look sexy. He didn’t appear to mind.


    ***


    You can find out more about Seducing the Enemy here.
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