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Six Months Ago—Las Vegas

––––––––
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When Josh McInnes realised it was time to settle down and start a family, he did what any self-respecting celebrity would do and called his manager.

“This better be important,” Mitch grumbled down the line. “It’s four in the morning over here.”

Josh glanced at the clock and winced. He hadn’t thought about the time in New York. In his mind’s eye he could see his best friend with his hair standing on end and a scowl on his face.

“I want to get married,” Josh said instead of apologising.

There was silence for a beat.

“Thanks for the offer, Josh, but you’re not my type.”

“Not to you, fool, to a woman.”

“Please tell me that you aren’t planning a Vegas cliché? The world doesn't need another celebrity with a drive-through marriage license.”

“You don't seriously think I'd do something that stupid?” There was no reply. Josh frowned at the phone. “No, dumbass, I’ve decided that it’s time to start a family, before I’m too old to play football with the kids.”

“You’re only thirty-five.” Mitch sounded fed up.

“And by the time I find a wife and start churning out the kids, I’ll be older. I don’t have time to sit around waiting for it to happen. That’s why I’m calling. I need you to find me a wife.”

The line went dead.

Josh’s lips pursed as he listened to the dial tone. Then he hit redial.

“Go to sleep,” Mitch said by way of hello. “Or at least let me go to sleep. I was in meetings all day; I’m beyond beat and don’t have the energy for whatever the hell this is.”

Sleep? Josh scoffed at the phone. It was barely one a.m.—Vegas was just getting started.

“Did you hear me? I need you to find me a wife.”

“Yeah, I heard. Are you drunk? Why the hell would I find you a wife? Find your own woman.”

“You’re my manager.” From his room high above the city, Josh watched lights flicker on the Vegas Strip.

“Exactly. I manage your career. Your life is your business.”

“You’re also my best friend.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to play matchmaker. Marry one of the many women who throw themselves at you.” Mitch paused. “Just don’t do it in Vegas.”

“I don’t want one of them. They’re factory made. I feel like I'm a product tester for Mattel. One more Barbie look-alike and I'm going to lose it. I don't need another date. I need a wife. Someone different. Someone real. I want you to arrange a marriage for me. You know, like they do in India.”

“Like they do in India?”

“Why are you repeating everything I say?” Josh was losing patience; Mitch was supposed to be the one with the brain.

“Seriously? You have to ask me that? You call me up in the middle of the night and ask me to get you married and you wonder why this is hard to follow?”

“Look,” Josh said, “I thought this through.”

“Yeah, that’s what worries me.”

“You know me better than anyone else, so you’re the best person to find me a wife.”

“What about romance, attraction, crap like that?”

Josh waved a dismissive hand, even though Mitch couldn’t see him. “You know I don’t believe in that stuff.”

“You make millions from that stuff.”

“Singing about romance is different from actually believing it exists. It’s the same as singing about Santa. He doesn’t exist either. There’s no such thing as romantic love, only hormones and lust.”

“That’s a great quote,” Mitch told him. “Should we put that on your next album cover?”

“Funny.”

“So you don’t want to love your wife, just bang her and get to the baby part?”

“I didn’t say that.” Josh kicked off his shoes. Dealing with Mitch was using all his energy. Suddenly the party he’d planned to attend didn’t seem like such a great idea. “I believe in love. But love doesn’t happen instantly. You start with commitment and then you get love. And what’s more committed than marriage? The love will come later.”

“Commitment my ass. You should be committed,” Mitch mumbled.

“I know what I’m talking about. I’ve been around all that romance stuff since I was a teenager. I know every soppy ballad out there. I’m telling you, there’s no such thing as romance. I want a wife.”

“A non-romantic wife?”

“Exactly.”

“A wife with family values who doesn’t care about her career?”

“She can have a career, just not one that involves using me to get ahead.”

“My mistake.”

“Carry on.” Josh grinned at his reflection in the window.

“Basically, you want a relationship from the fifties?”

“Yes!” He thought about it. “No! Wait a minute; you’re putting words into my mouth again.”

There was a long sigh in his ear. “Don’t worry. I get it, buddy. You want me to vet some women and find you a wife, and”—there was a grin in Mitch’s voice—“if she happens to be Doris Day, even better!”
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Present Day—Invertary Castle, Scotland

––––––––
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Caroline Patterson pursed her lips at Invertary Castle’s main entrance. It made her sick to her stomach that a celebrity had bought the place. He would probably paint the interior gold and throw orgies in the grand room. She stepped back to look at the building and smiled. Not big by castle standards, it was more on the scale of a grand house. Caroline loved the pale grey stone; she was tempted to run her fingers over it while she waited for the lord of the manor to open the door. Instead she let her gaze follow the sleek lines of the building up over four floors to the twin turrets at the top. Gorgeous. Like a tall, lean sculpture, full of grace and life—and, unfortunately, Americans.

Her admiration of the building was interrupted when the heavy wooden door swung open. Standing before her was Josh McInnes, People magazine’s sexiest man alive. He was taller than he’d looked in the photos she’d seen. His shoulders were broad, his hips slim and his legs long. Black hair flopped towards one of his brilliant blue eyes. They were electric. And they were amused. Caroline blinked hard. He was smiling at her—a lazy, confident smile. Caroline pushed back her shoulders, took a step forward on wobbly legs and thrust out her hand.

“Caroline Patterson.” Her voice was a little huskier than usual. “I represent the Council. Your friend Mitch met me in my office at the community centre. I have the forms he asked me to drop off.”

She cleared her throat and resisted the urge to fidget. She never fidgeted.

“Josh.” He captured her hand in his.

He held it a moment longer than was polite, and Caroline could swear she felt the heat from his touch slide across her body like honey on warm toast.

“Come on in, Caroline Patterson.” He flashed his award-winning grin. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

Caroline followed him into the castle and promptly forgot all about him. It was worse than she’d imagined. Not only had the previous owners covered the beautiful wood panelling in the hallway with smooth board, and the marble floor with grey carpet—they’d lowered the ceiling to hide the plaster moulding that wound around the top of the walls.

“This way.” Josh put his hand on the small of her back.

Caroline stepped away from his touch as her heart sank further. The grand room was no longer grand. The walls were cream, the old stone fireplace had been covered over, only to be replaced by the biggest TV screen she’d ever seen, and the chandelier was now a modern spotlight system.

“Please, sit down.” Josh pointed to one of the twin blue sofas.

Caroline perched on the edge of an overstuffed cushion, holding her briefcase in her lap. She wanted to weep. From the inside of the castle, you wouldn’t know it was a beautiful nineteenth-century building. The character of the place had been stripped away.

“Can I get you something to drink?” Josh said.

Caroline pulled her attention away from the utilitarian blinds on the bay window long enough to reply. “Tea, please.”

“Ah.” Josh scratched his head. “I’m not sure we have tea.”

Then why ask?

“Don’t worry.” Mitch entered the room carrying a tray. “I have tea.”

He put the tray on the monstrous modern coffee table.

“Nice to see you again, Caroline.” Mitch handed her tea in a large mug with “Party Hearty” written on it. “Sorry.” He winced. “Josh hasn’t gotten around to stocking the place yet.”

“It’s perfectly okay.”

She tried not to grimace as she sipped the tea. Basically, it was a delicious mug of hot, watered-down milk. She put it on the ugly glass table, before reaching into her briefcase.

“I have the paperwork that you need to fill in to obtain permission to renovate the castle.”

She held the paperwork out towards Josh, who sat opposite her on a matching sofa. The ankle of one of his legs was perched on the knee of his other leg. He was watching her. No, studying her—in a way that was almost predatory.

“I’ll take that.” Mitch reached for the paperwork.

Caroline smiled gratefully. Out of the corner of her eye she could see that Josh was still staring at her. She wriggled uncomfortably before picking invisible fluff from her skirt.

“So, what do you plan to do to the place?” She flicked a glance at Josh before turning to Mitch for the answer.

“We’re going to convert this room into a sound studio,” Mitch said.

Caroline felt the blood drain from her face. “You’re going to convert the grand room into a sound studio?”

Mitch shrugged. “It seems to be the best space for it.”

Caroline bit her tongue as anger bubbled inside her. It made her feel sick to think that the castle was now in the hands of people who didn’t recognise its value.

“Well, if that’s all.” Caroline stood. “I’ll get back to work.” And start proceedings to stop you messing up the castle any further. She flicked through her contact list in her mind, planning what strings she would pull to save the castle. “Thanks for the tea.”

She took a step towards the door.

“Actually.” Josh stood up. “There’s one more thing I’d like to discuss.”

Mitch shot him a pointed look. “Don’t you want to think about that first, buddy?”

“Nope.” Josh grinned widely. “I’m sure.”

Caroline didn’t know whether to sit or stand. Mitch sighed and rubbed his face. Caroline’s stomach clenched tightly. Whatever was coming, she wasn’t going to like it. If he told her he was going to replace the lead windows with aluminium, or paint the exterior pink, she’d have to resort to violence.

“It’s like this,” Josh said in that melodious voice of his, before peering out from under lashes that were thicker than hers. “I’m looking for a wife, and I think you might be it.”

Caroline looked at both men in turn. Mitch shrugged, like this was out of his hands. Josh thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his worn jeans and rocked back and forth on the spot. He flashed his megawatt smile.

“So what do you say, Caroline Patterson. Do you want to marry me?”

Caroline swayed before sitting back down with a dull thud.

Josh shot a worried glance at Mitch. His friend had one of those “I told you so” looks on his face. So maybe he’d rushed things a little? When he’d opened the door and saw her standing there looking like Grace Kelly in a Hitchcock film, it was as though he’d been punched in the gut. He knew she was the one—with a certainty that had shocked him. She was perfect. All buttoned up and proper in her grey polyester suit, without even a dab of makeup on her smooth, creamy skin. She was screaming out for someone to come along and ruffle her a little. And he itched to be the one. He’d made up his mind on the spot. He’d found his wife. Unfortunately, from the bewildered look on Caroline’s face, it seemed she didn’t agree.

“You want to marry me?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

She tucked a strand of her perfect blond bob behind her ear.

“Yes.” Josh sat on the edge of the sofa opposite her.

She looked at Mitch, then back at Josh. “Is this a joke?”

“I’m dead serious.”

She turned to Mitch, who sighed heavily. “He’s telling the truth. He’s serious.”

Caroline swung back to Josh. “Why on earth would you want to marry me?”

Okay, so not the response he was looking for, but he could work with it.

“You’re exactly what I’m looking for.” He gave her his best charming smile. The one that usually made women swoon.

“You’ve been looking for an ordinary Scottish woman who works in a community centre?”

She reached for the mug of tea she’d obviously hated, and took a large gulp. Her nose screwed up.

“It’s like this.” Josh worked at keeping his tone soothing. “I don’t believe in romance. I believe in commitment. I want an arranged marriage, like they do in India. So, Mitch here has been checking out potential wives for me. Up until now he’s completely bombed out, but I think he’s spot on with you. You’re perfect. I think you should marry me.”

Her jaw fell open. “You think I should marry you?”

Josh looked at Mitch. “Why does everyone insist on repeating what I say?”

“It’s a mystery.” Mitch’s tone was droll.

“You don’t know anything about me.” Caroline’s cheeks had turned the prettiest shade of pink. It made up for the boxy suit and sensible shoes his mother would love.

“I know you care about family. I know you quit college to help your sister when she got pregnant as a teenager.” He smiled reassuringly. “I know you lost your parents when you were a kid, and your grandfather raised you. I know you live alone and aren’t in a relationship. I know the whole town considers you to be the woman in charge around here.”

The colour leeched out of her face. “You’ve been spying on me?”

Josh realised his mistake. “Not spying, just checking you out.”

Caroline frowned at the two of them. “That is very...” She looked around the room. “Creepy,” she said at last.

Josh rubbed his neck. This wasn’t going how he’d planned it to go. Now she not only looked like she was going to run, but call the cops while she did it. He tried a different tack.

“Lots of people get married for practical purposes. It isn’t always about falling in love. It’s really quite simple. Think of it as a business arrangement, only with sex.”

Mitch groaned and slapped a hand over his eyes.

“You mean like a prostitute?” Caroline’s green eyes went wide.

“No!” Josh threw up his hands. “That came out wrong. It’s a marriage.”

“Between two people who don’t know each other.”

“But who will grow to care for each other.” He infused his words with the absolute conviction he felt.

Caroline sat silently for a minute. At least she seemed slightly less stunned. She turned to Mitch.

“You picked me?” She pointed at Josh. “For him?”

“He needs a nice girl.” Mitch shrugged. “Someone down to earth who can balance out the nuttiness.”

Caroline shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She spread her elegant hands. “I don’t understand this at all. Don’t people like you usually marry models, or film stars? Isn’t there someone more appropriate who fits your bill?”

“Uh-uh. Not going to happen. I’ve been down that road. I don’t want a famous wife.”

“No,” Mitch said. “There’s only room in his life for one ego.”

“You’re not helping,” Josh told his friend.

Mitch grinned and settled into one of the cream-coloured armchairs.

“This is ridiculous.” Caroline’s voice had a slightly hysterical edge to it. “Why would I marry you?”

Josh spread his hands wide. He thought it was self-evident. Apparently not.

“Because you’ll have a great life with me. We’ll travel the world, meet interesting people, have loads of fun and you’ll get to live in a castle.” He leaned towards her and lowered his tone. “And trust me, I will make you feel good. Very, very good.”

Her cheeks turned a deeper shade of pink. They stared into each other’s eyes for a minute before she blinked and looked away.

“It wouldn’t be a hardship. I’m easy to be around. Ask anyone.”

She looked at Mitch.

“It’s true. You get to live in a castle, and if you can deal with whatever mad idea he has going next, then he’s easy to live with.”

Caroline’s brow wrinkled in confusion. It was cute.

“Is this like a job position? You’d pay me to live with you and have your children? Are we talking something Michael Jackson would have done?”

Josh almost laughed, but she was deadly serious.

“We’re talking about a marriage. An equal partnership. Everything I have will be yours, and vice versa. We’ll make decisions together and get to know each other as we grow old. It’s simple. It’s how marriage used to be. People have been doing this for centuries. It isn’t a big deal. Don’t overthink it. It’ll be great. Instead, focus on all the fun we’ll have down the years.”

“But I don’t know you. I don’t know anything about you. Other than you sing Sinatra songs and middle-aged women throw underwear at you.”

“I don’t just sing Sinatra,” Josh informed her. “And there’s nothing I can do about the underwear. Believe me, I’ve tried. Who knows what goes through a woman’s head that makes her think I want her used nylon underpants.”

Caroline blinked several times.

“She wants to know more about you,” Mitch said helpfully. “Not the underpants.”

“Sure.” Josh nodded. “What do you want to know? Ask away.”

She seemed blank. Her gaze darted about the room as she searched for something to say. Josh took pity on her.

“Fine,” he said when no questions were forthcoming. “I come from a decent family. My dad is Scottish, my mom is American. They met in Atlantic City when my dad was on shore leave from the merchant navy. They were married fast and settled in Atlantic City, where they ran a miniature golf course together. I had a normal childhood. Wasn’t brilliant in school and wasn’t dumb either; mainly I just wanted to sing. I started doing gigs when I was thirteen, then as soon as I was legal I worked the clubs. I got my first big break playing Caesars. Apart from that, I don’t have any brothers or sisters, and this idiot”—he pointed at Mitch—“has been my best friend since I was six. What else is there to know?”

She took a deep breath. “Any history of mental illness?”

“You mean me?” Josh pointed at himself. He couldn’t hold in a laugh, the question was so ludicrous.

“Don’t worry,” Mitch said. “I know where you’re going with this. Unfortunately, he’s sane. We have the paperwork to prove it.”

She turned back to Josh, who was trying his hardest to appear serious and sane.

“Are you dying and desperate to reproduce before you go?”

“What? No!”

Caroline’s green eyes stared at him, while she pursed her luscious pink lips. His eyes wandered over her delicate cheekbones down to the beauty spot on the curve of her chin. That spot was begging to be kissed.

“You’re homosexual, aren’t you?”

Mitch spat coffee all over the carpet.

“No,” Josh told her. “I’m not gay. Not even remotely.”

Mitch was struggling to hold in his laughter, which wasn’t helping.

“Don’t you need to be somewhere else?” Josh asked him.

“No way.” Mitch grinned with delight. “I’m not missing this.

“Look,” Josh said. “I’m offering you everything I have. You won’t regret this—trust me, I’ll make sure you’re happy.”

“You don’t know that. You can’t promise something like that.”

“Yes. I can and I will. You’ll be so damn happy you won’t know what to do with yourself.”

Her cute little brows frowned with confusion, and Josh wondered when the last time was that he saw a woman frown. Every other woman he knew had been paralysed with Botox. There was silence in the room. Caroline looked around, giving every item her full consideration. Only the pulse throbbing at the curve of her jaw gave away the fact that this was anything but a normal conversation.

Caroline’s blood was pumping so fast that it made her feel dizzy.

“Is this real?” she said.

Josh laughed. He had a good laugh. It was deep and full of joy. From the sparkle in his eyes and his easy, laid-back attitude, she bet he was a man who laughed a lot. She almost envied his ease, and wondered what it would be like to be so relaxed about life.

“I’m afraid so,” he told her.

He leaned forward to put his elbows on his knees. He clasped his hands as he stared her in the eye. Her heart thudded loudly under the spotlight attention. She licked her lips.

“What do you say, Caroline Patterson,” he drawled. “Want to marry me?”

Caroline swallowed hard as a cool sweat broke out on the small of her back.

Mitch lobbed a small blue cushion at Josh. “How about you give the girl some time to think about it?”

Josh tossed the cushion back. “Why don’t we let her decide what she wants to do?”

The two men stared at her. Josh all shoulders, blue-black hair and luminous blue eyes. And Mitch with his wavy golden hair, hazel eyes and tall, lean frame. You didn’t see many men like these in Invertary. There was more testosterone in the room than in all of Scotland.

She studied Josh, hoping for some clue as to whether this was some sort of joke. But all she saw was complete conviction and determination. His full lips softened into a mischievous smile.

“I promise.” His voice was a low vibration that worked its way across her skin. “You won’t regret it.”

Caroline knew, from scanning the tabloid magazines in the library, that there were women queueing up for a chance to marry Josh. Women who fancied themselves already in love with him. Or women who wanted his money and fame. Caroline wanted neither, and she definitely wasn’t in love with him. In all her thirty-one years she’d never been in love. And, as far as she was aware, no one had been in love with her. She’d been waiting to be swept off her feet. She was still waiting. She clasped her hands tightly as they began to shake. What if this was her only chance at a family? She glanced at Josh. His children would be beautiful. No, their children would be beautiful. Her heart stuttered and her mouth dried. Children. She’d given up all hope of ever having any.

Avoiding Josh’s eyes, Caroline worked at steadying her breathing. Her gaze roamed around the grand room, and she automatically detailed every missing feature and hidden piece of history. His words rang in her ears—they would be partners, what was his would be hers, she’d get to live in the castle. Her palms began to sweat. She eyed the cracked single-pane windows that he’d no doubt replace with aluminium double glazing. She shuddered. What if this was her only chance to save the castle?

She shook her head to clear it. It didn’t help. What she was thinking—what she was considering—was wrong. So very wrong. She looked at Josh’s smiling face, and then at the TV where the fireplace should be. That beautiful old fireplace. Knowing it was hidden tipped her over the edge. She felt her decision rush at her like a high-speed train. There was no avoiding it. She’d decided subconsciously. The deed was done.

“I have some conditions.” Her voice was a croak. She cleared her throat.

Her heart was beating so loudly she could hardly hear anything else. Part of her brain was screaming for her to shut up. The other part was cheering her on. Josh shot Mitch an excited look. He beamed at her while his friend slumped down into his chair in resignation.

“Shoot.” Josh spread his hands wide.

“If I agree, I want to be in charge of the castle restoration. I don’t want any complaints. I want to be able to restore the place without interference. What I say goes.”

“Done. The castle is yours.”

Adrenalin shot through her. The castle was hers. She took a deep but shaky breath. She’d just sold herself—and the price was a castle. The room blurred in front of her as her heart pounded hard enough to be painful.

“I want to get married here, in Invertary.” She was pleased her voice didn’t waver.

“Fine by me.” He was practically bursting with enthusiasm. “But I don’t want to hang around. We’ll go to the registrar tomorrow and get it done.”

Caroline swallowed hard. “No. I want a proper wedding. With friends and family. In a church.”

Josh stared at her for a moment. “Fine. You have three weeks.”

“My sister is eight months pregnant. If it’s in three weeks, she won’t be able to attend.”

“We’ll do something else for her later. If we’re going to do this, I want to do it fast. I’m done waiting. I want to be married. Three weeks is long enough.”

Caroline stared at his determined expression. He smiled softly. Something inside of her calmed. “Okay.”

Caroline stood unsteadily. Josh and Mitch stood too, making the vast room seem a whole lot smaller.

“Then”—she cleared her throat—“the answer to your question is yes.” She looked up into the mischievous eyes of a stranger. “I will marry you, Josh McInnes.”

She held out her hand to him, to seal the deal. With a wicked smile, he engulfed her hand in his. A bolt of pure electricity shot up her arm and through her body. She tingled from head to toe. Josh’s eyes darkened.

“Good decision,” he told her. “You won’t regret it.”
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“You know.” Mitch chugged on his bottle of beer while he sat at the kitchen counter. “I thought that your most embarrassing moment was in Italy, when you were serenading that chick you were drooling over and fell off the stage.” He shook his head slowly. “But this tops anything you’ve done in the twenty-nine years I’ve known you.”

“What?” Josh shrugged. “This is great. The hunt is over. I’m getting married. Why is this embarrassing?”

“The fact you don’t know the answer to that question is what worries me the most.”

Josh ignored him and padded over to the freezer. There had to be something he could zap and eat. Adrenalin always made him hungry.

“You should be happy.” Josh pulled two trays of lasagne out of the deep freeze. “This is what we’ve been working towards for months.” He grinned as he stabbed the plastic lid with a fork. “I have to be honest with you. There was a minute where I thought you weren’t going to pull it off. I thought I’d have to bring in the professionals.”

“And I have to be honest with you. I thought you’d get bored of this and move on to something more productive and slightly less insane—like the new album.”

Josh plonked the food in the microwave and pressed the button that said dinner. Nothing happened. He randomly pressed a whole lot of other buttons until the machine started to work.

“Look.” Josh grabbed two root beers from the fridge. “You know me. When I make up my mind about something, it’s a done deal.”

“Yeah, but that’s business. Not finding a wife.”

“Apparently it works for everything.”

Mitch rubbed his hand over his face. “There’s no talking to you. You’re determined to ride this insanity train wherever it leads, aren’t you?”

Josh pulled the trays out of the microwave to see if anything was happening. They were still ice. He put them back in and pressed random buttons again.

“This isn’t insane. It’s logical. Practical. You’re just jealous because you didn’t think of it first. I’m not possessive. You can have my idea. I’ll even find you a wife if you want.”

“I’ll take you up on that”—Mitch paused as if in thought—“the minute hell freezes over.”

Josh grinned at him.

“You do realise,” Mitch said, “that you’ve just told a woman you don’t know that you’re going to have sex with her, and only her, for the rest of your life.”

Huh? Josh leaned against the counter.

Mitch pointed at him. “You didn’t think about that, did you?”

Josh bristled. “I can do commitment. I’m looking for commitment.”

“Well, you better hope she’s good in bed.”

Josh felt a momentary pang of doubt. He narrowed his eyes at his friend. “You’re not going to make me second-guess this. I know I’m doing the right thing. And I’m not going to discuss my marital sex life with you.”

“What sex life? You proposed. You shook hands. She practically jumped out of her skin and then she left. I’m still burning from the heat of the exchange.”

“I’m not listening to you.” Josh reached for the phone. “You can’t talk me out of this. I know it’s a great idea.”

Mitch shook his head as he looked at the ceiling. Josh dialled his parents’ number in Florida.

“It’s Josh,” his dad shouted through the house.

A moment later, his mother was on the other phone. Josh grinned over her endless questions about his health. This was what he wanted: exactly the kind of comfortable relationship his parents had. Something that was stable and built on strong foundations, not on hormones. He glared at Mitch. Like he was going to take advice from a guy whose social life was dead and whose last serious relationship was in high school.

“I’ve got news.” Josh squeezed the words in when his mother paused for breath. There was silence. He chuckled. “Don’t worry, it’s good.”

“Do you want to spit it out, son?” his dad said. “Or do we have to guess?”

Josh took a deep breath. “I’m getting married.”

More silence.

“We didn’t know you were dating anyone.” His mother sounded confused.

“It’s been a fast process. I haven’t known her long, but you’re going to love her. We’re getting married in a few weeks.” He checked the calendar stuck to the fridge. “Mid-August. In Scotland.”

There was silence.

“Hello?” Josh called.

“You got a girl pregnant, didn’t you?” His mother’s tone oozed disappointment.

“You better not have,” his father threatened—like he could influence the situation in some way. Josh almost laughed.

“I didn’t get anyone pregnant.” How was it possible he was thirty-five and his parents still made him feel like a teenager?

“I don’t understand,” his mother said. “Was it love at first sight?”

“Not exactly,” Josh hedged.

“If there’s no baby on the way, then why the rush?” his father said. “Marriage isn’t something you jump into quickly.”

“You two did,” Josh pointed out.

“Those were different circumstances,” his father said.

“Yeah, but you don’t regret it,” Josh said.

More silence. He heard his mother take a deep breath.

“What’s she like?” his mother said at the same time as his father said, “How long have you known her?”

Josh answered his mother. “She’s great—she’s sensible and sweet and really organised.”

He could almost hear their stunned expressions.

“She’s not like your usual girlfriends,” his mother said anxiously.

“And that’s a good thing, right?”

“How long have you known her?” his dad asked again.

Josh ignored him. “I’ll send you some plane tickets for the wedding. It’s going to be great.”

“How long have you known her, son?” His dad used the voice that used to scare him witless as a kid.

But he wasn’t a kid any longer. He glanced at the clock. “About an hour.”

“What the hell?” his father barked in his ear.

“Well, great. Good talk,” Josh said. “I’ll see you both at the wedding.” He doubted they could hear him. “I’ll call another time.” He hung up.

“That went well,” Mitch said from behind him.

Josh turned to see that Mitch had eaten both portions of lasagne. His stomach grumbled.

“They’ll come around.” He opened the freezer and started his hunt for food all over again.

––––––––
[image: ]


Caroline walked straight past the community centre and into the Presbyterian church on the corner of Dewar Street. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten out of the castle. All she remembered was agreeing to marry Josh, and the next thing she knew she was walking back to work. They’d shaken hands to seal the deal.

She shook her head slightly. When she’d imagined a proposal as a child, it hadn’t included a handshake. But, in saying that, back then her proposal fantasy had included a unicorn, a flowing pink dress and a real-life prince.

She pushed open the heavy wooden doors and went searching for the minister. She found him in his office.

“Caroline,” the old man grumbled. “If this is more hassle about the roof fundraiser, you can turn around and leave now.”

Caroline sat down hard in the rickety wooden chair facing his desk. She held her briefcase tightly in her lap. “I have a confession,” she said.

He looked confused. “You know we’re not Catholic, right?”

“Of course I know that, but I need to confess. I’ve done something terrible.”

“Okay.” He took off his bifocal glasses and linked his hands on the blotter in front of him. “I’m all ears. What do you need to confess?”

Caroline took a deep breath. “I’ve agreed to marry a man I don’t love.” The words rushed out in a gust of air.

Reverend Morrison frowned at her. “Why are you bothering me with this? We both know that isn’t a sin. If it was, half the town would be in here complaining.”

“But it’s wrong. Isn’t it? It has to be wrong.” She glanced around the room, taking in the battered desk and the wall full of photos from his years running the parish. “I only did it to get my hands on the castle.”

“The castle?” He thought for a minute. His eyes went wide. “Did you agree to marry that singing American?”

She nodded as her cheeks burned.

“Caroline, I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know why you’re asking me if this is okay. You have a better grasp of life’s moral issues than I have. Does this man know you don’t love him?”

She nodded again.

“Then you aren’t lying.” He sighed. “Does he know you want the castle?”

“I made it a condition of agreeing.”

“Then you’ve been up front. I guess now all you need to decide is whether or not you’re going through with it.”

She sat up straight. “Of course I’m going through with it. I made a promise.”

He spread his hands wide. “What do you want from me, then?”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say reassurance.

The minister let out a long-suffering sigh. His shoulders relaxed.

“Look, lassie, if your conscience is clear and you think you can live with the man, then I don’t see what’s to stop you.”

In an uncharacteristic gesture, Caroline gnawed her bottom lip. “I don’t really know him,” she confessed.

“Maybe you should get to know him.”

“The wedding is in three weeks.”

“Who’s doing the service?”

She smiled apologetically. With a grump, the minister reached into his desk drawer and pulled out an old, battered calendar.

“Let me see. It’s Monday now, so how do Thursday afternoons suit you?”

She looked at him blankly.

“Wedding counselling. Looks like you two need the full package.”

Caroline’s shoulders slumped slightly. “Thursday will be fine. Will you tell Josh or will I?”

At last the old man grinned. “Oh, I think that should be your job.”

“I’ve booked the flights.” Andrew McInnes stood in the doorway to the bedroom. “We leave in a couple of hours. Is that enough time to pack?”

Helen McInnes didn’t look at her husband as she pulled clothes from the drawers. “It will have to be.”

There was silence. She gritted her teeth. Andrew McInnes was a man of few words. It had been charming when she’d met him as a girl, but now it was lonely. All those conversations she had with herself. All those years spent trying to guess what was going on in his head. She was tired of it. All of it.

She heard him shuffle his feet. “Are we going to tell him?”

Helen turned to look at her husband of thirty-five years. Logically, she knew he was older. His hair was greying and there were wrinkles round his eyes, but he still looked like the man she’d met all those years ago. He was tall, with broad shoulders, and deep-set eyes that were always so intense. She’d loved those intense blue eyes of his, especially when they were focused on her. It’d been a long time since his scrutiny had made her tingle. Now it only made her sad.

“I guess we have to.”

He nodded. No wasted words for Andrew McInnes. He pushed his hands into the pockets of the ugly tartan trousers he insisted on wearing, and looked at her. Just looked.

“I better pack, then.” He turned and headed to the spare bedroom, where he’d been sleeping for almost a year.

Helen let out the breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding, and stared out of the window to the golf course behind their house. A house she hated. She felt guilty as she looked down onto their pool—guilty because she missed her friends in Atlantic City; she missed working all day long beside her husband. At least back then they’d had something to talk about. Now there was nothing.

With a sigh, she packed summer dresses into her bag, wondering how warm it got in Scotland in July. She could have asked Andrew, he would have known, but somehow along the years of enduring his silence she’d grown weary of hearing her own voice. She threw in a couple of sweaters. That should tide her over. If she needed anything else, she’d go shopping. It wasn’t like money was a problem anymore. Josh had been very generous to them, and the sale of the business had made them a tidy profit.

“I’m all done.” Andrew was back in the doorway. It was as though he was scared of entering the room.

“I won’t be long.”

“I’ll make us a sandwich.” He disappeared downstairs.

Helen patted her rounded belly and wondered if bread was a good idea. She’d been struggling through a low-carb diet for months now, but didn’t seem to be losing the last flabby spots on her body. She sucked in her belly and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was the same bleach-blond bob she’d worn for almost forty years. Her breasts had long ago given into gravity, and now she couldn’t bear looking at them without a bra. And her hips—great child-bearing hips, Andrew had called them...well, her child-bearing years were over and now her hips were just wide.

She looked at the door where Andrew had stood. She couldn’t put off going downstairs much longer. She’d make it through another silent meal together. And after they’d dealt with Josh, they’d go their separate ways.

She wondered if she would feel lighter, or if she would die a little more inside.
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CHAPTER THREE
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By eleven o’clock on Tuesday morning, the castle was full of workmen. There were guys stripping boards off the walls in the hall. A team were ripping up the carpet, and a group of teenagers were removing the TV from the living room wall and hacking at the spot where it used to be. Josh dragged the foreman into the kitchen as Mitch came down from the fourth floor with bags under his eyes the size of suitcases.

“What the hell is going on?” Mitch demanded.

“I’m about to find out.” Josh perched on a stool at the kitchen counter. “This here is Mr. Buchanan; he’s in charge and he’s going to fill me in on what everyone is doing.” He turned to the foreman. “When I let you in, I thought you were here to work on the sound studio.”

The old man pulled his cap from his head and scratched the bald spot in amongst his thinning grey hair. “This is your house, Mr. McInnes—if you don’t know what’s going on, I’m not sure how I can help.”

“I need coffee.” Mitch headed for the espresso machine.

“I spoke to Caroline yesterday.” Josh folded his arms over his Scooby-Doo T-shirt. “She said it’d take weeks to get permission for the renovation. How come you guys are here this morning?”

“Ah.” The old man shuffled his work boots. “You don’t know our Caroline. It may take you weeks to get the permits you need, but Caroline has a way of getting things done on her schedule. And she wants the work to start today.”

“Why are you ripping up the hall carpet?” Mitch was banging around with the coffee machine. “We only want to renovate the main room. That’s where the building should be taking place.”

The small man dug around in the pocket of his shabby white overalls and came out with a crumpled piece of paper.

“It doesn’t say anything here about renovation. This is a restoration job. Caroline herself told me that we’re to get the castle back into its natural state as fast as possible. She said, ‘Get rid of the ugly carpet and unearth the mouldings, and while you’re at it find a rubbish dump for the TV.’ I’m just following orders.” He shoved the paper back into his pocket. “Don’t worry. We know what we’re doing. We’re the crew that helped Caroline restore Macgregor’s folly a while back. You don’t need to worry; the place will soon look like a proper castle.”

Josh stared at the man. “But I like it the way it is. All I need is a sound room.”

The old man chuckled. “You’d best be taking that up with Caroline. She said she was in charge of the project and we take our orders from her.”

“I own the damn castle,” Josh pointed out.

“Ah.” The old man nodded. “But you don’t own Caroline. No offence, but I’m more scared of her than I am of you, so I’ll be following her orders until I hear otherwise.”

With that, he put his cap back on and went off down the hall. Josh stared after him.

“She’s restoring the castle,” he said, more to himself than anyone else.

Mitch came round to sit beside him. “I recall her saying, ‘I’ll do it for the castle, what I say goes, you can’t interfere.’ And you said, ‘Done.’” Mitch took a long gulp of scalding coffee. “As your friend, manager and lawyer, I’d like to point out yet again that this is one of your more insane ideas.”

“Can she do this?” Josh felt bewildered.

Somebody shouted “timber” and there was a loud crash.

“She is doing this,” Mitch pointed out.

Josh frowned in the direction of the noise. “We might have to sort out some of the details in this arrangement.”

“You think?” Mitch mumbled before finishing his coffee.

Caroline couldn’t abide it when things didn’t run according to plan, and she abhorred rudeness. She looked at her watch for the third time. Making people wait was extremely rude. Her assistant, Beth, was seven minutes late, which made Caroline seven minutes late for her meeting with the vicar. And Caroline Patterson was never late.

“You need to calm down, girl,” Archie McPherson told her again. “Something is going to pop in that pretty head of yours and you’ll spend the rest of your life in a nice white jacket that buttons up the back.”

“I am calm. I’m always calm.”

“No, you’re controlled. That’s something else entirely.”

Caroline pursed her lips at the man who had been her grandfather’s best friend. “I’m not controlled. I’m in control. There’s a subtle difference.”

She pushed back her shoulders and picked a piece of lint from the front of her grey A-line skirt. She loved this skirt. She wasn’t sure what the material was, but it was indestructible. It never needed ironing and liquids seemed to roll off it. It was the best second-hand bargain she’d ever picked up.

Archie sat back in his chair and smiled at her, making Caroline wonder why she’d bothered to leave her office to say hello to the domino boys. The other three men at the table watched with amusement. They’d been present at many of these discussions, and their game of dominoes was forgotten now that there was better entertainment on offer.

“When I was working in the shipyards,” Archie said, “there was a boiler in the steam room and one of the new boys tightened that thing to within an inch of its life. There was no give. One day a bolt popped and the whole thing blew. That’s you. You spend so much energy controlling everything that one day one of your bolts will pop and then kablooey.”

“Thank you for the advice, Archie. But I’m perfectly fine. There’s nothing wrong with wanting life to be orderly.”

“There is when you want everyone around you to be orderly too,” Brian grumbled.

Caroline tuned them out as they went into yet another discussion of their various ailments, which was even worse now that Findlay’s nephew had taught him how to use the internet. He’d printed off everything he could find on all of their problems and brought it into the community centre in a wheelbarrow. For over a week their afternoon domino game was forgotten while they terrified each other with medical knowledge they barely understood. In the end Caroline had stepped in, confiscated the paperwork and strong-armed the town doctor into spending a few hours answering their questions.

The door to the community centre banged open and Beth barrelled in.

“Caroline,” Beth gasped. “I’m sorry. There was a huge line at the bakery.”

Caroline was not happy with that. At. All. “You’re late because you were at the bakery?”

There was silence behind her as the four old men tuned into their conversation.

“Morag’s mince pies were on sale.” Beth held up a bag. “I got some for everyone. My treat.”

There were cheers from the domino players. Caroline scowled at them.

“Beth, I expect you to be at work on time. I have other commitments that mean you have to be here for the hours that you are paid to be here. If you’re late, then I’m late. That isn’t professional, or polite. And stopping to buy pies isn’t a reason to shirk your responsibilities.”

Beth’s face fell and her eyes welled up. “I won’t do it again. I promise.”

At twenty-two, it didn’t take much to make Beth cry, and Caroline was beginning to suspect that the woman used her ability to get out of trouble.

“Don’t you have to rush off somewhere?” Archie barrelled past Caroline to get to the pies. The old man grinned widely and smacked his lips at the aroma coming from the bag. “Boys, time for a tea break.”

“We’ll talk about this later,” Caroline promised Beth. “Right now I have to go. Make sure you organise the children’s section in the library. It looks like a tornado went through it. The Weight Watchers group have booked the green room for two o’clock. You’ll need to air the place before they get here or the smell of pies will sabotage them. We can’t have another disaster like the day they were double-booked with the cake-baking society.”

“That was a great day.” Archie sounded wistful.

Brian nodded. “Cake and needy women. I didn’t realise until then how much comforting a woman who broke a diet needed. Plus those cakes were damn good.”

“Behave yourselves,” Caroline warned as she fought a smile. They were four teenage boys trapped in wrinkled packaging, and she loved them dearly.

“Yes, miss.” The domino boys saluted like boy scouts.

Caroline shook her head with resigned amusement.

“Where are you off to in such a hurry, anyway?” Findlay asked.

“I have a meeting with the vicar.” She picked up her brown briefcase.

“Church roof fundraiser?” Archie asked.

“Something like that.” Caroline felt her cheeks begin to burn.

Archie’s sharp grey eyes zoomed in on her. “Is it a committee meeting or not?”

Caroline pretended she didn’t hear him, but her face burned hotter. “Make sure you remember to air the place out. I don’t want to smell any pie fumes. I’ll be back in an hour or so.” As soon as I’ve organised a wedding ceremony.

“Now wait a minute, lassie.” Archie trailed behind Caroline as she marched to the door. “Something fishy is going on here and I want to get to the bottom of it.”

“No time. We’ll talk later.”

She yanked open the door and walked straight into Josh McInnes.

“Hi, gorgeous.” Josh wrapped his arms around Caroline.

She put her palms on his chest and tried to push away. Josh held her tight against him, a second longer than was necessary, before releasing her. She smoothed her hair and straightened her skirt before casting a nervous glance behind her. Josh dragged his attention away from Caroline to survey their audience—four old guys, who seemed bewildered, and a wide-eyed young woman who was mouthing him name silently.

“What are you doing here?” Caroline snapped at him, bringing him back to the reason for the visit.

“Well.” He put his hands in his jeans pockets. “My house is full of workmen and none of them know about the studio I need.”

She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe we should talk about this in my office.”

Josh was the first to admit that he wasn’t the most sensitive of people, but he was picking up her signals loud and clear. If he wasn’t mistaken, she was embarrassed by him.

One of the old guys walked towards them. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend, lass?”

“Sorry.” Caroline drew back her shoulders. “Archie McPherson, this is Josh McInnes.”

The short brunette behind them squealed as she pushed past Archie. “I love your music,” the woman gushed. “I love everything you do. I have all your albums and I saw you perform in Glasgow two years ago.” She sighed. “You’re wonderful.”

Everyone stared at her.

“It’s always great to meet a fan.” Josh smiled as he gave his standard answer.

She beamed at him, batted her eyelashes and reached out to pat his chest.

“Beth.” Caroline’s tone snapped the younger woman out of it. “Kindly keep your hands off Mr. McInnes.”

The woman sprang back as though she’d been smacked. She pouted as tears pooled in her eyes.

“Here we go again,” muttered Archie.

“Please go and sort the children’s section of the library,” Caroline told Beth.

With one last longing glance at Josh, Beth dragged her feet towards the library room.

“As I was saying”—Caroline’s attitude was businesslike and efficient—“these are the domino boys—Archie, James, Brian and Findlay. Boys, this is Josh.” There was a round of hellos. “Now let’s go to my office.”

“I’m happy to talk here.” Josh wanted to see what happened when he didn’t follow her orders.

Caroline tapped her toe on the linoleum floor impatiently. She wasn’t amused. For some reason, that delighted him.

“You’ll be wanting a cup of tea,” one of the old guys said.

Josh would rather drink water from a puddle. “Tea sounds great.” He ignored the frown of disapproval on Caroline’s face and followed the old guys.

“I need to make a quick phone call,” Caroline said. “Reschedule my appointment.”

“Don’t worry”—Archie flashed a wicked smile—“we’ll take good care of him.”

“That’s exactly what worries me.” Caroline disappeared through a door in the foyer marked “Manager.”

Josh followed the guys into a room with blue walls, and over to a large brown Formica table near the window. There were four tables in the room, all large and well worn, surrounded by an assortment of wooden chairs. At the end of the room, farthest away from the door, someone had put in an old gas fire and arranged some high-back armchairs around it. It looked like one of the retirement homes Josh had sung in as a kid.

One of the guys placed a plate of cookies and a mug of tea in front of him. They stared at him while he wolfed down the cookies.

“So, you’re the singer.” Archie eyed him speculatively.

“Guilty as charged.” The tea was revolting.

“I saw Sinatra play in ’62,” Archie said. “You’ve got nothing on him.”

Josh barked out a laugh. “Who does?”

The old man grinned.

“I hear you have sex with all your groupies,” Brian said.

Josh forced himself to take a sip of the tea. “I’ve made my fair share of mistakes. But I eventually grew up.”

The guy looked disappointed. “So there’s no groupie sex, then?”

“Not for a long time.”

“Pity,” Brian muttered. “I was trying to live vicariously. It’s not like there’s a lot of action in this town.”

One of the other men cleared his throat and nodded at the door. A second later, Caroline swept through.

“Okay.” She stood beside him. Her back straight as a board. “I’ve cancelled my appointment. Let’s go to my office and talk.”

The men’s shoulders slumped with disappointment. Caroline glanced pointedly at her watch. Josh smothered a chuckle. Everything about her made him want to mess with her. “Pull up a chair, baby. I’m happy here.”

He thought he saw her jaw clench. She stared at him for a moment, as though trying to figure out the best way to get him to comply. He winked at her. Her eyes went wide, then she blinked hard. Without a word, she turned a chair from the table beside them and perched on the edge of it. She folded her hands in her lap and waited. The domino boys were astonished, and Josh felt kind of smug. It was then he caught her thin smile and realised his actions would have consequences. It sent a thrill right through him.

“As I was saying before...” Josh gave Caroline his best dazzling smile. She was unimpressed. “There’s a work crew in my house and none of them are there to build a studio. Want to explain it to me?”

The men leaned in towards them.

“And explain loudly,” James said. “I don’t have my hearing aids.”

Caroline frowned at Josh. “You agreed that I could do whatever I liked with the castle. Did you not?”

“Yes, I did. But I also remember telling you I needed a sound studio.”

“You can build one in the grounds, or rent a portable one, or something.”

“Or you could put one in the room where I want it to be.”

“That wasn’t our agreement. You said I could do what I want without interference. I want to restore the castle.” She gave him a frosty look.

“I like the castle the way it is. It’s comfortable.”

“It looks like a city apartment. All the period details have been wiped out. I’m putting them back.”

“I didn’t want a restoration. I wanted a renovation. I need somewhere to work on my next album.”

Her eyes narrowed. “How about New York?”

Josh burst out laughing. She glared at him. Her perfect little nose thrust in the air and her pink lips were in a tight line.

“You can’t get rid of me that easy,” he said. “We have an agreement.”

“Yes. We agreed that I get the castle.”

“Yep, you get the castle.” Josh grinned wide and slow. “And I get you.”
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