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The local branch of the Scottish Women’s Institute want to use Kintyre Mansion to hold their annual fundraising ball. There’s only one problem—its owner. 

Duncan Stewart is a young widower, still reeling from grief two years after losing his wife, and making the town suffer while he does it. The artist doesn’t paint anymore—he’s become a bad-tempered recluse. The only person he can tolerate for any length of time is his housekeeper—whom he feels overly protective toward, in a professional sort of way...mostly. It seems his grief is coming to an end, and the only woman who interests him in the slightest is the one who’s off limits. The one who works for him. And, the one who’s very much up to something...

Donna Sinclair, the mansion’s housekeeper, is well known for her three weaknesses: being a sucker for a good sob story, an injured animal and a lost soul. And there are days when her boss is all three—and it makes him a little cranky. Which is why she hasn’t told him that she’s given the Women’s Institute permission to hold their fundraising ball at the mansion. Now all she needs to do is get him out of the building for the weekend of the party. There’s only one problem with her plan—Duncan is practically a hermit and has barely set foot out of the mansion since his wife died.

But Donna has a secret weapon on her side—her crazy sisters who would do just about anything to help her out!
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A note to my readers
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Dear Reader,

First in 2014, and then to an even greater degree in 2018, the Mackintosh building of The Glasgow School of Art was gutted by fire. It no longer stands on the spot it occupied for over a hundred years, leaving the artists who honed their crafts within its walls heartbroken at its loss. I know, because I am one of them. 

For four years, I was fortunate enough to walk the halls of the Mac. I sat in its lecture theatre, on seats that were so hard your bum was numb for hours afterwards. I showed my work in exhibitions held in the studios and corridors. I spent hours in the library, daydreaming under the Art Nouveau detailing and napping in the soft afternoon light that flooded the room. Most importantly, I worked in the studios, knowing that generations of artists had done so before me. 

The Glasgow School of Art’s Mackintosh building wasn’t just a place to study—it was loved. It had its own personality—from the recurring Rennie Mackintosh motifs throughout the building to the worn stone steps that wound up to the studios above. That is why in this book, the art school can still be found in pristine condition. In the world inside my head, the building is still in one piece, and a new generation of artists walks it halls dreaming of fame. 

So, please forgive me for taking poetic licence with history, but to me, the Mac still lives on, and I couldn’t bear to write of a world where it doesn’t.

With much love,

Janet x
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Prologue
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Eighteen months earlier, Kintyre Mansion, Scotland

––––––––
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The sound of breaking glass woke Donna Sinclair from a deep sleep. She lay as still as possible, straining to hear what had caused the noise. As usual, the mansion was eerily quiet. In the three months she’d been living in the housekeeper’s accommodation at the top of the building, she’d become accustomed to the creaks and echoing noises in the old house. Although, she still didn’t feel comfortable in the place, or in her role as housekeeper—a job she hadn’t applied for but had been given because she happened to turn up on the day her boss fired the last one.

She sighed at the thought of her invisible boss. She hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Duncan Stewart since the day he’d hired her—even though they both lived in the same building. Since his young wife died the year before, Duncan had retreated from the world, leaving his housekeeper to deal with it for him. His grief was a spectre hanging over the mansion. Although, some days she thought it might be the lingering spirit of Fiona Stewart.

Aren’t you going to investigate? Donna wasn’t surprised by the voice only she could hear. She looked over to find a life-size drawing of Hermione Granger standing beside her dresser. You are the housekeeper after all.

“Go away,” Donna said. “You’re a kid. What do you know?” She paused as something else occurred to her. “And you aren’t real.” She probably should have led with the last part.

Hermione was undeterred. Isn’t it your job to take care of the mansion?

“It isn’t part of my job description to put myself in danger.” And yes, she was aware she was talking to an imaginary person. It happened a lot more often than she would ever admit. She had a tendency to sketch in the pages of the books she read, and those sketches had a habit of coming to life when she least wanted them to. 

Stop being such a coward, Hermione said. You’re giving girls everywhere a bad name.

She should never have started re-reading Harry Potter before she fell asleep. If she’d been reading Lord of the Rings, Frodo would have appeared and told her to stay under her bed until the problem passed.

Another smash drew her attention to the front of the house. It didn’t sound like a window breaking, more like dishes being thrown against a wall. Part of her, the cowardly part, hoped Duncan would deal with the situation but considering his hermit nature, it seemed unlikely. 

Donna! Someone could be breaking in. You need to deal with it.

“Fine,” she grumbled.

After climbing out of bed and tugging on her old terry cotton robe, she grabbed her phone from the nightstand next to her bed and hurried for the door. 

Don’t worry, Hermione said. I have my wand. I’ll back you up.

“What a relief,” Donna muttered as she hurried down the stairs into the empty building beneath her. “Go away. I can’t deal with you right now.”

How rude! Hermione disappeared. Thankfully. 

The sound of something else smashing made her trip on the stairs, and as she reached for the bannister to steady herself, she heard a voice—an angry, pain-filled wail that echoed through the mansion. 

“Damn you to hell for leaving me, Fiona!”

Duncan.

She flew down the stairs. Rushing towards the sound of a man losing control. Donna didn’t spare a thought for the danger involved in confronting him while he was enraged, all she could think of was getting to him. Of helping him. Somehow.

“Forever!” Another crash punctuated his roar. “You promised forever.”

She rushed through the corridors to the main entrance, wishing she wasn’t the only staff member who lived on-site. Wishing someone was there to help her calm Duncan and save him from himself.

“You lied!” he bellowed. “Forever didn’t happen.”

She ran across the marble entryway and yanked the front door open. A missile flew at her head. She ducked—just in time—and a half-full bottle of whisky smashed on the marble floor behind her.

Duncan stood in the middle of the driveway, at the bottom of the steps leading up to the mansion. His rumpled blue plaid shirt was buttoned up crookedly, his jeans had stains and his feet were bare. An overgrown beard hid his jaw, and tangled hair fell into his eyes. He looked more like a man who’d been living on the streets for months than the owner of Kintyre’s mansion house.

“Liar!” He roared as he lifted his fists to the sky. “Liar!”

Agony came off him with such force that Donna half expected to find a storm raging overhead. There should have been lightning and an answering roar of thunder, but instead, all she could see were the stars.

He staggered back a step before bending over to reach for another bottle. It seemed that in the weeks since she’d last seen him, her boss had been working his way through the liquor cabinet. 

A spear of guilt made her stomach clench. She should have checked on him. She’d been selfish, thinking only of her own comfort, when he’d been suffering alone. As far as she could see, there was no one else around to keep an eye on him. Three months and there had been no visits to the mansion. No calls from family. Nothing. She wasn’t sure if he’d driven everyone away, or if his life had revolved around his wife to such an extent that there’d been no room for anyone else. It didn’t matter what caused his isolation. Right now, there was no one to step in and stop the man from killing himself with his grief.

No one but her.

“Duncan!” She raced towards him, down the stone steps and into the night. Aware that it probably wasn’t the smartest thing she’d ever done. He was massive, enraged and blind drunk. But he was also in pain, and she couldn’t bear it. “Stop, Duncan, please,” she called. 

What she planned to do once she got to him, she didn’t know. But, to her surprise, he froze. The intensity of his dark gaze made her stumble. He blinked. Once. Twice. And then frowned. 

“Fiona?” The confused whisper broke her heart.

“Oh, Duncan, no.” She approached him slowly, her hand out, as though he were a savage beast. 

“Fiona!” It was a desperate cry.

He staggered the distance between them and fell to his knees on the harsh gravel. Strong arms snaked around her hips as he rubbed his face against her stomach.

“You came back.” The wonder and love in his voice brought tears to her eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t leave me. You said forever. You promised. And you always keep your promises.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her stomach. “Ah, Fiona, I’ve missed you, lass.

A tear slid down Donna’s cheek, and she found it difficult to get the words out through her tightening throat. “Duncan, Fiona’s gone,” she said gently. “I’m Donna, your housekeeper.”

He was buried too deep in his drunken delusion to hear her. “I can’t do this without you.” He pressed his forehead to her. “Don’t leave me again. I cannae bear it.”

Another tear escaped, and she found herself reaching out with trembling hands to stroke the hair of the broken man who clung to her. To offer what little comfort she could when words were lost to him.

His breathing hitched at her touch. “How I love you. There’s only you for me. Only you.”

Her heart clenched, and she desperately wished that she had the power to bring his wife back for him. She wanted to reach through time and undo the injustices of the past. She wanted to give him hope. But there was none to give. 

“Shh,” she whispered as she stroked his unruly hair. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“They want me to lecture,” he whispered. “To stand up in front of all those students and talk about my work. I can’t do it. I can’t talk about it, and I can’t paint again. It would be better if everybody forgot about me. I’m washed up, lass. There are no more ideas for paintings in my head. And why would there be? What would I paint without you? Everything is so damn hard without you. Don’t leave me again. Never again. You promised.” 

He let out a sigh of pure longing. “I think I’ve missed your lips most of all.” He leaned back to look up at her with eyes that saw another. His fingers traced the curve of her mouth. “I’ve missed the way they look when you smile at me, and the way they purse in anger when I annoy you—which is often. I’ve missed the feel of them, satin against my skin. And the colour, a ripe peach in summer. I’ve just missed you, Fi. All of you.” 

He pressed his forehead against her. “I want to be with you so bad it’s agony. Why did you leave me behind? And why didn’t I have the guts to follow when I should have?” 

“Hush now,” she cooed as tears streamed down her cheeks, “it’s going to be okay.” 

He took a shuddering breath. “I can’t smile without you, Fi. I’ve forgotten how.”

There was nothing else she could say. They stayed like that for what seemed like hours until Donna was shivering from the cold nipping at her bones. She couldn’t let go of him. She knew she was a poor substitute for the woman he longed for, but in that moment, she was all he had to hold on to.

At last, Duncan’s vice-like hold relaxed, and with one long, contented sigh, he slid to the ground in front of her. For a second, she feared he’d given up on life entirely, but his pulse was steady and strong. It was only the whisky and the emotion catching up with him. 

There was no way Donna would leave him lying in the driveway. Even if her nature could allow it, the early morning temperature could still slip below zero. The calendar might tell them it was late summer, but Scotland hadn’t received the memo. There was only one thing she could do, she reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out her phone.

“Agnes,” she said when her sister answered. “I need help.”

“He snapped, didn’t he?” Aggie said. “I knew it was only a matter of time. Hide the weapons. I’ll call the cops.”

“He hasn’t snapped.” Well, not in the way Aggie meant anyway. “He drank too much, and he’s passed out in the driveway.”

“Oh.” Her sister almost sounded disappointed.

“I need you to get hold of Keir and his brother. I’ll have to carry him into the house, and I can’t do it on my own.”

“You should leave him there to teach him a lesson.” Aggie might be telling her off, but Donna could hear the rustling as she got dressed, ready to come to her aid.

“He’s had enough hard lessons these past few months. He’s grieving, not partying. He’s been trying to drown his sorrows.” For months, by the looks—and the smell—of it.

Agnes sighed. “I’ll get the boys. We’ll be there soon.”

Grateful, Donna hung up and waited for them, spending the time clearing up the broken bottles and mopping the whisky from the reception hall floor. She would have liked to have been dressed in more than her robe when help arrived, but she didn’t dare leave Duncan alone in case he drowned in his vomit. Not that there was any sign of him waking up enough to empty his stomach. He was still out cold, lying on the frozen ground, beside the overgrown rose bushes that lined the drive.

Headlights announced the arrival of her helpers, and a minute later, Mairi’s ex-boyfriend climbed out of his truck. Keir had recently returned to town and bought the building that housed Arness’ only garage. It also held the flat where Mairi and Agnes lived. The purchase had been a calculated move on his part. Keir had come home to win Mairi back—so far, it wasn’t going well.

“So, this is the famous artist.” Keir crouched down to get a look at Duncan. “Poor bastard.”

“Thanks for coming out.”

He smiled up at her. “You can thank me by telling your stubborn sister how awesome I am.”

Donna winced, grateful Mairi was spending the night with Isobel and the kids, and hadn’t been there when she’d called Agnes. Mairi would have lost her mind if she’d known Keir had been roped in to help. “I’m not sure that would do you any good.”

“No, knowing Mairi, I don’t think it would. Never mind. What do you need us to do?”

“I need to get him inside and into his bed. I can’t leave him here.”

He looked over his shoulder at his brother, who’d climbed out of the truck with Agnes. “Get his legs, Sean.”

Together, the four of them managed to get Duncan into the house, up the stairs and onto his bed.

“This place stinks,” Agnes said as she picked up empty beer bottles and plates of half-eaten food. “We need rubbish bags, heavy duty cleaning solution and a vacuum cleaner.” She stared at the carpet in disgust. “Although, maybe we should just set fire to the room and be done with it.”

“The cleaning stuff is in the cupboard off the kitchen,” Donna said. “It’s marked scullery.” 

“Of course it is.” Rubbish in hand, Agnes turned towards the door.

“I’ll help you.” Sean followed her.

“He can’t go on like this. You know that, right?” Keir said, his eyes on her fingers as they brushed Duncan’s hair from his forehead. 

She made a mental note to make a barber’s appointment for him, then wondered how she’d get him there once she’d booked him in.

“I know, I should have checked up on him before now. Don’t worry, I won’t leave him alone again.” 

She’d been so busy settling into the mansion, and getting to grips with her job, that she hadn’t spared a thought for her grieving boss. All communication about her duties as housekeeper had come from his lawyer. Now, she wished she’d taken the time to find out what Duncan had been doing while she settled in.

Keir’s face softened as he looked at her. “You’ve always had the biggest heart out of you and your sisters, but he isn’t some stray animal you can rescue and nurse back to health. He’s a full-grown man who’s had his heart ripped out. The chances of you getting hurt are pretty bloody high.”

She’d already figured that out all on her own. “I’ll be careful.”

“No, you won’t. You’re too damn soft.” He gave her a knowing smile. “If you need help, shout out. If he scares you, get out of here. You can always call in the professionals to deal with him. Okay?”

Duncan would hate dealing with a stranger. He might be a mess, but he was a proud mess.

“Promise me,” Keir said when she didn’t answer. “Mairi might hate my guts right now, but I still care about her, and her sisters. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“I promise. If I can’t help him, I’ll call someone who can.”

On the bed, her boss stirred, and his hand snapped out to curl around her wrist. Keir took a step forwards to intervene, but Donna shook her head to stop him.

“What is it?” she said softly.

“The roses.” His voice was hoarse, his eyes unfocused as he stared at her. “Did I damage the roses?”

“No. The roses are fine.”

As he sank back into the bed, his grip loosened, and his hand fell to his side. “Fiona loves the roses,” he muttered before he passed out again.

Keir gave him a pitying look. “Come on. We’ll help clean up before we leave. In his state, he wouldn’t notice if we drove a tank through here. You might want to get rid of the booze while we do it.”

“Good thinking.” Donna adjusted the pillow under Duncan’s head. “I hate seeing him this broken. He looks so strong on the outside.” His need called to her.

“Sweetheart,” Keir said softly. “Don’t go falling for this man.”

As she nodded, Donna wondered if Keir’s advice might be a little too late in coming.
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Chapter 1
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Present day, Kintyre Mansion, Scotland

––––––––
[image: ]


It had been two long, painful weeks since Duncan had ordered Donna to fire their second cook—this time for whistling while he worked. Although, Donna thought the lord of the manor had been more annoyed by what the man had been whistling than by the noise itself. Apparently, ABBA wasn’t ‘proper music,’ according to her boss. When she’d explained to him that he might want to put up with the whistling because decent cooks were hard to come by, he’d upped her salary and told her she could do the job until she found a replacement. 

Although Donna appreciated the extra cash, as her bank account was being drained dry paying off all the poor people Duncan fired, having her cook was a decision they’d both come to regret. Because Donna was famous for three things—her talent for killing plants, her non-existent cooking skills and her inability to say no. It was her non-existent cooking skills that were slowly killing them off. If it wasn’t a ready meal or a sandwich, then whatever she produced was inedible, and the frustration of trying to make it otherwise was driving her insane. If the new cook didn’t start the next day, as promised, she was going to snap and beat her boss to death with a spatula.

“What the hell is that racket?” Duncan stormed into the kitchen, because Duncan stormed everywhere. It was his default mode.

“What does it sound like?” Donna was standing on a chair, on top of the table, reaching for the smoke alarm over her head. If she stood on tiptoe, she just might make it.

“Are you trying to break your neck?” he growled at her.

“Shh,” she hissed. “I’ve nearly got it.”

Her fingertips skimmed the alarm, but she couldn’t get a grip. She stretched further. And lost her balance. Her arms windmilled. She squealed. And fell from the chair.

Straight into two strong arms. 

Her fingers curled into the soft cotton of one of his many blue tartan shirts, and she held on tight. If he hadn’t been there, she would have broken something for sure. Possibly her neck.

“That was the stupidest thing I’ve seen in quite some time,” he said as he effortlessly cradled her against his chest. His broad, strong, muscular chest.

Ever since he’d stopped drinking, he’d been spending his time in the first-floor gym. All those hours working up a sweat had bulked him up, and he showed no sign of strain from holding her. He felt solid, strong—sexy. Her cheeks flushed at the thought. These were things she tried very hard not to notice about her boss. Along with the way his shoulders seemed to grow with every hour he spent working out, the way his jaw always had a hint of stubble on it, and how his eyes were so intensely black when he looked at her that she still hadn’t figured out their colour. Aye, things like that. Those were the things she didn’t dare notice. Instead, what she forced herself to notice, was that he was still very much in love with his dead wife.

“Put me down,” she said, a bit more forcefully than she’d intended.

With a reprimanding glare, he put her on her feet. While she steadied herself, he jumped up onto the table and removed the alarm. Of course, he didn’t need the chair for extra height. Sometimes being short sucked. 

At last, blessed silence filled the house as Duncan frowned down at her. “Why didn’t you get the handyman to remove it?” He put the alarm box on the table and righted the chair that had toppled along with her.

“Because you fired him months ago and I haven’t found a replacement yet. Help me open these windows. We need to get the smoke out.”

“What happened?” He swung the back door wide open. 

“What does it look like?” She pointed to the stove. “I was making breakfast.”

“Is that what you call it?”

Her eye twitched, and her fingers itched to reach for the knife block. “Nothing’s stopping you from feeding yourself.”

“I don’t have a talent for cooking.”

“And I do?” 

Wisely, he didn’t answer. Instead, he stared at the smoking frying pan. “What were you trying to make?”

“Fish.” 

“For breakfast?”

“There wasn’t any cereal.”

She looked at the charcoal lump and dared him to say anything more. How was she supposed to know that the heat should have been on low? She thought everything that went in a frying pan got cooked on high. Isn’t that what frying was all about? High heat? Cook it fast?

“Aren’t you a vegetarian?” he said.

“Sometimes,” she snapped. Was this the time for an inquisition? Really?

“Did you put oil in the pan first?” 

“Why would I put oil in it? It’s non-stick.” Although, it had to be a cheap pan, as the Teflon coating had peeled from the sides and was curling up around the fish.

“Even I know you always oil a pan.”

“Well, maybe you should be the one cooking then.”

Duncan ran a hand through his hair, drawing her attention to the fact it was overgrown again. It fell over his forehead in a tousled mess that made her think of cool sheets and warm nights. She shook her head to clear it. That wasn’t what she’d intended to think. She wasn’t even sure where the thought had come from. No, all she’d meant to think was that it was time for another trip to the barber. Something he would no doubt complain about. It generally took a crowbar to get him out of the mansion. She was sure his self-imprisonment was part of the reason he was so bad-tempered—he was going stir crazy and taking them all down with him.

“Maybe you should offer the new cook more money to get her here today,” he said.

The tension building in her chest felt like it was going to explode through the top of her head, and those knives looked more attractive every second. It had taken her days of negotiation to get Grace Blain to come cook at the mansion. She hadn’t cooked for anyone since she and her husband had closed their restaurant. Donna had begged the woman to come out of retirement, promising her a salary she hadn’t even cleared with Duncan. If it wasn’t for the fact she’d known Donna her whole life and felt some affection for her, she doubted Grace would have been swayed for all the money in the world. 

“Are you okay?” Duncan took a step towards her, caught sight of her face and wisely retreated. “Do you need to sit down?”

“What I need,” she said evenly, squeezing the words from between clenched teeth. “Is a boss who doesn’t keep firing the staff. Do you realise how hard it is to find people who want to work in the mansion?”

“Maybe if you hired people who didn’t annoy the hell out of me, they would stay longer, and you wouldn’t have to find replacements.”

“This is my fault?” 

He took another step back. “I didn’t say that.” His phone rang, and a look of relief swept over his face. “I need to take this.”

“Since when? You never answer your phone.” She dragged a fan out of the pantry and turned it on.

“Since now,” he said. “Duncan here.”

Donna unashamedly listened in. If he wanted privacy, he could storm back out again. She mentally went over the contents of the freezer. It was pointless. Unless there was a ready meal in there that she’d missed, there wasn’t anything else she could cook. She’d picked the fish because she thought it would be easy. Damn fish had lulled her into a false sense of security. Now the house stank, and she was still starving.

There was no other option but to go into Campbeltown to eat. While she was there, she could bring back some Chinese food to reheat for dinner. She would have had it delivered hot, and at the right time, but Duncan had screwed that up too. They’d been put on a town-wide food delivery ban after he got into a fight with the pizza guy over a cold pie. The pizza guy was in his forties, built like a truck and hadn’t appreciated being taken to task. She wasn’t sure who’d swung the first punch, but she had been the one who’d turned the hose on them and broken up the fight.

This was her life. She hosed down her boss, the famous artist, to get him off the beer-bellied pizza guy. Really, the only way to go from here was up.

“No, I don’t want to do a lecture for your students,” Duncan snapped, bringing her attention back to him. “I’ve told you this before, Zoe.” A pause. “No, I won’t be in a better mood next month.” He swiped the screen and then slammed his phone down on the kitchen table, no doubt damaging the screen.

He could order his own damn replacement this time. 

“I thought you were dealing with this crap,” he said.

“And by crap, you mean?”

“The begging emails and phone calls. So-and-so wants a lecturer, that one wants a new exhibition, this one wants to interview me about my work. I’ve had it up to here with all these stupid demands.” He held up a hand to jaw height.

“How dare they show an interest in you or your work? What on earth are they thinking? Don’t they know that artists don’t want attention? The cheek of it.”

He pinned her with a look. “I could do without the sarcasm.”

“I could do with a boss who doesn’t fire people for stupid reasons.”

“Are you about done?” 

He folded his arms again, drawing her attention to biceps she really didn’t want to notice. Suddenly, she couldn’t stop from seeing the way his shoulders filled his shirt and the way his thighs strained against the denim of his jeans. She was losing her mind. It had to be from food deprivation. Starvation. That’s what it was. Because it couldn’t be attraction. She’d trained herself not to be attracted to him because she had the good sense to realise that any attraction she felt would only lead to heartbreak. Unfortunately, sometimes her sensible brain and her horny body weren’t on the same page.

“Yes.” She waved a hand. “Carry on.”

“I thought we agreed that you would tell these people I’m done with the art world and that all requests were going through you now.”

“How can I stop people from calling you on your personal number, Duncan? I deal with your email and the mansion phone, but the iPhone is yours. If they want to call you on that to ask about your work, there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“I need to change my number. That phase of my life is over.”

“You might change your mind,” she pointed out. “You might start painting again. It would be stupid to burn bridges now when you could need them later.” Although, she knew he hadn’t even set foot in his studio in the past two years, and it didn’t look like that would change any time soon.

“Tell them to back off,” he said with a steely glare. “And get me a new number.” He looked at the trashed phone. “And a new phone, this one’s screen is cracked.”

“Fine.” Honestly, she was too hungry to argue. 

“Good. I need you to fire the gardener as well.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Please tell me he wasn’t whistling?”

“No.” Duncan’s face darkened. “He butchered Fiona’s roses.”

“Oh.” The wind went out of her sails. “I’m so sorry. I told him not to touch the rose bushes.” 

The roses were a living memorial—left to grow wild—the way Duncan’s young wife had never had a chance to. In the two and a half years since Fiona’s death, no one had touched the roses, although their unkempt appearance was at odds with the pristine symmetry of the Georgian mansion and grounds.

“I want him gone,” Duncan said.

Donna reached for what little patience she had left, aware that his ire meant he was upset, and he just didn’t know how else to express it. “We’ve talked about this. More than once. There are other ways to deal with staff who annoy you. You don’t have to go straight to firing people.”

It would also be cheaper for her if he didn’t. Every time she had to let someone go, she ended up writing a severance cheque from her own bank account because she couldn’t cope with upsetting them.

“I said I would consider other options, but not in this case. The gardener has overstayed his welcome here.” 

For once, she could understand why he was firing someone. But she didn’t have to like it. “I’ll deal with it,” she said.

She grabbed her overstuffed messenger bag from the counter and slung it over her shoulder, making sure the copy of The Hobbit she’d been sketching in was tucked safely inside. The last thing she wanted was for a world-famous artist to see her amateur doodles.

“Where are you going?” Duncan demanded.

“Town.”

“What about the gardener?”

“I’ll deal with him as soon as I get back. But if I don’t eat soon, I may kill someone.”

He considered her. “You mean me, don’t you?”

She thought it wise not to answer. 

He frowned as he looked her up and down as though seeing her for the first time. Donna felt self-conscious. With her curves, she wasn’t exactly a poster child for hunger. In fact, most men thought she could stand to lose a few pounds, and they weren’t shy about telling her either. 

“Did I specify a uniform when I hired you?”

She looked down at her clothes but couldn’t see what had snagged his attention. She was dressed for work: in smart trousers and a shirt. Today, the trousers were grey, and the shirt was black. She might be the world’s worst housekeeper, and she might have no authority over the staff, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her from looking the part—damn it. 

“You want me to wear a uniform?” Her voice rose to a screech at the thought of wearing a French maid outfit.

“No. I was wondering if I’d specified one because you seem to dress like we’ve got a dress code.”

“All you specified when you hired me was that I wasn’t to have any parties.”

“Huh.” He rubbed his chin. “That was it?”

It was clear he had no recollection of hiring her. Mainly because it’d happened during his alcohol-sodden days.

“That was it,” she confirmed. “You opened the door, told me you’d fired the housekeeper and the job was mine. Then you left.”

“Well”—he folded his arms—“I’m telling you now. There’s no uniform with the job. Wear what you like.”

She tucked a strand of her dirty blonde hair, which wouldn’t curl but wouldn’t lie straight either, behind her ear and considered her boss. “I do wear what I like.”

“What I mean is you can wear more relaxed clothes, if you want. I want you to be comfortable here. This isn’t just your job. It’s your home too.”

“And it only took you two years to notice,” she muttered before smiling at him. “Thanks. I’ll take that into consideration.” She headed for the door.

“Don’t forget to fire the gardener. I want it done today.”

She tugged open the door, and in her haste to get away from her annoying boss, promptly fell down the steps and into the garden. Humiliated, she jumped to her feet, dusted herself off and shouted, “I’m all right.” Before running for her car, which she kept parked at the back of the house.

Food. That’s what she needed. And caffeine. Everything would look better with both firmly in her stomach.
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Chapter 2
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Duncan watched his housekeeper trip down the back steps. She righted herself before he could rush to the rescue and then hurried away before he could say anything more to her. The woman was as graceful as a ballet dancer until she got flustered. It was one of her more endearing quirks. And she had many quirks. He might not have been paying attention to her in the first year or so after she started working at the mansion, but she’d become increasingly fascinating to him over the past few months. From watching her, he got the feeling that there was a whole lot more to Donna Sinclair than she let people see.

As he followed her out of the back door and watched her disappear in a cloud of dust, he heard whistling and turned to find the gardener, Bill, wheeling a barrow from the front of the house. He hated whistling. But he hated what this guy had done to his wife’s roses even more. 

The sight of the stalky stubs, where flowers once bloomed, had made his fingers itch to reach for the whisky. It had been eighteen months since he’d last tasted a good dram. And he instinctively knew it would be many more before he could trust himself to taste it again. He’d come to that realisation the morning he’d woken with a vague recollection of what had transpired the night before, to find that strangers had cleaned up around him. It had been the humiliating kick up the backside he’d needed. Even now, the main thing he could remember from the night he’d set out to drink himself to death, was that he’d been overly concerned about protecting Fiona’s roses.

And now this bastard had trashed them.

“Morning, Mr Stewart,” the man said. “Another fine day in paradise.”

Duncan had only met the gardener once before, when Donna had introduced them, and he hadn’t warmed to him then. And he definitely didn’t feel any warmer now. He’d met his type before, he was one of those men who couldn’t take orders from a woman, no matter how much smarter and more capable she might be. His blatant disregard for Donna’s instructions was another mark against him. Only Duncan got to ignore his housekeeper, everyone else had bloody well better toe her line.

“Tell me something,” Duncan asked, his keen artist’s eye taking in details about the man. It told him that the gardener was in his fifties and fit for his age. There was an arrogant air about him that rubbed Duncan up the wrong way—probably because the only arrogance he tolerated was his own. “Did my housekeeper tell you to leave the roses alone?”

The man puffed out his chest and scoffed. “Aye, that she did. That lassie doesn’t know the first thing about gardening, and I told her so.”

Another strike against the man. It wasn’t his place to give Donna a hard time—that was Duncan’s job. And his alone.

“Well, you can pack up your gear. You’re fired. The order to leave the roses alone came directly from me.”

Bill’s face turned purple, and his hands clenched into fists. “You can’t fire me. I might have only been working at the mansion for a few months, but I’ve been doing this job for thirty years. I know how to care for roses.”

“You were told to leave them alone, but you didn’t. So you’re fired.” As far as Duncan was concerned, this conversation was over. He turned to leave.

A hand curved round his forearm, making him stop. He glared back at the man, watching as the awareness hit him that not only was Duncan at least twenty years younger, he was a good head taller and twice as broad—all of it muscle. The gardener released his hold as though his fingers were on fire, but the outrage in his eyes didn’t dim.

“You can’t fire me. Your housekeeper does the firing.”

“My housekeeper works for me.”

Bill licked his lips in an action that reminded Duncan of a cold-blooded lizard. “I want the same severance she gives everybody else you fire. I won’t be missing out just because you decided to man up and do the deed yourself for a change.”

Duncan stilled. “I don’t give severance pay, and I won’t be conned into starting now.”

“That’s a bold-faced lie,” Bill snapped. “Everybody knows when you’re fired from Kintyre Mansion you leave with a hefty cheque to see you over. I want my cheque. You can’t steal from me. I want what I’m owed.”

Duncan took a step towards him, looming over the man. “I don’t hand out severance pay. Get your gear and get off my land before I physically remove you from it.”

Bill’s face twisted in rage. “You’re trying to steal from me. That money is mine by rights. You’re just being tight-fisted because you haven’t sold a painting in years. Everybody knows you’re a washed-up has-been, but I’ll be damned if I’ll suffer an unpaid, unfair dismissal because you’re tight for money. You haven’t heard the end of this. I’ll get the money owing to me, one way or another.” He turned and strode back around to the front of the house.

What the hell? Severance pay? Duncan watched him go as suspicion bloomed. If Donna had been handing out cheques when she fired staff members, they weren’t coming from the house account. Which meant they could only be coming from one place: her pocket. The staff had been taking advantage of her soft heart. And he was damn well going to put a stop to that straight away.

Frustrated, he kicked at the nearest bush, and to his surprise, a book came flying out. Duncan retrieved it and dusted the cover off. It was a copy of The Hobbit. One of his staff must have dropped it, or one of the work crew who’d been painting the windows over the past few weeks. He’d give it to Donna and have her track down the owner. For some reason, he flicked through the pages—and stilled.

He lowered himself to sit on the steps leading up to his kitchen door and started slowly leafing through the book. It was full of drawings. Pen and ink doodles in the margins, and full-colour drawings that filled whole pages. He recognised the images as being illustrations from the text. A hobbit on one page, a troll on the next, a large snarling dragon flowing across a double-page spread at the back of the book. His heart raced at the sight of the work. They were some of the best illustrations he’d seen in years. The drawings almost had a life of their own, a style that made them jump from the page. Whoever had done these had serious talent.

He frowned. Why were they working in Arness instead of making a living from their work? Was it possible someone was trying to get close to him, hoping he’d use his connections in the art world to help them get ahead? It wouldn’t be the first time it’d happened to him. But if that was the case, why hadn’t they approached him already? Or, was this person hiding their talent? A shiver ran down his spine, and he wondered if he’d hit on the truth.

He flicked through the book, stunned again at the quality of the artwork, before turning to the front of the book. No name. No mark of ownership at all. Whoever had done the drawings hadn’t claimed them, and Duncan suspected he was right about them hiding their talent. There had been a time, years earlier, when he would have searched the artist out and demanded they fulfil their potential. That was back in the days when he cared enough to mentor the talent that impressed him. 

Still, these drawings, they deserved a second look. Maybe later, when he’d finished dealing with his errant housekeeper, he’d track down the artist and return the book to them personally. In the meantime, he tucked it into his back pocket. It was a mystery, and for the first time in years, he’d found something that intrigued him. Something that stirred up his curiosity and made him want answers. Aye, he’d keep hold of the book for now—until he solved the mystery of the unknown artist.

But before that, he had a housekeeper to sort out.

***
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Donna wasn’t proud. She ran from the mansion. And from Duncan. Unfortunately, she ran into town. And it was only when she was cornered by the local branch of the Scottish
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