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About Hired Bride
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FOR YEARS, DEANNA'S eccentric grandmother has been trying to marry her off to a rich man, and she's finally managed to do it. Deanna has spent her life trying to take care of those she loves, and a six-month marriage should be a simple enough way to keep their historic Savannah house from falling down around their heads.

Sexy, obnoxious Mitchell Graves needs a wife to finalize a business deal, and he snaps up Deanna as the most expedient option. Because she's quiet, he thinks she'll be easy enough to manage as a wife.

He couldn't be more wrong.
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DEANNA BEAUFORT’S FAMILY line could be traced back almost three hundred years.

One of the Beauforts fought against the British in the Siege of Savannah in 1778 and another defended the city against the Northerners in 1864. Deanna’s grandmother had told her stories about all the great Beauforts of the past since the time she was three years old. She knew them all by heart. They were as familiar to her as her neighbors.

The old Beaufort house in Savannah had been built in the early nineteenth century and had never been out of the family’s possession. When they’d had money, the house was a point of pride. Now, however, it was just a money pit, and it had been crumbling down around Deanna’s head for as long as she could remember.

At the moment, it was the grand staircase that was in danger of collapsing beneath their feet. Deanna and her youngest sister, Kelly, were on their hands and knees, trying to nail down the loose planks before someone tripped on one and cracked open their skull.

“This is ridiculous,” Kelly said, pushing one of her long braids back behind her shoulder and her glasses back up her nose. “Tacking some wood down isn’t going to do any good. The whole staircase needs to be rebuilt.”

Deanna sat up, sighing as she looked up at the dilapidated stairs. She used to slide down the balustrade when she was a girl, but she wouldn’t dare put any weight on it now. She loved the old house, and it hurt her almost physically to see it in such bad shape. “I know. But unless you’re prepared to do it yourself, then it’s not going to get done. It will take us five years to save up enough money to pay for that kind of work.”

“I know. If you’d let me get a job, I could—”

“No,” Deanna said sharply. “You’re finishing college first. We’ve had this discussion before.”

Their parents had died when they were kids, and they’d been raised by their grandmother ever since. The life insurance had run out several years ago since their grandmother wasn’t exactly into frugal living, so money had been tight for a while. Deanna worked as a receptionist in a marketing company—without a college degree, that was the best she could do—and their middle sister, Rose, worked as a nanny for a family who was presently summering in London. But the sisters had decided a long time ago that Kelly would get through college since she was the most academically minded of the three.

If their grandmother had her wish, all three would be married to wealthy men by now, but so far that hadn’t happened. Deanna was twenty-six, and she hadn’t had a serious boyfriend in four years. She was pretty sure that her eccentric, intimidating grandmother scared away any guy who might otherwise be interested, but she didn’t dare say that out loud.

Her grandmother loved her and had raised them when they’d had absolutely no one else. So what if she was obsessed with their family history—so much so that it caused her to act irrationally a lot of the time? Deanna wasn’t going to give up on her.

Since she’d been eleven and her parents’ had died in the car accident, she’d worked desperately to hold her family together, often a losing battle as they always seemed on the verge of disaster. 

“What are you doing?” The sharp voice came from behind them and startled Deanna so much she jerked.

She turned to see her grandmother, a small woman with a rigid posture who always wore a black dress and a tight bun. “We’re working on these loose boards. I almost fell down the steps earlier because I tripped on one.”

“Well, you can do it later. We need to leave for the ball in thirty minutes.”

The “ball” was a black-tie party at the country club for which her grandmother refused to give up her membership. Three or four times a year, Deanna was hauled to one of the parties and foisted on any available bachelor who happened to be present.

She’d known what was coming this evening, but she’d been hoping that pretending it didn’t exist might make it go away.

That particular strategy never worked, but she kept trying.

“I was thinking that maybe I wouldn’t go to—”

“You must,” her grandmother interrupted.

“But I’ve met all the available men who ever attend. None of them are interested in me. It’s not like I’m going to find my future husband there, so it feels like a waste of—”

“It is not a waste. There might be someone new. And Morris Alfred Theobald III might attend.”

Her grandmother’s latest scheme was to match her up with Morris, a short, balding, pompous ass who was always referred to by his full name. Deanna couldn’t stand him, and she had spent most of the last social function trying to avoid his groping hands.

He was rich though, so her grandmother thought he’d be a good match.

“Now go get ready,” her grandmother said. “Wear the green dress.”

Deanna sighed and stood up, giving Kelly a wry look. Over and over again, she daydreamed about defying her grandmother and just saying no. It was a ridiculous, anachronistic idea anyway—finding a rich husband to restore the family fortune. But every time she was on the verge of rebelling, she would see something that looked like desperation in her grandmother’s eyes.

The family meant everything to her grandmother. And in her worldview, the only way to save the family was to marry a man who could bring in the money they needed. Deanna could hardly expect the old woman to have kept up with the times. If the choice was giving up an evening to go to a party or breaking her grandmother’s heart, Deanna would always choose giving up the evening.

It was a small enough thing, after all. She didn’t want to hurt her grandmother.

“Kelly,” her grandmother said, “The Pride needs to be dusted.”

Deanna and Kelly looked at each other. “The Pride” was a collection of Mrs. Beaufort’s dead Siamese cats, all professionally stuffed by a taxidermist to preserve them. They were prominently displayed in the parlor, along with a host of other family treasure including china and costumes from their Beaufort forebears.

In high school, Deanna had never dared invite friends inside the house since they invariably laughed at the museum she lived in. Now she found it rather endearing. In a world that cared more about the next big thing, she thought it was meaningful that her grandmother wanted to remember good things from the past.

Kelly nodded. She was just nineteen, but she’d always been oddly mature and sensible. “I’ll dust them this evening when y’all leave. Deanna might need my help getting dressed.”

Deanna didn’t need any help—certainly not from Kelly, whose idea of fashion was a baggy T-shirt and braids—but she was glad for the company as she went upstairs to get dressed. She showered quickly and came back into her room to find her sister was trying to smooth out a few wrinkles on the silvery-green dress that Rose, who was an excellent seamstress, had made for her last year.

A few minutes later, Kelly was eying her sister moodily as Deanna worked on her long brown hair.

“What’s the matter?” Deanna asked, noticing her sister’s uncharacteristically sober expression.

“Nothing. Just one day you’re going to have to say no to her.”

Deanna knew immediately who the “her” referred to. “I say no to her plenty.”

“Yeah, on little things that don’t mean anything. But you won’t say no to her on big things.”

Deanna stiffened her shoulders. She’d done her makeup, so the face looking at her in the mirror was fresh and pretty, with familiar large light gray-green eyes and full lips. Around her neck was a lovely beaded necklace that she’d made herself. In her little spare time, she loved working with beads. “Yes, I will. Going to a party isn’t a big deal. There’s no sense in making a stand over something so little. If it’s important, I’ll say no to her. For instance, I’ll never date Morris Alfred Theobald III, even if she wants me to.”

“Maybe. But sometimes I wonder. You should be living on your own now, using your salary to build a life for yourself instead of trying to take care of all of us. You don’t have a life at all because you’re trapped by all of us and our weirdness.”

“I am not trapped,” Deanna said sharply, surprised and worried by the turn of the conversation. Kelly was so self-possessed that it was sometimes difficult to know what was going on in her mind. “I love you all. I live here and help with money because I choose to, because it makes me happy. I’d be miserable if I just up and left you in the lurch.”

“I know you’d feel guilty, but the point is, you shouldn’t have to feel guilty for living your own life. It’s like you’re always trying to hold everything together for us, and you shouldn’t have to do that.”

“Kelly, stop. This is my life. I’m not some sort of sacrificial lamb for the family. I like my job, and I like living here, and I love all of you, and it’s not the end of the world to go to a few parties. You’d do the same thing.”

“I’d be terrible at a party. Grandmama would never take me. I’d humiliate her.”

This was true. Kelly had always been a tomboy growing up, and she still had absolutely no social graces. Their grandmother would never try to marry her off until she had no other choice. Since Rose was a live-in nanny, she wasn’t in the position of being pushed onto the marriage mart.

No, it was only Deanna who got that joy—at least for the time being.

Sometimes it was embarrassing. She knew that people laughed at her grandmother and talked about her obvious ambition to get rich husbands for her granddaughters.

She shook the thought away. She’d lived with it for a long time, and it didn’t change the most important things.

She loved her family, and she would do anything she could to make them happy and take care of them.

If that meant going to a fancy party and being thrown at any eligible men who happened to be present, then she could live with that.

***
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THE PARTY WAS EXACTLY as Deanna had expected.

It was mostly the same crowd as always attended these functions, and she greeted her friends and acquaintances with conversations that felt like they’d been replayed dozens of times before.

At least Morris Alfred Theobald III wasn’t present.

She only saw a few people she didn’t know. One of them was a very attractive man she had trouble keeping her eyes off of. He looked to be in his thirties, and he was taller than anyone else in the room, with an impressive build, classically handsome features, and a kind of lurking charisma that seemed to attract people like a magnet. He was the only man not wearing a tuxedo.

She didn’t know who he was, but he appeared to have a date—Gina Fenton—so she had to assume he wasn’t available.

If he was, her grandmother would find out soon enough and drag her over to meet him.

Deanna was sneaking another look at the good-looking, dark-haired man when a voice from behind her surprised her. “Deanna, how lovely you look tonight.”

She turned to see a matronly middle-aged woman she recognized. “Mrs. Damon,” she said with a smile. “Thank you. How are you?”

Lucy Damon was as much a fixture at these parties as her grandmother was, and Deanna had known her most of her life. The Damons were rich and successful, with their hotels and restaurants all over the world. Deanna had dated Lucy’s son, Benjamin, in high school, and she knew her grandmother was crushed that she hadn’t managed to snare him.

“I’m doing very well. Benjamin and Mandy are getting married. Did you hear about that?”

“No, I didn’t!” Deanna smiled at the news. “Congratulations. You must be thrilled. When is the wedding?”

“In three months. They’re going to get married here in Savannah. I hope you’ll be able to attend.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.” Deanna was still smiling with pleasure at hearing how well Ben and Mandy were doing—she’d only met Mandy briefly, but she’d immediately liked the sweet, pretty young woman. Then her eyes drifted over to the handsome man she didn’t know again.

He happened to be looking in her direction too, so their eyes met across the room.

It was one of those strange moments that feel intense for no good reason. Flustered, Deanna turned back to Lucy Damon.

Lucy had turned to see who had distracted her. “Oh, do you know Mitchell Graves?”

“No,” Deanna said hurriedly, before the name clicked. “Oh, I’ve heard of him, of course, but I’ve never met him. He owns the Claremont, right? Is that him?”

“Yes, that’s him. He’s been expanding his business. That’s why he’s with Gina Fenton tonight. Something about that restaurant the Fentons own. And I believe he’s reached out to Cyrus, although I never heard how that turned out.” Lucy’s brother was Cyrus Damon, billionaire and CEO of Damon Enterprises, a man just as eccentric in his own way as Deanna’s grandmother. “I’m not sure why Mitchell is here tonight though. He doesn’t like these traditional get-togethers. He’s...”

When she trailed off, Deanna was immediately curious. “He’s what?”

“He’s very modern in his behavior,” Lucy said discreetly. “He’s an excellent businessman, according to my brother, but his behavior...” She cleared her throat.

“He doesn’t behave well?” Deanna tried to remember what she’d heard about the man. Most of it was connected to the Claremont Hotel, which had gradually become the most prestigious hotel in the city. She also thought she remembered his name being associated with a few different women, but certainly nothing so scandalous it dominated the local gossip.

Lucy continued, “I understand he doesn’t believe in traditions—including marriage. As you might expect, this has led to some ruffled feathers in Savannah. Evidently, he does love his mother though, so at least he has that going for him.”

“Oh.” Deanna tried to hide a smile as she glanced back at him. That was probably why he was—quite inappropriately—wearing a business suit to the party. A man who didn’t believe in much-loved and well-established traditions would be anathema to a certain section of Savannah. She had to admire the brazenness, particularly since he owned a hotel that was founded on many of those traditions.

Mitchell was talking to Gina Fenton, but his eyes shifted back casually to where Deanna stood. She knew he saw her looking at him, and she glanced away immediately.

No sense in being interested in that direction. If he didn’t believe in marriage, he obviously wasn’t a good option for her, and a man like that would never put up with her grandmother.

Deanna wouldn’t even want him.

She wasn’t as consumed by the past and their lineage as her grandmother was—not even close. But it was part of who she was. And she wouldn’t want to date a man who treated things that were important to her like they were nothing.

***
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WHEN HER GRANDMOTHER came over a few minutes later and took her arm in a steely grip, Deanna knew she was going to be bullied into an introduction.

Her grandmother only acted like this when she was on a mission, which usually meant she’d found a new eligible man.

“I was talking to Mrs. Damon,” Deanna began, knowing the objection was useless, even as she said it.

“She will understand.” She was heading toward the far side of the room, and Deanna could see who was standing directly in their path.

Mitchell Graves.

“Grandmama,” Deanna said in a low voice, feeling a flush rising in her cheeks. “There’s no sense in introducing me to—”

“He is single.”

“I know, but he isn’t... I mean, he won’t...”

“He comes from no family, but he is rich. Talk to him. Maybe you’ll like him.”

Deanna almost groaned. She’d been through this many times before, and she was usually confronted with either sympathy, amusement, or faint disgust, depending on the character of the man in question.

Deanna wasn’t sure what Mitchell Graves’ character would be, but she somehow knew he wouldn’t appreciate being seen as a potential tool for restoring the fortunes of a failing Savannah family.

“Mr. Graves,” her grandmother said, her sharp voice breaking into the conversation between Mitchell and George Fenton without any warning at all. “This is my granddaughter, Deanna. You should meet her.”

Deanna’s cheeks were burning hotly now. She was used to her grandmother’s blunt habits and brazen fortune hunting, but she could very clearly see herself through Mitchell’s eyes. He would think they were nothing but a source of contempt and mockery.

She hated feeling that way—about herself and about her grandmother.

“Grandmama,” she murmured, shooting an apologetic look at the men. “We’re interrupting.”

“It’s no problem at all,” George Fenton said with a smile. He was Gina’s brother—a polite middle-aged man whom Deanna had met a few times. “We shouldn’t have been discussing business at a party anyway. Good to see you again, Mrs. Beaufort, Miss Deanna.”

Mitchell had lifted his dark eyebrows and was studying her grandmother as if she were a strange specimen under a microscope. Then he turned his eyes to her with a look of cool amusement. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Deanna.” He pronounced the last words with an emphasis that she immediately understood as mockery.

Her shoulders stiffened. She might be embarrassed by her grandmother’s behavior herself, but that didn’t give this man any reason to look down on them that way. “It’s nice to meet you too. Sorry for the interruption,” she said with as much composure as she could muster. “We’ll let you get back to your conversation.”

She turned to leave, resenting the hell out of Mitchell’s arrogantly amused expression.

“You will stay here,” her grandmother said firmly, giving her the look the sisters had always called her “evil eye”—the one that allowed no dispute. “There is no interruption.”

Deanna was about to object, partly because she wanted to sink into the ground to get away from this conversation and partly because she had no interest in talking to this man who seemed to become more of an ass as the moments passed.

But her objection would upset her grandmother. She would act angry but would actually be hurt. Then Deanna would feel guilty. Then her grandmother would sulk for a few days, and the whole household would be thrown out of whack.

It just wasn’t worth it. She could talk to Mitchell for a couple of minutes and not risk anyone being hurt. So she sighed and turned back.

“I will let you get acquainted,” her grandmother said with a nod of satisfaction before she turned and walked away.

Mitchell’s expression changed from amusement to an acute observation that looked almost disdainful. As if he was judging her. As if he thought she was weak or spineless or silly. As if he knew her at all.

She liked this man even less now than she had the moment before.

“So, what brings you here tonight?” she asked since she had to say something.

“Business,” he said, his eyes drifting around the well-dressed crowd. “This ridiculous, outdated ritual isn’t exactly my scene.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t have thought it was.” Her tone might have been a little cool, but everything in his look and tone seemed to be judging her, judging them, and she didn’t appreciate it.

“How old are you?” he asked, his eyes landing on her face again.

She stiffened. “What kind of question is that?”

“It’s a simple enough question. I don’t believe in standing on ceremony, and I wanted to know.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because you look like you’re too old to still be under your grandmother’s control.”

She gasped in indignation. “I’m not under my grandmother’s control.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Is that the story you’re going with?”

He was still ludicrously handsome, even as she wanted to scratch the skin off his face. She snapped her mouth closed to keep herself from telling him exactly what she thought of him. Instead, she turned on her heel to walk away from him.

She was sorry if it would disappoint her grandmother, but there was no way in hell she was going to spend any more time with this jackass.

Her grandmother’s dreams of a rich marriage weren’t going to be fulfilled with Mitchell Graves. That was for sure.

***
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MITCHELL GRAVES HATED parties like this. A bunch of nostalgic idiots trying to recreate a romanticized past that had never existed.

He wouldn’t have come at all, except he needed to talk to the Fentons about a business deal he really wanted to happen.

The Fentons owned the Darlington Café, and Mitchell was determined to buy them out. For the first time in years, they were considering getting out of the business, so he thought they’d very likely accept a reasonable offer as long as they liked and trusted Mitchell.

Since they believed in these throwback parties, Mitchell had to go. And he had to play nice, even though George’s affability was grating on him and Gina kept flirting with him.

Mitchell was certainly not opposed to using sex when it served his purpose, but he wasn’t at all attracted to Gina Fenton, and having sex with her would almost certainly come back to bite him in the ass.

So aside from the one brief encounter with Deanna Beaufort, he wasn’t having a very good night.

Deanna was absolutely gorgeous—small and curvy with thick dark hair and those mesmerizing green eyes. There was a spirit that seemed trapped inside her quiet, restrained persona as if she was someone else, someone she couldn’t let the rest of the world see. He could sense that in her—a kind of passion that appealed to him—even as he tried not to laugh at her grandmother’s shameless attempts to pair her off with a rich man.

Mitchell didn’t believe in marriage, and that wasn’t going to change. It was another of those stupid things people did because they thought they had to. So he could laugh privately at the absurdity without feeling much threat.

He enjoyed it even more when Deanna obviously got angry with him and did her best to hide it.

He’d like to get to know her better, but the Darlington Café was more important.

Things had always come easily to Mitchell. He’d done well at school and in sports and in debate without even trying. He’d sailed through college and grad school, earning an MBA without breaking a sweat. He’d convinced some investors to help him buy out a dying hotel in historic Savannah since he was sure he could turn the place around.

It hadn’t taken much effort on his part, but it had worked. The Claremont was now more successful than he could have imagined, and he wasn’t even thirty-five years old yet.

Life was easy. Women were easy. There wasn’t much sense in taking things seriously. That was one of the reasons he was so intrigued by Deanna, who seemed to take everything seriously.

He didn’t have time for her tonight though. He had George Fenton squarely on his side, which meant he just had to convince Gina.

He needed to play it exactly right. She’d obviously been interested in him from the first time they met, but she was much more open about it tonight than she’d been before. If he flirted with her, she would keep coming on to him, and then things would get sticky. But if he held her at arm’s length, she might get her pride hurt, and she could block the deal merely out of spite.

Mitchell was still trying to figure out the best strategy when he found her talking to her brother.

She smiled as he approached, something intimate in her expression that was troubling and entirely inappropriate, as if she was sure he would fold to her advances.

Maybe she thought he was a business whore—willing to sleep his way into the deal.

He had sex a lot. None of it serious. But the only times he had sex with a business partner or associate was when he genuinely wanted to.

He didn’t want to sleep with Gina. She wasn’t unattractive, but she gave him unpleasant vibes.

“Get me a drink, Mitchell?” she asked, taking his arm possessively.

“Sure.” He smiled—his normal easy, charismatic smile, but his mind was working fast. He had to figure out a way out of this bind, how to reject her without offending her.

He wanted the Darlington Café. He wanted it so much he could feel it in his chest. He wasn’t going to blow the deal over something so trivial.

Instead of heading for the bar, Gina pulled him into a side room off the main ballroom. Before he could react, she had him pressed up to a wall and was rubbing her body against him.

This was terrible. She was shameless, and she evidently thought he wouldn’t object since he wanted the restaurant so much.

“Gina, wait,” he said, trying not to sound trapped, although he was starting to feel that way.

“Why do we have to wait?” She was pressing kisses on his jaw and around his mouth.

He managed to hold her back without tightening his grip. Any moment, she was going to get mad and the whole deal would be blown. “Because I can’t... I can’t do this.”

“Why not?”

He couldn’t say he didn’t want her. It might be true, but it would hopelessly offend her. “Because I’m... I’m not available.”

That would work. That would be a good excuse. If he was already with someone, then he couldn’t be with her and it wouldn’t be personal at all.

Perfect.

“You’re not with someone else. I would have heard.” She ran her hand down his chest and abdomen until it almost reached his groin.

Mitchell really didn’t want this woman to touch him there. “We’re keeping it quiet to avoid gossip, but I’m already with someone else.”

“Unless you’re engaged...”

“I am engaged.” Why the hell not? If he could have a fictional girlfriend, then he could have a fictional fiancée. That would make for an even better excuse, and it might be the only way out of this tangle.

Gina gasped audibly and stepped back. “I thought you didn’t believe in marriage.”

“I don’t.” Mitchell rubbed his face, thinking as quickly as he could. This was turning complicated, but he couldn’t take it back without sacrificing the Darlington Café. “But I fell in love. What can I say? Maybe I’m predictable after all. I’m sorry if it led to any misunderstandings. But you’ll understand if I can’t...”

He trailed off, hoping this would be enough. He told lies when he needed to—if it was the best way to achieve his objective. It was all part of business, and this would definitely count.

“I guess so. I wish I’d known.” She was starting to look a little embarrassed, which was good, but there was still a spark of suspicion in her eyes, as if she didn’t quite believe him. “Who are you engaged to?”

Now he was really trapped. He’d have to make up someone from a different state, but then there would be a whole backstory he’d have to concoct to make it believable since he wasn’t out of town enough for a long-distance relationship.

Maybe she could be a recluse who never left home.

Maybe she could be dying and the story could be a tragic love affair.

Maybe she could have an abusive father.

Before he could come up with a believable story, the door of the room opened and Mrs. Beaufort walked in with Deanna trailing behind.

“Grandmama,” Deanna was saying, looking frustrated and tired and still incredibly pretty. “I don’t need to freshen—” She broke off when she saw the room was occupied. “Oh, sorry.” Her eyes slid from Mitchell to Gina and back again.

Mitchell suddenly had a brainstorm. The perfect solution to the knot he’d bound himself in. There was always an easy answer. He just had to wait until it appeared.

He turned to Gina. “This is her,” he said, giving Deanna a broad smile. “This is my fiancée. Deanna Beaufort.”

Deanna’s big eyes got even bigger as she stared at him speechlessly.

But Mrs. Beaufort, that savvy, ambitious old lady, evidently had a mind that worked like a machine. She straightened up, a look of recognition washing over her face, and she said, “Yes, my granddaughter is engaged to Mr. Graves. We weren’t planning to announce it yet, however.”

“Grandmama,” Deanna breathed, staring numbly at her grandmother. She was obviously too stunned to keep up.

But Mitchell had taken his measure of her in the brief conversation they’d had before, and he was sure she wasn’t going to object. She obviously did anything for her grandmother, no matter how little she wanted to do it.

He could use it. It was what he did. Take a quick assessment of other people and use it for his advantage. “I know we weren’t announcing it yet, but I felt like I needed to tell Ms. Fenton.” He turned back to Gina. “I’m very sorry. I hope you’ll understand.”
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