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Prologue

Sommersgate
House

 


Everyone knew
that Sommersgate House was built for love.

Its creator,
Lord Archibald Ashton, Baron Blackbourne, spared no expense. Every
piece of stone, every stick of timber, every pane of glass (and so
on) were the best of the very best. He located the finest carpets;
commissioned the most extraordinary fireplaces; purchased the most
exceptional pieces of furniture; demanded the most magnificent
chandeliers.

Every inch had
to be resplendent. It was to be a testimony to devotion.

Sommersgate
House was built for his wife, the love of his life, the beautiful
Lady Ruby.

It was tragic,
then, that they both died within months of its completion.

Everyone
thought that was enough reason for the curse to settle on the
house. After all that trouble, all that expense, all that
dedication to an act of love, to have it all, so quickly, turn
catastrophic in only a few months time was enough for any house to
be cursed.

And cursed it
was, Sommersgate, once beautiful (if a bit ostentatiously so),
during one dark day and one frantic, devastating evening, turned
wicked, frightful and monstrous.

As the
decades went by, the curse became local lore. People could feel it,
just walking, riding or eventually driving by the Gate House of the
great property. Its malevolence permeated the very air. For those
who went to the house, they felt it, even though they didn’t see it.

Sommersgate
House was a most unhappy place indeed.

And that
didn’t even take into account the hauntings.

 


 


 



Chapter
One

Hope

 


That morning
Mrs. Kilpatrick had a case of nerves. Mrs. K knew that there was
still the possibility that this morning’s imminent arrival would
get cold feet. That Julia Fairfax would decide, at the last minute,
not to leave her family, her friends, her home, everything she
knew, to spend the next thirteen years of her life at Sommersgate
House.

Yes, that
morning Mrs. Kilpatrick was tense. Her daily girl Veronika was
tense. And before he left, Carter, the chauffer, was tense.

Worst of
all, the house was tense and make no mistake about it, even though
it was simply mortar and stone (albeit grand mortar and stone),
Sommersgate could most definitely be tense.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick had been working at Sommersgate for the last
thirty-seven years, since she was seventeen years old, and she was
proud of it. She’d worked her way up from a daily girl to the lofty
position of Housekeeper. She knew every nook and cranny of the
house, every noise, every creaky floorboard. She knew that house
like she knew her own husband, through and through.

She turned and
watched as Ruby sat at the massive kitchen table, her blonde curls
bobbing while she coloured in her book. Per usual, the child made
no attempt to colour in the lines or utilise a flesh-like tone for
skin (in this instance, Mrs. Kilpatrick saw, skin was kelly green)
or any other colour that would be appropriate (the sky was silver
and the grass was purple).

From the
moment four years ago when Ruby was placed in Mrs. Kilpatrick’s
arms as a babe of no more than a few days, Mrs. Kilpatrick knew
there was something unusual about the child. Ruby had spent the
next four years proving her right.

As she watched
Ruby, Mrs. K heard a car on the drive.

Ruby didn’t
hesitate in colouring because she hadn’t lived in Sommersgate long
enough to know how to distinguish the various sounds but Mrs.
Kilpatrick knew that Carter was home.

She took a
deep breath and sighed in relief. If something had gone wrong
during the journey from Heathrow, Carter would have called. They
were now home and Mrs. K hoped that, with the treasured cargo
Carter was delivering today, months of sadness and despair would
begin healing.

Maybe even a
century of it.

She put a hand
to her hair, testing the bounce of her fashionable bob, the old
blonde now having streaks of white. She smoothed the front of her
skirt down, trying, as ever, to ignore her somewhat protruding
belly, flipped on the electric kettle and shot a prayer to heaven
that Ms. Julia Fairfax was indeed the answer to all Mrs.
Kilpatrick’s prayers. Or, more to the point, Mrs. Kilpatrick’s
prayers for little Ruby, Ruby’s older brother William and sister
Elizabeth and perhaps, just perhaps, their Uncle Douglas but most
especially, Sommersgate House.

“Come along,
luv, your Aunt Julia is here.”

At this
announcement, Ruby’s head shot up and she ceased colouring
immediately. Squealing with delight (a sound so foreign in
Sommersgate that it startled Mrs. K), she jumped off the bench and
ran out of the kitchen at top speed. She was at the front door,
struggling to shift its massive weight when Mrs. Kilpatrick
arrived.

“Patience,
child. She’s right outside the door. You’ll see her soon
enough.”

“Auntie Jewel,
I’m in here!” Ruby shouted through the door unnecessarily but Mrs.
Kilpatrick doubted the ancient, studded wood with its heavy,
black-scrolled, iron hinges would do anything but mute the child’s
call.

She unlatched
the door and using all her might, pulled it open. Ruby shot out
like lightning, ran across the distance and threw herself at the
tall woman standing on the gravel drive next to a shining burgundy
Bentley.

“My gorgeous
baby!” Julia Fairfax cried. Wrapping her arms around the child, she
lifted her up and swung her around in a full circle.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick took in the scene. Carter had moved to the boot of the
Bentley and was watching it too. It was hard not to smile with
relief and Mrs. K felt the easing sigh tremble through the very air
around Sommersgate.

* * * * *

Mrs. Margaret
Kilpatrick had known Julia Elizabeth Fairfax for fifteen years.
She’d watched her grow from a young, naive, headstrong girl of
twenty-one to a beautiful, sophisticated, even more headstrong
woman (so headstrong as to be described as stubborn).

Julia stood in
the drive by the gleaming Bentley, which sat next to a glamorous
circular fountain. She was swinging her niece, smiling and
laughing, looking like she’d been born to stand in the drive of a
palatial estate, even though she most definitely had not.

She was very
tall, slim but rounded in all the right places. Julia wore an
elegant suit of chocolate brown with a fitted pencil skirt and a
feminine jacket nipped in at the waist. Her blonde hair was swept
up in a chic twist. She was wearing a pair of leopard print, spike
heeled pumps and a tawny pashmina dripped casually from her elbows.
She didn’t look like she’d spent the last fourteen hours travelling
through crowded airports, stuffy airplanes and close cars. She
looked fresh and rested, as if she was just headed out to
lunch.

“I’m not a
baby,” Ruby exclaimed through her giggling struggles.

“You’re my baby, always
were, always will be,” Julia stated and kissed the child loudly on
her cheek.

Julia bent to
let Ruby down and noticed Mrs. Kilpatrick.

Walking
forward hand extended, she murmured, “Mrs. K.”

The
muscles worked in Mrs. Kilpatrick’s throat as she tried not to cry
and she steeled herself for what was to come. Julia Fairfax, and
her mother Patricia, were American and didn’t stand on ceremony and
had no sense of, or more likely didn’t care much for, the firmly
hierarchical way things were at Sommersgate. The lady of the house,
Baroness Monique Ashton, hated it when her daughter’s American
in-laws would come to visit. They were far too familiar with the
servants, amongst other things, many other things.

Julia put her
hand on Mrs. Kilpatrick’s arm, squeezed gently and kissed the older
woman’s cheek with familiarity and kindness.

“How’s it
going, Mrs. K?” she asked, trying to read Mrs. Kilpatrick’s face.
At that distance, Mrs. Kilpatrick saw that Julia was not nearly as
fresh and relaxed as she’d looked from afar. Her skin was pale and
drawn and her green eyes, normally alight with mischief, good
humour, or stubborn resolve, looked immensely tired, as if she’d
not only been travelling for fourteen hours but as if she hadn’t
slept in weeks.

“I’m well,
Miss Julia, how was your flight?”

Mrs. K
referred to both Julia and Patricia in a less formal way at each
woman’s demand. Lady Ashton would never allow Mrs. K any kind of
familiarity which would include using their Christian name. Mrs. K
firmly refused to call them Jewel and Patty, as she’d been asked to
do many a time. In return, Julia and Patricia had firmly refused to
answer to Miss Fairfax or Mrs. Fairfax. In the end, they had an
unspoken compromise and “Miss Julia” and “Miss Patricia” were
born.

Mrs. K
disengaged her arm with her own friendly but fleeting squeeze of
Julia’s hand and walked the woman into the house as Ruby danced
ahead of them. Julia hesitated and looked back at the Bentley.
Neither Julia nor Patricia had ever been comfortable with being
waited upon, having their bags carried for them, unpacked for them,
their laundry done or doors opened for them.

“Don’t worry,
Carter will see to your bags,” Mrs. K assured her. “Your
flight?”

Julia smiled
wearily, giving in gracefully to the gentle reminder of how things
were at Sommersgate.

Even though
Mrs. Kilpatrick had pulled away from Julia’s grasp, the younger
woman linked her arm through Mrs. K’s elbow and walked forward.
“I’m glad it’s over, I hate flying.” She looked around her and
trembled dramatically. “How’s this dusty old pile of rocks keeping?
I see it hasn’t fallen down around your heads… unfortunately.”

Mrs.
Kilpatrick shuddered a bit at Sommersgate being talked of like
that. On a day as tense as today, a body needed to be careful.

Julia
had been a guest on dozens of occasions, dating from before Julia’s
brother Gavin had married young Lady Tamsin Ashton and through to
last Christmas. Julia had brought her (rather despicable, Mrs. K
always thought) husband there before they were married and came
back after they were divorced. Mrs. K believed fully in the
sanctity of marriage but she’d said a little prayer on the day she
found out Julia had become legally untied to that horrible man.

Julia, like
many, both loved and hated Sommersgate, but, like few, didn’t have
any problem sharing how she felt.

“It’s taken
good care of those children,” Mrs. K responded, nodding her head
toward Ruby as they exited the long hallway and entered the
enormous stairwell with its cavernous gallery, curving staircase
ornately carved from granite that four people standing abreast
could ascend and its enormous ceiling made entirely of domed glass
and embellished wrought iron. Its walls were decorated with dozens
of portraits of serious faced ancestors wearing the fashions of the
day replete with dripping medals or jewels, depending on the
gender.

Julia stopped
and looked around, staring at the huge marble fireplace that once
heated this space.

“I expect it’s
you who have taken good care of those children,” Julia remarked and
Mrs. K knew this had more than one meaning. “I just can’t imagine
what was in Tammy and Gav’s heads when they demanded the children
be brought up here.”

“Miss Tamsin
loved this house, as does Ruby,” Mrs. K replied.

Ruby was
standing next to Julia looking up at her with sparkling blue eyes
and Mrs. K took that opportunity to study the child.

Ruby had taken
the last five months surprisingly well, but then, at four years
old, how much could she understand about the horrible events that
rainy night? It was William, and especially Elizabeth, who had
suffered the most.

Julia seemed
to realise where she was and what she was saying. She bent low and
kissed the top of Ruby’s curls before her eyes returned to the
housekeeper.

“I’m sorry,
Mrs. K, I’m exhausted. The trip, selling my house, car… the last
week has been day after day of going away parties, meals out with
friends, finding a place for every last hair pin. It’s been
insane.”

Mrs. K
understood; the last few months had to be upheaval for Julia. She’d
had to give up everything.

She gave Julia
a reassuring smile. “I’ve got the kettle on. Let me get you a
cuppa. A warm drink always helps. Coffee?”

Julia nodded
gratefully and Mrs. K shuffled her into what she knew was Julia’s
favourite place at Sommersgate, a smallish room off the grand
stairwell that had a tile and flagstone floor and butter-coloured,
stone walls. It had wide entryways to both the stairwell and the
drawing room and grand, double French windows that lead to the
front gardens.

This space was
once the entry to the house in the days when horses clattered to
the front. Motor cars, and an ancestral baroness who detested them
and refused to see them out her front door, had changed the traffic
of Sommersgate. She modified the drive to complete at the studded
doors at the side, added the fountain and laid the old front drive
to gardens. She then altered the huge space within the house to
what was now one of the warmest places you could find, literally
and figuratively. It held comfortable, button-backed leather
couches, chairs and ottomans surrounding another ornate, grand
fireplace with sturdy but fine tables here and there on which to
lay drinks, trays, books or puzzles, as the case may be.

Of course, no
one used the space much, the lord of the manor and his lady mother
weren’t the kind who casually wiled away time with games and
puzzles.

Mrs. K’s mind
moved from the space, back to Julia.

“You wait
here. I’ll be back in a snap,” Mrs. K assured her.

She bustled
away, hearing Julia’s chic pumps hit the floor one-by-one as she
took them off and, in a teasing voice, she addressed Ruby.
Listening to Julia, Mrs. K. nearly ran into Veronika who was hiding
in the shadows by the dining room

“She arrive
safe?” Veronika asked in broken English.

The Russian
girl had been at Sommersgate for six months, the longest Mrs.
Kirkpatrick had been able to keep a daily for several years, and,
for that alone, she cherished the girl. It took an extraordinary
amount of time hiring staff, training them in the very specific
tasks they had to perform, then losing them and having to hire
more.

Veronika not
only stayed, but she did a job at which many people would turn up
their noses and she did it with pride and unending amounts of
energy. Especially these last months when so much more was required
of them with the arrival of the children.

“She’s safe,
you’ll need to unpack her cases,” Mrs. K informed the girl. “But
first, I want you to meet her.” Her orders were voiced kindly but
Veronika shrunk into herself and Mrs. K’s heart went out to the
girl.

Veronika had
not shared much but Mrs. K knew something was not right. She was
timid and scared of her own shadow. Monique Ashton unnerved her and
Sommersgate House petrified her, both of which weren’t unusual and
often why the other girls never stayed very long. But Veronika
needed the job, or she would likely be shipped back to wherever she
came from, something, Mrs. K thought, terrified her most of
all.

Where Douglas
Ashton had found the petite, young, pretty, dark-haired girl was
something that Mrs. Kilpatrick did not want to know. He’d simply
told Mrs. K one day that a girl was coming to fill the daily job
that had gone vacant for several weeks.

“If she’s
suitable, keep her. She’ll have no references but that’s not your
concern, just put her to work,” he’d said.

The comings
and goings of Douglas Ashton, titled Baron Blackbourne and sixth
master of Sommersgate House, were none of Margaret Kilpatrick’s
business and, even if she could know, Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t want
to know. Further, she’d never question Lord Ashton, not in a
million years. She’d be sacked, without references, even if she had
been in his life since he could remember. He’d do it, she had no
doubt, and he’d not entertain another thought in his handsome head
about it.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick had come to Sommersgate when Douglas Ashton was an
infant. Even knowing him since he was a wee lad, as a man, she
admired him greatly, she feared him and she worried about him, in
that order.

Given
his privileged birth, he could have chosen an entirely different
path. However Douglas Ashton was driven to something else and this
drive, to attain whatever it was he desired, was what Mrs. K
admired. Although a cold man, Mrs. Kilpatrick felt (with some
pride, even though it had naught to do with her) that Douglas
Ashton was not a bad man (not like his father). One couldn’t say
exactly that he was a good man but he certainly wasn’t cruel and, considering his
upbringing, to avoid that end was a feat in itself.

His
determination was what she feared, along with his rumoured ruthless
tactics. No man should work that hard, that long, sacrificing
whatever morals and ethics (and, if gossip could be believed, were
all of them) to get what he wanted. Lord Ashton was not a man to be
denied, if he wanted something, it was his. If he wanted Mrs. K to
employ a pretty, young Russian girl with no references, no
experience and nothing but a passport, then he’d have it. And he
did. And Mrs. K was just one in a small army of people who did his
bidding, or faced the consequences.

She
worried about him because he seemed so unapproachable, so cold and
so very alone. He had no one and needed no one and Mrs. K couldn’t
believe anyone, truly, lived like that, at least not happily. Even
though Douglas Ashton never gave any indication he cared one whit
about Mrs. Kilpatrick, she was the kind of woman who cared about
just about everyone. She had a special place in her heart for the
two children she watched grow up at Sommersgate,
both
of them, even Lord Douglas
Ashton. It wasn’t his fault he was the way he was, indeed, he could
have turned out very, very different. That was why
Mrs. K loved him, was devoted to him and his house, even though he
would never know how she felt.

Margaret
Kilpatrick’s attention returned to Veronika. “Help me with the
coffee, then you can meet Miss Julia and then you can see to the
unpacking.”

As ever,
Veronika did as she was told and they brought a tray to Julia with
an exquisite silver coffeepot, a delicate china serving set and a
plate of biscuits all sitting on a crisp, lily-white linen
serviette.

Julia stood, a
smile on her lips, when she saw Veronika.

“Veronika,”
she started, again putting out her hand to shake the girl’s. The
girl hesitantly allowed this but gave a small cry of surprise when
Julia pulled her in for a swift kiss on the cheek. Julia
thoughtfully ignored Veronika’s startled cry when she continued. “I
hear you’ve been taking care of my nieces and nephew. Thank
you.”

Veronika
nodded and stepped back, this warm reception was not something
she’d encountered before from anyone, not even Mrs. Kilpatrick.
Veronika Raykin and Julia Fairfax had met only once and the
circumstances at the time were most dire.

Julia smiled
at her and Veronika looked at a loss of what to do next. “I unpack
your case,” she announced finally and then fled the room.

“She’s a
little shy,” Mrs. Kilpatrick explained.

Julia nodded,
her face thoughtful as she watched Veronika go.

“Her timing
wasn’t great, just coming to this gothic monstrosity when…” Julia
stopped and looked at Ruby then she started again. “Tell me, how
are things?”

Mrs.
Kilpatrick knew exactly what Julia was asking.

For the past
five months, Julia was at home in Indiana preparing to move to
England and care for her brother’s children under the strict terms
of he and his wife’s will. These terms were rigid and, to
everyone’s surprise, included that the children be brought up in
England, live at Sommersgate and be reared under the guardianship
of Lord Douglas Ashton and Ms. Julia Fairfax. Unless Julia was
willing to give up custody, which she obviously was not, this meant
she had to quit her high-paid job, sell her home, disburse her
belongings, say good-bye to her friends and family and move to a
foreign country to live at Sommersgate for at least the next
thirteen years.

Julia had done
all of this without murmur, leaving the country four and a half
months ago after the funerals and after the will was read,
shattered from grief and jetlag, and spent the ensuing time
readying herself for this change in life.

In that time,
Douglas Ashton and his mother Monique had not changed their habits
one iota. They’d left the care of three bereaved children, who also
had left their home to move to Sommersgate, in the hands of Mrs. K,
her husband, Roddy, Veronika, and Sommersgate’s chauffer and
handyman, Carter.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick didn’t mind. She openly adored Tamsin Ashton Fairfax,
who shared not a single trait with her mother, father or brother,
all proud and haughty. Fifteen years ago, Mrs. Kilpatrick had
immediately fallen in love with the tall, athletic, fair, blue-eyed
American boy from the Midwest, Gavin Fairfax, who was friendly and
outgoing and who thought Tamsin resided on a pedestal (Mrs. K
agreed). And in loving them both, Mrs. K loved their children and
would do anything for them.

But she was
not their family. Monique Ashton had not showed an interest in
mothering her own two children and she showed even less of an
interest in her grandchildren.

Douglas Ashton
was worse. He worked long, inhuman hours, day and night, travelling
from city to city, country to country, continent to continent. On
those very rare occasions when he wasn’t working, he was playing
and he played with the same intensity as he worked. An expert
skier, an avid horseman and a collector of tall, young,
frighteningly skinny blondes, brunettes and redheads, he was a man
who was responsible to no one but himself. And even though, on a
dark, wet road five months ago, that had changed, Douglas Ashton
had not.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick didn’t know why Douglas worked so hard. He was born to
money, property and a title. He was immensely good-looking and was
one of Europe’s top bachelors.

Roderick
Kilpatrick, Mrs. K’s husband, reckoned it was power. Mr. Kilpatrick
worked as groundskeeper for both Douglas and his father and he felt
in the position to have a pretty reliable opinion on the subject
(indeed, Roddy felt he was in the position to have a pretty
reliable opinion on a lot of subjects).

Mrs. K would
always cringe and more often than not quickly cross herself when
thinking of the older Ashton because he surely existed in
purgatory, or worse, for what he put his son through. She tried not
to think about it, the scenes, the shouting, the ugly, hideous
words. As a mere servant, she didn’t exist to the Baron, therefore,
it didn’t matter what she’d heard and she’d heard a great deal.

How young
Douglas had borne it, she couldn’t imagine but it was a testament
to his strength of will. It wrecked Tamsin, who idolised her older
brother. Those two were inseparable when they were young, clinging
to each other in a home where controlled violence or absent neglect
were the only constants.

Mrs. K never
saw evidence of beatings, and there were times when she wished for
it, for no matter what lofty a position Maxwell Ashton held, Social
Services would frown upon physical violence and Mrs. K would have
reported it, make no mistake. But there was never any physical
evidence of the type of lashings Douglas would endure.

When he wasn’t
verbally abusing his son, Maxwell spent his time in the pursuit of
power and pleasure which were the sum total of his interests for
his short sixty years. Years that ended in a massive heart attack
on a ski slope in Gstaad.

Monique seemed
quite happy to be left to the pursuit of her own pleasures. And
this was exactly what she did, leaving her children to fend for
themselves most of the time.

Roddy
Kilpatrick felt that perhaps Douglas wanted to prove he was worthy
of some attention from the both of them, the kind a proud father
and mother would show.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick didn’t believe that. Maxwell Ashton had been dead for
years and there was no sign Douglas intended to slow down or settle
down. Further, he seemed to regard his mother, as with everyone and
everything else, with a cold disregard. She existed and he
acknowledged that fact, and that was the end of it.

Rumour
had it he’d more than quadrupled the family fortune and the way he
did it was, no other way to say it, suspect. He had an office in Bristol and held a full staff at his
offices in London. What he did to make his money, Mrs. K had no
idea. He had a reputation as a dangerous man and it was a fact that
he’d mysteriously disappeared for two years, without word or
sighting. He had returned with no excuses for his absence looking
no longer boyishly handsome but with a thin scar marring his hard
mouth and lines etched into the sides of his eyes that were caused
by wind and sun, and obviously not from playing polo.

His
disappearance was never explained and, as for the rest, it was
simply none of her business.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick knew Samantha Thornton, Lord Ashton’s personal
assistant, had been keeping in close contact with Julia and Julia
and her mother called the children once or twice a week since the
accident. Julia was no fool; she knew that the children had been
left in the servants’ care.

“We’re all
well, we’re just happy you’re here,” Mrs. Kilpatrick answered,
loyal to the last to her employers who kept her and her husband fed
and housed in the Groundskeeper’s Cottage up the lane.

Julia looked
like she didn’t share Mrs. K’s sentiments but she was discreet
enough not to say so.

She looked
down at Ruby. “Well, we’ll get things sorted soon enough,” she said
with considerable feeling, leaving Mrs. K to wonder what she
meant.

“Er…
well, as you know, Lady Ashton has been called away…”
On a
cruise, Mrs. K thought
but did not say. She was as shocked as she was certain Julia and
Patricia had been when they heard that Lady Monique would accept an
invitation to cruise the Mediterranean rather than welcome a member
of the family who was to move into their home. “And Lord Ashton
wanted me to tell you he had unexpected business in London and
won’t be home until late tonight, but I have a nice welcome dinner
planned for you and the children…”

“You’re a gem,
Mrs. K.” Julia smiled a smile that did not reach her eyes and then
turned to her niece.

Mrs. K
inclined her head in an acknowledgement. “Once Veronika has
unpacked your bags, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

On that, she
left, hearing Ruby chatter away to Julia while she walked away.

The children
adored their Auntie Jewel, who came to visit often and would meet
Tamsin, Gavin and the children for holidays. Mrs. K had to believe
that Julia would find a way to heal the raw wounds of a family torn
asunder.

As for
Sommersgate and its master, Mrs. K could only hope.

Fervently
hope.

Mr. Kilpatrick
thought his wife was slightly mad but Mrs. K had been at
Sommersgate long enough to love it. The house, too, had wounds to
heal and those were a great deal older and more imbedded than the
three Fairfax children’s.

What
Sommersgate needed was love, laughter and happiness and, for over
one hundred years, the house had lacked all three. It was a tall
order, to think this headstrong American woman could soothe the
overwhelming grief of three young children and cure a century of
sorrow that clung to a pile of stone, glass and iron.

Her biggest
challenge was to melt the heart of the dangerously cold Douglas
Ashton who was the key to it all.

Mrs. Margaret
Kilpatrick had been neither seen nor heard in that house for
thirty-seven years. That did not mean she neither saw nor heard.
And she knew that there was something between Ms. Julia Elizabeth
Fairfax and Lord Douglas Ashton, Baron Blackbourne. Something even
they didn’t know was there and now there were no husbands or
siblings to get in the way.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick had to admit she was tense, but, still, she had
hope.

 


 


 



Chapter
Two

The Chill and
the Scream

 


“I’m on the
archery team and next year, I might get to play polo.”

Willie was
chatting on the phone with Patricia, who had taken the day off work
to wait for Julia’s call to say she was at Sommersgate, safely
ensconced in the freakishly strange Gothic Victorian mansion with
the children firmly tucked under her wing. Being thus in the evil
clutches of the evil Ashtons who never really welcomed Patricia’s
beloved son (or at least Monique hadn’t) and to whom, Patty
maintained, Tamsin had been the result of an unfortunate mix up in
the nursery at the hospital.

That
afternoon, Willie and Lizzie had come home from Tancote Boarding
School, a posh “public school” located forty-five minutes away
where they were day students rather than being boarded there. They
used to be at the local community school but Monique had quickly
taken care of that. She’d not liked the idea that they would be
partaking of government funded schooling and had not had a problem
telling anyone who would listen to her displeasure.

Julia was
annoyed when she’d heard from Sam, Douglas’s PA, that the kids had
been enrolled in a new school so soon after their parents had died.
However, thousands of miles away and powerless to do anything,
she’d simply gritted her teeth and waited.

Polo and archery, oh my, Julia thought sardonically as she listened to
Willie chattering away to his grandmother while she watched Lizzie
studiously doing her homework and Julia tried to pretend that
everything was all right.

But
everything was most definitely not all right.

They’d come
home from school in the Bentley chauffeured by Carter, wearing posh
school uniforms and had been sat down immediately to “tea” of
cucumber sandwiches and a pot of fat free yogurt each.

“What on earth
are you feeding them?” she’d whispered to Mrs. K.

Mrs. K
shrugged and answered, “Lady Ashton doesn’t want them falling into
unhealthy eating habits. We’ve never stocked sweets, crisps or
puddings in this house, unless we’re entertaining, of course.”

“What about
those biscuits you gave me earlier?” Julia asked.

“I was
entertaining,” Mrs. K explained.

Of course.

Even
though Julia was sentenced to live in spooky Sommersgate for the
next twelve to thirteen years, she was still considered
a
guest.

Monique Ashton
wasn’t worried about health; she was worried about the kids gaining
weight. Monique herself was ten pounds underweight and was of the
mind that fashionable, well-bred people emaciated themselves as
proof of their fine upbringing. This, too, had been something Julia
had heard Monique wax on about on more than one occasion, often
pointedly looking at Patricia, who very much liked chocolate,
potato chips and puddings of all kinds and looked the sort who did.
Tamsin had always had a kitchen full to the brim with food, from
grapes, apples and carrot sticks to chocolate covered malt balls
and bags of microwave popcorn.

“Okay, she’s
right here, Lizzie, Grammy wants to speak to you,” Willie called,
breaking into Julia’s thoughts.

Lizzie threw
her pencil down and slinked to the phone. She cast a brief glance
in Julia’s direction as she took the phone from her brother and
said, “Hello, Grandmother.”

Julia tried
not to grimace.


Grandmother.

Patricia
wouldn’t like that one bit. Monique was called “grandmother”.
Patricia was Grammy, Gramma or just plain old Gram.

Julia watched
Lizzie talking on the phone. The girl’s dark, normally lustrous,
thick hair was lank and needed a wash. Her face was pale and
lifeless.

Her dark blue
eyes were dead.

Julia knew
from her own conversations with the children over the last few
months, not to mention the last several hours, that Ruby was taking
the loss of her parents in stride. The child had always been a
little strange. However, as Julia never had any children or been
around any who had suffered such a tragedy, she couldn’t really
imagine how a four year old would react.

Willie, on the
other hand, was bearing up as any good Midwestern boy would, even
though he’d been born and raised in England. He looked and acted
exactly like Gavin at ten years old. Tall, straight, blond and
blue-eyed, he was a handsome young man and it broke Julia’s heart
to look at him, he so reminded her of her brother. Perhaps he had
his dark moments but he never let either sister see, just like Gav
would do. It was all teasing and light and any intense moments were
saved for his own company.

Lizzie was
remarkably different from both her brother and sister, not only in
colouring, she being so dark (like Tamsin and Douglas) to their
fair, but also in temperament.

The girl was
not bearing up nearly as well. She was not like Gavin, Tamsin or
Ruby. She was sensitive, stubborn and dramatic, quite like Julia
herself. Normally quick-witted (and equally quick-tempered), smart
and brimming with affection, the loss of her mother, who she
adored, but perhaps most especially her father, who she was beloved
by and loved herself (to distraction) had been a terrible blow. The
twelve year old was having troubles and she had nothing familiar
around her, her school and old school friends were gone and so was
her home… and her parents.

She chatted to
her grandmother for a bit, her heart obviously not in it, and then
said, “She wants to talk to you again, Auntie Jewel.”

While taking
the receiver Julia made certain to give her a loud, lip-smacking
kiss on the top of her head in the hopes of gaining a familiar
giggle but Lizzie just scuttled out from under the embrace and went
back to her studies.

“Hi Mom,”
Julia greeted.

Patty
immediately went on the offensive. “All right, that’s it. His Lord
and Master doesn’t even show up to dinner on your first night
and she’s off on a
yacht somewhere –”

Julia cut in.
“Mom –”

Patty was
having none of it and interrupted in return, “That’s simply not
good manners. Forget it. Find out how to get those kids back home.”
By “home” Patty meant their little farm town, fifteen miles west of
Indianapolis, this topic being a recurring theme of their
conversations these last months. “We’ll take care of them, you and
me. We’ll give them a loving, happy home with big Christmases and
pink frosting on their birthday cakes. Those two obviously have no
interest.”

Julia had
inherited the drama gene from her mother but never had quite
eclipsed Patricia’s flair for it. Her mother was right, of course,
but the kids had been through enough without throwing an ugly
custody battle at them. Julia had to find some way to make this
impossible situation work.

And impossible
it was. With over a decade of the not-very-nice (to say the least)
Monique Ashton yawning in front of her, without any family or
friends of her own nearby and with everything familiar to her so
far away, it was not only impossible, it was inconceivable.

And that was
without taking Douglas into consideration.

Julia walked
out to the doorway of the room and whispered, “I’ve been here a few
hours, please give me time, let me see how it goes.”

“I’m coming
for Thanksgiving. I can’t wait until spring term or whatever they
call it. I want to see my babies,” Patty returned.

Julia’s mother
wanted to be close to her baby’s babies. Gavin had been her pride
and joy. She was using her drama to cover her grief and Julia was
glad of it. This kind of Patricia she could handle, grand
statements, dire threats she never intended to carry out, Julia was
used to that. If her mother gave way to the mourning she was
covering, Julia would lose it herself and she couldn’t, not now.
She had to be strong.

“We stick with
the plan, Mom. I need a chance to settle in here and the kids need
it too. No more upheavals. No more drama. Please, please, let me
handle it.”

Patricia
hesitated for a moment and then sighed extravagantly. “Thank God
you have Mrs. K, she at least, even through that English reserve,
has got a heart in her chest. Okay, call me tomorrow. Love you,
miss you already my Doll Baby.” And she hung up, not letting Julia
say her own good-byes.

Julia walked
back into the room and replaced the phone. She took a moment to
study the kids; Willie and Lizzie doing their homework and Ruby
playing some game by herself.

Julia was
tired. No, not tired, exhausted. And she knew it wasn’t jetlag.
Since the phone rang in the deep of the night five months ago, she
hadn’t had a full night’s sleep. That same, awful night, she and
her mother had rushed to the airport and then spent the next two
weeks dealing with their own grief and the grief of the three
children.

A car
accident.

Gavin, Julia
knew, drove too fast. It was raining. They were coming home from
having dinner together at some country pub on one of England’s
dangerously winding roads. It was dark. Gavin might have driven
fast but the driver of the other car was driving faster, he’d lost
control and gone over the centre line on a curve. Gavin had died at
the scene, so had the other driver. Tamsin had lived for three days
and thirteen hours but never woke from her coma.

She just
quietly slipped away.

One summer,
many years ago, while Julia was in England for a visit, they were
in the garden, drinking Pimm’s and lemonade and watching Lizzie and
Willie run through the hose that Gavin was pointing at them. It was
then that they had asked her to be guardian to the kids if anything
ever happened to them.

She’d said,
“Of course!” In the way someone says when they’re honoured but they
know they’re answering a question that pertains to an event that
will never, in any darkest imaginings, ever happen. Ruby hadn’t
even been born yet and Julia was still married to Sean.

Of course, she
thought now as she watched the kids.

She hadn’t
known that she’d be sharing custody with Douglas but they had told
her they wanted her to move to England and she’d agreed to that as
well. It wouldn’t happen anyway, so why should she worry?

Sean, as
usual, had been angry. “It’s fucking cold there. I’m not moving
there,” he’d ranted (even though it was colder in Indiana than it
was in Somerset).

“It’s not
going to happen so there’s no need to get angry about it,” Julia
responded, as always, trying to soothe his foul temper (and, as
always, failing miserably).

Now, Sean was
gone, which was one less worry but perhaps the reason for
another.

Why on earth
had Tamsin and Gavin given joint custody to Douglas? Why had they
asked Julia to move into this enormous, ghastly house with their
kids and share that responsibility with a brother who was
responsible to no one?

Julia knew
Tamsin loved her brother and saw the best in him.

But Julia
didn’t see it.

And how on
earth did Tammy convince Gav?

A tremor went
up Julia’s spine just thinking about Douglas Ashton.

It wasn’t an
unpleasant kind of tremor, not in the slightest. It was a pleasant
kind of tremor, exciting and slightly wicked.

Any time over
the many years she’d known him, when her mind wandered to Douglas,
that same thrilling, illicit tremor would chase its way up her
spine.

Julia had had
a screaming crush on him the moment she’d first met him. Perhaps,
if she was completely honest with herself, she always had one. He
was just that type of man.

To a girl of
twenty-one, this tall man with his powerful body, thick, dark hair,
strong jaw and eyes so intensely blue they were nearly black… well,
he was exactly what one would think of as a titled English
aristocrat. He had a posh accent and was so arrogant and sexy, she
squirmed just being in the same room with him.

But then had
come Sean, then Douglas’s mysterious disappearance.

Julia had
learned a great deal from the mistakes she’d made with Sean,
mistakes she vowed to herself (on a daily basis) she would never
repeat.

Sean was a
great deal like Douglas, reserved, handsome, edgy. Julia knew now
that it matters not how dangerous they seem, how attractive,
exciting and wealthy they are, or the challenge they represent with
their ice-cold aloofness that you were certain you could
penetrate.

What a woman
needed in a mate was a companion. Someone who would clean the cat
litter, pop to the store for milk or fix the sink.

All the
passion and intensity was overrated, and in Julia’s experience hid
biting cruelty and extraordinary selfishness.

The very idea
of her and Douglas was ridiculous, Julia knew. Not to mention
Douglas Ashton would never in a million years want her. An Indiana
girl who’d lived her entire life in a small town where you could
drive the length of Main Street waving continuously because you
knew every driver in every passing car (and if you didn’t wave,
once they got home, they’d call your mother and ask, “What on
earth’s wrong with Jewel? I just saw her driving along Main Street
with her head in the clouds. She didn’t even wave! She drives like
that, she could have an accident!”).

Douglas was
not like Tammy at all. He wouldn’t consider lowering himself to a
girl born to and raised by a divorcee. Douglas vacationed on the
Riviera. Douglas flew to Paris in a private jet for a one hour
meeting. Douglas’s gorgeous but stoic face was printed in magazines
(normally while escorting catwalk models or Hollywood starlets or
debutantes sporting hairstyles that cost more than Julia used to
earn in a week).

Julia walked
to the enormous windows and stared at the dormant garden, still
thinking of Douglas, the man with whom she was now forced to live
for at least the next twelve years.

Unlike his
mother, he was always courteous to her, often gallant and sometimes
fleetingly friendly, but never warm. She learned not to be
concerned by his demeanour, that, she soon discovered, was how he
treated everyone and was quite like his father’s behaviour (for the
short time she knew Maxwell Ashton before his untimely death).
Douglas’s cold indifference was legendary, he rarely smiled and
even more rarely laughed.

After he came
back from whatever he was doing those two years, something had
changed in him. He had a strange, yet magnetic, sinister quality.
She couldn’t put her finger on it but whatever it was made him no
less attractive, in fact, this mysterious allure, including his
remoteness, added to his appeal. He used to be quiet, watchful, you
could almost, but not quite, forget he was in a room and then be
startled when you caught him watching you.

And Julia had
caught him watching her a great deal, probably wondering
(undoubtedly somewhat clinically) how she had managed to insinuate
herself into the Ashton Family Fortress.

Once
he’d come back from his Disappearance (made notable in her mind
with a capital “D”), even if you hadn’t seen him enter a room, you
knew he was there. His very presence was forceful and the moment he
cut his dark eyes to you, Julia could think of no other way to
describe it, except, oh my.

Julia knew,
though, that her ex-husband had been the beginning and the end of
dealing with those kinds of men, handsome, arrogant and entirely
self-centred. She’d rather be alone for the rest of her life than
endure even a smidgen of the heartache Sean had bestowed on her or
the relentless days of piecing together your life and
self-confidence when they were gone.

“Dinnertime!
Come on children, it’s all served up. Get it while it’s hot.”

Mrs. K had
walked into the drawing room. The room was enormous, could easily
and comfortably fit thirty (maybe even forty) people. Decorated in
ice blue and white, unflinchingly formal with three gigantic
crystal chandeliers running the length of it, it was chilly, even
with the fire that now burned in its colossal grate.

The kids had
headed to that room straight after tea. Not to the warm
leather-couched entry, or the slightly more comfortable, book-lined
library or the definitely more suitable billiards room or
lounge.

“Grandmother Monique says kids are seen and not heard, the
drawing room is the farthest away from Grandmother’s morning
room and Uncle
Douglas’s study,” Lizzie had explained while Julia tried not to
show any reaction, least of all her extreme, albeit exhausted,
irritation.

They all
quietly trooped into the dining room. Quiet, Julia was learning
quickly, was very important not only for the children but also the
staff. The young Russian girl so excelled in it that Julia had been
startled by her twice. Veronika drifted about like a ghost.

The dining
room, Julia thought while entering it, was the most extravagantly
appointed room in the house. The walls richly covered with embossed
paper that was created to look and feel like leather and was hand
painted in deep moss green, black and rich bronze with accents of
gold. The room not only held a long, shining walnut table that
seated eighteen but also had two semi-circular windows along one
side that held tables that each sat an additional four apiece and
an enormous fireplace in which Ruby could set up house.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick had gone all out, as best she could without forbidden
fattening sauces and delicious desserts. Halved avocados filled
with succulent shrimp to start then fillet steaks, steamed
broccoli, Brussel sprouts, boiled potatoes and carrots and to end,
a fruit parfait separated with layers of thick, rich,
honey-sweetened Greek yogurt.

Julia and Mrs.
K both tried to make it into an event and the food, even without
butter, salt or sauce to season it, was still delicious.

“You’re a
wonder,” she told Mrs. K with all honesty when the older woman
whisked the dishes away.

“One does
one’s best. Now, it’s one hour of television or computer and then
you know what to do,” she told the children who rushed to have
their very short bit of fun.

“An hour?”
Julia asked once the children left, her irritation growing.

“Lady Ashton
doesn’t want their brains turned to mush by telly or computer
games,” Mrs. K explained.

Julia’s lips
tightened at the very idea that three grieving children were not
given an opportunity to lose themselves in pleasurable pastimes,
but she held her tongue and nodded.

If she heard
one more word about what Grandmother or Lady Ashton did or did not
want, her exhaustion and jetlag would cause her to lose her
ever-loving mind and she’d scream the house down. Something which,
she understood, would not help her impossible, inconceivable
situation one bit.

After the
children’s short hour of fun, Mrs. K and Julia put them to bed,
first Ruby and then Willie and Lizzie.

Sitting on
Lizzie’s bed, Julia tucked her in tight all the way down her sides
just as she knew Gavin used to do because that was what Patricia
used to do.

“I’m happy
you’re here, Auntie Jewel,” Lizzie murmured sleepily, but even
tired, she didn’t sound happy at all.

“I’m happy
too,” Julia lied, bent forward and gave her niece a kiss on her
temple.

Julia rose and
crossed the room but stood uncertainly at the door for several
moments after she’d turned out the light, completely at a loss of
what to do for the girl. She wished Gavin was there to tell her
but, of course, she wouldn’t have had to do anything if he was.

With a heavy
heart, she went to find Mrs. K.

“I’m off to
the husband,” Mrs. K. announced when Julia arrived in the kitchen
and saw that Mrs. K was putting on her coat. “Breakfast for the
children is at seven o’clock. They have to leave no later than
seven thirty. I expect you’ll have a lie in tomorrow, you must be
done in.”

Julia looked
at the clock. It was ten after nine. If Mrs. Kilpatrick was here in
time to feed the children by seven, she was working incredibly long
hours.

“I’ll be at
breakfast, Mrs. K,” Julia, resolute, told the housekeeper and
something in her tone made Mrs. K’s head come up.

The other
woman regarded Julia closely. “I suspect you will, luv, but it
doesn’t have to be tomorrow. Give yourself a wee bit of a break.
And don’t you worry. You’ll get settled in, you all will.” Julia
heard more hope than certainty in Mrs. K’s voice but she had no
time to worry about it because with that, Mrs. K left.

As Julia
headed out of the kitchen, she noticed that Mrs. K had put the
house to sleep just as she did the children. Curtains were drawn
and small lights were on here and there that did nothing to break
the dark and everything to extend the frightening shadows of the
big house with its large rooms and high ceilings.

Sommersgate
House, her home for the next decade.

She shivered
at the thought.

It was
beautiful, haughtily and even brashly so, but it was not welcoming.
Indeed, it was not welcoming in a tangible way, as if it had its
own personality, its own set of eyes with which to look down on her
with disapproval.

In fact, the
house reminded her a great deal of Douglas.

She shook off
that thought as she made her way to her rooms.

Julia had not
been surprised to see that she had been put in the guest suite,
which was off the dining room and down the back hall that lead to a
small Chapel (a lovely little Chapel which was really its own
building but attached to the house, it nestled snugly in the
sloping hill in which the curving drive was cut over a century
ago).

Julia was not
placed upstairs with the children or the other members of the
family, even though all three children had their own room, as did
Douglas and Monique. Douglas’s rooms (in plural, Tamsin told her
after her and Douglas’s father died, and by tradition, Douglas had
moved into the master suite when he’d inherited the title, the
estates and all they contained) included his own private sitting
room although Julia had never seen it. Julia knew that upstairs
there were still four bedrooms besides and still, she was isolated,
away from the rest.

Julia always
loved the guest suite but now she felt as Monique meant her to
feel, separate and not a part of the family.

The guest
suite was decorated in periwinkle blue and clover green with
accents of mushroom, silver and gold. This strange colour
combination worked, in fact its interior designer won awards for it
(according to Monique).

There
was an antique, tall tester bed that was kept in pristine condition
by Carter, (chauffer, errand-runner and handyman extraordinaire).
The bed was draped in blue and green curtains and covered with an
undoubtedly three billion-thread-count, clover green, sateen duvet.
It was headed with twin stacks of three fluffy pillows with an
enormous European square resting in front and a plethora of toss
pillows encased in beaded, embroidered, tasselled or ruched satin
or silk. There was an ornate, ivory marble-manteled fireplace with
a chaise lounge covered in mushroom velvet with a clover green
cashmere throw artfully decorating it which sat invitingly in front
of the fire. There was a circular window that was the base of the
turret that rose up the side of the house and in it were two
comfortable chairs with a shared ottoman, this time in a sateen
clover specked with periwinkle, one with another throw, this in
blue, and a small, circular, intricately carved table in the
middle. There was a writing desk facing the room with an ornate
chair that had curved legs that matched the desk. The gleaming
parquet floor was covered in a variety of thick, silk
rugs.

Opposite the
fire was a doorway leading to a dressing room that started with a
hall which was lined on both sides in rails, inset drawers and
shelves. This led to an opening that contained a dressing table
built into one side with a huge mirror surrounded entirely with
bright lights and fronted by a swirly-legged stool padded in
periwinkle velvet. Behind the dressing table, a floor to ceiling
three-way mirror was set into the opposite wall. Walking further
down, there were more rails, drawers and shelves ending in a
sparkling white bathroom which featured a mosaic-tiled floor, a
claw-footed, roll-topped bath with gleaming silver taps and sprays
and a separate shower cubical. Sumptuous towels in blue, mushroom
and clover were hanging from heated towel rails and wrapped, rolled
and tucked in various cubbyholes with thick piled rugs strewn
appealingly about the floor.

Julia shed the
suit she had not found the time to change out of and took a quick
shower. Veronika had made certain her shampoo and soap were exactly
where they needed to be.

Even though
she was exhausted, Julia knew she would not sleep, it was daytime
in Indiana and, anyway, sleep had eluded her for months.

She located
and then put on a pair of pale blue yoga pants and a white, ribbed
tank top and inspected Veronika’s work. The fact that she hadn’t
unpacked her own case made Julia uncomfortable, not that Veronika
would be inappropriate, just that Julia was not used to someone
else doing her chores. Nevertheless, Julia had to admit Veronika
did very good work. Everything was put in place, properly (even
obsessively) hung or folded and Julia noted, a bit stunned, ironed.
Rows of shoes matched carefully and lined up perfectly. Her
toiletries were nicely displayed at the dressing table and, when
Julia went back to the bedroom, the framed photographs and scented
candles she’d brought with her were arranged to their best
advantage.

A photo of the
kids, Gavin and Tamsin with Patricia and Julia sat on the bedside
table, everyone with their arms around each other in front of
Patricia’s Christmas tree from two years past. Julia stared at it,
felt the familiar hot tears at the back of her eyes and shook her
head. She couldn’t give in, she’d shed enough tears and now was the
time of healing, of moving forward, of making the best of an
impossible (and inconceivable) situation.

She sat down
and opened the desk. Someone, most likely Mrs. K, had thought to
put some writing tablets, pens and pencils and other office
supplies in the shelves and drawers.

Just a few
days ago, Julia was the head of a grant-making foundation attached
to a small group of three non-profit hospitals. She had been
responsible for disbursing the profits of the hospitals. With her
small team, they called for and assessed grant projects for
everything from equipment for basic research laboratories to doctor
and nursing fellowships to scholarships for students studying any
kind of medicine, be it nursing, physical therapy, midwifery, or
the like.

She’d worked
there for twelve years. She loved it there. She would miss her
staff, her duties, even her damned desk.

Julia shook
her head again to oust the melancholy that always seemed
threateningly close to drowning her and started to do what she’d
always done when a project loomed.

She wrote a
list.

She’d need a
mobile phone.

She’d need a
computer and e-mail.

She’d need a
driver’s license and a car.

She’d need a
work permit and to have her visa extended.

And she
carried on writing everything she needed and then prioritising
it.

She took out
another piece of paper and she wrote down what she knew to be in
her bank account and her investment accounts. She’d made a tidy
profit from her house and car. She had some savings. She wasn’t
destitute.

She started to
budget her money, what she’d need, what she could afford. She’d
have to have a talk with Douglas about a lot of things, including
what she would put into the house. Keeping a house like this had to
cost an extraordinary amount, anything she contributed would be a
drop in the bucket. But she had not been brought up not to pay her
way.

As she looked
at the figures she realised that without a job she’d be out of
money way too quickly. She had a six month visa but did not have
the right to work or to healthcare. She’d need insurance… and it
went on and on.

Julia started
adding to her list and wondered how much insurance would cost and
bent her head to the task of diverting her brain in the hopes of
exhausting it so she could fall asleep and not thinking of anything
else.

She put her
elbow on the desk and touched the middle three fingers of her hand
to her forehead, closing her eyes and rubbing away the gentle ache
that had begun to throb there.

But no matter
how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep the thoughts at bay.

She hadn’t
expected very much out of her life. She never had big dreams or
ambitions. She didn’t want fancy cars, huge houses, jetting around
from exotic place to place. Sean had given her a taste of that and
it wasn’t worth the price you had to pay to get it.

She was not a
risk-taker. She liked things steady, familiar and normal. She liked
her family close, her friends next door and to know exactly what
aisle the cake mixes were in at the grocery store. All her life she
did her utmost to keep everything just that way.

She had been
pleased with her lot (after she’d divorced Sean, of course). She
had a house she loved. She’d lived there five years and just the
summer before had managed to renovate the last room so every inch
of carpet, every piece of furniture, every last wineglass was
exactly what she wanted.

And she had
friends she was going to miss. She was going to miss Josie’s
Margarita Mayhem Night that was held every year on the longest day.
And the Christmas Party where they all trooped out in posh outfits
to see the Nutcracker Suite and then came back to Tom and Mary’s to
eat the vast array of delicious nibbles Mary spent days making. And
Kelly’s Annual Birthday Extravaganza which was always a blast.

And of course
there was Mom. She was really going to miss Patricia.

The three of
them, Patricia, Gavin and Julia, had always been close. They had to
be once Dad left them high and dry with only a token look back
every once in awhile at the family he created and then
abandoned.

Patricia was
never the “cool” Mom. She was the stern and loving Mom and she was
very wise. Life hadn’t dealt her a good hand, divorced young with
two kids and an ex who forgot to pay the child support far more
often than he remembered. He also forgot he had another family,
vastly preferring (and not too concerned to show it) his two
daughters and son from his beautiful, wealthy and upper class
second wife. “The Izod Family” Gavin used to call them as a joke
but it was too real to be truly funny and it always made Mom’s
mouth tighten at the corners to hear him say it.

But, despite
all this, Patricia had made a happy home, full of laughter, good
times and support (with a great deal of meddling). She tried to
fill the void (although sometimes failed) of an absent, careless
father.

And as the
years went by, Patricia and Julia’s relationship had changed from
mother and daughter to confidants and friends.

Julia
needed that. After she’d left Sean, her heart in tatters and her
self-esteem so low she had to dig a ditch to drag it around after
her, with the added burden of living a life as the unwanted
daughter, Julia had decided she did not ever want another man. The
men in her life had torn her heart out and kicked it around. Her
father by not wanting her. In Sean’s case, four years she suffered
his bad moods, cruel words, relentless attacks on her confidence,
flirtations and infidelities. She figured she might find someone
else eventually (although she didn’t really look). But Julia had
rules. Whoever that someone would be, he wasn’t going to be
handsome, wealthy or accomplished. He just had to be
there. There to
listen to her when she had a bad day. There to help her unpack the
groceries. There to drive the car every once in awhile.

She was tired
of always having to be the one to drive the car. She just wanted to
get in and let someone else drive.

But now, any
thought of that was far away. Now she had the children and this
inconceivable situation and would likely be driving the car
forever.

On that
thought, she felt it and her head come up as her hand dropped.

What it was, she
didn’t know. A draught against her ankles, but not just any
draught, this was intensely cold and felt, somehow, menacing. She
had kept the door to her room open just in case one of the children
called, maybe it came from there.

She felt it
again. It wasn’t a chill throughout the room, just a draught at her
ankles. It was mid-October, and cold, but even the chill outside
was not of the fierce arctic of the draught at her ankles.

She looked
around the room and saw nothing. She’d turned on most of the lights
but had not drawn the drapes. She stared out into the dark night
wondering if Douglas had come home and opened the front door
letting in the cold. Surely she’d have seen the lights of his car
as the length of her suite ran along the front drive.

She got up to
look out the windows and then she saw them, two headlights coming
down the hill and around the bend where the Chapel was ensconced.
Douglas was just arriving home, Julia watched him park by the
fountain.

Then she heard
it.

A scream.

A frightening,
terrible, blood-curdling, high-pitched woman’s scream.

“Dear God, the
children…” Julia whispered and she ran out into the hallway as fast
as she could in the direction of the scream.

 


 


 



Chapter
Three

The
Problem

 


Douglas Ashton
drove his Jaguar through the winding country roads outside Bristol
Airport.

Normally
Carter would have collected him from the airport. However that
morning when he left, Carter had to get to Heathrow to pick up
Julia.

Douglas
thought, at the time, this was likely the first in a long line of
inconveniences he’d have to put up with concerning Julia.

Now he was
glad for the chance to be alone, behind the wheel of the car, on
the dark, deserted roads.

He thought
ahead to the call he’d be getting from Japan in a few hours time,
to his trip to Munich tomorrow, the meeting there in the afternoon
and then on to the business he needed to see to in St. Petersburg.
When he was certain that all plans were in place and nothing had
been left to chance, he let his mind turn to Sommersgate and what
awaited him there.

Julia
Fairfax.

She’d changed
her name back after she’d divorced her ass of a husband.

Douglas’s
mother had loved Sean Webster. “How she would even dream of finding
someone better than him is beyond me. She doesn’t know how lucky
she was to trap him in the first place,” Monique had declared when
she’d heard the divorce was made final.

Douglas
had wondered distractedly why Julia had settled for the bastard in the first place. He was from
money, as Monique mentioned more than once, but Julia very
obviously outclassed him from the first.

What Monique
didn’t know about Sean, and probably, Douglas thought, wouldn’t
have cared about, was that Sean made a pass at anything in a skirt,
including Tamsin.

Tamsin never
told Gavin, but she told Douglas.

His sister had
always been a smart girl. Gavin, being Gavin, mellow and
good-natured most of the time, but fiercely loyal and, in Tamsin
and Julia’s case, protective, would have immediately lost his mind
and done something immensely stupid.

Douglas wasn’t
so impetuous.

Julia may have
been blinded by love (or, more likely, from Douglas’s vast
experience of women, money) to fall for Sean Webster, but Douglas
was counting on the fact that she was smart enough or, at the very
least proud enough, not to keep him around.

She
didn’t.

Everyone was
surprised at Sean’s accident three months after the divorce was
final.

Douglas was
not.

He felt no
remorse. He had ordered that Webster would not sustain a lasting
injury. But there was only one human being that Douglas Ashton had
ever loved in his thirty-eight years and that was his sister. He
could not allow anyone to make her even the slightest bit
uncomfortable.

Sean Webster
had made that mistake therefore Douglas had made him
uncomfortable.

Smoothly
negotiating a deserted roundabout, Douglas allowed his thoughts, as
they had for obvious reasons of late, to move to his sister.

Growing up,
Tamsin had been the only bit of warmth in their cold home, save the
Kilpatricks but they were servants and therefore, it had been
drilled into Douglas and Tamsin at an early age, had their place
and that place was not a familial one.

But Tamsin,
she was like a changeling, not born of their family.
Sweet-tempered, kind-natured and she loved Douglas openly. She
thought he could move mountains, she thought he could rule worlds.
Until Gavin, the sun rose and set for Tamsin through Douglas.

She saw the
best in him even when Mother ignored him or after one of Father’s
fierce tirades. Douglas rarely permitted his thoughts to turn to
his father, mainly because there was no purpose to it. Maxwell
Ashton was dead, but he had been dead to Douglas years before his
father’s heart exploded. This, Douglas thought, was the ultimate
irony because he’d always thought his father hadn’t had a
heart.

His sister’s
death meant certain unbidden, long-buried memories resurfaced,
though Douglas had long since grown too detached for them to affect
him. He allowed them to drift through his consciousness now but he
was, as always, immune.

If Douglas
brought home a poor grade (anything less than a first was an excuse
for a screaming, red-faced lecture that lasted at least an hour) or
he had not been made captain of the rugby or cricket teams (no
matter that he was the best player at both) or any of number of the
myriad other ways Douglas disappointed his father, Maxwell would
unleash a verbal fury on Douglas that shook the windows.

And Douglas
disappointed his father often.

Maxwell had
never once used his fists on his son but back then Douglas often
wished he would. Douglas had seen, and done, violence in his life
and those kinds of wounds healed a great deal more quickly.

“Jesus, I look
at you and wonder if you’re even my son,” Maxwell spat at him once,
his eyes narrowed with contempt.

It was a
ridiculous pronouncement. Douglas looked almost exactly like his
father, except he was three inches taller and ten pounds
leaner.

At first
Douglas worked to prove his worth to his father, to make him proud,
exhausting himself in the effort.

He’d stopped
doing that somewhere in his teens, learning the lesson that no
matter what, no matter how much, no matter how well, nothing would
make his father proud.

Through all of
this, Monique blithely went her way, never once defending her son
(but often defending Maxwell), never once dirtying her hands with
the sordid little secret their family shared (but often accepting
bribes to keep her silence or to encourage her to go on her
way).

After he’d
given up on his father, the only thing Douglas had to prove was
Tamsin’s faith in him.

Through all
these times, Tamsin had been there. She soothed his brow when they
were children and she cheered him on when they were older. After an
episode, she’d seek him out and try to make him smile or she’d
defend him fiercely in whispers, hidden away from Maxwell or
Monique’s ears.

“Doug,
you’re worth ten of him!
Maybe fifteen! Don’t listen to a word he says,” she would
say.

Douglas
never knew what he’d done to deserve such devotion from his
sister.

On the other
hand, Maxwell had adored his beautiful daughter. She’d never borne
the brunt of his anger and scorn. She had her own tortures to
endure from a Mother who simply didn’t care. But Tamsin held little
love for her father, always loyal to Douglas and the two of them
grew up like children without parents. The adults who bore and
sired them being necessary evils on a path that they both hoped
would lead to freedom.

Douglas
allowed himself a rare moment to feel pleased that Tamsin enjoyed a
taste of that freedom if only for awhile.

For his part,
he had found his own escape. If Tamsin had known what he did or how
he spent a great deal of his time, Douglas had no idea how she
would react. Perhaps proud, he thought, and frightened, to be
certain. She, and everyone else, thought he was bent on money and
power, and this was true, he enjoyed the tactics of business. But
it was not a challenge and Douglas was very like his father in many
ways, he enjoyed a challenge.

Now Tamsin
would never know (not that he would have ever told her, he wasn’t
free to tell anyone).

His
sister was dead and she left him responsible for a mess. What
possessed her, he’d
never know. Tamsin’s mind worked in mysterious ways and her wishes
for her children, Julia and Sommersgate was just another one of
those mysteries.

Or perhaps,
Douglas thought absently, not so much of a mystery.

Tamsin had
always been a hopeless romantic and since she was a little girl she
believed in the legendary Myth of Sommersgate, its awful history
and its alleged curse. She’d told him more than once she’d hoped
he’d free the house she loved from the curse and free the long line
of barons who presided over it from the tragedy and unhappiness
that plagued them.

In other
words, his sister desperately wanted Douglas to fall in love.

This desire
increased substantially after she’d found Gavin, wanting some of
the bounty she had for her beloved brother. Douglas thought this
had to be her reasoning, throwing Julia into his life. Douglas had
little doubt that in Tamsin’s romantic imaginings he would fall for
Julia and end the curse she foolishly believed rested on
Sommersgate and, in so doing, afflicted Douglas himself.

Driving by a
still-lit country pub going about its business of closing down for
the night, he turned his thoughts to his current challenge.

Julia
Fairfax.

He was
surprised Julia hadn’t remarried. It couldn’t be for lack of
offers.

He wished she
had. If she’d had a loving home with two parental substitutes to
offer the children, no doubt Tamsin and Gavin would have left them
to Julia alone.

Douglas would
have accepted that, unless she’d made another foolhardy choice in
husbands, which seemed to run in her family. Patricia Fairfax had
married a philanderer who had run off with an heiress but he
continued to work as a surgeon at the same hospital where Patricia
was a nurse. Trevor Fairfax set up house with his new woman, having
three more children and daily rubbing his former wife’s face in it
until Patricia had become fed up and moved to other employment.

Gavin and
Julia rarely saw their father when they were growing up; Trevor
Fairfax was so consumed with his other family. By the time Gavin
had his assignment in England as an electrical engineer with a
multi-national construction company, his brother-in-law hadn’t seen
his father in years.

According to
Douglas’s research (and he most definitely investigated his
future-brother-in-law), Gavin and Julia hadn’t missed much with
their father. Trevor wasn’t invited to the wedding and had never
seen his grandchildren. And, as far as Douglas was concerned, that
was the end of that.

Which meant,
of course, that, indeed, was the end of that.

But now, the
Fairfax family was causing another problem and Douglas may have had
a great deal of patience with a lot of things but he had no
patience with problems.

Julia Fairfax
would be living in his house, with his mother, and that was not
going to work.

He had
no affection for his mother but she was his mother. He owed his existence to her if nothing else.
But she was a difficult woman and even though she tolerated Gavin,
barely, she loathed his mother and sister.

Julia was
Gavin’s sister and Douglas liked Gavin. He was one of the few
acquaintances who held both Douglas’s regard and respect. Julia was
also the chosen guardian of Tamsin’s children and that, in addition
to his regard for Gavin, meant Douglas had to find some way to make
the situation work.

In any other
circumstances, he would have been happy to settle a monthly amount
of money on Julia and allow her to take the children to whatever
backwater town she lived in. Or settle an even larger amount of
money on Julia and have her just go away. If she had taken the
children, Douglas would have been content with Samantha gathering
progress reports and sending appropriate gifts during holidays and
birthdays. He quite liked Tamsin’s children, even held some
affection for them, but he had no desire to raise them.

However, that
wasn’t what Tamsin wanted. Tamsin wanted her children to be raised
at Sommersgate and for himself, and Julia, to do it and Douglas
would respect his sister’s wishes, regardless of how inconvenient
they were.

However, there
was another issue with Julia.

He remembered
when he first met her, or more to the point, he remembered that he
wanted her the first moment he saw her.

She was a
great deal different then. When she first visited them in England
it was the first time she’d left her home country. She was
uncommonly pretty, tall and shapely with thick blonde hair, green
eyes and long, long legs. She held herself with a posture that
demanded attention, effortlessly wearing clothes that were both
timeless and vogue. The Americans called it “cool” and Gavin had
been the same way, it was one of the reasons (Tamsin had told
Douglas) why the American had caught his sister’s discerning
eye.

Douglas had
overheard a cousin at Tamsin and Gavin’s engagement party referring
to Julia as “a bit intimidating.” At the time, he’d been surprised
by the remark but watching Julia, who conducted herself with the
grace and confidence of an old-fashioned movie star, he could see
how those less confident would think it was true.

When Julia was
younger, she lit up a room with her laughter. She was affectionate
and cuddled up to Gavin and her mother, and eventually Tamsin,
without any embarrassment.

But she’d
grown out of that or more than likely Webster had worn it out of
her.

Now she was
still affectionate with the children. She also had the American, or
perhaps Midwestern trait of touching your hand or arm when she was
talking to you or hugging when you saw each other after a long
period of time.

Monique
detested it.

Now, he knew,
Julia was no longer naive or unsophisticated. And the natural grace
had been refined to unaffected elegance, an elegance that had just
the slightest bit of an edge. His cousin would no longer find her
“a bit intimidating” but undoubtedly very much so.

This appealed
to Douglas.

Julia appealed
to Douglas, through the years, she always had.

She’d gained
her degree from the same university as Gavin, she’d acquitted
herself well even after she’d chosen an ass like Sean Webster and
she’d shown unconditional love to Tamsin as a member of her family
and the same, in wild supply, to Tamsin’s children. Unquestioning,
she’d left every scrap of her life and any future she might have
had behind her to do as her brother and Tamsin asked and moved to
Sommersgate. That showed loyalty and Douglas valued loyalty above
all. It was in short supply, he himself had only had four people in
his life show it to him, his sister, his friends the Forsythes, and
Nick.

In all the
time he knew her, Douglas could have easily, and pleasurably,
become entangled with Julia and he had thought of this option
often.

Always, he
controlled these thoughts, not wishing the nastiness which would no
doubt ensue when he ended it (he didn’t relish the idea of angering
Gavin who was a very genial man but who was also immensely
protective of not only his wife, but his mother and sister, and
Douglas wouldn’t even consider eliciting the response Tamsin, who
adopted Julia as her sister, would have).

Now, he would
be living with her, and his mother who detested her, and his
sister’s grieving children and he had to find a way to make it all
work, not only for them but also for his own peace of mind.

And this was a
problem. A problem with no solution. And that made Douglas
impatient. He had not encountered a problem he couldn’t solve and
he didn’t like that feeling.

He had a
half-formed plan. Of course, he always had a plan.

He would have
to do something publically to demonstrate clearly to his mother
exactly what place Julia held at Sommersgate. If left to her own
devices, Monique would relegate Julia to nannydom in the expanse of
a week. But Julia was about as much of a nanny as Grace Kelly was a
wallflower. Unfortunately, part of being an Ashton meant they lived
their lives relatively publically and Douglas had every intention
of putting Julia in her rightful place as Tamsin’s children’s aunt,
and thus a member of the Ashton family. And he intended to do it
immediately.

As for the
rest, he’d managed to control his impulses when it came to Julia
for fifteen years, another fifteen would not be difficult. Douglas
managed to control a great many of his impulses with very little
effort. He was rarely home anyway and Julia would just be a woman,
albeit a very alluring one, who happened to live in his house.

Nothing else,
except Monique’s attitude, need change.

And that, he
could, and would, also control, of this he had no doubt.

He drove down
the lane and around the chapel, skirting the fountain. He left the
Jaguar in the front drive, knowing that Carter would have heard him
arrive and would take the car to the garages and put it away.

Douglas
grabbed his briefcase and walked to the door. He noted the lights
were blazing in Julia’s suite and the curtains were opened. He
wondered vaguely why she was awake at this hour, it was well after
eleven and she had to be exhausted.

He shoved open
the heavy door, not bothering to lock it behind him. Carter would
see to that as well.

He intended to
go straight to his study. Even if Julia was awake, she would most
likely not wish his company this late at night and, with the call
from Japan coming soon, he did not wish hers. The last time he had
seen her, he remembered her eyes were sunk in their sockets with
heartache but she had been resolute in telling him she’d be moving
to Sommersgate directly after she arranged things in Indiana. And
she had been true to her promise.

He moved down
the hall, his study was opposite the dining room and he was about
to turn into it when a flash of white caught his peripheral
vision.

Immediately on
alert, he turned toward the dining room and saw Julia running
directly at him.

Taken off
guard at the sight of a woman running through his house in the dead
of night, he wasn’t prepared and she crashed right into him,
rocking him back on his heels. Then she pushed away, disengaging
herself from the arm he’d automatically thrown around her
waist.

“The
children…” Julia muttered urgently before he could say a word and
then she pulled away and ran up the stairs, taking them two at a
time.

He stood
there, staring up the stairs, wondering if this was some strange
manifestation of jetlag or if he should follow her. The house was
silent, save for her footsteps pounding down the hall. His keen
sense of danger, bred in him through a lifetime of assessing his
mother and father’s moods and honed through the secret life he had
chosen, registered nothing.

He made his
decision and walked calmly into the study, turned on the lights,
deposited his briefcase on the desk, pulled his tie free, shrugged
off his suit jacket and tossed them on the couch before he walked
out to see what was happening.

By the time he
exited the study, she was racing back down the stairs.

Regardless of
the madness she seemed to be exuding, she managed, as ever, to do
it in style. She wore a thin, fitted top and a pair of light blue
pants that hung low on her hips and clung to the right places. She
was barefoot, her toes painted a deep, rich red, and her thick,
blonde hair was waving softly around her face and down past her
shoulders. However flimsy her clothing, she looked like she could
walk down the street in them and have every woman wanting the same
outfit and every man staring at her just as Douglas was staring at
her now.

She skidded to
a halt in front of him.

“I heard a
scream,” she told him, breathless.

That was not
what he had expected to hear.

Before he
could respond, she put her hand on his chest in that familiar way
of hers, bent slightly at the waist and took in two shuddering
breaths.

She pulled
herself straight again and said, “The kids are okay, sleeping. But
I heard this awful scream.”

He looked down
at her hand on his chest and then at her, regarding her
silently.

He could turn
on his heel, walk into his study and close the door, leaving her to
her bizarre moment of insanity. Or, a far more pleasant idea was to
pick her up, carry her to her rooms and make her so exhausted she’d
cease these ridiculous actions, go to sleep and let him get back to
work.

He nearly had
to shake his head to clear that unbidden and unwelcome but very
interesting thought from his mind. Dragging her to bed on her first
night and seducing her while she was displaying symptoms of
temporary insanity was most likely not the best way to welcome her
to Sommersgate House.

He couldn’t
let this woman, who was letting jetlag, unfamiliar surroundings and
a highly emotional situation the like of leaving everything near
and dear to her behind and starting a new life in a foreign
country, lead her to strange delusions, stand in a cold
hallway.

“Come to the
study, let me get you a drink,” he offered.

She didn’t
move even as he did. “Did you hear me? Douglas, I heard a woman
scream. A… woman… scream.”

He continued
walking and, as he expected, after a moment’s hesitation, she
followed him. He poured a whisky for himself, a sherry for her.

He handed it
to her.

“Drink,” was
all he said.

She took the
glass but did not drink. He lifted his whisky to his lips and
sipped from it, watching her over the rim of his glass.

She was
staring at him as if it was he that had lost his mind, her lovely
green eyes managing to look both rounded and narrowed at the same
time.

“Douglas
–”

“Julia, calm
yourself. Sit down, drink,” he commanded and expected her, as he
would anyone, to obey.

“Douglas! I
heard… a woman… scream!”

He sighed.
He’d lived at Sommersgate his whole life, he had, of course, heard
this story before.

“You heard
nothing. You have jetlag. You were probably asleep and
dreaming.”

“Jetlag
doesn’t make you start hearing things. I know what I heard. And I
wasn’t asleep,” she retorted sharply.

Douglas
watched her. Her breathing had slowed but she still kept looking
out the door as if she was going to see something there.

She hadn’t
sat, she hadn’t drunk, she hadn’t done anything he told her to
do.

He couldn’t
remember the last time anyone had spoken to him in that tone. In
fact, outside of his father, there might never have been a time
when anyone had spoken to him in that tone.

He also
couldn’t remember a time when he’d issued an order that hadn’t been
carried out immediately.

This was a new
sensation for him and it was intriguing.

“Do you hear
anything now?” he asked, feigning concern.

“No.”

“What were you
doing when you heard this… scream?”

“I was making
lists. I was doing a budget. I was wide awake and…” She stopped
herself and looked back out the door. She tipped her head to the
side and seemed to be listening for something or thinking about
something.

Then she took
a deep breath and her teeth bit into her generous bottom lip. When
her eyes came back to his, she seemed to have come to some
conclusion.

“Yes, yes,
you’re right. It was just… I’m exhausted. I’m sorry. I can’t sleep.
Haven’t slept well in a long time. I’m sorry.”

When she
stopped speaking, he raised an eyebrow then motioned to the couch
with a nod of his head. This time she obeyed his unspoken command
and sat down. She took a drink and then opened her mouth wide and
breathed out like something burned her tongue. Her expression was
so preposterous, it almost made Douglas smile.

“What is that?” she
asked, lifting the glass to indicate the source of her
question.

“Sherry,” he
replied, walking to the desk and leaning a thigh against it. Then
he took another sip of the whisky while he watched her.

“I’m sorry but
it’s awful,” she told him, setting the glass down on the table in
front of her.

“That’s a
sweet sherry, would you like something dry?”

She raised
comically horrified eyes to him at the thought of anything sherry
and said, “No. No, thank you, no. No sherry, sweet or dry. Sherry,
blech. Are you drinking sherry?”

As he
regarded her sitting on his couch in her tight, fetching outfit,
Douglas thought that this was a very bizarre conversation and would
have preferred not to be having it. He also didn’t have time (nor
would he allow himself) to consider the many things he would have
preferred to be doing, most specifically with her or, to be
precise, to her, as his
call would be coming through shortly.

“Whisky,” he
replied, seeking patience.

“May I have
some whisky?”

Obliging her,
he walked to the drinks cabinet, thinking to give her some spirit
to soothe her mental state and get her to go to bed. There were a
number of things to do and she was distracting.

“Do you like
whisky?” he asked.

“I hate it,”
she answered and when he turned on that strange comment, he saw she
was again looking out the door. She had lifted her hand to pull her
hair off her face and then she looked back at him, dropping her
arm. He couldn’t help but notice how even these superfluous
movements were innately graceful. Her face was free of makeup and
her hair was slowly falling back into place around her face. He
knew that she was thirty-six years old but she looked a decade
younger.

Her voice was
low and deep but entirely feminine and very sensuous. He’d always
liked the way she’d said his name in that voice.

He’d forgotten
that.

She lifted her
legs to sit crossed-legged on the couch as he brought her the
whisky. His mother would have had a coronary, to see a woman at
Sommersgate sitting cross-legged, wearing whatever it was Julia was
wearing, no matter how fetching (and whatever it was, it was not
couture), with her feet tucked underneath her. That thought, as
well, almost made Douglas smile.

“It feels warm
going down,” Julia said.

“I’m sorry?”
he asked.

“The whisky.
It tastes terrible but feels warm going down. I’m chilled the
bone.” And as if to demonstrate, she shivered dramatically.

He wasn’t
surprised she was cold. She was barely wearing any clothes.

With effort,
he pulled his eyes from her body and his thoughts away from the
better ways there were to warm her and said sardonically, “Welcome
to Sommersgate.” And to that, he lifted his glass to her in
salute.

Her green
eyes, which had been staring into her whisky glass, moved to him
and in the briefest second, they lit right before she laughed.

He could not
recall ever making her laugh before although he’d seen others do
it. She’d always had an uninhibited laugh, throaty and rich, which
engaged her whole body, rather than just her mouth. He’d always
enjoyed hearing and watching her laugh.

He’d forgotten
that too.

There
was something quite unusually… pleasant about being responsible for that kind of
laughter.

What was
unpleasant was noticing that she did look exhausted. As her face
lit up, the exhaustion was replaced by a light that he was far more
familiar with when it came to Julia. And, as soon as the laughter
died, the exhaustion settled back on her features. This was not
evidenced in haggard lines, in fact, she hid it well. He hadn’t
noticed it until she laughed. But she was pale and, once the
laughter died away, there was none of the usual brightness to her
eyes.

She lifted her
glass to return the salute and downed the contents after which she
grimaced.

“I’m sorry,”
she said when she’d wiped the grimace from her face. “You get home
late and have some crazy female running around your house like an
idiot. You’re probably wondering what you’ve gotten yourself into.
I promise, this is not an indication of the years to come.” And
with that, she gave him a small smile that did nothing to transform
her face and most certainly did not reach her eyes.

He had no
reply and she didn’t seem to expect one. She stood and gathered the
glasses.

“I’ll just
take these to the kitchen and leave you in peace.” She turned
toward the door finishing with, “Goodnight, I’ll see you
tomorrow?”

“Julia,” he
stopped her and she turned back. “Just leave the glasses. Veronika
will see to them.”

She hesitated,
looked at the glasses, at him then put the glasses on the table
seeming somewhat confused.

“I’ll see you
in the morning,” he finished, done with the episode, done with
her.

She hesitated
again and he wondered, in a detached way as his mind was already
moving forward to when she would be gone, what she planned to do
next.

Then she
walked up to him, put her hand on his arm, leaned into him and
kissed his cheek.

She smelled of
tangerines and jasmine.

“Goodnight,”
she said softly. “See you tomorrow.”

He stood
leaning against his desk, his arms crossed on his chest and he
watched her walk out of the study and into the dark hallway until
she disappeared out of sight.

Yes, he had a
problem and that problem was Julia Fairfax.

Then the phone
rang and she went completely out of his mind.

 


 


 



Chapter
Four

Ruby’s
Friend

 


The next
morning, Julia sat down to her sugarless porridge and stared at it
with distaste.

After leaving
Douglas last night, she’d tossed and turned in the big, soft bed
with its even softer sheets. She couldn’t get her strange behaviour
out of her head. Behaviour which, if it ever came down to a nasty
custody battle, could and would no doubt be brought up to prove she
was a raving lunatic incapable of raising three children.

What had come
over her last night?

It was the
house, the damned house. It was creepy.

She
hadn’t heard any scream or felt any spooky arctic
draught.

She was
disoriented and over-emotional, exhausted, jetlagged and
homesick.

At least
that’s what she told herself but the entire night she couldn’t get
it out of her head that something, not someone but
something, was in
the room with her.

She’d managed
to drag herself out of bed at an ungodly hour feeling as if she’d
only had moments of sleep, which, in reality, was all she had. She
was determined to help Mrs. K get the kids ready for school. Mrs.
Kilpatrick had taken enough on and it was now time to alleviate her
burden.

It was
chaos, but quiet and controlled as Douglas was in the house and it
was clear the children had long since learned that Douglas was not
to be disturbed (although, she soon learned from Mrs. K that
Douglas was not in the house
but out taking his morning run).

Lizzie and
Willie were now bolting down their food, no matter that it tasted
like cardboard, or maybe because of it.

Julia had made
sure they were up, washed, dressed and their rucksacks were filled.
After all this, Julia appeared in the kitchen to help with
breakfast but Mrs. K had shooed her out and ordered her to sit in
the dining room to await the meal. Julia was surprised they sat in
the huge, formal dining room for breakfast. Dinner her first night
there as a celebration but breakfast?

She’d made an
effort when dressing for the sake of the kids and Mrs. K. She
didn’t need anyone worrying about her and she knew she looked
terrible. She tried to hide the dark circles under her eyes behind
a mask of light makeup. She’d put on a pair of charcoal grey,
boot-leg, corduroy trousers, the belt loops threaded with a heavily
embossed, wide leather belt that ended in a huge, silver,
Western-style buckle. She wore high-heeled black boots and a fitted
black t-shirt that had a scooped neck and long sleeves that fit
snugly down the arms but flared out slightly from the elbows to
hang gracefully passed her wrists. She’d thrown on a necklace made
of a strip of black leather from which dangled a hammered disc of
matte silver and she’d completed the outfit with big, wide,
silver-hooped earrings.

“You dress
like a rock star’s wife,” Gavin used to tease her.

“She does
not!” Tamsin would defend.

“Okay, you
dress like a rock star’s somewhat-classy wife,” Gavin allowed.

Pushing the
once happy, now devastating memory and the porridge, aside, she
reached for her coffee and took a sip just as Douglas strolled into
the dining room.

At his
arrival, Julia nearly choked. He was supposed to be out running,
she never imagined he’d join them for breakfast. In fact, she had
hoped to avoid him completely this morning after her behaviour last
night.

Her eyes
surreptitiously slid over him and she noted he wore a superbly-cut
navy suit with wide-set pinstripes, a crisp, wrinkle-free white
shirt and a subtly-patterned, obviously-expensive, navy tie. His
thick, dark brown hair was still slightly wet from a shower and
curling, overlong, at his collar. His jaw was smoothly shaven and
the scar on his upper lip stood out making him look both menacing
and sexy.

He sauntered
into the room the way only a man who owned such a room could
saunter into it, with sheer arrogance.

“Morning Unka
Douglas!” Ruby called loudly, her mouth full.

“Good morning,
Ruby,” Douglas replied evenly, walking behind Lizzie’s chair as she
sat beside Julia, touching the girl lightly on the shoulder as he
did so. Julia watched as Lizzie lifted her shoulder, as if seeking
to deepen the gesture, but it was soon gone and, just as quickly,
both the girl’s shoulders drooped.

“Will…
Elizabeth,” Douglas said as he sat down at the head of the table to
Julia’s right and put his napkin in his lap.

“Mornin’,”
Willie said, also with mouth full.

Lizzie just
made an indistinct noise.

Douglas turned
his indigo eyes to Julia, she noticed (again, as she had many times
over the years) that they were thickly lashed, somehow making the
vivid blue seem darker.

“Are you
recovered this morning?” he asked.

Of course he
wouldn’t just let it go. He had to bring it up.

“Absolutely,”
Julia lied with a bright, false smile making a show of pulling her
porridge back towards her as if it was a delicious bowl of ice
cream which she couldn’t wait a moment longer to devour. “Fit as a
fiddle,” she added for good measure.

There
was the briefest hesitation and then he drawled (actually
drawled), eyes
still on her, “I can see that.”

There was
something in that drawl and in his eyes that made Julia’s stomach
lurch in a not altogether unpleasant way.

“Recovered
from what?” Willie butted in, thankfully interrupting the moment
and reaching for a piece of toast that carried the barest hint of
butter.

“Nothing, I
didn’t get settled in last night, but I’m okay now,” Julia fibbed
again, eating a mouthful and then making the Herculean effort to
stop herself from gagging. Douglas was still regarding her rather
closely and she really wished he wouldn’t.

“It’s the
house,” Willie stated. “It doesn’t like strangers. It’ll get used
to you though.”

Julia lost all
composure and gaped at her nephew open-mouthed as Ruby giggled.

Lizzie had no
response.

“What?” Julia
asked.

Willie cut his
eyes to Douglas and took a big bite of toast.

“Nothin’,” he
muttered and Julia decided after her behaviour last night it was
prudent to drop the subject.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick swept in, deposited poached eggs, two crisp rashers of
bacon and fresh toast in front of Douglas and swept out, not making
a sound throughout the entire exercise.

Julia stared
hungrily at his plate and wondered what she had to do to get eggs
and bacon for breakfast (especially when she couldn’t even get in
the kitchen to make it for herself) as she took another mouthful of
oatmeal. At that point, she’d sell her soul for just one rasher of
bacon.

“This
weekend,” Douglas started as he poured himself some coffee out of
the silver service, “we’ll all go to London. You four can go
sightseeing during the day and Saturday night, Julia, I’d like you
to attend an art opening with me.”

Julia had
barely stopped gaping at Willie only to turn and gape at
Douglas.

“I’m sorry?”
she asked after she forced herself to stop gaping.

Her question
was lost in loud whoops from Willie, the volume of which surprised
even Julia considering the careful quiet the children and servants
observed constantly.

“London!
Wicked!” Willie declared, pumping his arm like he was a trucker
repeatedly blowing his horn.

Ruby decided
this was a good indication that she, too, could get excited and she
let out childish screech of delight.

“Elizabeth,
would you like to go to London?” Douglas quietly asked his
niece.

Surprisingly,
Lizzie answered.

“Kensington
Palace, where Diana’s dresses are?” she inquired of her bowl of
porridge, not lifting her head to look at her uncle.

“If that’s
what you’d like,” Douglas told Lizzie and turned back to Julia.
“Take Veronika as well, so you won’t be overburdened.”

And with that,
the weekend plans were made with Julia only being able to utter
two, unacknowledged words in the process. Julia wondered if
Veronika might have plans of her own but she decided not to ask as
clearly, to Douglas, it didn’t matter.

She wanted to
say something about not wanting to go to London, but rather wanting
to sleep in and get used to her new home and not traipse around an
unfamiliar, bustling city. Or, she wanted to say something about
wanting a pot of jam or a sugar bowl on the table, because at the
very least she took sugar in her coffee, not to mention her
oatmeal. Or she wanted to say something about how it might be a
good idea for Douglas to speak to her about these ideas before he
presented them to the children.

But then she
noticed Ruby.

The little
girl was staring over Julia’s shoulder and out the window.

Julia turned
to see if it was Carter who had caught the child’s attention but
when she looked, she saw nothing.

When she
turned back to the child, Ruby was waving.

Julia, again,
looked out the window and saw nothing.

“Ruby,” she
called, “who are you waving at?”

“Ruby has an
imaginary friend,” Willie replied, clearly the speaker for the
group.

“He is not
imaginary,” Ruby fired back. “He’s standing right there at the
window, looking at Auntie Jewel.”

A chill slid
down Julia’s spine as she turned again to peer out the window.

“I don’t see
nothin’,” Willie declared.

“Anything,”
Julia corrected distractedly, still seeing nothing.

“I don’t see
anything,” Willie amended, overly sweet and teasing Ruby by bugging
his eyes out to her.

“He’s right
there and he’s my friend. He likes me. And he likes Auntie Jewel,”
Ruby shot back.

“That’s
enough, Ruby. Eat,” Douglas ordered and without a word, little Ruby
obeyed, but then, at that tone of voice, a Marine Sergeant would
have obeyed.

Mrs. K came
back in and announced that Carter was ready to take the children to
school.

They all, even
Ruby, rushed from their seats, leaving their dirty dishes on the
table and heading out the door.

“Hang on a
second…” Julia called and they stopped. “The dishes…” she started
to say but was interrupted.

“The staff see
to the dishes, Julia,” Douglas reminded her.

Julia made
another Herculean effort at control. She had not been raised to
leave her dirty dishes on the table and she knew neither Tamsin nor
Gavin had raised their children to leave their dishes. They’d had a
nanny, to be certain, Gavin travelled a great deal. They also had a
maid, who came in three days a week, and why not, Tamsin was rich.
But the children were only half-aristocrat. The other half, both
Gavin and Tamsin had assured, were polite, courteous, well-behaved
Midwesterners.

Momentarily
defeated, Julia changed tactics. “Well then, I want kisses. You
aren’t walking out of here without giving me kisses.”

Willie rolled
his eyes and slouched forward, making a show of hating every second
and pecked her cheek so quickly he appeared to be going for a world
record. Lizzie didn’t rush forward either but did as she was told.
They both ran out of the room as Julia caught Ruby in a hug and
lavished the child’s face with kisses as she squirmed and
giggled.

“Off with you,
Ruby-girl, say good-bye to your brother and sister for me,” Julia
said.

With that,
Ruby dashed out of the room.

Left alone
with Douglas, Julia was at a loss, so she stared longingly at his
breakfast.

“I thought…”
he began and then stopped, regarded her for a moment then he
continued politely. “Would you like for me to ask Mrs. Kilpatrick
to make you some eggs?”

Flustered, she
stopped staring and took another spoonful of porridge.

“No, no, I
love oatmeal! Yum, yum,” she lied and was about to put the spoon in
her mouth when a masculine hand came into her sight, its fingers
clamped on her spoon and it was firmly pulled out of her grasp by
Douglas.

Stunned, she
watched as he dropped the spoon into her bowl and removed the bowl
from her place setting. He then set his plate of food in front of
her.

Julia could
not believe what he’d just done and couldn’t think of a thing to
say to him. It was his house and she was a guest there, but still,
the arrogance! She tried to think of some way of responding to his
outrageous behaviour and decided diplomacy was best.

“I can’t…” she
started only to be interrupted again.

“You can and
you will,” he commanded, dipping his head to her plate, his gaze
firm on her face and she found herself too tired, too stunned and
too hungry (and maybe a bit too chicken), to argue.

Therefore, she
tucked into the food.

“Sunday
evening, when we get back from the city, I’d like to have a talk
about our arrangement,” Douglas announced.

She took a
bite of bacon and watched him. He showed no signs of anything, no
emotion, no sadness at his sister’s passing. Last night he got home
late after a day of whatever it was that he did, and was up again,
early, dressed and ready to go back to whatever it was and he
looked like he just left a spa.

“Julia?” Now
he no longer looked emotionless, he looked impatient.

“Yes, that’s
fine. That’s a good idea. I look forward to that.” She was
babbling.

“Good.” He
took a last sip of his coffee and threw down his napkin. “I’ll see
you Saturday evening.”

She nearly
choked again.

Saturday
evening!

“Saturday
evening… but it’s Wednesday!” she cried.

She said it to
an empty room.

He was
gone.

And Julia
still felt like she was being watched.

* * * * *

Veronika was
surprised to find Miss Julia’s bed made when she walked into her
room.

She’d heard
the American woman on the phone in the kitchen and she’d hurried to
do the cleaning while Julia was otherwise engaged. She bustled
around the room, intent to perform her duties to the exacting
standards that Lady Monique Ashton expected them to be done.

Bathrooms
cleaned thoroughly, daily. Used towels were taken away and washed,
daily. Also, dusting and hoovering done, daily. Sheets were changed
on Wednesdays and Fridays. Clothes were picked up off the floor and
all of the outerwear was put in cleaned and pressed linen sacks and
taken by Carter to the dry cleaners. Unmentionables carefully hand
washed and air dried. Towels, sheets, serviettes, tablecloths were
all washed, starched and ironed, by Veronika. The heavy cleaning
was done on a strict rota that Mrs. Kilpatrick oversaw with a
devotion akin to religion.

The American
was like no one Veronika had yet met in England. She made her bed.
She folded her towel and put it back on the rail. She spoke to
Veronika in a normal voice and smiled at her, even when Veronika
was just passing.

Veronika
didn’t know what to make of her.

The Lady
Tamsin had been quite like that but careful not to be overly
familiar when Lady Ashton was around. Veronika had only seen Mister
Gavin once, for the briefest of moments, and he’d been kissing Lady
Tamsin at the time so Veronika had left them to it.

Veronika felt
a great deal of guilt as she was the only one in the household who
had gained from the lovely couple’s deaths. Mrs. Kilpatrick’s hours
went from abnormally long to ungodly long. Veronika, who worked
Wednesday through Sunday and had Monday and Tuesday off had gained
a lot of extra hours and overtime pay the last five months. This
had eased her burden tremendously.

She was able
to move out of the cold and cramped old servants’ quarters and she
got herself a small, shabbily furnished bedsit in the local town.
She was also able to buy a beat-up old car. She put in a telephone
(even though she had no one to call). She even bought plates,
cutlery and pretty plastic glasses at the local Tesco that had
bright circles printed on them.

Even with all
the good luck Veronika had since meeting Lord Douglas Ashton that
dark night nearly seven months ago, she still didn’t trust it.

Veronika was
not a lucky girl, never had been.

And in
that dark alley, so many months ago, she was certain her luck had
run out. She was vulnerable, alone and the men who had been
tracking her finally had made their move. They’d trapped her in
that alley, beat her about the face until she tasted the blood in
her mouth, and her belly until she found it hard to breathe, pushed
her up against the wall and put the knife to her throat making such
demands, such hideous demands.
She knew she’d die, or go missing, perhaps sold into a life even
worse than the lonely one she was living.

Then, out of
nowhere, Lord Ashton appeared.

Veronika never
knew what he was doing there but she prayed to God nearly every
night a prayer of gratitude that he was.

There had been
three large men but Lord Ashton dispatched them without breaking a
sweat. When he turned his dark eyes to her she noticed he wasn’t
even breathing heavily and his expression was not angry but
strangely remote. The controlled and practised violence he showed
when dealing with her attackers was almost more frightening then
the knife pressed to her throat.

“Come with me,
you’ll be safe,” he’d commanded, speaking fluent Russian.

She went, too
afraid not to go at the same time knowing somewhere deep in her
heart she was safe.

He took her to
a hotel and signed her in, paying a week in advance.

She expected
he would want something, something she’d never given anyone, and,
although she was frightened, she knew she would have given it to
him. He had saved her life for one thing and for another, he was
very handsome, except for the scar on his mouth which made him look
slightly menacing.

He was tall,
lean and utterly perfect.

And he was her
hero.

But instead,
the moment he saw her safely into her room and handed her a wetted
towel to wipe the blood from her mouth, he turned to go. She became
so scared at the thought of being left alone, she blurted out her
whole life story in quick, frightened sentences.

He listened,
his impersonal expression never changing throughout her sad saga.
When she was done, he nodded and left without a word. She thought
that was it and she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t stay and
she was too frightened to leave.

In fifteen
minutes, the phone rang in the room and an efficient woman was on
the line, telling Veronika in somewhat broken Russian what would
happen to her. In a week, she had a passport and a ticket to
England.

That was it
and here she was.

She’d started
her job immediately in this big, frightening house with its many
chimneys and gables, wrought-ironed scroll work, twisted, strange
fancies shooting toward the sky, its curved turrets and graceful
chapel.

Mrs. K was
nice to her from the first but it still took Veronika months to
trust her. Carter was gruff and quiet but she noticed he, and Mr.
Kilpatrick when he was around, both looked after Veronika either
under Mrs. K’s request or Lord Ashton’s edict. Even with their easy
acceptance and their kind, efficient training of her in her new
duties, she was still frightened. The men Lord Ashton had bested
were not of the kind to lose gracefully.

She lived in
fear that they would find her, one day.

In her new
life, though, somehow, with all of this hanging over her head, the
house scared her most of all. Especially at night, when she watched
over the children and heard the noises, felt the draughts and saw
the shadow of a man walking around outside.

No, the house
didn’t scare her most of all. Losing her job did. She couldn’t go
back to St. Petersburg.

And she feared
losing her job every second of every day because Lady Ashton was
not an easy mistress.

Everything had
to be perfect, no feather left on the floor by the vacuum, no wet
washcloth forgotten in the shower, no familiarity with family or
guests. If it happened, the results were terrible. Veronika had
felt Lady Ashton’s displeasure, the razor sharpness of her tongue
and her angry eyes. There were rules and responsibilities that had
to be seen to with the utmost care, Veronika had twice been
careless, one more time and Veronika knew she would be gone.

“Oh! There you
are,” Julia greeted her as if she was actually looking for her and
wanted to speak to her. Veronika was finishing in her bathroom and
watched as the American approached.

“Look at
these… can you believe? I told Sam I needed a mobile phone and a
computer, what… two hours ago? And look.”

Veronika
shrank back as Miss Julia showed her a sheaf of papers, all of
which had tiny writing and pictures of phones or computers on
them.

“‘Pick one,’
Sam said, ‘and I’ll have it delivered to you this afternoon.’ This
afternoon!” Miss Julia shook her head and Veronika watched the
shining, fair hair move around the woman’s tired face. Unlike Lord
Ashton and his mother, this one, Veronika could tell from her own
awful experiences, was in mourning.

In Russia,
when you lost a loved one, you wore black and you beat your chest
and you cried and screamed and followed the coffins throwing
yourself on the ground while you cursed God. Veronika knew this,
she’d done it three times in her short life.

Not here, not
in England.

Here, one day
Lady Tamsin and Mister Gavin were alive, the next day, they were
not and it was business as usual.

Veronika had
walked in on Mrs. K snuffling into her handkerchief and Carter
hadn’t spoken for a week, walking around tight-lipped and pale.

But, the
family had showed no signs that the slightest thing was amiss.

But Miss Julia
looked like she could use a black shawl around her head and good
scream and beating of the chest. Her grief was etched in every line
of her body.

In her
short, sad life, Veronika had lost her mother, father and sister.
She knew grief and the look behind Miss Julia’s eyes was a look
Veronika had seen in the mirror many a morning (and sometimes
she still saw it in
the mirror). She could try to hide it but it showed.

“Which one
should I pick?” Miss Julia asked, sounding genuinely like she
wanted an answer.

Veronika
stared at the papers, not understanding the words written on
them.

“I do not
know,” she answered in her heavily-accented English.

“I don’t
know either,” Miss Julia sighed and walked down the hallway. Little
Ruby was laying on her back on the bed, arms and legs splayed out
like she was arrested in the act of making a snow angel. Julia
jumped on the bed and pulled the child’s t-shirt up and blew a
raspberry so loud on her belly that the child shrieked with
laughter. It made Veronika want to smile. She hadn’t heard laughter
in this house in… well, she’d never heard it.

Though, of the
three children, Veronika knew Ruby would one day find it the
hardest. She didn’t know what she felt now, just loss and
bewilderment. To her, Mummy and Daddy could come back any day.

But one day,
without the precious memories the others enjoyed, Ruby would have
the hardest time of all.

“So, you’re
coming with us to London?” It took a moment to register that Julia
was speaking to her she was so used to being ignored. Veronika
stood there, carrying the towels Julia had used the night
before.

“I… yes. To
look after children,” Veronika answered.

“Have you ever
been to London?”

Veronika shook
her head.

“Then you’ll
go with us on Saturday,” she decided and Veronika just stared.
“We’re going to Kensington Palace to see Diana’s gowns and to
Madame Tussaud’s to see all the waxworks.”

“And the Tower
of London where they chopped off people’s heads!” Ruby shouted,
even though both women were close enough to hear.

Julia turned
and looked at Veronika, her tired, sad eyes kind.

“Would you
like that, Veronika? To see Diana’s dresses?” she asked.

“And the place
they chop off heads!” Ruby shouted again and Julia smiled
indulgently at the child.

Veronika
didn’t know what to say. She was paid to do what she did. Would she
get sacked if she went sightseeing in London? Mrs. K said the
American was now a member of the Ashton family and should be
treated thus. If Miss Julia told her she must go then she couldn’t
refuse.

She’d always
wanted to go to London, she’d always wanted to go anywhere and
everywhere, to travel and have adventures, see things, meet people,
eat different food and hear different music. But those were dreams
and even though she was only seventeen she knew that her life was
this. Work and loneliness, not sightseeing in London. Any dreams
Veronika had were long since dead.

“Don’t worry,
Veronika, we’ll take care of you,” Miss Julia assured her in her
soft, throaty voice, watching Veronika closely.

“Yes! Auntie
Jewel takes care of everyone. That’s what Daddy always says.”

Both women
looked at the child who was now on her knees, her hands clasped in
front of her, her eyes bright with excitement at the prospect of
London.

Veronika
turned to the American and saw the tears shimmering in the other
woman’s eyes. Knowing instinctively what to do, before little Ruby
could see her aunt’s despair, Veronika rushed forward.

“Come, girl.
We take a walk to see what Missus Kilpatrick is doing, maybe she
makes bread. You help her.”

Ruby, always
up for an adventure, shot out of the room.

Veronika
quickly followed her but when she turned to close the door behind
her to give the American some privacy, Julia was there, one hand on
the door to stop Veronika.

“Thank you,”
Julia whispered, her voice such an absolute ache Veronika felt it
lodge in her own throat just hearing it.

Veronika
nodded and gently closed the door.

No,
Veronika didn’t know what to make of the American. But somehow, she
felt maybe she could believe her luck had changed.

 


 


 



Chapter
Five

Douglas’s
Protection

 


The doorbell
rang at Douglas’s house in the posh Kensington area of London just
as Julia was walking down the stairs. She saw Veronika come out of
the room where she and the kids were watching a DVD and she waved
her back.

“I’ve got it,”
she told the girl, Veronika nodded and walked back from where she
came.

Julia opened
the door and a short woman with dark hair highlighted expertly with
blonde streaks charged in.

“Okay… I hope
I’m not too late but I had a million things to do,” the woman
announced without saying hello.

But she didn’t
have to say hello.

Julia had
never met Sam Thornton but she would know her voice anywhere.

Sam whirled
around once she’d gained entry and stopped. Julia saw Sam was
wearing a well-cut, black suit with impossibly high-heeled black
pumps and still she was at least four inches shorter than
Julia.

“Well, I can
see I didn’t need to rush. Wow, that’s quite a dress,” Sam
pronounced, her eyes giving Julia a head-to-toe.

“Sam,” Julia
said and walked forward, bent down and tightly hugged the woman
she’d known for months but had never met.

The last three
days, as with the last five months, Sam had been her lifeline.
She’d arranged for Julia to have a mobile phone, a laptop and had
the technician come to Sommersgate to connect Julia’s new computer
not only to the high-speed broadband that was already laid to the
house but also to connect it to Douglas’s complicated, wireless
network in the house. Sam acquired an e-mail address for her as
well and this meant Julia was in touch with family and friends back
home and for that she’d be forever grateful.

Sam had sent
Julia all the forms she needed for her driving license and from the
Home Office. She’d researched health insurance and sent her job
openings and volunteer opportunities in Julia’s field. She’d even
looked into getting Julia a bank account, which right now seemed
impossible due to laws put in place to prevent terrorist activities
and thus Julia had to be a resident of the country. It appeared
Douglas had to open an account for her which was an aggravation
Julia did not need and something she had to discuss with him on
Sunday.

As the days
went by, Julia was getting more and more uncomfortable with the
“arrangement”, as Douglas had called it, and needing to rely so
heavily on him, even when he wasn’t there. Her debts to him were
mounting up and Julia was making carefully updated lists to tally
these debts so she could (if she ever saw him for long enough to
have a conversation with him) settle them.

Once Julia
stepped back from Sam, the other woman started talking in her usual
rapid fire way.

“Good to meet
you too,” she said, obviously flustered at Julia’s show of
affection. “I brought half a dozen frocks just in case you didn’t
have anything suitable to wear tonight but it seems I didn’t need
to worry.” She gestured at Julia’s outfit and then quickly on to
another thought, she glanced around her. “Where are the kids?”

Without a
response from Julia, Sam headed directly towards the lounge and the
other woman’s command of the situation and everything around her
made Julia smile.

She looked
down at her dress thinking with amusement about Sam taking charge
of even her wardrobe. Julia’s dress was jade green satin, with a
high, mandarin neckline with intricate aquamarine frogs and
scrolled cording. The hem was embroidered extravagantly in pale
yellows, deep pinks, aquamarine with accents of black and gold with
high slits up her thighs on either side. She wore a pair of
delicate but dangerous-looking high, spike-heeled, slingback pumps.
She’d twisted her hair up at the back, clipping it at the crown
with a gold barrette inset with jade allowing the thick, waving
blonde mass to fall over the clip.

She followed
Sam into the lounge and it was clear the children knew her as they
crowded around and Sam gave them affectionate hugs. Either they
knew her or they were overwhelmed by the big chocolate bars she was
freely distributing from her handbag.

Julia’s week
had been hectic, settling in, getting sorted, understanding the
children’s schedules which included daytime trips for Ruby to
gymnastics and ballet classes and evening piano and violin lessons
for Willie and Lizzie with Lizzie also taking ballet. There was
also homework and instrument practice and the rigid schedule of the
house mealtimes and bedtimes to keep.

That day
they’d left early and Julia was thrilled to be free of the
forbidding house that, even as enormous as it was, still felt
claustrophobic. She sensed a strangeness there she couldn’t put her
finger on and Ruby’s imaginary friend (whom the girl talked about
all the time) was giving her the creeps.

Carter drove
them to London where they spent an excruciatingly busy day visiting
Kensington Palace, the mad, tourist-filled crush of Madame
Tussaud’s and the equally crowded Tower of London.

Still not
sleeping well, with a day on her feet fighting crowds, watching
over the children and hustling from one place to the next, Julia
was shattered.

All week, when
she did eventually sleep, it was fitful, filled with strange dreams
she couldn’t quite remember or disturbed by an odd tapping at the
window that was most likely the branch of a tree or shrub but in
the dark of night seemed something else, something sinister.

Tonight, Sam
had told her, she would be having dinner with Douglas and two of
his friends, Charlotte and Oliver Forsythe. Julia had met Charlotte
and Oliver on several occasions when she’d visited Tammy and Gav.
Charlotte was the editor-in-chief of a glossy fashion magazine and
Oliver’s family was in banking. “In banking” was Tammy’s way of
saying his family owned the controlling share of a bank with
hundreds of branches nationwide. Julia liked them both. Even though
she didn’t know either of them very well she knew they’d been good
friends to Tammy and Gav.

They would all
then be off to an art gallery opening. There, Sam warned her, she
would face the “paps”. Thus the need for Sam’s “frocks” as Sam had
informed her she wanted Julia to be confident in the face of the
onslaught.

“And every
girl knows, confidence often comes in the form a fantastic outfit!”
Sam had proclaimed (quite rightly).

This was
something Julia had not anticipated. She did not look forward to
this evening, dressing up and having dinner with people she didn’t
know very well was enough of a drain on her flagging resources. But
facing “paps” made it all the worse.

“Paps” was
English slang for “paparazzi”. Tamsin and Gavin, she knew, were
both photographed frequently at balls and other events that Tamsin
supported in her role as Lady Tamsin Ashton Fairfax. But Douglas
was positively hunted by the photographers. Julia had seen his face
dozens of times in various magazines in The States. Until Sam
reminded her, it hadn’t occurred to Julia that, in being with him,
she would also face the paparazzi. This would be a unique
experience but she couldn’t imagine they’d have an interest in her
when Douglas was there as a target. Perhaps, she thought (or more
to the point hoped), it wouldn’t be that bad.

“I thought I’d
take the kids to a movie tonight, if you don’t mind,” Sam said,
interrupting Julia’s thoughts.

“Wicked!”
Willie shouted what Julia was coming to learn was his favourite
word.

“In
Leicester Square, Lizzie, where they have all the big premieres,
like Harry
Potter.” Sam went on
when Lizzie didn’t act as thrilled as Willie.

“Okay,” Lizzie
muttered, too well-mannered to ignore someone speaking directly to
her but also not willing to show any excitement.

“Is that
okay?” Sam asked Julia and Julia nodded and smiled. The kids would
love it and they certainly had enough of being holed up in austere,
posh houses.

She saw
Veronika standing away from the group, her face carefully blank and
Julia had an idea.

“Could you
take Veronika as well? I’m sure she’d like to see Leicester Square
and she’d help you out with the kids,” Julia asked Sam quietly,
looking at the young girl across the room and giving her a
wink.

“Sure thing.
Ronnie you’re coming with us!” Sam announced and Julia watched with
satisfaction as Veronika’s studiously controlled face positively
lit up.

The Russian
girl had been a godsend that day. She carefully looked after the
children, was immensely gentle with them, occasionally cautiously
affectionate and she obviously took her job very seriously. She’d
also noticed that, several times, Veronika lost herself in wonder
at the sights they’d seen and Julia was pleased that she’d brought
her along instead of leaving her with Carter while just she and the
kids enjoyed their activities.

“But we must
go, on the double, or we’ll miss our showing. Come on! Chop chop!”
And Sam clapped her hands as the kids and Veronika trooped into the
hall to get their coats.

Julia was
carrying her evening bag and walking beside Sam and she pulled it
open to take out some money for the kids and Veronika.

“You have a
car big enough for all of them?” she asked, sorting out two fifty
pound notes because she had no idea how much an evening out to the
movies in London would cost. Considering the exorbitant cost of
everything else that day, a hundred pounds might not even cover
it.

“No worries.
We’ll take a taxi. Haven’t experienced London unless you’ve had a
ride in a London taxi. I have one waiting outside with your frocks.
We’ll swing by my house, drop off the dresses and off we go,” Sam
assured her as they stopped several feet from the front door.

“Can you come
directly back after? Ruby shouldn’t be out late,” Julia
requested.

Sam laughed.
“I’ve got five nieces and two nephews. Don’t worry about us, I know
the drill. We’ll be fine.”

Julia started
to hand her the money when a deep voice came from behind them.

“What’s
happening here?” Douglas asked.

Julia whirled
around and saw Douglas was standing in the open doorway looking
sophisticated wearing another superbly-tailored navy suit, this one
without pinstripes. It was accompanied by a deep burgundy shirt and
monochromatic tie.

She hadn’t
seen him since Wednesday, hadn’t even spoken to him on the phone.
She’d just managed to force him, and the disturbing and confusing
rush of feelings she was having, out of her mind. At the sight of
him standing there managing to look both dashing and
unapproachable, those feelings crowded in on her uninvited and she
felt her breath momentarily quicken.

Ruby dashed to
him and threw her arms around his legs. He touched her head
lightly, this she accurately took as a signal to disengage and
Douglas nodded to Willie’s, “’Lo, Uncle Douglas,” and briefly and
distractedly touched Lizzie cheek as he walked by the girl.

“Sam is taking
the kids to the movies. I was just giving her some money,” Julia
explained.

Ignoring the
proffered notes, Sam ordered, “I’ll put it on my expense account.
Right boss?” she said with a cheeky grin at Douglas and, not
waiting for an answer, she addressed the crowd. “We’ll be late if
we don’t go and you two will be late if you don’t go… children!
Onward!” she ordered and trooped the kids to the door leaving Julia
standing there, still holding the notes in her hand.

“Hang on!”
Julia called. “Kids… kisses!” And they all came back, briefly
pressing kisses to her cheek and rushed, followed by a quiet
Veronika who appeared to be trying to make herself invisible, out
the door.

When Julia
turned around, Douglas was gone. A light was now on in what she
knew was his study and she stuffed the notes in her purse as she
walked to the doorway. He’d laid his briefcase on his desk and had
the phone in his hand.

“Carter,” he
said into the receiver, “we’ll meet you at the front door.” He
turned his head to look at her as he replaced the receiver. “Are
you ready?”

In response,
Julia put her arms out slightly at the sides, looking down at
herself.

“I see you
are,” he said, his tone no longer businesslike but vastly
different. He was looking at her, his eyes moving down her body in
a lazy way.

From the look
in his eyes, she felt that familiar tremor slide up her spine and
her stomach lurched, then clenched and she felt pleasantly warm,
unwelcomely so.

What was
he playing at? He hadn’t even said, Hello, how were the last three days of
your new life? Now he
was eyeing her like she was dinner.

She didn’t
have the time, or the energy, to think about it.

Instead, she
said, “I’ll just run upstairs for my wrap.”

Then she
turned and escaped, ascending the stairs to her room. She grabbed
her pink pashmina from the bed and wrapped it around her, throwing
a free end over her left shoulder. She took a deep breath and
thought, I
can do this, just a few hours, I can manage not to fall face
forward in my soup and then it will be over and I can come back and
sleep. Once she told
herself this (and almost believed it), she headed back down the
stairs.

At the curb,
Carter opened the door to the Bentley for them, closed it behind
them and they were whisked into the London night.

Julia stared
out the window feeling strangely shy and decided to put it down to
tiredness and Douglas’s earlier look. She had always been outgoing
and found talking to anyone from any background easy. You just
found out what their interests were and then asked questions.
Nearly everyone loved to talk about themselves. Simple.

But she was so
exhausted, she couldn’t think how to make small talk with Douglas
and then she realised belatedly that Douglas wasn’t speaking
either. She turned to look at him and saw he was staring at her
legs which were crossed. It was too dark to see his expression but
she sensed something in the car and that something made her cheeks
warm.

“How was your
week?” she asked in an attempt to dispel her bizarre feeling.

“Long,” he
answered shortly, not offering any more information as he shifted
his gaze from her legs to her face. “Yours?” he asked.

“The
same.”

And that
was it, the extent of their conversation. Not long after, they slid
to a halt at the front of a fashionable restaurant, so fashionable
that Julia had heard of it, even in Indiana, and all the celebrities that haunted it.

The place was
a crush at the front but the moment the doors closed behind them it
was serene, decorated with an overdose of trendy bamboo and lots of
glass. The hostess immediately stiffened and came forward, oozing
courtesy as she guided them to the table Charlotte and Oliver were
already occupying.

Julia was
pleasantly surprised when both the petite, slim, stylish,
black-haired Charlotte and the tall, straight, sandy-haired Oliver
greeted her with friendly familiarity.

They’d barely
taken their seats when a waiter appeared at the table.

“Would you
like drinks, Lord Ashton?” he asked reverentially.

Douglas didn’t
even look at Julia before saying, “Miss Fairfax will have a dry
vodka martini, up, with an olive. I’ll have the same, with gin, no
olive.”

Julia was
stunned speechless.

It was true,
she had a strict regimen of drinking. Margaritas while eating
Mexican or on hot summer evenings. Micro-brewed beer while watching
sports. Spiced rum and diet cola while lounging at home with
friends or on the rare occasions when she was at a beach. Dry red
wine with dinner. Amaretto with coffee after dessert. Mojitos when
she was feeling saucy or eating Texas chilli. And, on posh nights
out, a dry vodka martini, up, with an olive.

She didn’t
know what was more shocking, that Douglas knew her preferred drink
or that he hadn’t bothered consulting her when ordering it. No man,
not even Sean, had ordered for her without taking her request. The
sensation was alarming because even though it was irritating, it
was also somehow delicious.

She tried to
hide her contradictorily pleased annoyance but when she glanced at
Charlotte, the other woman was watching her closely.

“So!”
Charlotte cried suddenly and Julia jumped. “How are you settling
into the spooky manse? I see Monique hasn’t driven you to tearing
your hair out yet, which, I must add, is a shining testament to
you, my dear.” Then she lifted her drink in an amusing salute to
Julia.

“Monique is on
the Mediterranean,” Douglas announced, the waiter long gone,
rushing to do the bidding of a very famous and powerful client.

“Oo, what
luck. So, you’ve been spending this time counting your lucky
stars,” Charlotte asked Julia, a twinkle in her eye.

Julia didn’t
know what to make of Charlotte, nor how to respond, but was spared
by Oliver who said warningly, “Charlie.”

“She’s been
around long enough, I think she knows what she’s in for,” Charlotte
told her husband with blithe unconcern at his warning and turned
back to Julia. “I’m putting my money on you.” Her eyes still
sparkled but there was something kindly speculative in them that
told Julia that Charlotte Forsythe understood very well and not
just about Monique.

With that firm
announcement of support, Julia began to relax and enjoy the
evening.

Dinner was
delicious, even if the servings were sparse, and Charlotte and
Oliver were good company. She learned that Oliver and Douglas had
gone to school together, played rugby and cricket together and
raced cars, horses and anything else that was fast or dangerous
while Charlotte, at a sister school for girls “across the lake”,
tagged along after them, naughtily egging them on whenever she
could.

Julia realised
almost immediately that she liked Charlotte immensely. She was
witty, obviously in love with her husband and not at all
reverential of Douglas.

Julia’s
enjoyment of the meal and the company was only marred when, after
they were finished and enjoying coffee, Douglas leaned back and
rested his arm across the back of her chair.

It was
an entirely male gesture and incongruously familiar. And the way
Douglas did it was somehow… predatory.

What was more,
their table was the focus of a great deal of attention from the
other diners and even the staff and Douglas’s behaviour was odd in
the extreme.

True, she and
Douglas had known each other for years, spent holidays together,
ate many a meal in each other’s company and had even engaged in a
variety of conversations both with others and alone.

And there had
been three times, three very memorable times, when Douglas had
shown her fleeting moments of tenderness.

The first was
during one of her early visits, a summer holiday. They’d been
outside Tamsin and Gavin’s house, Gavin at the barbeque with
everyone else eating and drinking. Julia had turned her ankle
walking back into the house. Douglas had just arrived and had been
close enough to catch her before she fell. Unfortunately, she’d
turned it quite badly and he assisted her to a chair, his strong
arm supporting her. Once he had her seated, he bent to her foot,
carefully, even fondly, lifting her ankle and inspecting it. Gavin
had come forward to take over but Julia had never forgotten
Douglas’s (strange, for him) thoughtful attention.

The second was
during her first visit to Gavin and Tammy’s after her divorce was
final. When they’d had a moment alone, Douglas had asked quietly if
she was all right and she had the distinct impression that he
genuinely cared about her answer. Douglas had been quite obvious
about the fact that he never cared for Sean, unlike Monique who
doted on her ex-husband. However, with no small surprise, Julia
felt that it wasn’t the fact that Douglas disliked Sean and was
making some point in asking, it was that he wanted to be certain
she was, indeed, all right.

And last,
after Tammy and Gavin’s funeral, Julia had found a quiet corner in
the library at Sommersgate where she thought no one would find her.
Douglas, to her stunned amazement, not only found her, she had the
impression he’d come looking for her and, without a word, pulled
her stiff body loosely into his arms. At this act of compassion,
she’d clutched his shirt, buried her face in his chest and burst
into tears, the grief shuddering through her body as the gravity of
her loss settled on her soul. Through this, he silently absorbed
it, the whole time stroking her back in a way that was both absent
(for him) and comforting (for her). Then Patricia walked in and
Douglas turned her into her mother’s arms, again without a word,
and walked away.

Putting these
things out of her mind, Julia also tried to shrug off her feelings
at Douglas’s arm on her chair. Gavin would and did put his arm on
the back of her chair and it was obviously never predatory or
possessive (but maybe protective). Perhaps, Julia told herself, it
was a brotherly gesture.

Once she had
that comforting thought settled in her mind, she relaxed. Until she
saw Charlotte, who Julia was realising didn’t miss a trick, had
noted the action with raised brows and a feminine glance at Julia
that spoke volumes. This was something else Julia decided to put
out of her mind.

After their
coffees, Charlotte and Oliver took their own car to the gallery
while Carter drove Douglas and Julia

“I’m not good
company this evening,” she told him and she watched as his head
turned to her. “I still think I’m a little jetlagged and it’s been
a long day. I’m sorry.”

He nodded but
didn’t respond.

“Dinner was
lovely and I like Charlotte very much,” she tried again,
desperately wanting to dispel her awkward feelings.

No response
for a moment, then he asked, his deep voice sounding strangely
lower, more throaty, “Your perfume, what is it?”

She blinked in
the darkness. “Wah… why?” she asked, thrown by his odd
question.

“It’s
extraordinary,” he said it in such a tone that she didn’t know if
it was good-extraordinary or bad-extraordinary. “What is it?” he
repeated.

“It isn’t from
a shop. A friend of mine makes it for me. She’s a bit, er… unusual,
my friend. She says it’s an aromatic manifestation of my
‘essence’.” He made no response to this so Julia inquired
hesitantly, “Is it too strong?”

“No,” Douglas
answered and said nothing more.

She sat there,
bewildered, and thought it best to let it go. Then curiosity (as
often was the case with Julia) overrode common sense.

“Why do you
ask about my perfume?”

“It suits
you,” was all he said in reply.

At that moment
they slid to a halt in front of the gallery and Douglas threw open
the door before Julia could form a thought. She was still reeling
at the strange conversation. Julia thought he had just called her
extraordinary, though she still didn’t know if that was good or bad
but she had the feeling it was good.

Then she could
think about it no more. The flashbulbs started popping and the
shouts were frenzied while he alighted and she saw his hand offered
through the door to help her. She put her own in his and exited the
car to the blinding lights. She instantly became discombobulated
and dropped his hand as the shouts became louder, more frenzied.
She heard his name repeated again and again while the blinding
flashes came with such swiftness there seemed no pause between.

She felt her
hand taken again in a firm grasp as she was pulled forward, Douglas
guiding her, or more to the point, dragging her towards the
door.

They made it
through the door and crush outside was nothing to the crush inside.
It was wall-to-wall people.

Someone rushed
forward to Douglas the minute they entered the gallery.

“Lord Ashton!
You’re here!” It was a young, eager, overly-made-up woman who
turned curious eyes to Julia, looked her from head-to-toe, made a
judgement and, Julia thought, dismissed her. “Can I get you some
drinks?”

“Champagne,”
Douglas commanded shortly and then completely ignored her.

He’d dropped
Julia’s hand upon entering but now he slid his fingers, starting at
the side of her waist, to the small of her back and guided her
forward, stopping her by wrapping his arm fully about her waist and
pressing his fingers gently and firmly against her side as they
arrived at the first wall filled with art.

She barely had
a moment to get her breath or process the pleasant warmth of his
hand at her waist and his body at her side when she heard a
call.

“Douglas!” a
man shouted, far louder than needed even in the din of the crowded
gallery. Douglas dropped his arm but kept himself positioned close
to Julia’s side. The older man was paunchy with a shock of bright
white hair and very red cheeks. “You’ve done it again. It’s the
next Picasso. I’ve already bought two. How do you find them?” he
asked, apropos of nothing.

He too looked
over Julia and didn’t bother to hide his curious interest before he
again turned his eyes to Douglas.

Douglas didn’t
answer as the man babbled on, “Masterpieces, all, the like I’ve
never seen before.”

As Julia
finally realised what the older man was referring to, she turned
her attention to the artwork on the walls.

Each piece was
suspended between two sheets of plexiglass with no other adornment.
They were drawn on bits of wrinkled scratch paper and each one, she
saw, looked like a doodle done in pencil while the artist was
taking a telephone call.

Julia couldn’t
claim to be an art aficionado but even she could doodle better than
this. And without the theme of blood, guts and violence that ran
throughout the works she could take in from her vantage point.

“These are
hideous!” Charlotte shrieked gaily as she and Oliver joined them,
the white-haired man obviously taking the hint of utter silence
from Douglas and moving off. “What on earth made you become patron
to this person? Dear God.”

Julia was
surprised. She didn’t know Douglas was the opening’s patron and she
peered more closely at the disturbing doodles. She also looked at
the prices discreetly affixed on the walls to the side of each
piece and gasped in shock, each piece cost a small fortune.

The girl
arrived with their champagne, Douglas handed Julia a glass and his
to Charlotte. “Two more,” he told the girl without a thank you and,
apparently not expecting one, she immediately melted into the crowd
to do his bidding.

“I’ve never
seen these,” Douglas belatedly answered Charlotte. “Samantha finds
it amusing to use my influence and money to do shocking things that
will make people wonder about me.”

“Well, she’s
succeeded,” Oliver replied, laughter in his voice. “From the looks
of these, you’re a very disturbed individual.”

“Hideous
or not, most of them have sold,” Charlotte noted and then she came
forward and wrapped her arm around Julia’s waist. “We’re off to the
ladies,” she announced and pulled Julia along with her and through
the throng of the crowd before Julia could say a word. “We’re not
off to the ladies, I’ve got to
have a cigarette and Ollie doesn’t know I’ve started up again,” she
confided to Julia conspiratorially, still giving Julia no time to
respond.

She guided
Julia through the gallery, down a hall at the back and outside into
an alleyway. Other guests mingled with staff to enjoy their
cigarettes in the surprisingly tidy but smoky alley.

Charlotte
pulled Julia away from the smoking crowd and down, stopping them
within sight but out of hearing distance and surreptitiously
lighting a cigarette with a slim, gold lighter.

“Thank you for
coming with me,” Charlotte said, even though she hadn’t given Julia
much choice. “Now, we can really talk. Tell me, how are you getting
on?”

Her
words were not gossipy but kind. Nevertheless, Julia was aware this
was a family friend and she forced herself to be discreet even
though she desperately wanted to talk to someone,
anyone.

“I’m settling
in…” she started.

“Codswallop,”
Charlotte announced, the strange word forcing a giggle out of Julia
and making her relax.

“Okay, it’s
been tough,” Julia allowed.

“Tough is when
you break the heel of your favourite pair of Jimmy Choos. There’s
another word for it when your whole life turns on its head.” She
took a drag from her cigarette and blew the smoke away from Julia.
“Come on, you can tell Auntie Charlie,” she coaxed with an
encouraging smile.

Julia smiled
back. She needed someone to talk to and Charlotte seemed genuinely
concerned so she gave in. “I’m tired, exhausted… the kids are,
well… things are not good.”

“Monique,”
Charlotte guessed, making the name sound like a curse and correctly
judging the state of affairs at Sommersgate. “That woman is a
nightmare. She wasn’t a good mother and she certainly isn’t a good
grandmother.”

Julia was
stunned by her frankness and curious at her words. Tamsin (and
certainly not Douglas) had never spoken about her relationship with
her mother even though Julia knew it was obviously nothing like
what she and Gav had with Patricia. She knew, though, that it was
none of her business.

“It’ll get
better,” Julia assured her, trying to believe it herself. “I
haven’t even been here for a week. I haven’t had the chance to
really talk to Douglas.”

“Who
ever really talks to
Douglas?” Charlotte asked with further brazen honesty as she waved
her cigarette around in the air. “I love him but he’s about as
approachable as The Guards.” She took another deep drag and then
glanced at the crowd, obviously worried that Oliver would discover
her habit then her eyes moved back to Julia. “Listen to me, I was
Tammy’s friend, I miss her. She was wonderful and an important part
of my life. But I cannot imagine what possessed her to do this to
you and Douglas. She loved that house, God knows why, it’s the
creepiest place on earth. But she connected with it. I figure she
talked Gavin into having the kids brought up there and to protect
you, they made Douglas guardian too.”

Julia couldn’t
hide her surprise at this announcement. She, too, had spent hours
trying to figure out what intentions Gavin and Tamsin had when they
put her and Douglas in what was seeming, more and more, not only an
impossible, not even an inconceivable but maybe a catastrophic
situation. Especially if Julia couldn’t control the avid clenching
of her stomach any time Douglas was near.

“Do you
think?” Julia asked.

“I can’t
imagine why else. Tammy adored Douglas but she didn’t fool herself
about him. He’s a good man but, let’s face it, he’s no father
figure.” Julia couldn’t help but laugh out loud at that, Charlotte
threw her a grin and carried on. “So, Tammy wanted the kids at
Sommersgate and you to raise them because they both thought you
were fabulous and everyone knows you love those kids. But they had
to know Monique would be a problem. Ergo, Douglas is thrown into
the fray, poor man. He worshipped his sister, you know.”

No, she
didn’t know. Worship was the kind of thing people did
to
Douglas, not the other way
around.

Charlotte
continued. “It’s clear he’s already decided on protecting you, if
you know what I mean. So, my advice to you is to take him up on
it.”

Julia frowned.
“I don’t know what you mean.”

“The
possessive arm thing, wasting no time in dragging you in front of
the paparazzi as a declaration of your position and his favour.
Trust me, everyone in there…” she gestured with her cigarette to
the gallery, “knows who you are and why you’re here and that you
are not, upon arrival in this country, being hidden away like a
poor relation whose role is now nanny of her Lady Sister-in-Law’s
children. No, instead, you’re out here, looking fabulous… and
you do look fabulous
by the way, that dress is amazing… and drinking champagne. And Douglas’s favour is a sought
after commodity. He shines his light on you, not even Monique could
dim it. Believe me, there is nothing, not one thing that Douglas
does that doesn’t have a purpose. This…” she gestured lavishly to
the alley, “is his subtle way of telling his mother, when she
returns, and anyone else for that matter, to back, the hell, off.
Well done him!” She finished, clapping her hands, rather
dangerously in Julia’s opinion, considering the lit
cigarette.

This news,
coming from a woman who had known Douglas for years, was so welcome
that Julia felt the tears sting her eyes.

“Oh no, don’t
do that!” Charlotte cried, coming close to Julia and squeezing her
arm reassuringly. “Your makeup is gorgeous and everyone’s going to
be looking at you. You can’t ruin it. Here, have a cigarette, it’ll
calm you down.”

“I quit ages
ago,” Julia admitted, taking a deep breath to fight back the
tears.

“Well, I
suppose since you’re currently the moral compass for three
children, now isn’t the time to start up again. I
must
quit too or Ollie will divorce
me.” She gave Julia’s arm another squeeze before she took her hand
away. She dropped her cigarette and crushed it under the toe of her
beautifully-shod foot. She straightened her shoulders, tucked
Julia’s arm in her elbow and started forward but Julia pulled
firmly back and looked at the woman. For the first time in months
she felt less tense and less worried and those feelings lit her
green eyes to sparkles, even in the dark alley.

“I…” Julia
hesitated, not knowing how to put her feelings into words, then she
continued, “thank you. I appreciate you telling me this.”

Charlotte
shook her head and patted Julia’s arm, her eyes kind. “Enough of
this, let’s go show them how fabulous you are.”

And that was
what Charlotte did.

For the rest
of the night, Julia had a wonderful time. She was wrong, Charlotte
wasn’t just witty, she was hilarious. They drank glass after glass
of champagne and Charlotte introduced her to everyone, making
outrageous comments that made Julia laugh so hard she nearly
cried.

Douglas hadn’t
been lost in Charlotte’s determined efforts for the evening, even
as she whisked Julia from person to person, and drink to drink,
they always came back to Douglas. Charlotte would deposit Julia
firmly at his side for just enough time for him to smile down on
her or lean over and comment in her ear, showing everyone clearly,
and they were most definitely watching, that Julia did indeed have
his “favour”. Then Charlotte would whisk Julia away to show her off
again.

By the time
Julia stood on the pavement beside the Bentley with the paparazzi
flashing away and Carter calmly holding the door, Julia was still
exhausted but more relaxed than she’d been in months.

After giving
her a brief hug and kiss on each cheek, Charlotte pressed a card in
her hand.

“My info,
phone, mobile, home, my assistant, my e-mail… you need anything,
you call me, anytime!”

Julia nodded.
“You’re lovely, Charlotte.”

“Charlie, all
my friends call me Charlie.” And with those words, and the
meaningful look she gave Julia to accompany them, she and Oliver
were off.

Once they were
in the Bentley and moving safely through the streets, she heard
Douglas say, “It appears you had a good time.”

“Charlotte is
a love,” Julia declared happily, thrilled to have her first new
friend and perhaps an explanation about Douglas’s behaviour, and
Tammy and Gav’s wishes, that would make her life a lot easier.

They drove
home in silence and alighted from the car in front of the house. As
they walked to the front door, Julia tripped, her heel getting
caught in a crack in the pavement, and lurched forward. Douglas
caught her against his body, an arm going around her.

“Steady,” he
warned on a murmur, looking down at her just as she looked up, a
small relieved smile still on her face, when the bulb flashed
beside them.

“Off with
you!” Carter shouted, moving threateningly, yet surprisingly
nimbly, toward the photographer as Douglas hustled her inside.

But even with
that end to the evening, nothing could stop Julia’s feeling of
calm.

Douglas said a
curt goodnight, already preoccupied with something else, and went
straight to his study.

As for Julia,
she checked on the children then prepared quickly for bed and slept
soundly for the first time in months.

 


 


 



Chapter
Six

The
Arrangement

 


By the time
she’d put the children to bed Sunday evening, Julia’s sense of calm
had gone.

She’d woken up
that morning in the Kensington house feeling refreshed. She’d put
on a long, A-line skirt of dove grey wool, a matching turtleneck
that was ribbed from the waist to just under her breasts and from
wrist to elbow, the effect making her waist look tiny. She added a
pair of soft, soot-grey, suede boots and the diamond studs her
brother and Tammy had bought her for her birthday years ago. She
pulled her hair back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck and went
forward to face the day for the first time in a long time in a
light-hearted, maybe even good mood.

She found
Douglas, not in his study but in the lounge reading the paper. He
wore dark brown corduroys and a matching turtleneck and he looked
casual and relaxed and, for once, was not working.

“Good
morning,” she said as she walked into the room.

He looked at
her over the paper.

“Julia.” His
face betrayed nothing but his eyes again slowly trailed the length
of her body.

She ignored
his gaze and smiled at him. Charlotte’s words about him protecting
her through Tamsin’s bizarre last wishes and his quiet assumption
of the duty of protector were still at the front of her mind.

At her smile
he dropped the newspaper and lifted an eyebrow asking without words
what was on her mind.

“So… today?”
she inquired.

“Today,” he
said shortly, folding the newspaper and throwing it on the table in
front of him, “Carter is taking you and the children to Patisserie
Valerie for breakfast. I’ve a couple of calls coming through, so
I’ll need to stay behind. You’ll make a few more stops with the
kids to see the sights. You should find something to bring home for
lunch. Then we’ll go back to Sommersgate.”

She wasn’t
listening; instead, she was looking at the paper he’d thrown on the
table. In it, a large, colour photograph of her and Douglas was
displayed.

They were
walking into the gallery, their hands clasped firmly, their arms
stretched out between them as Douglas pulled her forward. He was in
profile, his expression hard and showing nothing. She was staring
at the ground, her pashmina had dropped off one shoulder and was
hanging in the crook of her elbow. To keep up with Douglas, her
stride was long and the slit at the side of her skirt had opened to
accommodate it, showing a shocking expanse of leg.

Regardless of
the distance between them and their expressionless faces, the
clasped hands conveyed a closeness that could easily be
misunderstood. In fact, if she had been looking at two other people
in the same positions, she would have assumed they were lovers.
Friends or siblings didn’t walk together like that, hands clasped
tightly, the man forging through the crowd leading, and protecting,
the woman.

“Oh my God,”
she breathed, losing her composure as she stared at the photo.

Douglas’s eyes
dropped to the paper.

“Forget it,”
he said in a tone that Julia was beginning to wonder if he expected
would be readily obeyed regardless of the ridiculousness of his
demand. She just couldn’t “forget it” simply because he told her
to.

It was the
first time in her life she’d ever had her picture in the paper, for
one thing. They looked like a couple of lovebirds on a night on the
town, annoyed at being trapped by the paparazzi.

What would the
children think if they saw it?

“But –” she
started.

“It’s
nothing,” he interrupted her, rising from his seat and then he
prompted her, “Children. Breakfast.”

And that was
all he said, leaving her in the room alone with the photo and his
final command to see to the kids.

She stared in
complete disbelief and diminishing calm at the doorway he’d walked
through. Then she grabbed the paper and ran upstairs with it,
shoving it in her bag so none of the children would see it.

Leaving
Douglas behind, they’d had a beautiful breakfast at a fabulous
patisserie. Afterwards, Carter drove them to Buckingham Palace to
the now unhidden delight of Veronika. The children had seen it
before, save Ruby who walked hand-in-hand with Veronika and gazed
in awe upon the palatial estate with its huge black gates with gold
crests. Instead of being driven, Julia decided they’d walk the
short distance to Westminster Abbey and Big Ben, then across the
bridge to stand in line for what seemed like forever eventually to
take their spectacular ride on the London Eye.

A fight ensued
between Willie and Ruby as to what was for lunch, burgers (Willie)
or fried chicken (Ruby) which Julia solved by making Lizzie decide.
She’d been trying to draw out her older niece and although she’d
managed to force her to take a shower every morning, wash her hair
and have more than a few bites to eat, Lizzie was still resolutely
withdrawn.

Upon Lizzie’s
verdict, they took home a big bucket of chicken and Julia helped
Veronika get the children settled, then Carter and Veronika
disappeared.

Julia went to
find Douglas who was in his study on the phone. She knocked and, at
his command, opened the door. He was standing rather than sitting
behind his desk, his arm outstretched and pointing to a place on a
piece of paper when he looked up at her.

Having his
gaze levelled on her made her legs feel like jelly. He was so
damned attractive, tall and compelling, his dark eyes intense.

She recovered
her composure, setting such silly thoughts aside with a silent
curse to herself.

She stood
politely in the doorway and used the universal sign language to
communicate silently that food was available (in other words, she
pretended to fork food into her mouth and chew). Realising what she
was doing, feeling like all kinds of fool, she quickly left him to
his call.

The kids were
devouring the fried, fatty, forbidden treats that had been a
hallmark of the weekend when Douglas walked into the dining
room.

“I saved you a
leg!” Ruby announced by shouting at him and Julia tamped down her
awkward feelings from before. She was letting strange things get to
her and she allowed herself to trot out what were becoming familiar
excuses – exhaustion and homesickness – and she felt marginally
better.

After they
were done, Veronika cleared the table and Julia made certain the
children were packed and they all trooped to the cars. Douglas had
his Jaguar in London and he decreed in his usual bossy manner that
Julia was to ride with him. He then swept her in the car so quickly
she had no chance to call good-bye to the children.

She had wanted
Lizzie to ride with him. Lizzie who looked at him with a longing
that tore at Julia’s heart. She was looking to replace Gavin, Julia
knew, and the only replacement available was Douglas. However, it
was clear Douglas was entirely uninterested.

Julia turned
in her seat and looked back at them. Lizzie was climbing in the
backseat of the Bentley while Veronika was settling into the front.
Willie was impatiently dancing behind Lizzie, waiting his turn, and
Ruby was jumping up and down, waving at Julia.

Julia waved
back.

Douglas
expertly manoeuvred through the streets of London and finally found
the motorway, all this was accomplished in complete silence.

Once they made
it to the far right lane, flying by the two other lanes of traffic
as if they were going a snail’s pace, to her chagrin, the smooth
ride of the car and constant sleep deprivation caused her to fall
asleep, her head on the window.

She was
awakened by a hand on her thigh squeezing it gently. Her eyes flew
open and she saw that Douglas was leaning over her, his face close
to hers, his hand still on her.

“Wake up,
we’re home,” he said, his deep voice strangely, and invitingly,
soft.

She glanced
around dazedly, shaking her head and cursing herself for falling
asleep. She hoped fervently that she hadn’t drooled or snored or
done anything else utterly humiliating.

They were
parked in the drive at Sommersgate. The sun was setting but light
still covered the house, gardens and the rolling fields to the
west. They’d enjoyed wonderful weather all weekend, chilly but dry
and mild.

Once
she’d pulled herself together, she realised both the jelly-feeling legs and the pleasant warmth in
her belly were present at his proximity.

Therefore,
Julia announced, “Great!” in order to dispel the intimate mood in
the car and turned to let herself out but Douglas’s hand on her
thigh tightened.

“Julia.”

She
turned back even though she didn’t want to. In fact, she
really
didn’t want to.

“Yes?” she
asked when her eyes met his.

I am innocence and light, blithely unaware of his hand on
my leg, innocence and light, innocence and light,
she repeated in her
head.

For some
reason, he grinned, the effect was a shock to her system and she
watched the wrinkles crinkle handsomely at the corners of his eyes
and those same eyes warmed lazily as they stared into hers, so very
close. She felt her stomach flip nervously as that familiar thrill
chased up her spine.

To hide it she
repeated, “Yes?” Clipping the word’s sibilant end tersely to try
and convey an impatience she really didn’t feel. In truth, even
though she hated to admit it, she could have sat there forever.

His grin
widened to a smile as if he knew her thoughts exactly, the
brilliant flash of his teeth against his tanned skin and that
deathly alluring scar on his lip disarming her completely.

“We’ll talk
tonight,” he said, leaving her to think that he had thought better
of what he was about to say… or do. Thankfully, he removed his hand
and she exited the car with all haste, practically running into the
house (after a brief struggle with the impossibly heavy front
doors) and straight to her rooms.

Tonight they
would talk about their “arrangement”.

This was good,
she told herself. They had to get some things settled.

No, she had to get
some things settled. She had to get herself sorted, get some rest,
get her thoughts together and get her body under control and find
out where the rest of her life was taking her.

One place she
was determined it wasn’t going to take her and that was into some
ill-advised fling with the man she was forced to live with for the
next however-many years.

No matter how
damned handsome he was.

Or how
beautiful his smile.

She changed
from her lovely outfit into a pair of faded jeans and an equally
faded, tight-fitting black t-shirt that said, “Harry’s Chocolate
Shop – Home of the Great Indoorsman” in yellow printing which
promoted a popular bar at Purdue University where she and Gavin
went to school. They were comfortable clothes and reminded her of
home.

She donned
them like armour.

To prepare
herself, she gathered her notes and wrote more, reading through
them carefully.

When the kids
arrived a half hour after Julia and Douglas, she and Veronika dealt
with them, their bags, their homework, their dinner and then put
them to bed. Douglas emerged only during bedtime, looking in on
Ruby, who had already been in bed for an hour and was sleeping, and
taking care of Willie while Julia tucked Lizzie into bed, all the
way down her sides, like she’d been doing since the first night she
arrived.

“Are you okay,
Auntie Jewel?” Lizzie asked to Julia’s surprise.

Julia’s first
response was to kiss the girl on the cheek and smooth her dark hair
back, smiling into her sad, worried eyes. She’d underestimated her
niece, no doubt in her sensitive state she was sensing Julia’s
agitation.

Julia decided
to be honest. Honesty, Patricia always told Julia and Gavin, was
the best policy.

“No,
Lizzie-babe, but I will be. Don’t you worry about it though, go to
sleep.”

Julia kissed
her niece again and left the room with the unfortunate timing of
joining Douglas at the head of the stairs.

“Is it time
for our chat?” she asked with studied politeness as they walked
down together.

“I’ve a call
to make,” he responded.

“That’s okay,”
she said airily, as if she had all the time in the world, “I’ll
wait.”

She went
directly to her rooms, looked in the mirror and ran her fingers
through her hair. She found herself wishing she had a stash of
liquor for some liquid courage and then shook the thought off.

This was a
good thing, she told herself, they had years of this ahead of them
and they needed some ground rules.

She sat in the
turret, went back over her notes and she waited.

Then she
waited some more.

She supposed
he would come and get her when he was ready but, after thirty
minutes, she heard nothing. And with each passing minute, her anger
increased.

This was his
house, of course, but did this mean she had to wait for his
bidding, like Mrs. K or Veronika? Was this to be her life?

Not bloody
likely.

Angrily, she
grabbed her notes and headed to his study.

The door was
open and she walked straight in without knocking. He was on the
phone again, sitting behind his desk and at her arrival he lifted
his dark-eyed gaze to her.

She had to
steel herself against the gaze and just how perfectly he fit in the
richly-appointed, masculine room. It, too, had an enormous
fireplace that took up most of one wall, beside it an ornate
cabinet sat, topped with intricately cut, crystal decanters filled
with liquor surrounded by sturdy, cut-crystal glasses that were
built to be held in a man’s hand. The opposite wall was lined with
bookshelves and filled with books, liberally interspersed with
(most likely priceless) objects d’art. An enormous, comfortable
couch faced the fireplace, covered in a rich, tan suede and flanked
by two matching wide-seated armchairs. In the centre of this was a
heavily carved, rectangular table, its wood buffed to a dazzling
shine. Two more chairs faced his desk and there was an ancient
standing globe in the corner beside the floor-to-ceiling windows
that faced the garden. The highly-polished wood floors were covered
with deep-pile, patterned carpets that screamed money.

As she stood
there, Julia wondered for a moment what to do. She knew she was
being rude but she’d had enough of working to Douglas’s schedule.
She came to England on a Tuesday, Monique gone, he arrived well
into the night, offered no help, no direction and then he left on
Wednesday not to return for days. No phone calls, e-mails, nothing.
He planned her weekend for her without asking her thoughts on the
matter. And it was Sunday night, for goodness sake, who worked late
on Sunday night?

Her options
flitted through her mind. Sit comfortably on the couch and appear
like she had all night to wait while he rudely did exactly what he
wanted? Make herself a drink? Make him one? Sit in one of the two
chairs that faced his enormous, aptly-described baronial desk and
stare at him pointedly?

She liked the
idea of him not being able to ignore her, which she knew he could
and would do. Instead of sitting in a chair, she walked to the
front of the desk, positioning herself right across from him and
she twisted her hip slightly to rest it against the edge. She bent
her head to read the notes in one hand while the long fingernails
of the other tapped impatiently on the surface of the desk. She
would have whistled if she could carry a tune but she thought that
might be overdoing it.

“Something’s
come up.” She heard Douglas say and when she looked down to him, he
was leaning back in his chair watching her, his eyes inscrutable,
“No. I’ll call you.”

Without saying
good-bye, he replaced the receiver.

“I gather you
want something?” he asked.

“Yes… you.”
His right eyebrow rose arrogantly and her stomach lurched. “That
is… to talk to you,” she finished.

She could have
kicked herself. Not a great start.

He rose and
walked around the desk.

“Would you
like a drink?” he inquired.

“Yes.” She so
very much wanted a drink, she wanted to shout it (but she did
not).

“Whisky?”

What she
really would like was a shot or two of tequila but she doubted any
of the unquestionably invaluable crystal decanters held anything as
common as tequila.

“That’ll do,”
Julia replied.

He poured the
drinks and brought one to her. After he handed her the glass, he
took a sip from his and shoved his other hand in his pocket,
rocking back on his heels.

“Would you
like to start? Or shall I?” he asked politely.

She watched
him carefully. As far as she could tell, in the last week he’d
spent approximately two hours in the company of the children. What
he had to say she could not imagine and curiosity almost made her
let him go first.

Instead, she
took a sip, winced as the fiery liquid went down and said, “I’d
like to start, if you don’t mind.”

“Be my guest,”
he said and motioned courteously to the couch.

She sat,
thinking he, too, would sit, but he stayed standing. She realised
her mistake immediately as she’d have to look up at him. She hid it
by pretending she didn’t care. She casually pulled her legs up on
the couch, tucked them beside her as if this was a cosy little
arrangement and she was as comfortable as if she was ensconced in
front of the television in Patricia’s living room.

He again put
his hand in his pocket and surveyed her and she had the distinct
feeling she wasn’t fooling him, not one bit.

“I have a
list,” she announced.

“I can see
that.” His voice was carefully controlled but she had the
impression that he wasn’t biting back anger but rather hiding
amusement. She shot a sharp glance at him but his face was just as
blank as his voice was controlled.

With no
further ado, she launched into it. The children’s food, their
schedules, their boarding school, the time they were allowed on the
computer or in front of the television, the unnatural quiet they
had to observe.

She had a few
things to say about Monique as well, but she did so carefully. She
made no accusations but instead made it perfectly clear who,
exactly, had been chosen to raise the children and how that was
going to carry on from this point forward.

She also
informed him that she needed to settle in, for herself and for the
children. She needed a bank account, a job, a means of making money
and continuing her contribution to her pension for the time when
she was back home, alone and facing the wrong side of middle age
(although she didn’t share that last bit). She explained her
concerns about health insurance, the urgency of getting a driver’s
license, a car and an open-ended visa and work permit.

She also told
him she’d like to contribute financially to the house and the
children’s expenses and asked him to assess a monthly figure she
could pay and they would discuss it.

When she
finished, she was very proud of herself. She had been succinct,
logical and controlled. For his part, he listened patiently and
without interruption.

He walked back
to the drinks cabinet and poured himself another whisky. She took a
cautious sip of hers that had heretofore gone forgotten.

He turned back
from the drinks cabinet, leaned his thigh against its edge and
regarded her.

She regarded
him right back.

Moments
passed.

Finally, she
could stand it no more.

“Well?” she
asked, her tone more sharp than she would have liked and she
berated herself for allowing him to shake her control. She needed
that control, for a variety of reasons.

“Julia, the
children go to boarding school because it’s far superior to
anything the government could offer them. They take lessons because
they should have accomplishments outside of school. That won’t
change.”

“Douglas
–”

He
lifted a hand to stop her interruption and she shut her mouth only
because he’d let her speak her piece uninterrupted. She should give
him the same opportunity and then let him have it if she didn’t agree.

“As for their
food, what lessons they have and how many, their schedules,
television…” he trailed off, obviously beyond these petty details,
“I leave that in your capable hands.”

She
immediately felt relief flooding through her; he wasn’t going to
argue with her.

“And how will
Monique feel about this? Will you talk to her?” she asked.

“I’ll control
Mother,” he answered in a tone so implacable, Julia almost felt
sorry for Monique. “As for your job, visa, license, I’ll get Sam on
it. And I’ll ask her to clear my schedule so I can take you to the
bank and get you an account.”

“Thank you,”
she said and she meant it. She was so relieved, if she could trust
herself and her crazy emotions, she would have given him a hug and
a big, sloppy kiss. “Speaking of Sam, she’s already helped a great
deal, she’s been a godsend. She got me a phone, a computer…” Julia
sifted through her lists and quoted to him how much she figured she
owed him. “I’ll need to pay you back right away. Can Sam help me
arrange a transfer to your account?”

“Don’t be
absurd,” he replied in a way that would make Einstein feel
ridiculous for presenting his theory of relativity.

“You can’t buy
me computers and –” Julia started.

“Even
suggesting you’ll pay me is insulting,” Douglas cut in. “You gave
up your entire life to be here, the least I can do is make it
convenient and comfortable for you.”

That shut her
mouth. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed. It was a
lovely sentiment but she most certainly didn’t want to feel
indebted to him.

He seemed not
to notice her warring emotions and carried on. “As for a car,
you’ll take one from the garage. I use the Jag, Mother the MG,
Carter the Bentley. You can have one of the others and, if you
don’t like them, just tell Sam what you want and she’ll arrange for
it to be delivered.”

Julia’s mouth
dropped open.

He’d
have a
car delivered?

That was too
much, any thoughts of lovely sentiments went out the window and her
relief was chased away as quickly as it came.

Before
she could say a word, he continued. “And we won’t even discuss a
monthly…” he hesitated then went on, “payment for living here.” He said the word “payment” like
it tasted vile. “That idea is even more absurd than the
other.”

“But I can’t
–” Julia started again.

He threw his
whisky back and put the glass down with a thud, effectively
interrupting her.

“I can provide
for my family, Julia,” he announced inflexibly and while she was
trying to wrap her mind around the extraordinary fact that he
thought she was family, he continued. “I’m uncertain why my sister
trusted me with a task for which I have no skills or desire, but
the one thing I can do is provide for you and the children. And on
that point, there will be no discussion.”

He told her
there will be no discussion as if that was the end of the
discussion just because he said so.

She couldn’t,
and wouldn’t, let it go. It wasn’t in her nature or her upbringing.
She’d been working since she was sixteen, getting a job at the
local Dairy Queen so she could buy herself clothes and go out with
her friends and not put a strain on her mother’s already seriously
strained finances. She wasn’t about to let him “provide” for
her.

She pushed it.
“Douglas, I understand but –”

“The subject
is closed,” he announced.

She stared at
him, not knowing whether to laugh out loud or scream, wishing she
could do both at the same time.

“I can’t –”
she began again.

“How, may I
ask, do I get you to do what you’re told?” he queried calmly but he
didn’t look calm. His eyes were glittering and she was so used to
Douglas’s complete indifference she couldn’t tell if he was
enjoying himself or if he was immensely annoyed.

“I never do
what I’m told,” Julia informed him, having decided that, for her
part, she did not find this amusing at all.

“That does not
bode well for the next thirteen years,” he declared, his tone
showing he had chosen the opposite.

“I’m sorry, I
can’t just live here and contribute nothing.”

“You’ll be
taking care of the children.”

“One day, I’ll
be working too. What then?” she asked.

“We’ll
cope, people do these things every day,” he replied with a shrug of
his shoulders.

“Yes, but I’ll
need more commitment from you with the children. Especially now,
especially Lizzie. I think she’s looking to you –”

He stiffened,
all amusement gone, and he interrupted her again, his words curt.
“I have no idea how to heal her grief and further I have no
intention of filling Gavin’s shoes.”

“But –” Julia
began, stunned at his reaction and his words.

“Have we
covered everything on your lists?” he asked politely and pointedly,
this discussion, according to Douglas, was obviously closed.

“Yes. But,
Douglas –” Julia tried again.

Douglas
interrupted again. “Good, I have a phone call to finish.”

And to her
amazement, he walked to his desk.

She was
dismissed.

She stood
there not knowing what to do. She’d never met the like of him. One
minute, he was so good-looking, so damned sexy that he made her
legs tremble and her stomach pitch, the next minute he was so
impossibly autocratic, she felt like throwing something at him.

He picked up
his phone as he rifled through some papers and she realised that he
didn’t even intend to acknowledge her presence in the room.

She’d
been there less than a week, she’d left her entire life behind, the
life before her was still uncertain and in the midst of all this
she had three children who depended on her and, by the way…
him.

She wasn’t
supposed to do it alone. Tammy and Gav wanted her to have help and
that meant far more than a free meal ticket, the use of a car and
Douglas publically bestowing his “favour” on her at art
galleries.

She didn’t
even wage the battle to control her temper, she just let it lose.
She downed the contents of her whisky, gagged momentarily as the
fire hit her throat and stormed his desk.

“Excuse
me!” she slammed her glass down on its shiny surface making his
head come up with a jerk. “I’m sure you’re used to strolling into a
board room or wherever you work and making everyone do your bidding
but I’m afraid that does not work with me. May I remind you that your sister and my brother expect us, no, they trusted us, no, they honoured us by allowing us to raise those children together and I’m
not going to let you throw money at it and then get on with your
life like nothing’s changed. You’ll pull your weight, you’ll get
involved and you’ll damn well quit telling me what to do all the
time, because I’m up to here…” she indicated her chin with an angry
thrust of her hand, “with it.”

He had the
receiver in his hand but, after she finished, he slowly returned it
to its cradle.

“Are you
finished?” he asked, his tone completely civil.

She took a
deep breath.

Was she
finished? She didn’t know. Maybe she went too far.

“No, Julia,”
he said quietly, “that was too magnificent to question. Simply
score your point and go.”

She faltered.
“Did I?” He raised his brow in question. “Score a point,” she
explained.

He inclined
his head briefly.

She was
stunned. She was pleased.

For some
reason, she was also scared.

One
point meant only one point which meant there was a game afoot here.
And she did not want to play games with Douglas Ashton. Douglas
Ashton always, always won.

Nevertheless,
she thought it prudent to take his advice.

“Well then,
thank you for the chat. I feel much better,” she lied.
“Goodnight.”

She turned to
go but his voice calling her name stopped her.

She turned
back.

“Yes?” she
asked.

He was looking
at her in that pleasant way again, something akin to admiration in
his eyes, a look that stole her breath away.

His voice was
smooth as silk when he spoke. “Last time you said goodnight to me
in this room, it came with a kiss.”

The pleasant
tremor slid so far up her spine, it went up her neck and made her
scalp tingle just as her stomach flipped.

With a supreme
effort of will, Julia ignored it.

“I wasn’t
annoyed with you last time,” she informed him haughtily.

There was
definitely a game afoot and even after this discussion of their
“arrangement”, she wasn’t sure of the ground rules.

“I’ll bear
that in mind the next time we have a late evening conversation,” he
replied, then he picked up the phone and she felt her best bet at
that point was to flee the room.

Which was
exactly what she did.

 


 


 



Chapter
Seven

Douglas’s
Decision

 


The next
morning, Douglas rose early and, instead of his usual run, he went
to the stables to take one of his horses out to be exercised. They
were getting fat and lazy with inattention. Tamsin and Gavin used
to come to Sommersgate once a week to take them out but now that
they were gone, he was the only one who could do it.

He saddled his
chestnut stallion and for over an hour rode him through the wood
surrounding Sommersgate. When he was done, instead of leaving it to
Carter, Douglas brushed the horse down himself. When he was
finished, he went back to the house where he showered, dressed and
picked up the phone to call Samantha.

She answered,
her voice sounding as if she’d been awake for hours and in that
time had arranged peace in the Middle East while baking a
complicated soufflé.

He instructed
her to clear his schedule as best she could so he could be at
Sommersgate in the evenings and to make an appointment at his bank
for himself and Julia.

“I see,”
she responded meaningfully. “Does this decision have anything to do
with a fab… you… las green satin
dress?”

Sam had been
with him for several years and had lasted longer than all of his
PAs. She was able to do this because she was incredibly bright, had
the energy of a litter of four week old puppies, was completely
circumspect and didn’t fear him. Therefore, he often cut her a fair
amount of slack which he would never do for others.

“Just do it,”
he told her.

“Righty-ho,
boss,” she confirmed jovially and rang off.

He headed to
the dining room and could hear the children’s chatter and Julia’s
husky-soft voice floating up the stairs.

Yes, in answer
to Samantha’s question, it was the green dress. The green dress
Julia wore on Saturday evening was superb. That green dress could
even be described as sublime.

It was also
the green eyes, the way they looked when Julia laughed with
Charlotte or when they flashed at him last night when she was
angry.

It was also
something else, something surprising.

He’d been
partial to acquiring empty-headed women because they were easy to
acquire and just as easy to throw away.

There was
something different about being with Julia.

Julia Fairfax
was anything but empty-headed.

He watched as
she chatted away with Charlotte and Oliver at dinner, drawing both
of them out skilfully and allowing Charlotte to animate the dinner
with her usual flair without competition. Then, as Charlotte
introduced her around at the gallery, he noted how Julia listened
intently to what people said and the judgmental faces changed as
she melted their reserve with her natural charm, charm she was able
to command even though she admitted to jetlag.

He found he
felt what could only be pride when she returned to his side to
smile up in his eyes and cock her ear to hear some banal thing he
forced himself to say simply to keep her attention.

She rarely
seemed ill at ease with anyone (although often appeared that way
around him). She picked up remote friendships, as she apparently
had with Mrs. Kilpatrick, and acquaintances, as with Charlotte, as
if thousands of miles and months had not divided them.

Last night,
however, there was a different Julia. Impassioned and eloquent, he
found himself admiring her not only when she calmly read from her
lists, smoothly stating her case, but most especially when she lost
her temper with him.

“No man has a
prayer in the world with Jewel.” Douglas heard Gavin say once, loud
enough so Julia could hear him. “She’s bossy, stubborn, too damn
fiery and she’s got attitude. She’s more of a headache than she’s
worth.”

Gavin may have
said those words to tease but the look on his face said he felt
they were valuable qualities.

Douglas was
beginning to agree with him. He had known many women who attempted
to be a challenge in order to make themselves seem more attractive,
less easy, more interesting.

He had never
met a woman who was an actual challenge.

Thinking of
this, Douglas recalled several times in the past when Julia had
caught his attention with her passionate nature and natural
eloquence.

He remembered
once when Julia and Gavin were having a discussion on politics
which escalated into an argument. Tamsin had wisely kept neutral
and Douglas had just watched as Julia’s magnificent moral fury
built up in the face of Gavin’s teasing goading. Remarkably
articulate, Julia finished her tirade with a crushing set down that
shredded even the mellow Gavin and forced him to accede the
point.

The problem
with Julia, Douglas thought with satisfaction, had turned vaguely
interesting.

Before he
arrived at the dining room, Carter stopped him.

“You have a…
call, sir,” Carter said and this practiced speech was not lost on
Douglas.

Instead of
going into the dining room, Douglas went to his study. He should
have closed the door but he could see Julia and the children
sitting across the hall and they’d not hear him from this far away.
He found he had the unusual desire to have their pleasant chatter
in the background.

He saw which
line was blinking, blew out a sigh and picked up the phone.

Nick was on
the other end. Douglas listened and his mouth thinned into an angry
line at what he heard.

“I’ll be there
by the evening,” Douglas said before he hung up. He quickly rang
Samantha and explained the change of plans.

“You know,
you’ve got to stop doing this. Those kids –” she started to say,
her words and tone highly inappropriate. Douglas might be lenient
with Sam but now she was treading on dangerous ground.

He cut her
off. “If I wish your opinion, I’ll ask for it.”

“Okay then,
I’ll make it so.” Efficiency restored in her tone, she rang off
again but this time he could tell she did it with disapproval.

He put Sam out
of his mind and walked into the dining room amidst the children’s
welcoming voices. Julia looked up and quickly looked away. He could
tell she was tired and she looked drawn and, he regarded her
closely, a little angry.

He nearly
smiled to himself.

She hadn’t
wasted any time; there was a sugar bowl, a butter dish and three
pots of jam on the table.

“Look, Unka
Douglas! Marmalade!” Ruby shouted, apparently in a phase where
everything had to be said at the top of her lungs. She was waving a
piece of toast so exuberantly that marmalade went flying, landing
with a splat on the floor behind her.

“Yes,
Ruby,” he said while he sat down, “perhaps you should
eat
it rather than making the
dining room wear it.”

Ruby giggled
and Douglas saw Julia’s lips twitch but she wouldn’t allow herself
to break out in a full smile.

Douglas spared
Lizzie a glance and his amusement faded.

The girl
bothered him. She was obviously taking the death of her parents
very hard. Julia thought Douglas should take her in hand but he was
at a loss of what to do.

He found the
girl difficult to be around. She looked almost exactly as her
mother did at twelve years old, big, dark blue eyes and a mass of
shining brown hair. He was counting on her eventually pulling
herself together and in a short time Julia had managed to at least
achieve some small success. Lizzie’s hygiene had been slipping and
she was losing weight. Now, her hair had some of its lustre back
and she sat eating a stack of toast slathered with butter and
jam.

In fact,
looking around him, he noticed all the children were eating their
food with relish. The last months, they had been eating quickly but
he saw that they were eating quickly to get it over with. Now they
were devouring the food with enjoyment and, although Lizzie wasn’t
bright eyed and giggling, she was eating. Both Will and Ruby were
acting as if they’d just won the lottery.

“Children,
what did we talk about?” Julia prompted.

Julia, he saw,
had no food in front of her and was sipping only at a cup of
coffee.

“Thank you
Unka Douglas!” Ruby shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Thank you for
the weekend in London, we had a good time,” Will recited as if he
was reading it from a script, the blankness of his tone belied the
look on his face which one could only describe as goofy. This
effect, Douglas saw, was to draw out Lizzie who didn’t bother to
respond to her brother.

“Yeah,
thanks,” Lizzie chimed in half-heartedly.

Douglas looked
at Julia, her chair was pushed back and she was twisted in it, her
back slightly towards him, her legs crossed in front of her. Her
bare foot with its pale pink varnished toes bounced casually, or
angrily, he couldn’t tell which.

She was
cupping her coffee in both hands like it was providing warmth
against an arctic freeze and staring into it like it could tell her
the meaning of life.

He reached for
the coffeepot and poured himself a cup.

“You’re
welcome,” he told the children.

“Can we go
back? Can we, can we, can we?” Ruby asked.

“Of course,
Ruby, when would you like to go?” he inquired, sipping his coffee
and feeling the full weight of Julia’s feigned aloofness, just as
she intended.

“Tomorrow?”
Ruby tried.

He smiled at
the child and said in a gentle tone, “No, Ruby, tomorrow would be
too much of a good thing. But soon.”

“Promise?” she
shouted.

He nodded and
Mrs. Kilpatrick walked in, setting his breakfast in front of him
and announcing that Carter was ready to take the kids to
school.

They rushed
around like dervishes, all stopping at Julia for hugs and kisses.
Douglas watched in dawning realisation that this unusual practice
of affection was now an expected agenda item for the morning
schedule, or indeed any time they left Julia. Ruby even stopped and
gave him a kiss before unnecessarily chasing after the siblings who
would leave her behind.

Unable to keep
her back even partially to him and not appear rude, Julia turned
back to the table but didn’t say a word.

“Have you had
breakfast?” he asked.

“I’m not
hungry,” she replied, her tone not inviting further conversation
and her eyes were now gazing in fixed fascination on the wallpaper
across the room as if she were counting the seconds to when she
could leave and not seem ill-mannered.

“Would you
like to explain this new morning ritual?” he asked.

This shook her
out of her feigned remoteness and she turned startled green eyes to
him.

“You said that
I could decide what the children were to eat,” she looked down at
the pots of jam.

“I’m not
referring to the sugar bowl, Julia,” he explained. “I think it…
unusual to demand the children display physical affection every
time they leave you.” His tone sounded more judgmental than he
intended and she stiffened in response.

“It’s
tradition,” she told him, her voice terse.

“An odd
tradition,” he commented, regarding her levelly and she raised her
glittering eyes to his.

“Not really.
My mother always made us kiss and hug her before we went to bed or
school or, when we were older, out with our friends. We used to
hate it. Especially if it was in front of someone else or we were
quarrelling with her. Even then, we had to kiss her goodnight. One
day, when I was a senior in high school, she got sick. A really bad
case of pneumonia and she had to be in the hospital for a long time
and, for a day or two, it didn’t look good. I couldn’t give her a
kiss or hug before I went to bed and I found I missed it, was
actually desperate to do it because I was so scared at how sick she
was. It was then I realised her wisdom, because anything can happen
when you least expect it. And, if the last thing you did was give
someone you loved a hug or a kiss, it would make dealing with
whatever happened just that tiny bit better.”

She stopped
and he realised, with some surprise, she was having trouble
breathing. Regardless, she continued, but this time, her voice was
shaking.

“I know Gavin
and Tammy did the same thing with those kids for the same reason
and it makes it all a tiny bit better knowing that the last things
those kids did was kiss and hug their parents good-bye.”

It was then
Douglas realised why her breathing was laboured, why her voice was
shaking. She was holding back the tears that were gleaming at the
rims of her eyes. He himself felt a strange lump rise in his throat
and his hands involuntarily formed into fists in an effort not to
touch her, something that was becoming a habit, this consistent
effort not to touch her.

And he very
much wanted to touch her now. He wanted to touch her last night
after she blazed at him in anger and when she was seated demurely
on the couch listing her grievances regarding the children. He
wanted to touch her in the car when she was sleeping away her
exhaustion and jetlag. And he had wanted to touch her in the
Bentley when they were driving to the gallery and all he could
smell was her perfume and all he could see were her endless
legs.

It wasn’t
often that Douglas didn’t simply do what he wanted to do. Now, most
especially, as he watched her struggle with her emotions, sitting
there looking alone and tremendously sad, he found himself wanting
to comfort her. If he was honest, he may have even needed her to
comfort him as he felt his chest tighten with something he hadn’t
felt for years.

“Julia,” he
murmured softly.

She took a
deep shuddering breath.

“So, you see,”
she finished, a tremor still in her voice but the subject, most
definitely, was closed, “it’s tradition.”

He allowed her
a moment to collect herself, reading correctly that she would
prefer to be in control rather than let go. He understood that.
However, he did so while watching her.

She was
immensely watchable. Her face wasn’t just lovely, it was also
expressive. Her emotions, now raw and right on the surface, made
her all the more alluring. He could never countenance female tears
but then, he’d never seen any that were genuine.

He felt the
familiar pull of what he recognised as a growing attraction to her.
He’d always known it was there but the strength of it was
surprising.

He
didn’t just want to touch her. He wanted to kiss her. He’d wanted
to kiss her in the car when she had so obviously enjoyed the night
out with Charlie, her cheeks flushed, her voice happy and he was
surrounded with her captivating scent and knew exactly how her legs and ass looked in that
unbelievable dress. And again, when he had awakened her after they
arrived home and her eyes were heavy-lidded and her voice was husky
with sleep. And also, after she had vented her anger at him last
night.

No, last
night he hadn’t wanted to kiss
her, he ached to do it
and far more than that. He’d had to put the desk between them to
stop himself.

And now, while
she was struggling for control, he wanted very much to coax her to
lose that control. He wanted to taste her lips, hear her whisper
his name with her voice throaty with passion.

He wanted
her.

Yes, the
problem of Julia was definitely becoming quite intriguing.

As she
seemed to get a hold of herself, his mind came to terms with this
development and he immediately came to a decision and formed a
plan. It was, he realised, an excellent solution to
all
his problems most especially
Julia and the children.

“I’d like to
ask you a favour,” he stated.

She turned her
eyes to his, the grief barely masked and its presence made his tone
gentle when he continued.

“Tamsin was on
a committee for years to organise a ball to raise funds for a local
charity that provides research funding for breast cancer. This
year, she was chair of the committee until…” he broke off, not
needing to continue.

“Yes?” Julia
prompted, her voice deeper than normal with the effort to control
her emotions.

“I’d like you
to attend with me, to represent the family, to represent Gavin. I
think Tamsin would have wanted that.”

Tamsin would
have wanted Julia anywhere and everywhere. They were like sisters,
e-mailing and sending care packages full of little gifts they’d
purchase for each other the minute they saw something that reminded
one of the other.

Douglas
watched Julia nod, her sadness melting as she gave him a small,
tentative smile.

“I’d be
delighted,” she agreed and a truce was established, albeit soon to
be made very brief.

“Well,
well, well, isn’t this cosy?” A
refined, but glacial, female voice sounded from the doorway and
Douglas looked up to see his mother standing there, staring down
her nose at Julia.

Monique
was wearing a white suit with a filmy black blouse and a huge black
and white hat. Douglas regarded his mother with remote disdain. She
looked like she’d walked right out of a rerun of
Dynasty.

She was
sixty-four years old and through a strict diet and exercise regime,
monthly visits to the spa and hairdressers, twice-yearly visits to
a plastic surgeon and sheer determination, she looked twenty years
younger.

She was
carrying a newspaper and walking forward, the expression in her
eyes was frosty.

He stood, as a
gentleman should, but for no other reason.

“Mother,” he
greeted her warily for he could see she was in a mood.

She ignored
him.

“You!” she
pointed, her tone accusatory, her gaze malicious, at Julia who was
staring at her brother’s mother-in-law, her expression a study in
shock, her eyes riveted to the finger pointed in her direction.

Monique then
threw the paper she was carrying and it slid down the table, over
the children’s dirty dishes and spilled onto Julia’s lap taking
marmalade and butter with it.

Julia caught
it reflexively, jumping up from her seat.

Douglas
gritted his teeth.

“Mother,” he
said through them, his voice a warning.

“Didn’t
take you long did
it?” Monique hissed. “Went right in for the kill, didn’t
you?”

Julia was
looking down at the paper and Douglas saw in it was a printed the
photo taken of them outside his house in Kensington.

He had to
admit, it looked damning. He knew he’d just caught her after a
stumble but they looked like they were two lovers embracing. He was
forced to subdue a pleased smile at this turn of events as this was
fortuitous to his new plan.

Julia looked
at it horrified.

“This is all a
mistake. I –” Julia started.

“You’re a
parasite, is what you are… which was expected but I cannot believe
how quickly you’ve managed to latch on.”

At that piece
of rudeness, Douglas cut in curtly.

“Mother, we
were in London for an art opening. Julia tripped, I caught her, the
photographer got lucky. Did you come all the way back from the
Mediterranean for this?”

His words and
tone made her actions sound ludicrous.

She tore her
angry gaze away from Julia who was visibly shaken. Julia looked
from Monique to Douglas then back to Monique.

For her part,
Monique looked to be trying to decide the veracity of his words.
She also looked at him and then Julia.

He looked
annoyed, which he was. Julia looked stricken and offended.

And he noted
passingly, rather glorious.

Even standing
there, barefoot, wearing snug-fitting jeans and an equally
snug-fitting chocolate brown t-shirt that said “Eat at Ed’s” in
pink on the front, she somehow appeared to match Monique in
panache. Even injured and caught off guard, there was something
almost regal about her that even Monique, with her wealth of
aristocratic background and good breeding, couldn’t match.

Douglas tore
his gaze away from Julia and watched as his mother made her
decision. Perhaps believing Douglas, perhaps realising that her
opponent may not be as much of a pushover as she anticipated,
perhaps sensing she wouldn’t have Douglas’s support, she backed off
with ill-grace.

“That,”
Monique answered Douglas belatedly, her tone no longer icy but now
airy, “and Beatrice was getting on my nerves. I forgot I can only
stand the woman for hours at a time, why I thought I could spend
three weeks with her is beyond me.”

Deciding to
give up her tirade, without another word, she turned and began to
walk away, as usual without any kind of greeting, asking after
Douglas, who she hadn’t seen in weeks, or inquiring about Julia,
who had moved an ocean away from her home to take up the care of
Monique’s grandchildren.

“Mother,”
Douglas called, his voice so unyielding even Monique stopped and
turned.

“Yes, my
darling?” she replied.

He stared at
his mother and saw her eyes glittering with malice. Her words were
uttered in a sugar sweet tone that he knew from years of experience
she didn’t mean. He’d been enduring her faux motherhood for
thirty-eight years and he’d always been able to ignore it. For some
reason, today, he found it grated.

“I think there
are a few things you should say to Julia,” he informed her.

Her eyes
narrowed and she tried to stare him down. Instead, he calmly sat,
picked up his coffee cup and took a sip, watching his mother the
whole time.

Once he
replaced the cup in its saucer, he quirked an eyebrow to her.

His mother
sighed dramatically, giving in with anything but good grace.

“Welcome to
Sommersgate, Julia. My apologies for the misunderstanding.”

She looked
Julia up and down and her expression showed she found what she saw
lacking. Then, without another word, she walked out of the
room.

Douglas
sighed.

Then he turned
his eyes to Julia, who was staring after Monique, her face a mask
of pure incredulity.

“Sit down,
Julia,” he commanded quietly.

For once, she
did as she was told.

“What…
was… that?” she
asked, her voice horrified.

“I’m afraid
the gloves are off,” Douglas explained, watching her.

Her eyes moved
to him and he saw they were huge and uncomprehending. She looked at
the paper in her hands and then threw it on the table as if it
burned. She lifted a shaky hand to pull her hair away from her face
and took a deep breath.

“It’ll
be okay,” she murmured as if trying to convince herself.
“It’ll all be
okay.”

Douglas
watched her as she tried to fool herself. This time, with him
standing beside her, she emerged virtually unscathed. Given her
mental state, she was, he knew, no match for his mother’s callous,
unrelenting venom. Even if she had exhibited fire and spirit, she
was exhausted and still coping with the loss of her brother and
Tamsin. She’d be torn apart within a week; he’d give it two at the
most.

And somehow
understanding this went beyond annoying him.

Ten minutes
ago, knowing that Julia and his mother and this arrangement would
be difficult was a simple inconvenience, something he understood
that he needed to control.

Now, watching
his mother square up against the woman he just decided to make his
wife was simply unacceptable.

“Oh for God’s
sake,” Douglas muttered as he rose, frustrated with denying
himself. He grabbed Julia’s hand and pulled her roughly out of her
chair and straight into his arms.

She stiffened
and pushed against him, her hands at his chest, her eyes alert and
surprised.

She tilted her
head back to start to ask, “What are you –?”

He ignored her
reaction and did what he’d wanted to do since her first night at
Sommersgate, indeed, since he first saw her fifteen years ago.

Douglas kissed
her.

While one arm
held her tightly against him, wrapped around her waist, his other
hand slid down her back to splay across the small and press her
hips more tightly against his.

She pushed
against his chest with more strength and moaned a suffocated denial
against his lips, opening her mouth under his. Given this golden
opportunity, he took unfair advantage, sliding in his tongue and
deepening the kiss.

The moment his
tongue touched hers, his body ignited. She tasted of a hint of
coffee with an underlying sweetness that was intoxicating. Both his
arms closed around her pulling her more deeply into him as his
tongue went from invading to coaxing. He used it to tease her and
his hands to mould her against his hard body.

This, he was
pleased to note, worked.

He felt her
hands abruptly stop pushing against his chest and they started to
slide up, stopping when her fingers curled at his shoulders to hold
on. Her lips relaxed and her head slanted to give him better
access.

He didn’t
hesitate in accepting her invitation.

It was then
the kiss went wild.

She clung to
his shoulders, her fingernails biting into his flesh as she matched
his heat, her tongue duelling with his. He felt his blood heating,
his heart pounding, her body remarkably hot through her
clothes.

Finally, one
of her hands lifted, gliding up his neck, her fingers slid into his
hair as she held his head to hers, giving herself fully to the
kiss. She pressed her soft body to his, the heat of her searing his
skin through his clothes as her passion exploded. She gave him
everything he wanted and he took it, gladly, and then took more. He
heard her moan again but this time not in denial but with desire,
the sound of it sending his blood speeding through his veins and he
pulled her body even closer to him, trying to absorb her very
essence.

He had
expected it to be good but he hadn’t expected it to be like
this.

She tasted
sweet and she smelled of tangerines and jasmine. All he could do
was feel her, taste her and smell the exotic scent which defined
her – delicious, tangy, soft, wet and gorgeous. She surrounded his
senses so completely that everything else but her faded away. The
sensations were so extreme, he was sorely tempted to throw her on
the ground and have her right there in the dining room.

His body
tightened at the thought and before he could lose all control, he
tore his mouth from hers and took a ragged breath.

“Jesus,” he
muttered.

She pulled out
of his arms and stood shakily in front of him with the fingers of
both hands pressed to her lips. Her green eyes had darkened to jade
and she was staring at him in wonder.

“Jesus,” he
repeated, this time as a curse to stop himself from reaching for
her again before her reason returned and the moment was
shattered.

He knew,
though, that it was way too soon and Douglas was an expert
strategist. He would never make a move toward a desired goal before
the time was right.

“Why did you
do that?” she asked, her voice low and soft, nearly a whisper, but
there was accusation in it.

“I’m leaving
for a few days, I’m not certain when I’ll return,” he returned
instead of answering her, trying to regain some control.

“No!” was her
startling reply. She sounded frightened and her eyes flew to the
door where Monique had exited.

“Julia,” he
said her name but watched as she looked away from him and seemed to
be fighting to gain some control.

“Fine,” she
replied, changing her mind like quicksilver. “Fine, I’ll be fine,
we’ll all be fine. Just go.”

She wouldn’t
be fine and she was beginning to understand it. And, for some
reason, this pleased him.

“I’ll leave
you my mobile number. Call if you need me or you can always get me
through Samantha.”

She squared
her shoulders and tilted her chin. “We’ll be fine.”

“I’ll leave
you the number, just in case.”

“Why did you
kiss me?” she asked again, her voice stronger, her eyes flashing,
her tone demanding.

Why did he kiss
her?

And, more to
the point, why had he decided she would be his wife?

Because of her
poignant story about the children kissing their parents
good-bye?

Because in
less than a week, the children were already responding to her when
over four months under his mother and his nominal care they were
more and more withdrawn and detached, going through the motions of
childhood without anchor?

Because his
mother was such a bitch and any relationship he had with Julia
would drive her insane, an idea which, he had to admit, he found he
liked very much?

Because of her
charm and grace and the way she looked just as resplendent in blue
jeans as she did in satin?

Because of
that green dress, her long legs, her shapely ass and her flashing
eyes?

Because he’d
been waiting fifteen long years to have her underneath him and he
decided he was finished waiting?

Or simply
because he’d just decided she’d make an excellent baroness, that
perhaps Tamsin wasn’t so crazy after all and this lovely creature
before him would do spectacularly well in a life by his side?

“To say
good-bye,” was all he said to explain.

She stared at
him like he was mad.

“Call me if
you need anything,” he finished.

And before he
grabbed her again, which was exactly what he wanted to do, he
turned on his heel and walked away.

 


 


 



Chapter
Eight

The Game

 


Julia lay on
her bed and stared at the dark ceiling. The scratching was at the
window but she’d drawn the drapes.

She had to
draw the drapes because last night, she’d seen what was
scratching.

It was Ruby’s
imaginary friend. Except, he wasn’t imaginary. He was real. Not
real, exactly, a ghost. A man, handsome and tall and wearing an
old-fashioned suit from some time that Julia didn’t know. He had
dark hair and dark eyes and the only good thing about him was that
he wanted to get in but he couldn’t. She knew that because she saw
him try… and fail.

“Damn,” she
whispered, tossing in her bed, “damn, damn, damn!”

The last two
weeks had been an absolute nightmare.

A nightmare
named Monique.

The woman was
awful, she was truly awful.

Julia tried to
find something good or nice in everyone and every night she’d been
wracking her brain trying to find one teeny, tiny, little
characteristic that Monique had that was likable or even
acceptable.

There were
none.

The staff
feared her, Veronika most of all. And Julia could see why. At the
best of times, Monique was imperious. The worst of times, she was
scathing. Julia had witnessed her coldly tearing apart Veronika for
missing some speck of dust or not polishing the banister to a high
enough sheen and she’d been astounded by the woman’s sheer evil.
She acted like Veronika had thrown a wild crack party and
accidentally burned the house down.

And the
children didn’t know what to make of her or the relationship
between her and their aunt. She was no less dictatorial with the
kids though she cut herself short at any disdainful remarks. Most
likely because, if she tried, she knew Julia would scratch her eyes
out which made Julia wonder how Monique had been with the children
before Julia had arrived.

And Monique
didn’t waste any time.

In fact, it
started the day after Douglas left.

On Monday,
Monique had been absent all day, staying in her room or her morning
room and completely avoiding Julia and ignoring the children.

On Tuesday,
she sent Mrs. K to find Julia and invite her to the morning room
for tea.

Ruby was,
pointedly, not invited.

Julia appeared
as requested, hoping to negotiate a truce. Monique was dressed in a
pale pink blouse and cream tailored trousers with a pair of
expensive matching pumps. Her dark brown hair was swept up in a
neat chignon. Her smooth, high cheekbones shone with artfully
applied blusher.

She regally
inclined her head toward a chair covered in flowered chintz, which
was, Julia guessed, her invitation to take a seat. The morning
room, just as the drawing room, was decorated in ice blue and white
but in this room it seemed only slightly less formal, no less
cold.

Julia sat and
Monique asked with feigned sweetness, “Tea?”

“No thank you,
I don’t drink tea,” Julia replied.

Monique
ignored her and poured tea into a dainty, china cup, added a wedge
of lemon and handed it to her.

Julia held it,
stunned into immobility by the woman’s rudeness.

“Let’s not
misunderstand ourselves, you and I,” Monique said, sipping from her
own cup and gazing dispassionately at Julia like she was something
that crawled out from under a rock.

“Monique,”
Julia started, in hopes of laying the tentative groundwork to heal
relations, “I just want to do what’s right for those children and
get along with you and with Douglas.”

“Douglas, my
dear, is what I’d like to talk to you about.”

Julia
tensed and Monique didn’t delay in explaining exactly what the tête-à-tête was about.

“Your
brother, God rest his soul,” she touched her hand to her heart in
false grief, “convinced my somewhat misguided daughter that he was
worthy of her attention. But I shall tell you right now what I
should have told him. He was not worthy of my family and you, particularly, are not worthy
of my son. I know what kind of woman you are. I know what those
pictures showed. I know your intentions. And I will not allow you
to…”

But Julia was
no longer listening to her. Monique had made a fatal mistake in her
little interview. She could have attacked Julia, which would mean
that Julia would have tried to react kindly or at least
diplomatically.

But she should
never have said a word against Gavin.

Julia put her
cup down with such force that it clattered, stood up and stared
down at the woman.

“Don’t
you dare speak about
my brother to me ever again, Monique. Do I make myself
perfectly
clear?” she whispered, her
voice an enraged hiss.

For a
moment Monique looked startled but she recovered quickly. “Should I
remind you that it is my home
you are living in, my sheets you
are sleeping on, my –”

“I beg to
differ but on the death of your husband, is it not true that all of
that became Douglas’s? If you have an issue with me staying here,
I’ll ask you to skip chats such as this and take it up directly
with your son.”

And without
allowing Monique to say another word, she’d walked out.

She’d been
shaking with fury and when she exited the room she nearly ran into
both Mrs. K and Veronika who, if she had thought about it at the
time, were more than likely listening at the door.

She wanted
someone to talk to (or more precisely someone to vent to) but Mrs.
K looked at her kindly and Veronika gave her a shaky smile and they
both scurried away as quickly as they could.

That meant,
obviously, both of them were out as confidants.

She would
normally call Patricia but her mother, she knew, would have lost
her mind and flown out on the next available plane.

In a moment of
temporary insanity, she considered calling Douglas.

Instead she
phoned Charlotte.

Charlotte listened and before Julia could relate the whole
story, her new friend interrupted with, “That woman is
vile.”

For some
reason, this comment made Julia relax.

“It was
like a scene out of a bad soap opera,” Julia told her and couldn’t
stop herself from laughing at the memory which, looking back,
seemed ridiculous and exactly like a scene out of a bad soap opera (unfortunately, it
wasn’t).

“If
Douglas is away and you need a break, you just pack up those kids
and come to London. Ollie and I have plenty of room.”

“Charlie,”
Julia explained, still laughing and touched by this offer from her
new friend, “I can’t drive. I don’t have a car or a license
yet.”

“Then I’ll
come get you!” Charlotte declared.

Julia had to
decline. As much as she wanted to escape, it would mean taking the
kids out of school, shaking up their lives yet again and she
couldn’t do that.

No, she was
stuck and she had to do the best she could.

However,
sadly, Monique wasn’t nearly finished yet.

All sign of
sugar bowl, butter and jam was away the next morning at the
breakfast table. When Julia asked Mrs. K where it was, Mrs. K
explained that Lady Ashton had told her not to include it when
laying the table.

So Julia put
it on the table herself.

The next
morning, it was gone again.

So Julia put
it back.

And this went
on.

Evening meals
were the same struggle. Eventually, Julia commandeered Carter,
grabbed Ruby and went to the grocery store herself.

Mrs. K
continued to make healthy meals. Julia, with Ruby’s “help”, worked
alongside her adding buttery garlic bread and thick gravies and
making cakes and pies.

It was the
fourth night Monique was home, and the first night she deigned to
dine with them, when pecan pie with ice cream concluded the
dinner.

When Julia
brought in the dessert, Monique stared at it in disgust.

As Julia cut a
healthy piece for the still introverted Lizzie, Monique announced,
“You do that child no favours, she’s already fighting a weight
problem as it is.”

Lizzie’s
twelve year old girl ears registered this insult and she
stiffened.

Julia stared
at her niece, the girl’s eyes haunted, her cheeks hollow. Lizzie
had most likely lost ten pounds she couldn’t afford since her
parents died. She had no weight problem.

The courteous
thing to do was hold her tongue and have a word with Monique during
a private moment but Julia was too incensed for courtesy.

“Monique, you may be under the ludicrous impression that
those Hollywood lollipop girls with their stick-thin bodies and
enormous heads are attractive but they… are… not. They look like aliens from another planet!
Lizzie needs to put on weight, not
take it off.”

Monique had
stared at her with murder in her eyes and, with no other option,
Julia simply stared back. All three children watched in stunned
silence but finally Julia broke the staring contest and carried on
serving dessert like nothing happened while Monique left the table
in icy silence.

After that
episode, she wanted to call Douglas again, which she knew was an
irrational idea. She was saved from doing that by Charlie calling
her.

She told her
friend about the lollipop girl comment and Charlie hooted with
laughter.

“Forget
coming here, I’m coming to visit you. This I have to see.”

Julia laughed
with her but no matter how fun Charlie was making it seem, it was
anything but fun and the next day, it became worse.

When she
asked Carter to take her to the grocery store, he declined saying
that Lady Ashton told him that he could only take Julia somewhere
if she approved it,
personally.

“I see,” Julia
replied quietly as Carter wrung the cap in his hands either
nervously or angrily, she couldn’t tell as his face was carefully
blank but his lips were thinned. “That’s okay, Carter, it’s a
beautiful day. I’ll walk!”

It was
not a beautiful day. It was chilly and grey and threatening rain.
But that wasn’t going to stop her. Nothing was going to stop her.

There were
footpaths crisscrossing all over the United Kingdom, Gavin had
introduced her to them. She found a walking map in the library,
plotted her course, grabbed a couple of umbrellas and she and Ruby
went on an expedition. It was more than two miles there and back
and both of them were exhausted and drenched by the rain that came
in the last half mile but it didn’t matter. Ruby loved it and Julia
was determined that woman was not going to beat her. Monique was
not going to use the staff against her and Julia was not going to
allow the servants’ already unhappy existence to suffer for
anything Julia did.

Luckily, the
next day, her driving license came in the mail.

“Relief!” she
shouted as she opened her mail and Veronika, who was clearing away
the breakfast dishes jumped. Julia walked straight to her and
grabbed both her cheeks and kissed the girl on her forehead.
“Freedom!” she crowed to Mrs. K who had just walked in to witness
her exuberance and Julia waved the license at them and strode away
to e-mail her mother and call Charlie and Sam.

That evening,
just when she thought things would start swinging her way, she saw
the man behind the window. He was looking at her imploringly and
trying to reach through the glass toward her. The minute his hands
tried to push through the glass, he disappeared, the vision of him
shimmering and melting until he was gone.

Julia had
stifled a scream upon seeing him, stood staring at the space he was
in for moments after he was gone and then she slapped the draperies
shut. She spent the rest of the night trying (and failing) to talk
herself out of believing what she saw.

There were no
such things as ghosts.

Were
there?

The next day,
Monique thankfully left for a spa visit in London with no word on
when she would return and no good-byes.

With the
vision of the man still foremost in her mind (and seeing a ghost
was not a relief
from having Monique or Douglas’s bizarrely passionate kiss good-bye
(he’d never kissed
her, passionately or otherwise) being the things foremost in her
mind), Julia approached Mrs. K and Veronika in the afternoon while
they were in the kitchen.

Without
leading into it gently, she simply announced, “I saw a man outside
my window last night.”

Veronika, who
had spent the last week desperately attempting to be neither seen
nor heard, especially when Lady Ashton was around, let out a little
scream.

Mrs. K turned
from the stove where she was making a delicious-smelling stew,
taking advantage of Monique’s absence to fatten up the
children.

“Oh dear,” she
muttered.

“Oh dear
is right,” Julia replied even though she felt oh dear was an understatement. “And Ruby sees him
too. She waves at him and I even saw her talking to him the other
day.”

Ruby was off
with Carter picking up Lizzie and Willie. Mrs. K looked at Veronika
who looked back at her, the young girl’s face pale and
frightened.

“All right,
there’s nothing for it. You two, yes, Veronika, the both of you,
sit down,” Mrs. K ordered, dipping her head to the kitchen
table.

Without
further coaxing, Veronika and Julia sat together at the big, wooden
kitchen table with its friendly yellow oil cloth. Mrs. K put the
lid on the stew and was about to turn to them when Mr. Kilpatrick
walked through the door.

Julia had only
met Roderick Kilpatrick a couple of times. According to Mrs. K, her
husband took care of the grounds, oversaw the gardeners, allowed or
disallowed hunters as the case may be and also maintained and
oversaw several other properties and farms that Douglas owned in
the vicinity. He had a wealth of coarse grey hair, a big, droopy
moustache and ruddy cheeks.

“Miss Julia.
Veronika,” he touched his cap to them and looked at his wife, “I’ll
come back later.”

“You’ll stay,
Roddy, she’s seen The Master.”

That brought
Roddy up short and he swung his head toward Julia and then looked
like he’d try to make good an escape before he saw the severe look
his wife gave him. Upon seeing her look, he reluctantly entered the
room.

“Veronika,
have you seen him?” Mrs. K asked, her voice losing its wifely
authority and turning kind.

Veronika
nodded, her eyes wide.

“Nothing for
it, Rod,” Mrs. K said decisively, her eyes swinging back to
him.

Mr. Kilpatrick
sighed and both the Kilpatricks sat across from Julia and
Veronika.

“There’s
nothing to fear, lasses. Really there ain’t. He’s been around, and
so has his missus, for as long as this house has been standin’,”
Roddy Kilpatrick announced.

Julia glanced
at Veronika who returned her look, her dark eyes frightened.

“No one knows
the real story,” Mrs. K began. “Some say he killed her, some say
someone else killed them both. The truth is, they found his body
outside, dead from exposure and looking like he’d been trying to
get in. They found The Mistress in the house and she’d been
strangled.”

Veronika’s English may not have been the greatest but she
understood that and let out
a frightened peep.

“Nothing
missing, no forced entry, all the doors were locked from the inside
and no one knew of any enemies that would hate either of them
enough. No one knew, either, of any troubles they were having,” Mr.
Kilpatrick went on.

“Who were
they?” Julia asked.

“Lord and Lady
of this very house,” Roddy Kilpatrick explained. “He built it for
her, the biggest, grandest house in the county. He was rich, just
became the Baron on the death of his father, and everyone says he
loved her more than money or titles or anything. She was a
merchant’s daughter, not of his class but enough so that he could
court her. They said she loved him just the same. They lived in
this house for weeks, maybe a few months when it happened.”

“She left a
baby boy,” Mrs. K added. “He was raised by her mother and the line
was safe but, ever since, he’s been trying to get in and she, well
no one knows what she’s doin’.”

“She?” Julia
prompted.

“Ever
feel a draught around yer ankles? Or hear any whispers? People say
sometimes that she screams,” Mr. Kilpatrick explained, Julia’s
mouth dropped open and Mr. Kilpatrick nodded. “Yep, that’s her. No
one ever sees her but they feel her. No one knows if she keeps him out or if she’s tryin’
to let him in.”

Mrs. K took
the story from there. “They say, and Lady Tamsin believed this,
that this house is cursed. That the curse will only lift when a
living Sommersgate baron finds a bride that he loves truly, and she
truly loves him in return, then The Old Master will be let in to
reunite with his bride and then they’ll be at peace and so will
Sommersgate.”

“But,” Julia
began, “this house is over a hundred years old. There has to have
been some baron that loved his wife in that time.”

The husband
and wife looked at each other and then looked at Julia, shaking
their heads.

“It wasn’t
often done in that class, my love,” Mrs. K explained.

“But
now, these days it is… isn’t it?” Julia asked, wondering about
Monique and Maxwell (not that she could imagine Monique
loving anyone,
including her dead husband).

Julia received
more shaking of the heads.

It was then
the kids came home, crashing loudly into the kitchen and story time
was over.

But Julia
found a moment to search out Veronika before the girl left for the
day. When she did, Julia touched her arm.

“Are you
okay?” Julia asked. “With this, er… ghost business,” she went on to
explain.

“Sad,”
Veronika said, her eyes making that one word far more
expressive.

Julia nodded
and smiled and was about to walk away when Veronika stopped
her.

“You?” she
asked and then went on hesitantly. “Okay?” Julia nodded again but
Veronika forged on, looking scared but determined. “Not with
ghosts, with…” She let that hang and Julia knew exactly what she
meant.

Without
thinking, Julia pulled the girl into a hug and after a moment
Veronika returned it.

“I’m fine,”
Julia whispered. “Don’t worry about me. It’ll be okay for all of
us,” Julia stated with feeling. “I promise.”

This time,
Veronika nodded, pulled away, gave Julia a pretty but tentative
smile and then walked away.

That was
yesterday. Tonight was different.

The
scratching was back, intent and determined. He was out there.

It was late
and although Monique was gone, the scratching and everything on
Julia’s mind wouldn’t allow her to sleep. She was averaging less
than five hours a night and she was constantly exhausted.

Douglas had
disappeared, no word, no sign. Pride was now stopping her from
calling both him and Samantha to find out what he was doing and
when he would return. He should be home; he’d been gone for over
two weeks. He was supposed to be helping her with the kids and he’d
not even had the courtesy to phone. She was furious and the minute
she saw him again she was going to let him have it.

She had to
think that way. If she allowed herself to think of the way he
sometimes looked at her and the fact that he kissed her…

Kissed her!

She still
couldn’t fathom it.

She’d been
right, a game was afoot. Perhaps he was trying to get her to slip
up, seem like the gold-digging monster his mother thought she was.
Perhaps he was going to try to prove her unworthy of taking care of
the children by seducing her, making her look the brazen hussy.
Why, she did not know, as he had little interest in the children
but who knew exactly how Douglas Ashton’s mind worked.

If she wasn’t
careful, he would succeed. It had been a long time for her. She’d
not had a lover since Sean. When Douglas had kissed her, she kissed
him back, she didn’t want to but she couldn’t help herself.

He was a good
kisser.

No, he
wasn’t a good kisser, he was an excellent kisser.

And he was
Douglas.

There was a
time when she’d dreamed of him kissing her, when she’d have
practically paid him to do it (not that he’d need or take the
money). She never imagined that he would even want to kiss her, let
alone do it.

And it
had been good, oh so very good to have that hard, sexy mouth with
its mysterious scar on hers. He tasted like… like… well, he tasted
like all man and like sex,
touching her tongue to his, feeling his tongue in her mouth, the
only thought on her mind was having his mouth on her body,
everywhere
on her body. He barely had to
try before he broke through her struggle and she was clinging to
him and kissing him back like a wanton.

His body was
so warm and hard and…

She
shook her head to clear it. She would not, could not think of Douglas. She had to get a hold of
herself. She could not live the next more than a decade panting
after the Lord of the Manor. It was humiliating and she wouldn’t
allow it to happen, not ever again.

The scratching
was fraying her nerves and when she could take it no more, she
threw the covers back and stalked to Douglas’s study to get a
whisky to soothe her tension and hopefully put herself to sleep.
She’d get drunk if she had to, sleep on the sofa in the study to
avoid the infernal, constant scratching. She threw her lilac,
cashmere robe on over her pyjamas and headed out of her room.

The draperies
were open in the study and moonlight lit the room. The moon was so
huge and bright, she didn’t bother with the lights, walked directly
to the drinks cabinet and picked up the decanter she’d seen Douglas
using. She was reaching for a glass when she heard a deep, baritone
voice.

“Can’t
sleep?”

She jumped,
whirled and almost dropped the decanter.

“Douglas!”
Julia cried in surprise.

He was sitting
in the armchair that faced away from the door, towards the window.
He was lounging with feet up on the table in front of him like he
had no cares in the world. As if he didn’t have three children he
was supposed to be looking after. As if he didn’t have a harridan
of a mother who was making everyone’s life at Sommersgate a living
hell and had been for years. As if none of this touched him.

Something
about this made her both angry and on edge.

She could see
the glint of a glass in his hand.

“Julia,” he
replied calmly in greeting.

“You’re home,”
she noted unnecessarily, feeling foolish.

She should be
shouting at him because he’d abandoned her to the fate worse than
death that was Monique. But something made her stop.

Something made
her nervous.

He didn’t
reply, just looked up at her, his face partially in shadow,
partially lit by the moonlight and the effect was decidedly
ominous.

“What are you
doing, sitting in the dark?” she asked.

“Thinking,” he
answered shortly.

She stood
there mutely, holding the decanter and waiting for him to say
more.

He didn’t.

She twisted,
put the decanter down and turned back. In that time, he had
silently risen from his chair and her faint feeling of dread
intensified as ominous turned menacing.

What was he up
to now?

She wanted to
escape but curiosity got the better of her.

And curiosity
killed the cat, Patricia always used to say.

“Thinking
about what?” she asked.

He walked
forward a couple of steps, stopped a foot away and leaned into
her.

She inhaled
sharply with alarm but he only reached around her, grabbed the
decanter she had just set down and refreshed his drink.

He leaned back
in to replace it and she said belatedly, “Let me get out of your
way.”

“Thinking,”
his deep voice rumbled, rooting her to the spot as he paused to
take a sip from his glass, “about a woman who would give up
everything to come and look after three children. Children who
lived thousands of miles away from her and who, upon reflection,
she barely knew. Why would someone do that?”

“Do you mean
me?” Julia asked stupidly.

He didn’t
answer.

She slid
away from him in order to put a healthy distance between them. He
was frightening her with his tone and his question and with his
overall mood.

Douglas didn’t
have moods. Douglas glided through life guarded by Teflon.

“Why do you
think I did it?” she inquired, trying to read him.

“You tell me,”
he responded.

She’d escaped
to stand in front of his desk, putting furniture between them. He
had to turn and his face was again illuminated by the moonlight. It
was blank, not naturally so, carefully so.

“I did it
because Tamsin and Gavin asked me,” Julia gave the obvious reply.
Again, he said nothing and her nervousness made her go on. “It
isn’t as if I barely knew the children. We spoke on the phone
regularly. We spent holidays together, I’d come over for vacations.
You know, you saw me every time I came out.” That was true, she
realised in distracted surprise; he did. Regardless of how busy he
was, every visit she made to England, (save for the ones during the
time of his Disappearance) she saw Douglas.

He leaned his
hip against the drinks cabinet and continued to watch her, his face
showing nothing.

“Can we turn
on a light?” she requested, her voice pitched a little high, her
tone sounding damnably, and obviously, uneasy.

“No.” Her
anxiety escalated at his answer and he continued. “You’ve damaged
your career, sold your home, left everything behind. It seems a
noble sacrifice, extraordinarily so. One might say unbelievably
so.”

“Gavin would
have done it for me,” she told him, her anxiety beginning to fade
to anger as the intent behind his questions began to dawn on
her.

What exactly was he
inferring? Did he think this was a walk in the park for her? Did he
honestly think that she was thrilled to ruin her life, stall her
career and live with his Attila the Hun of a mother in this
beautifully scary but incredibly ostentatious house that was so far
from a home it wasn’t funny?

He didn’t
respond, just kept watching her and she felt compelled to
explain.

“In fact, he
did do it for me, in his way. We take care of each other, we always
did,” she said with feeling.

“Gavin gave up
his life for you?” he asked, not attempting now to hide his
disbelief. “When did this happen?”

“With Sean.
And he didn’t actually ‘give up his life’ but if he’d been caught…”
Julia stopped, her voice still sounded nervous but it had a
slightly belligerent edge.

“Webster?
How?” Douglas questioned, his tone still disbelieving.

Julia shook
her head. Could she trust him with this information? Obviously he
was leading somewhere with this attack and she had the distinct
impression she knew where he was leading. He’d obviously taken
Monique’s accusations to heart and, with so very much time away to
think about it, he decided that Julia had come for the same reason
that Monique did. The kiss, she had to admit, undoubtedly
helped.

As angry as
that ridiculous and arrogant assumption made her, she felt it
necessary to explain if just to throw it in his face. Gavin was now
gone and even if it changed Douglas’s opinion of her brother, so be
it. She’d never spoken to Gavin about it, never told him she
suspected but, with Gavin gone, what would it matter?

“I told Gavin
what Sean had… done to me,” she started tentatively.

“The
cheating,” Douglas interrupted and she was surprised he knew.

But then
again, everyone knew, even Julia.

She shrugged
lightly and said, “Yes, that…” she paused not willing to share more
so she finished, “and other things.”

His eyes
narrowed before he put his drink down and took two steps toward
her.

She took two
steps back and her bottom hit the edge of his desk. She might be
angry but she didn’t like talking about this and, furthermore, it
was none of his concern. She was beginning to be furious he’d put
her in a position of defending herself, just as furious as she was
scared of him. He was frightening when he was brooding like this,
immensely so.

“What other
things?” he asked when he’d stopped advancing.

“Nothing,
just… it seems silly now but at the time –”

“Yes?” he
prompted, obviously not willing to read into it and demanding she
explain.

“Sean could be
very cruel,” Julia replied simply.

Cruel was not
the word for it. It was more than cruel the way Sean spoke to her.
It was soul-destroying.

“How so?”
Douglas pushed.

She sighed
deeply, wondering how to explain it, wondering if a man like
Douglas could even understand it.

“He didn’t hit
me or anything.” Her eyes skittered away. She hated to think about
it and had learned, over the years, to set it aside. It wasn’t her,
she told herself over and over again, it was Sean. He was
destructive, belittling, domineering and hurtful. She didn’t make
him that way; he’d been that way always. It still made her heart
ache, even after all these years. “He would just… say things,” she
finished.

Silence.

Then in a tone
that was far quieter, dangerously quiet, Douglas pressed, “Say
things?”

“Yes, things.
Stupid things. Hateful things. Just things meant to hurt me. They
were just words and it was silly of me to give them power.”

Again, he was
silent and she felt it sounded foolish even to her own ears.

“He was mean,
a bully,” she explained, exasperated with herself at the memory of
how she was so weak, and further angry at herself for letting those
long ago memories tear at her insides now. “He just wanted me to
feel small so he could be the big man. I shouldn’t have let it
affect me but I loved him and wanted him to love me, so I did. Let
it affect me, that is. It was… he meant to… it just…”

She didn’t
know how to explain it to a powerful, rich, fit, tall, famous man
who probably never felt small in his whole life. She couldn’t put
into words how, day-by-day, Sean would methodically strip her of
her sense of humour, sense of fun, sense of self until he shredded
her confidence and made her a quivering wreck. He never stopped and
she was always scared of him, scared of what he would say and do,
scared to do anything to cause his displeasure. She became scared
of what others felt about her and wondering if they saw all the
same ugly things Sean seemed to see. She had to build a wall of
bravado around her simply so she could function.

Then, of
course, there was the long and difficult journey to find herself
again when Sean was finally gone.

“Hurt,” she
finished and her voice betrayed vividly in that one word just how
destructive Sean had been.

Douglas walked
forward again and Julia had no place to retreat so she held her
ground.

“And what did
your brother do about this?” he asked, his tone still quiet, the
menace somehow gone but that didn’t make her less frightened. If
anything, she was more so because now his quiet tone was also,
shockingly, gentle.

He looked down
on her; he was so close she could feel the heat from his body. She
ignored it and pressed on and she did this in an effort to finish
this discussion and move on.

“Well,” she
hesitated, staring in his expressionless face, “after the divorce,
he waited, of course, until I’d ended it, I think… I don’t know,
but I think that Gavin arranged for Sean to have an accident.”

Douglas went
very still and she rushed on, “I have no way of knowing if he did
it but the police said it was suspicious, the accident. They
interviewed me a couple of times, thinking I might have had
something to do with it, but they never could prove anything. Gavin
was so angry, he hated Sean anyway and when I told him some of the
things Sean had said. Well… once, when I was in high school, some
boys were talking about me, saying nasty things and Gavin took them
on, all five of them. They eventually beat the hell out of Gavin
but he did a good deal of damage before they overcame him and,
after that, the talk stopped. It was known from then on that I was
Gavin Fairfax’s sister and no one was to mess with me. It played
havoc with my social life, let me tell you.” It was a lame joke but
she was trying to lighten the very heavy mood.

Douglas’s face
was no longer blank and he was not amused by her joke. His look was
now strangely intense (or more intense than was normal with
Douglas) as he stared down at her and she had to tilt her head back
to look at him.

She found she
was holding her breath.

“So you think,
because Webster ‘messed with you’, Gavin arranged for him to have
an accident?” he asked, his voice deceptively calm but underlying
it there was hint of an emotion Julia could not put her finger
on.

“Yes. I don’t
know, maybe. It’s not entirely out of character for Gavin. He
seemed very easygoing but you didn’t mess with someone he loved.
What the police said, it sounded bad. Sean wasn’t beloved by all,
so it could have been others, but Gavin could be, well, he
protected Mom and me our whole lives as the man of the family after
our father left, even when he was a little boy. So I wouldn’t put
it past him to protect me like that, get vengeance for me. Sean
wasn’t hurt too badly, he survived. It was just a warning.” She
hoped to make it seem not as bad as it sounded. “We’re close,” she
went on. “It was only the three of us, we all took care of each
other. So, Gavin took care of me and now… now I’m taking care of
his children,” she finished on a shrug and hoped he understood. She
wanted desperately to get away from him, wanted to escape his
bizarre intensity, wanted to stop talking about Sean.

“Gavin didn’t
arrange for Webster to have an accident,” Douglas announced firmly,
surprising her with his words.

“How do you
know?”

“Because I
did,” he told her bluntly without a hint of hesitation.

Julia gasped
and her eyes rounded in disbelief.

Then she
cried, “What?”

“He was an
ass,” was all he said to explain.

She
stared at him, stunned, then whispered, “You? You did it?”

“I may do it
again,” he muttered as if to himself.

“But why? Why
did you do it?” She ignored his last comment.

“He was an
ass,” Douglas repeated.

“Did Gavin ask
you to?”

“No.”

Then it dawned
on her.

“Tamsin,” she
breathed.

He moved
closer to her but she didn’t notice. She was too astounded by his
incredible announcement.

“She told me,”
Julia explained, “long after Sean was gone. She told me he made a
pass at her, a rather unpleasant pass. She told you too, didn’t
she?”

It was then
Julia realised how close he was to her. If she moved, her breasts
would brush against his chest. She started to feel a rising panic,
both because of his unpredictable mood and of her body’s acute
response to his closeness.

“What would he
say to you?” he asked, abruptly changing the subject and she
faltered.

“What?” she
blinked, not following.

“Webster. What
would he say to you?”

“Why do you
want to know?”

And
why did he want to
know? Not only was it none of his business but she couldn’t imagine
he’d care.

“Just tell
me,” he demanded.

“I don’t want
to, I don’t like thinking about it.”

To her further
shock, his hands came up, both of them. Gently resting on either
side of her jaw, he held her face and Julia’s body went still.

Douglas
rarely touched her, he rarely touched anyone, and he’d certainly never touched her like
this.

“Tell
me.” His voice was now cajoling, his face close. She couldn’t keep
up with him, the ominous Douglas, the gentle Douglas, the fierce
Douglas, the coaxing Douglas, when it always used to be
just… Douglas.

God, her head
was spinning with it.

She took a
shaky breath and then another one to calm down.

Maybe if she
explained, he’d trust her. Maybe he’d finish this idiot game and
they could live in some kind of détente, he would leave her alone
and they could simply raise the children. Maybe if he understood
her and her bond with Gavin a little bit (even though she doubted
he had a like bond with anyone), he’d give her the benefit of the
doubt. And maybe, if she told him, he’d move away from her so she
could think straight, get control of her emotions and her body,
which were both betraying her. Her stomach was warm and melty and
that feeling was travelling relentlessly south.

“It was crazy,
he was insane,” she said on a quiet rush. “I couldn’t do anything
right. He didn’t like the way I dressed, he didn’t like how I
styled my hair. I ate too much, talked too much or said stupid
things. We’d have a dinner party and he’d yell at me about how I
prepared the dessert. I’d go to the grocery store and I didn’t buy
the right kind of coffee even though it was the coffee he’d always
liked. I don’t know, it was everything and it was nothing.” His
thumbs were now gently stroking her jaw, she felt his touch
vibrantly and she bit her lip to try not to react to it. “It
doesn’t matter now,” she whispered. “It was a long time ago.”

“He was a
fool,” Douglas murmured and his words caused the melty feeling to
radiate throughout her entire body.

“He was a lot
of things,” Julia agreed, her voice shaky. “Now could you –?”

“How did you
feel?” he interrupted her. “About the accident?”

“I…” Now that
she knew he was behind it, what could she say? It scared her that
he was capable of it but she’d accepted it from Gavin, even though
she never really knew for sure. He was only doing the same for his
own sister. But understanding he was capable of that type of
violence, violence he inflicted on behalf of his sister, it drew
her and repelled her at the same time.

“I was beyond
caring at that point,” she lied. She wasn’t beyond caring then and
she wasn’t beyond caring now.

She had felt a
guilty satisfaction that Sean had a modicum of pain, that maybe
someone somewhere had wanted to hurt him and did. As much as she
knew it was wrong, she also knew that something had long since died
in her, something Sean killed, a hope for a life of love and
happiness spent with a wonderful man. Because of that, Julia felt
somewhere, in the deepest, darkest regions of her heart, that Sean
deserved it.

One thumb
moved from her jaw, to slide gently across her bottom lip, in doing
so making her lip tingle. Douglas’s face was completely illuminated
by the moon and she watched as his eyes followed his movement and
she trembled, a delicious feeling she could not control moving
through her body as her thoughts ravaged her mind.

“And now?” he
asked, sounding like he very much cared about her answer.

“Now?” Julia
whispered.

“Yes. Now. How
do you feel?”

“You mean, now
that I know you did it?” she inquired, her teeth bit her bottom lip
again to stop it from trembling and she accidentally nipped his
thumb. She just stopped herself from apologising but he ignored it
except his eyes moved back to her mouth, his gaze directed there
making both her lips tingle.

With his hands
holding her face, she couldn’t look away and he didn’t answer her
question.

“You wasted
your energy. Sean wasn’t worth it,” she replied, trying to make her
tone hard to change the mood.

Although her
words were true, how she really felt was floored. Mostly because he
was so nonchalant about it, being responsible for another person’s
misfortune. But also the depth of feeling such an act showed that
he had for his sister, she didn’t know Douglas had that depth of
feeling in him for anyone.

“Julia.” His
tone held a gentle warning that said he didn’t believe her.

She closed her
eyes and licked her lips, pressing them together. Then, for reasons
unknown to her, she whispered her darkest secret, “He wasn’t worth
it but he deserved it.”

Douglas’s only
response was to tighten his hands on her jaw and she felt somehow
that response, however slight, was significant.

“And have you
recovered from his behaviour?” His soft words caused her eyes to
flutter open.

She stared at
him, wondering what this was all about and tiring of true
confessions.

Enough, she
thought, really was enough.

“Why do you
want to know this?” she asked, her voice sounding slightly
curt.

“Just answer
me.”

“No. Okay?
No,” she snapped, tore her head away from his hands and leaned away
from him, arching her back against the desk to do so. “I haven’t
recovered. You don’t recover from something like that. I learned my
lesson. I’m better off without him, without anyone,” she admitted
with rancour.

“I see. This
is why you didn’t remarry.”

“Yes,” Julia
replied, exposing bitterness deep in that one word. “This”, how he
put it, was why she didn’t do anything since Sean, no boyfriends,
no lovers, no nothing. Sean had worked hard to teach her a lesson
about men and added to that was her father’s betrayal of her
mother. Between the two of them, she learned that lesson well.
There were very few Gavin Fairfaxes in the world, indeed, only one
and he’d been her brother and now he was gone.

Again, they
were in territory that was none of his business and it was
decidedly ticking… her… off.

“If you must
know, and apparently you do, yes,” she informed him. “I won’t
remarry and if by some miracle I do, it will be to a pudgy, short,
bald man who worships the ground I walk on and doesn’t mind
cleaning the bathroom.”

With that
statement, Douglas threw back his head and roared with laughter as
if this situation was of such comedic proportions as to delight all
mankind.

This shocked
her so much, Julia jumped.

Firstly,
it was not an amusing
moment and secondly, she’d never heard him laugh.

Perhaps a
chuckle here and there but out and out laughter?

Never.

When he was
finished he leaned into her and she was forced to arch further
away. She couldn’t escape him, however, because, to her disbelief,
his arms slid around her and he pulled her into his body.

“Douglas,” her
voice was low, her pulse leaping madly, “what are you doing?”

“I’m going to
kiss you,” he replied evenly as if this was the most natural thing
in the world. As if he hadn’t just gone from accusing her of
whatever it was he was accusing her of to demanding she bare her
most personal, painful and illicit secrets.

His breath
smelled pleasantly of whisky and his hard body warmed her and that
was a heady combination.

“Oh no you
aren’t.” She shook her head, tried to twist her body away and
pushed against his chest all at the same time. These actions had no
result except his arms tightened.

“Yes,” he
whispered, his head was descending, “I am.”

With
superhuman effort, she pulled free and slid to the side, retreating
by walking backwards towards the door.

“Listen,” she
pleaded, “I don’t know what game you’re playing but I don’t want to
play it with you. I’ve got enough to worry about without you doing…
whatever it is you’re doing. So can you just stop it and let me
be?”

“No,” was his
answer and he followed her, advancing as she retreated.

“Why?” Julia
cried, her voice rising. “Why on earth are you doing this?” Then
she stopped and squared up against him, aggravated beyond caring.
“It’s unnecessary. I’m not a gold-digging, crazy woman, okay? I’m
just going to raise those kids, get a job, live my life and when
Ruby moves on, I’m going to go away. That’s it. Period. The end. I
don’t have my eyes on your fortune. I’m just here to grant my
brother’s dying wish and I don’t need you making it more difficult
for me than it already is.”

He’d stopped
too but he didn’t say a word.

“Okay?” she
prompted on a near shout.

“No,” he said
again.

“Why?” she
threw her hands up in agitation. “What are you getting out of
this?”

She asked and
she really wanted to know. He started walking towards her again and
Julia started retreating again, step for step. What he didn’t do
was answer.

“Okay, play
your games.” She gave in but she did it with her heart beating
faster. “See if I care, I’m going to bed,” she announced to finish
and turned to walk away.

“Excellent
idea,” he returned immediately, his insinuation as shocking as it
was clear.

“Alone!” she
spat over her shoulder.

“Julia, we
need to talk.”

“Not now
we don’t and I’m not sure we ever do!” She whirled around and faced
him. “I’m fed up with you lot. You leave me with your
mother
who has all the warmth of a
Siberian winter. You don’t call. You don’t give a good goddamn
about those children. You show up accusing me of… whatever,” she
threw one arm out, dramatically, “you kiss me for no reason, stalk
me around your study. Fine, okay, I get it. I’m some kind of game
to you. Apparently your life is so boring you’ve run out of
challenges so you have to play with humans in order to find
amusement. Go for it. See if I care. You obviously don’t know how
stubborn I am so have at it. You won’t win.”

And with that,
Julia turned to leave.

“I think I
will,” Douglas said to her back.

“Think again,
I’m a lot stronger than I look,” she announced as she made her way
to the door, hoping she was right. “If I can take on an asshole
like Sean and emerge unscathed… well, virtually so, then you’re a
pussycat.”

“I wouldn’t
underestimate me,” he warned.

She thought of
something, stopped at the door, turned back to face him and put her
chin up.

“One rule,”
Julia declared.

“No rules,”
Douglas replied.

“One rule,”
she ignored him, “whatever it is you’re after, you don’t drag the
children into it.”

He didn’t even
think, just inclined his arrogant head in agreement.

“Good. Let the
games begin,” she declared sarcastically.

And before he
could reply, she left, trying not to look like she was fleeing. Her
heart was racing, her head was aching and she was scared to death.
As she walked, she felt the arctic draught around her feet and
looked down.

It wasn’t an
invisible draught this time but looked like wisps of fog gathering
around her ankles. She picked up the pace but it stayed with her,
detached from her ankles and floated ahead. Julia watched in dread
as it approached her bedroom door but then it slid past, towards
the chapel, disappearing around the corner. She ran into her room,
slammed the door and, for good measure, threw the bolt home.

“Dear Lord,
what have I gotten myself into?” she asked the room.

The scratching
at the window was her only reply.

 


 


 



Chapter
Nine

Julia’s New
Position

 


The next
morning, Douglas arrived to an empty breakfast table. Julia had
gone with Carter to take the children to school. Avoiding him no
doubt.

Knowing this
almost made him smile.

After
breakfast, he holed himself in his study, catching up with e-mails
and telephone calls he’d not been able to return while he was away
with Nick. His mother arrived home with the usual fuss and fanfare
and he kept his door closed. Monique knew from experience that
meant he did not wish to be disturbed. For hours, he heard nothing
more, Julia, Ruby nor Carter returned home. Julia would have to
come through the front door, of course, the family never used
anything but the front door. To do that, she’d have to pass his
study.

Then it struck
him that, being Julia, perhaps she didn’t use the front door.

Finally,
impatient to set his plan into action, he went to find her.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick was in the dining room using a foul-smelling,
lemon-scented balm to polish the already exceptionally high sheen
of the dining room table.

“Sir,” she
muttered, not looking at him.

“Mrs.
Kilpatrick,” he replied as greeting, intending to pass her as usual
and go straight to Julia’s rooms.

Then he heard,
“Lady Ashton got home not two hours ago.”

Mrs.
Kilpatrick addressing him caused him to stop in surprise. He turned
back to her, saw her eyes on him were hesitant and inclined his
head as a gesture of gratitude at her unnecessary bit of news.

“Miss Julia…”
she said loudly when he started to walk away.

He stopped
walking and turned towards her again.

“Is at the
supermarket,” she finished hurriedly.

He regarded
her inquisitively.

Mrs.
Kilpatrick had been in his life for as long as he could remember.
She excelled at her job, never complained, was immensely loyal to
his house and her work and, for all of that, he respected her.

Even so,
except for when she reported the household finances to him on a
quarterly basis, he wasn’t certain she’d ever spoken more than a
few words to him of her own free will.

“Is that so?”
he replied in an effort to be polite and he swore he saw her gulp.
He couldn’t imagine what was wrong with her though he didn’t give
this much thought as he had other thoughts on his mind and he
started back towards his study.

Then he
stopped and saw Carter outside surveying the fountain as if
something was wrong with it.

If Carter was
outside, how was Julia at the market?

“Tell me, Mrs.
Kilpatrick, did Miss Fairfax get her driver’s license while I was
away?” he asked courteously, glancing in her direction again.

She nodded.
“She certainly did, sir. Pleased as pie, ‘Freedom!’ She said.
‘Relief!’”


Misinterpreting what the woman wanted him to understand, and amused
at her description of Julia’s reaction, he thought she wished to
report that Julia had taken a car.

“So, she’s out
in one of my cars, is she?” he prompted.

She surprised
him by shaking her head. “No sir. She walked.”

“Walked?” He’d
never been to a grocery store but he’d driven by them and he knew
the closest one was in town and that was at least three miles away.
Furthermore, why didn’t she simply ask Carter to get her what she
wanted from the market? “Why would she walk?”

“She’s begun
to like the excursions, sir. She takes Ruby. They both come in with
cheeks pink and healthy,” Mrs. Kilpatrick answered.

Douglas
crossed his arms on his chest.

“Mrs.
Kilpatrick. I have things to do,” he explained impatiently, his
tone telling her in no uncertain terms she was wasting his time and
she should get to the point.

And Douglas
was impatient because he was annoyed. This was obviously Julia’s
way of telling him she was not going to use his staff and that she
was going to do her bit to contribute to the household by
purchasing groceries since he wasn’t going to allow her to pay her
way.

“Sorry sir,”
Mrs. Kilpatrick bent to her task and he couldn’t help but think she
looked scared to death. This annoyed him all the more.

He expected
his staff to respect him, to be quiet and go about their duties but
he never expected, or to this point received, fear. He knew the
staff were anxious around his mother but they’d never appeared that
way with him.

“It’s
just,” she went on, interrupting his thoughts, her voice so quiet
he could barely hear her and it held both a tremor of fear and, if
his hearing didn’t deceive him, a note of anger, “those children
need something decent in their bellies, something they like to eat.
And Lady Ashton won’t allow me to add anything to the grocery list
or Carter to buy anything more. It’s a long way for Miss Julia and
little Ruby to go, carrying back bags and all, especially when it’s
raining. And since Lady Ashton forbid them to use Carter unless she
gave her express permission, then they had to walk all last week. I thought
that they’d get to use a car, seeing as Miss Julia has a license
now and she was so excited about it. But today, Lady Ashton said
now she couldn’t use a car unless she gave her express –”

“Thank you,
Mrs. Kilpatrick,” Douglas cut her off, turned away and walked
toward his study, his jaw set, his gait determined. The annoyance
was escalating to an extraordinary feeling the like of which he had
not felt for a very long time.

Then he turned
back and called down the hall. “Mrs. Kilpatrick,” her head shot up
and her hand flew to her throat in fear, “tell Carter to go fetch
them. When he gets back, tell him I want to see him.”

“Yes sir!” she
replied and walked swiftly towards the front door. As she passed
him, he could tell she was holding back a smile.

For his part,
Douglas found nothing to smile about.

His phone was
ringing when he walked into the study. He strode to his desk,
jerked it angrily out of the cradle and answered curtly, “Yes?”

“Oh no, sounds
like you’re having a bad day,” Oliver Forsythe returned.

“I’m
hoping it’ll get better,” Douglas ground out as he sat, turned in
his chair and stared out the window, thinking of Julia and little
Ruby tramping out there in the cold and mud, heaving carrier bags
of groceries home all because of his bloody mother.

“I’m afraid
I’m calling to tell you it’s going to get worse. Charlie had a
conversation with Julia this morning and now she’s…” the other line
buzzed and Douglas swivelled in his chair to look down at the phone
while Oliver finished, “on the warpath. She told me she was going
to call you.”

“I don’t think
she’s wasted any time. The other line is going.”

“Good luck,
mate,” Oliver replied, his tone amused, and rang off.

Douglas hit
the button to connect to the other line and before he could speak,
Charlotte exploded, “Douglas, have you lost your mind?”

“Hello
Charlotte,” he responded evenly to her irate voice.

“Don’t you,
‘Hello Charlotte’ me. Do you know where Jewel is right now?”

He wondered
vaguely when Julia had become “Jewel” to Charlotte and he felt a
bizarre twist of jealousy slice through his gut.

“The
supermarket?” Douglas ventured.

“Do you know
how she got there?” she yelled.

“She walked.
Listen Charlotte, I just got home last night –” for some reason,
far beyond him, he felt compelled to explain. Even though his
feeling the need to explain was a rather spectacular event,
Charlotte ignored him and broke in angrily.

“And
that’s another thing, you’re gone too much. Not only have you left
Jewel like a lamb at the slaughter that is Monique, you’re never
home. I called this morning to tell her I have some friends who are
trustees at a faltering charity and they need some quick, and
cheap, as in free, consultation. With a little work bringing her up
to speed, and Sam could do the research for her, Jewel could have
helped them. It would have been a great way for her to get some
experience, start to network, learn the ways in a different
country. But, no…” she drew
out the last word sarcastically, “she doesn’t trust Monique with
the children and doesn’t want to ask more of your staff, so she
refuses to leave the children behind and won’t do it.”

He had barely
processed her speech when she went on, telling him of Monique’s
little “tea party” and something about “lollipop girls” and how
Monique told Lizzie she was overweight. His brain conjured an image
of the girl with her sunken cheeks and bruised eyes and his jaw
tightened again.

“Enough,
Charlotte,” Douglas interrupted her curtly. “I get your point.”

“You’d better
because it isn’t fair on her, putting up with all of that and
dealing with her homesickness and her and the children’s grief. I
didn’t expect much of you, and, doubtlessly, neither did Tammy, but
I expected more than this.” Before he could reply to that cutting
remark, she said, “I’ll see you on Thanksgiving,” and the phone
went dead in his hand.

He replaced
the receiver and stared at the phone. As Charlotte and Mrs.
Kilpatrick’s words started to penetrate, he felt a slow,
unfamiliar, but not in the slightest indecipherable, burn
begin.

“Darling!
You’re home! How lovely.”

He looked up
from the phone and saw his mother in the doorway.

Monique had
very bad timing.

Douglas didn’t
like what he was feeling. He had, for many years, guarded against
feeling anything at all. He’d had to or he would have been crushed
by his father’s tirades. But now the thoughts were racing through
his mind and anger was boiling at his gut.

While he’d
been away, he thought a great deal about Julia.

Once he made
up his mind about something, he didn’t often turn back. He was
intent on starting his strategy to win her around to his way of
thinking, of making her his wife and then, or before (if he was
successful) taking her to his bed.

But he’d
allowed himself to think of that kiss. That extraordinary kiss in
the dining room and just how easily she responded to it. Sean
Webster had been a wealthy man of position; it wouldn’t be the
first time Julia had found herself a good catch. Douglas was
definitely her type if Webster was anything to go by.

And Douglas
had allowed himself to believe from his vast experience of human
behaviour that no one did something for nothing. Especially if that
something required a great sacrifice that altered their entire life
and their future.

And he had
limitless knowledge of conniving women who put on a great show for
the ultimate goal, which was him.

So he berated
himself for his quick decision to make her his wife, which would be
exactly what she wanted. He talked himself into believing the worst
of her and then decided to confront her with it. He’d been thrilled
she’d given him that opportunity quickly by appearing so
fortuitously in his study last night. He intended to trip her up,
make her expose herself and then he intended to kick her out.

He had not
expected how their conversation would turn. He had not expected for
her to admit to sustaining the same abuse from Webster as he
himself had endured from his father.

And lastly, he
had not expected his intense reaction to it.

When she said
the word “hurt” in that awful voice as if it was dredged up from
her very soul, he knew it corresponded to a feeling long since
buried deep in the pit of his own.

Rage and
sorrow for another human being, he found, did not mix well. Julia
had never let on, not once, to the extent of Webster’s callousness.
She had always put on a brave face.

He found, to
his surprise, that he wanted to do something about it, to take away
her pain, her bitterness, to make her happy.

Her face had
been in shadow but her words were enough. She was either the best
actress in the world or she was innately damaged. Her proclamation
that she’d next marry a balding short man who would clean the
bathroom was said with such force, he thought she believed it.

He then
decided immediately to resume his strategy. She would
not
next marry a short, balding man
unless he himself started to lose his hair and shrink.

And not only
would he never, but she would also never again clean a
bathroom.

He faced his
mother with his temper close to the surface.

“Mother,” he
said tersely by way of greeting, “you’ve been busy while I was
away.”

Her step
faltered when she caught site of the unusual look on his face but
she persevered. “Well yes, I was just at the spa and –”

“I didn’t mean
the spa. I meant Julia.”

Her eyes
narrowed. “Of what, exactly, are you accusing me? Did she –?”

“Julia didn’t
say a word,” he informed her and realised it was true.

Julia had been
angry last night and said something about his mother being as warm
as Siberia but that was the extent of it. After Mrs. Kilpatrick and
Charlotte’s descriptions of his mother’s behaviour, he was a little
surprised that Julia didn’t throw that in his face, especially when
she was angry.

“Well,”
Monique sat in a chair across from his desk, completely composed
except her eyes flashed maliciously. “She’s insufferable. I cannot
imagine what drove Tamsin to torture me in her death. It is,
frankly, too much to take to force her poor, grasping,
American,” she
said the word with all the xenophobia she felt, “sister-in-law on
us. It is simply too much!”

“Unka
Douglas,” Ruby screamed from the doorway.

Douglas looked
up to see Ruby racing across the room toward him and Julia standing
in the doorway, her face pale beneath the rosy blush on her cheeks,
acquired, no doubt, from being outside. Her posture was rigid, her
eyes angry. She was wearing a pair of her faded, snug-fitting
jeans, an item in her wardrobe of which he was beginning to be
rather fond. The jeans ended in a pair of scuffed, old cowboy
boots. She had on a thermal shirt with little pink dots printed on
it, over that a Western-style denim shirt that buttoned part of the
way up with pearl snaps and a thin, pink, downy vest over it all.
Her hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail at the crown
of her head and her gorgeous face was free of makeup.

Ruby
interrupted his perusal of Julia by jumping up, he caught her in
his arms, lifting her into his lap and she threw her own arms
around him, giving him a big, sloppy kiss on the cheek.

“Hello Ruby,”
Douglas murmured when he caught her eyes.

“We just went
to the supermarket,” Ruby yelled.

“Did you?” he
asked but his eyes moved to Julia.

Monique didn’t
bother to turn and her face remained a frozen mask.

“Yes, we’re
going to make choca-chip cookies today!” Ruby shouted.

“I’ll bet you
are,” Monique muttered scathingly and at that, Julia spoke.

“Come on Ruby,
let’s get washed up and make those cookies.” Her voice betrayed
nothing to Ruby as she extended her arm but her movements were
jerky and Douglas knew she was angry and he knew this was because
she’d heard his mother’s words.

Douglas leaned
forward, put Ruby on her feet and the little girl rushed back
toward Julia. Julia didn’t say a word to either Douglas or Monique.
She just took Ruby’s hand and walked stiffly away.

“Charming.
I’ve been gone for days and she doesn’t even say hello,” Monique
noted, her tone ugly and she ignored the fact that she not only
hadn’t greeted her grandchildren’s aunt, she also had not greeted
her grandchild, nor, Douglas realised something very telling, did
Ruby even look at her grandmother.

He sat back in
his chair, put his elbows on its arms, steepled his fingers and
rested his chin on them. Then he regarded his mother coldly and, as
usual, quickly made his decision.

“Mother, I
don’t believe we’ve had an important conversation,” he declared
with deceptive calm.

“Yes, dear?”
she asked, her eyebrows going up, her face the picture of
innocence. He reacted rather negatively to this familiar faux
expression.

“I think,” he
started, “you need to be aware of my thoughts on the matter of
Julia and the children.”

“And what are
those, darling?” She was the picture of motherly love and concern.
For years he’d ignored it but now it made bile rise up the back of
his throat.

“Julia
is now a member of this family, not a member of staff, not a
guest, though you haven’t treated her as such. She will be afforded
all the power and protection that means.”

All
motherly love gone in a flash, her voice now had an edge when
Monique demanded, “Perhaps you should make yourself
perfectly
clear.”

“It means that
Julia’s position here, as co-guardian to Tamsin’s children, is
elevated above yours,” he retorted bluntly and heard her gasp.

“I cannot
believe you’d –” she began.

“Believe
it,” Douglas cut her off. “If you don’t like it, you can move to
the dower house in Clevedon or I’ll find you a place in London.”
Her eyes widened in fury but unaffected, Douglas carried on. “Now,
do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“I
cannot believe you’d chose that… that… woman over me!”

He didn’t
bother to reply.

Then her face
changed, the outrage melting to venom. “I see. I see very well. You
are, of course, welcome to her. She’ll suck you dry, as she did
with Sean, but –”

“That’ll do,”
Douglas declared with such finality her head jerked. She stared at
him a moment, her eyes working then she nodded slowly and rose from
her chair in order to leave.

She moved to
the door but stopped and paused for a parting shot. “I cannot
believe I’ve raised such a cold-hearted son who’d put his mother
out in favour of a money grubbing schemer.”

“Can’t you? As
I remember, you didn’t particularly care to raise Tamsin or me at
all. Both of us you ignored and for my part you left me in the
hands of a vicious and abusive father.”

Again she let
out an outraged gasp, this quite genuine as he’d brought up a
subject that they had never discussed.

Not ever.

“I’ll not have
you talk about your father in that way!” Monique snapped.

“Mother, in
case you hadn’t noticed, he’s been dead for years. He can’t hear
you defend him and then offer you a diamond necklace for your
efforts.”

She blew air
out of her nostrils at this effrontery and then, without a word,
whirled on her heel and left.

Douglas
stared at the door for long moments after she left. He was furious
at the conversation and cursing himself, his mother and Julia who
was inadvertently responsible after bringing up all his old demons
last night during their conversation. Demons he had methodically
locked away. Demons he did not want to, would not, face.

It was high
time he had the conversation he’d been meaning to have with Julia
since this morning.

With
determination, he got up and went to the kitchen to do just
that.

 


 


 



Chapter
Ten

The
Proposal

 


They were
elbow deep in cookie dough, three baking sheets sitting on the vast
kitchen table half-filled with sloppy balls. Ruby was on her knees
on the bench, her fingers a mess, slipping Carter, who was sitting
across from her doing a crossword puzzle, pieces of dough (while
consuming much of it herself) nearly as fast as Julia could put
them on the sheets.

“It would be
nice, Ruby-girl, if your brother and sister had some cookies when
they got home from school,” Julia admonished but her tone was
teasing.

After she said
this, with confusion Julia noticed Carter stiffen and he glanced
swiftly down at his crossword puzzle, all the smiles and winks he’d
been passing Ruby erased from his face.

“Carter.”

Julia jumped
and turned around to see Douglas stroll arrogantly in the kitchen.
She cursed him silently, prowling around like a cat. How a big man
like him could be so damn quiet, she’d never know.

Then her mind
stilled and she stared at him in wonder. He had a face like thunder
and she’d never seen such an expression from Douglas. She was used
to either bland or indifferent, and lately, appreciative, but
thunderous was new to her and it was both frightening and
awe-inspiring.

“Sir?” Carter
asked, dropping his crossword and jumping up from the bench, again
showing an agility of a much younger man.

Douglas came
to a halt next to Julia and declared, “It has come to my attention
that I should make some explanations about your priorities.”

Julia held her
breath. She didn’t know why but there was an underlying edge of
fury in Douglas’s tone that was making her highly uncomfortable.
She did not want, nor did she want Ruby, to witness Douglas abuse
Carter in the way that Monique freely abused the staff.

However, there
was no escape.

Douglas
continued. “My mother has led you to believe that you needed her
permission in regards to Miss Fairfax using your services.”

Julia and Ruby
both looked from Douglas to Carter.

Carter just
nodded.

Julia and Ruby
looked back to Douglas.

“I apologise
for that confusion,” Douglas went on.

Again, Julia
and Ruby’s eyes slid back to Carter, whose jaw, they witnessed,
dropped as this heretofore unheard phrase came from Douglas’s lips.
They turned back to Douglas when he continued speaking.

“Miss
Fairfax, not only when she’s doing something for or with the
children, but at all times,
has priority when you’re assessing your workload.
Understood?”

It was
Julia’s turn to have Carter’s gaze on her face and
her
jaw dropped.

“Furthermore,”
everyone looked back to Douglas, “she’s to have free use of the
Audi TT, the Aston Martin and the Range Rover. Make certain she has
easy access to each set of keys.”

“Yes sir,”
Carter replied brightly.

Douglas turned
his attention to Julia.

“I’d like a
word.” It was phrased as a request but certainly wasn’t one.

She felt her
stomach flip at the fury that still lay in his eyes. She didn’t
know if this stomach flip was fear or something else because in
this mood he was both enormously frightening and perversely
magnetic.

“Um… I’m
making cookies,” she ventured hesitantly.

“This won’t
take long.” He turned to leave and Julia instantly decided it best
not to fan the flames of that temper. She threw the spoon in the
bowl and wiped her hands on the apron tied around her waist then
tore at its strings to take it off.

She tossed it
on the table while indicating Ruby. “Carter, do you mind?”

“Don’t worry,
lass, I’ll watch her,” Carter assured her.

Julia smiled
at Carter and tousled Ruby’s hair before she hurried after Douglas
and saw he was headed to the study. After last night, and the time
before, she didn’t have a lot of good memories of conversations
with Douglas in the study so she called after him.

“Could
we…?” At her voice, he halted abruptly and turned to her, raising a
haughty brow. “Not the study,” she said, her voice timid and she
cursed herself. Though, she had to admit, he was scaring her. What he had to be angry about (she, surely, was the one who should be angry after what she’d
heard Monique say earlier), she didn’t know but at that moment, she
didn’t want to find out.

“Fine,” he
clipped, changed his direction and walked back through the dining
room, passing her, and he turned right at the door at the end of
the room.

Toward her
rooms.

“Wait…” she
called but he kept going. She thought, hoped, that he intended to
go to the chapel instead but he turned right again, pushing open
the door to her room and she heard a frightened chirp from
Veronika.

“Leave us,” he
commanded brusquely and, as Julia turned into her own room, she saw
Veronika, her face a mask of fear, hurry out.

At witnessing
Veronika’s expression, Julia’s own fear was subsiding, giving way
to anger.

“What on
earth?” she snapped when she entered her room and closed the door
with a slam.

“It has come
to my attention that I’ll be having guests at Thanksgiving,” he
announced, looking about her room.

He picked up a
framed photo from the writing desk that showed Julia with some
friends at Margarita Mayhem Night. He gave it a hard glance and
then put it down. She watched him do this and saw his movements
were rough with rage.

“Yes,” Julia
replied, jutting up her chin and steeling herself for a forthcoming
tirade, “I’m an American and those kids are half-American and we’ll
be celebrating Thanksgiving. Don’t worry, I’ll buy and prepare the
food, and serve it, so you won’t feel a hiccup in the strict
Sommersgate regimen.”

“In future,”
he stated smoothly, “I would like for you to inform me of these
things in plenty of time for me to rearrange my schedule so that I
can be free to attend.”

Her mouth
dropped open again and then she snapped it shut.

“Of course,”
she whispered, surprised. That was the last thing she expected to
hear.

“Charlotte
informs me you have the opportunity of an unpaid consultancy,” he
went on.

She looked at
him warily. He was angry about something, what, she didn’t know.
However, all the things he said belied his apparent wrath.

“Yes,” Julia
agreed carefully, drawing out the word longer than necessary.

“Take it,” he
ordered. “Veronika can use the extra money. I’ll increase her pay
to cover any added duties.”

Julia clenched
her teeth together in an effort not to allow her jaw to go slack
again.

She watched
him as he turned, surprised he knew any personal information about
any of his staff much less an underling like Veronika. He walked
across to the mantel and picked up another photo. This was of her
and Gavin when they were children; she had her arms wrapped around
Gavin’s neck and her leg thrown over his lap. He stared at it a
moment and then set it down, his face impassive.

“I heard what
your mother said,” Julia told him, summoning up all her courage to
confront him. His head came up and he looked at her, his face
betraying nothing.

“I know you
did.”

“If you want
me to go, I’ll go. I’ll be happy to go. I just want to take the
kids with me. All you have to do is sign over custody –”

“No,” he said
flatly and Julia tensed.

“Douglas, I
know neither you nor your mother have any interest in the children
and both my mother and I will be able to give them a happy, healthy
upbringing in Indiana. We can somehow circumvent the will that says
they have to be raised at Sommersgate.”

“I said,
no.”

It was her
turn to shake with fury.

“Why?” Julia
asked on a cry. “Why when you obviously don’t care? When you’re
more interested in games than your nieces and nephew? When your
mother can’t stand the sight of me?”

“Because it’s
what Tamsin wanted,” Douglas answered.

“Tamsin
wouldn’t have wanted this!” Julia retorted angrily.

For some
reason, he smiled. It wasn’t a grin but an all-out, white-flash of
teeth against tanned, handsome face smile. Just as quickly as a
snap, his fury was gone and he was smiling at her. It was unnerving
and it only proved to heighten of her own temper.

“Do you want
to tell me what’s going on?” she demanded hotly.

She thought
he’d refuse but instead he said, “Yes, Julia, I’d very much like to
tell you what’s going on.”

But then he
said no more.

And she wasn’t
sure she wanted to hear what he had to say at all.

She stared at
him and he stared back.

“Well?” she
snapped, sick to death of his staring contests and curious beyond
what she knew was healthy.

“This is
what’s going on,” he stated and started back across the room toward
her.

When he was
halfway to her, she put her hand up. “I… I’d like you to stay where
you are,” she stammered and he slowed his determined gait but he
did not stop.

“I told
Monique that she could either live with you cordially or move
out.”

This was so
shocking, Julia gasped. He kept moving toward her but she no longer
cared.

“You did?” she
asked in disbelief.

He didn’t
affirm but moved relentlessly forward and didn’t stop until her
still raised arm with its upturned hand hit the hard wall of his
chest.

“She won’t
trouble you anymore and if she does, you’re to phone me immediately
and I’ll deal with it.”

Julia
swallowed and nodded, too afraid to say a word, his eyes were so
dark indigo, they appeared black.

At that
moment, she almost felt sorry for Monique.

Almost.

“I… uh, thank
you,” she finally broke the silence.

“Don’t thank
me, I’m not through yet.”

She nodded
again, stupidly, the heat of his body seeping through her hand.

“As for
Tamsin’s wishes, I intend to carry them out to the letter. There
was a reason she wanted you here, you and your delectable body and
your enticing perfume and your legs that go on forever.” She was
stunned by his words and could barely process them before he went
on. “My sister was a romantic and she cared for us both. She had
very specific intentions for this little arrangement she created
and I’ve no doubt she talked Gavin around to her way of
thinking.”

He was
exerting pressure on her hand and she was finding she needed more
and more of her strength to keep him at arm’s length.

“What… what
way of thinking was that?” Julia spluttered, thinking, from his
words, that he’d gone mad, utterly and completely insane.

What he said
next proved she was right.

“She wanted me
to marry you and I’m going to do it.”

Julia’s entire
body froze.

Then she
shouted, “What?”

Her arm failed
and Douglas took advantage. He moved the rest of the way and she
retreated until she felt the heel of her foot hit the wall. She was
caught and he moved close.

“It’s the
perfect solution to this mess,” he informed her calmly. It
registered that he’d referred to her as a “mess” and her eyes
flashed but before she could say a word, he continued. “You’ll have
the protection of my name and thus status over my mother, the
children will have a stable family unit, you’ll have freedom to
live and work in this country as long as you please and –”

“Why?” she
cried, the word filled with anger and confusion.

“Why?” he
asked calmly, as if he asked women he barely knew to marry him
every day.

“Yes, why? I don’t
love you, you don’t love me. What if you found someone else and you
and I were married, what would you do then?”

“I wouldn’t.
You wouldn’t. I’ll have my solicitors draw up a contract. We’d stay
married while the children are underage. When Ruby is old enough to
leave the house and doesn’t need our guardianship anymore, you can
decide to move on if you wish. I’ll be certain throughout our
marriage that you have a generous allowance and when, or if, you
left, I would give you healthy settlement. So healthy, you wouldn’t
need a pension. In the meantime, you can work, if you like, and
–”

She
could just move on?

“Marriage?”
she whispered, her eyes narrowed. “Have you lost your mind?”

He shook his
head and she stared at him in disbelief, casting around for
anything that would get this crazy scheme out of his head.

“So what do
you do when you…” she stopped, flustered, then started again, “need
to see to your needs? Or when I do for that matter? You just ignore
my lovers and I ignore yours?”

“There’ll be
no lovers,” he announced implacably, almost forcefully, his hands
furthering the point by coming to grip her upper arms firmly.

“A
platonic marriage of convenience with no release?” She couldn’t
believe they were having this conversation. She couldn’t
believe he of all people
was making this suggestion. He was a known womaniser, even a
celebrated one.

“I never said
the marriage would be platonic, Julia.”

At that, she
jumped away with a surprised yelp and slammed against the wall.

Trapped, she
could do nothing but stare at him in astonishment.

“You’re
saying you want to marry me, marry me. As in a real, full-blown, consummated union of the
souls?”

“There’ll be a
union but I cannot guarantee it’ll be of souls,” he replied and she
gaped at him open-mouthed.

Then she
snapped her mouth shut.

“No,” she
shook her head, unable to cope with this latest announcement, “no
way, no.”

“May I ask
why?” he queried calmly.

“Because
it… is… insane,” Julia
enunciated her words carefully then she demanded, “Step
back.”

“No,” he
replied and her panic rose. “You’ll have a good life, I promise you
that,” he vowed softly, changing tactics, his voice was now
coaxing. “Anything you want, you’ll have. Command of this house,
control of the children. We’ll offer all of this to William as my
heir or we could make our own –”

“Children?”
she asked, her voice a high-pitched squeak.

“If you wish,”
he replied as if it mattered less to him than… her mind raced but
she couldn’t think what mattered to him at all.

“This is nuts,
insane, crazy. Absolutely beyond –”

“I’m not
insane, Julia. I’m a busy man who has assumed a terrible
responsibility I’d rather not have. Not because I don’t care about
those children but because my responsibility for them means my
sister is dead.”

That shut
Julia up and she stared at him in wonder. It was the first time
he’d ever spoken of it with any emotion. His dark eyes were darker,
if that could be possible, and blazing.

“God,” she
breathed, “you’re doing this for Tamsin.”

“Not just for
Tamsin, no.”

“Then why?”
she asked, incredulous and curious at the same time.

“Because I
need a wife and because you’ll make a good one.”

She
stared at him in open-faced shock at that unlikely pronouncement.

Then she
gathered control of herself and declared, “I’ve tried marriage
before and I’m here to tell you that I am not good at it.”

“You were
fine, it was the bastard you chose who wasn’t good at it,” he
informed her like he was their long-term marriage counsellor and
could make such a judgement.

She
tried another tactic. “Okay, then I don’t want to be good at it. I don’t want to be married to you or… or anyone!”

He leaned in,
put his hand up on the wall at the side of her head and when he
spoke his voice was low and smooth. “Then I’ll have to persuade you
to change your mind.”

She knew
exactly what he meant.

Again, she
narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare!”

“Do you think
I can’t?”

“Of course you
can’t,” she scoffed.

Mistake.

Big, big
mistake.

Because it was
then, Douglas kissed her. Pressing his body full against hers and
with nowhere to run, no way to get away, she was forced to
endure.

And
she had
to endure. She had to
prove she was immune to him. She had to prove that the morning in
the dining room was a fluke.

But the heat
shimmered through his body to hers, her breasts were pressed
against his hard chest, his mouth was teasing, tempting.

Dear Lord.

Julia managed
to keep her mouth resolutely shut and tried to think of things that
were very unsexy. She thought of the doodle art he patronised for
the gallery and that was a good start. Pleased with herself, she
stiffened her body in resistance.

Douglas,
unfortunately, was not deterred. His arms, which had slid around
her, pulled her from the wall and moulded her to him, breasts
against chest; soft, yielding hips against hard, straining ones.
One arm held her firmly about the waist while the other hand slid
down, softly, gently, over her bottom.

His hand
at her bottom felt good. Oh God. Too good.

As tingles
shot across her skin, she thought harder about the doodles then her
mind flashed to him handing her a glass of champagne. Then to him
sitting in the Bentley and talking about her perfume. Then to him
holding her face gently in his hands and stroking her jaw and
bottom lip while she told her tale of woe last night. Her resolve
quickly flagged as the tingles matured to delicious tremors.

She groaned in
despair, low in her throat, and pressed her hands against his
chest, pushing him away while his teeth nibbled at her lips in an
illicit and enticing way, his one wayward hand had moved up her
side and was now stroking, slowly, achingly slowly, against the
side of her breast.

“Stop it!” she
finally cried, turning her face away but he didn’t stop. He was
relentless. His mouth trailed down her cheek to her neck.

This was big
mistake number two. The skin of Julia’s neck was sensitive. As he
dragged his lips, whisper-soft, along her neck to nip at her
earlobe she felt shivers shoot through her body. Her breasts
swelled against her will, straining against his chest and she
wriggled against him to get away from his mouth. Her stomach was
melting, her legs were going weak and his heat was penetrating her
body everywhere it touched.

“Kiss me,” he
urged in her ear, his deep voice like velvet and a fresh shudder
tore through her.

“No,” she
denied, her breath coming fast.

“Kiss me once
and I’ll leave you alone,” he promised, his head coming up to look
at her.

She felt a
flash of hope. “Now and forever, no more talk about marriage, no
more of these… episodes?” She pressed him verbally as she pushed
against his chest.

He grinned,
then rubbed his lips back and forth against her firmly closed ones
and she longed to stop that intimate caress by pressing her lips to
his.

“No,” he
finally stopped his torture to reply against her mouth.

She dug deep
into the last reserves of her strength. “Then no, I won’t kiss you,
now or –”

His hand,
which had been stroking the side of her breast quickly lowered,
going under her denim shirt, under her thermal t-shirt and up her
belly.

“What are
you…?” she breathed against his mouth, trying to sound in control
but everywhere he touched sent a path a fire, her muscles
contracting as his hand caressed its way from her belly upwards,
the whole time he watched her face, his eyes heavy-lidded.

“Please
don’t,” she begged on a whisper, not caring how weak she sounded
because she knew she couldn’t endure much more.

This was
Douglas, handsome, compelling Douglas and she’d had a crush on him
since the moment she laid eyes on him.

Not to
mention, it had been a long time for her, a dry spell, an enormous
dry spell and it was like not eating for months and then being
shown to a five-star, gourmet banquet. Douglas, so close, pressed
against her, his hand working wonders, was the banquet and she,
unfortunately, felt like gorging herself.

His hand
cupped her breast over her bra, his thumb rubbing against her
nipple and Julia instantly melted. She closed her eyes and moaned
low in her throat, the workings of his thumb shooting dizzying
shafts of pleasure from her nipple downward through her belly
straight between her legs.

She bit her
lip in an effort at control just as she clutched at his shirt.

“Stop it,”
Julia whispered, her eyes flying open to see the satisfaction on
his face.

He didn’t
stop, he nibbled at her lips and they parted in a silent gasp as
his thumb caught at the top edge of her bra, pulling the cup down
roughly and it carried on with its earlier work, this time with no
barrier, skin against skin.

Oh my, but that feels nice, Julia thought but out loud she whimpered as the
pleasure intensified.

“Kiss me.” It
was a demand this time, rumbling out from deep in his chest.

“No,” she
denied him, how she did it, she didn’t know as she was nearly at
her end.

At her denial,
Douglas parted her legs with his knee, pulling her towards him, the
heat of his thigh like fire on the insides of hers even through her
jeans. His thumb ceased rubbing only to be immediately replaced by
both thumb and forefinger providing more excruciatingly lush
pleasure. Her head fell back and, against her volition, her back
arched pressing her breast more deeply into his hand.

She raised her
head and stared at him with angry, passion-filled eyes. “You
bastard,” she breathed and he chuckled low in his throat.

“Kiss me,” he
commanded again.

And she did.
She couldn’t help herself. She wrapped her arms around his neck,
slid herself up his thigh and opened her mouth under his.

She touched
her tongue to his, her stomach somersaulted and then plummeted. His
fingers righted her bra, his hand moved away from her breast and
his arms slid around her, holding her so tightly it took her breath
away. His mouth was demanding and insistent and she gave him
everything he asked for and then more.

And she
gloried in doing it.

Then, finally,
in one move of pure strength and willpower, she tore away. Sliding
to the side she quickly put five feet between them.

“I think…” she
said, her voice husky, her eyes flashing, her breath coming in
halting gasps, “I hate you.”

“Not words on
which to start a lasting engagement, so I’ll focus on your actions
instead.” His voice was also lusciously husky and his breath heavy
but his face was set and determined.

He walked
forward, she stood her ground and she would have scratched his eyes
out if he reached for her (or, at least, she told herself she
would).

He didn’t,
instead he lifted his hand and just ran his thumb across her
swollen bottom lip while she held herself frozen.

To her
surprise, he murmured simply, “I’ll make you happy.”

“From current
behaviour,” she snapped in return, “I find that impossible to
believe.”

He smiled at
her, that devastating smile then he leaned forward, brushed her
lips with his, pulled away and walked out the door.

She stared at
it in disgust, grabbed a pillow off the bed and threw it at the
door. Then another one and then another, until they all sat on the
floor behind the door and she sat on the bed with her head in her
hands and her mind blank to everything but the memory of his
beautiful, mind-shattering touch.

 


 


 



Chapter
Eleven

The
Mistress

 


Julia stood
surveying herself in the three-way mirror. She wore a pair of
wide-legged black trousers that hugged her low on her hips and a
skin-tight camisole, the hem of which only just reached the
waistband of her trousers. Over that she wore a see-through black
blouse with satin edging at the buttons, collar and cuffs. She’d
put in her diamond studs and tied a black velvet ribbon tight
around her throat. She kept her hair long but used a blow dryer to
straighten its waves. The finishing touch was a pair of silver,
strappy sandals, the straps across her coral varnished toes were
braided and the heel was stacked in a high, thin, black wedge.

An hour ago
Charlotte and Oliver arrived for the Thanksgiving celebrations
which were to take place tomorrow. Sam followed twenty minutes
later. Tonight they were going to have a light repast in
preparation for the gorge-fest that was going to take place the
next day.

Even Monique
had condescended to join them, more than likely because Charlie and
Oliver were coming.

Monique had
been on her best behaviour the last two weeks since Douglas’s
return. Although she hadn’t been around much to behave any way at
all with her whirlwind of brunches, lunches, dinner parties and
manicure appointments. When she was around, she kept to herself,
not even bothering Douglas and completely ignoring Julia and the
children.

Douglas, as
well, had been on his best behaviour.

After his
bizarre and maybe even unhinged proposal of marriage, Julia had
steeled herself for the sexual onslaught that she thought would
begin after she pulled herself together enough to leave her rooms
to help finish the cookies. Instead, he had been the perfect
gentleman, cordial, thoughtful and even, if it could be believed,
friendly.

She
didn’t trust him one bit, mostly because she suspected he was
unhinged due to his out-of-the-blue marriage proposal which proved,
to Julia, that Douglas Ashton was completely and utterly
mad.

He, on the
other hand, was around far more often then he used to be, which she
felt under the circumstances, was most perverse.

He was at the
breakfast table every morning and was home every night. She knew he
went into the office and even took quick day trips to meetings
elsewhere in the UK and on the Continent. He might not make tea or
supper or Ruby’s bedtime but he was at least home to say goodnight
to Willie and Lizzie.

But he didn’t
kiss Julia, stalk her around any rooms, say anything outrageous,
mention a word to the children, press a heavy, antique, heirloom
engagement ring on her finger or any behaviour of the like.

And Julia was
immensely relieved (and secretly disquieted) by his behaviour. Even
so, she did not let her guard down.

Julia watched
and noticed that the children were responding to Douglas being
home, Monique being mostly absent and Julia having charge of their
care. They clearly enjoyed a settled regime that was far less
strict and a house that also included the presence of their
uncle.

The day
after his proposal, Douglas had asked Sam to arrange an appointment
for them at his bank to open an account for her. He’d met her
there, already in the manager’s office waiting for her when she
arrived. She completed forms and put up with the manager’s oily
gushing to Douglas and herself.

The whole
while Douglas sat back, one foot casually resting on the other
knee, one arm possessively (she knew exactly his meaning this time)
draped across her chair, watching her as if witnessing the
completion of forms was the height of entertainment (which meant
completing the forms was far more gruelling than it needed to
be).

When they were
finished and standing on the pavement outside the bank, he asked
her if she’d like to go for a drink.

“No thank you,
I need to get home to the children.” Her voice was filled with
acid-fuelled politeness.

“Julia, they
won’t spontaneously combust if you’re gone for a few hours.”

She’d given
him a narrow look and stalked to where Carter was waiting for her
beside the Bentley.

Like the
gentleman he was apparently wanting her to believe him to be, he
let her go.

The only
glitch in his charade was the one time Douglas did come home in time for tea. After dinner, when the
children went off to their homework, computer games and television,
Julia had settled on the couch in the grand entry in front of a
roaring fire that Carter had made. She was reading through some
paperwork Charlie had sent her on charity organisations in the UK
in preparation for the consultancy she would begin the next week.
To her surprise, and under her distrustful eye, Douglas joined her.
He had not changed out of his suit but had taken off his tie and
jacket and loosened the collar of his deep green, finely-tailored
shirt. He carried with him a book instead of work. Not any book, of
course not, instead it was a Russian novel, printed in Russian no
less.

She
surreptitiously watched him read it for awhile and determined that
he did, indeed read Russian. This shocked her but she was busy
ignoring him, and doing very well at it, so could not, or more to
the point would not, allow
herself to comment (as she very much wanted to do).

Ruby was the
first to break their hesitant peace, storming in with a loud
complaint that Lizzie was watching a programme different from the
one that Ruby wanted to watch.

“Ruby, you
don’t need to shout. Uncle Douglas and I can hear you perfectly,”
Julia told her niece firmly but kindly. “And I thought we agreed it
was Lizzie’s night to choose what was on the telly.”

Ruby flounced
away, seemingly accepting her fate but clearly unhappy about
it.

Next it was
Lizzie’s turn. She wanted something to eat.

“You don’t
have to ask, honey,” Julia explained. “Do you want some help?”

“No, I’m
okay,” Lizzie replied and slunk toward the kitchen, still in the
depths of her despair but Julia had little time to respond to it
when Willie arrived.

“Ruby just
walked in and changed the programme,” he shouted angrily. “I was
watching it and she said you told her –”

Julia started
to rise but Douglas lithely beat her to it.

“I’ll take
care of it,” he declared to her stunned surprise.

Willie stalked
off with Douglas trying to match his uncle’s ground eating
strides.

Julia gave it
ten minutes then she went in search of them, her assumption being
that Douglas would need some kind of assistance.

Willie and
Lizzie were alone, eating potato chips in the lounge, watching
television.

Douglas and
Ruby were not there. Nor were they in the study or kitchen. They
couldn’t have gone to the drawing room without her noticing them
but she did use the back hall to check the billiards room, morning
room and finally the library. No luck.

She climbed
the stone staircase, her steps muffled by the deep-pile, rich
burgundy runner and she found them in Ruby’s room.

Douglas was
seated on the floor, his back to the wall, his long, muscular legs
stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles.

Ruby lay
beside him on her back, her head on his thigh, her legs cocked with
one foot resting on her other knee while she listened with rapt
attention to him reading her a story, her eyes gazing dreamily at
the ceiling.

Julia
silently registered this shocking scene and crept quietly away
before either of them saw her. She didn’t like what the sight of
that scene made her think or feel
so she tamped down any thoughts and definitely all feelings and
went back to her work.

Douglas joined
her some time later and informed her Ruby was in bed, asleep.

“Thank you,”
Julia replied with a brief inclination of her head and a curt
tone.

He didn’t
respond, just settled back with his book, the picture of patience
and good will. It made her want to grit her teeth.

Shortly after,
she called to the other two to come and give them kisses goodnight
and, once Willie and Lizzie had accomplished this chore, Julia
allowed them time to prepare for bed before she rose to go to
Lizzie’s room.

“Where are you
going?” Douglas asked, his eyes warm on her which made her knees go
weak (a reaction she firmly ignored).

“I need to
tuck Lizzie in. I do it every night,” Julia replied, ignoring his
soft gaze.

She watched as
Douglas got to his feet.

“I’ll do
it,” he told her, surprising her, and turned to walk away. Then,
after only a step, he turned back and asked, “How, exactly,
do
I do it?”

She forced
down a smile at his disgruntled expression, too pleased that he was
going to make an effort with Lizzie to be angry and she calmly
explained.

He nodded but
didn’t move.

“Yes?” she
prompted.

“Why am I doing
it? She’s twelve years old.”

“Because Gavin
did it,” Julia explained quietly.

His face
changed almost imperceptibly and she expected him to refuse.
However, to her relief and gratitude (which Julia felt but did not
express), he nodded again and left.

She didn’t
creep up to see it, didn’t think she could bear it and instead she
escaped to her own room and refused to allow herself to think about
it or, indeed, anything at all.

The night
hadn’t, thankfully, repeated itself since. Julia couldn’t have
borne up against that gentle of an onslaught. She had to trust that
this was a genuine effort on his part and not Douglas using the
children to get to her and thus breaking their only rule.

However, it
had caused a slight change in Lizzie’s behaviour as she seemed to
have a bit more bounce in her step from that night onward. Julia
never asked her about it but vowed that even if nothing went right
for her and Douglas, she would always be thankful for his one night
of kindness.

Julia
turned to her dressing table and picked up her perfume. Since that
day when Douglas told her (not asked her, told her), he
was going to marry her, she hadn’t used her normal scent. She told
herself she wasn’t using it because she didn’t want to run out.
Instead she put on the expensive French perfume her mother bought
her every Christmas. It was a leftover from Sean, who used to buy
it for her and she loved it so much she still used it occasionally
even though it reminded her of her hated ex-husband.

And, Julia
decided, she could use reminding of rotten, selfish men who did
whatever vile thing they had to do to get what they wanted.

Everyone was
to gather in the library for drinks before dinner and when she
arrived, Douglas, Sam and Oliver were there as were all the
children.

“You
look pretty!” Ruby shouted and Julia stopped to bend down and kiss
the top of her head as Ruby ogled her shoes. “I love your shoes,” she drawled out the word “love”
dramatically, giving it about five syllables and Julia
laughed.

“You can have
them when I’m done with them, Ruby-girl,” Julia promised her
niece.

“Wicked!” she
shouted Willie’s favourite word and the next thing she knew,
Douglas was pressing a martini in her hand.

“‘Pretty’ is
not the word I would use,” he said in her ear and she flashed him a
false courteous smile. “You smell lovely, something new?” he
inquired lazily, his amused grin telling her that he was on to her
game.

“I’m not
surprised you like it. Sean used to buy it for me. He
loved
it. It seems you two have
things in common,” she drawled cattily and walked quickly
away.

But when she
made her escape and caught his eye, Julia saw he was watching her
and she could tell that he was not happy. She tried to tell herself
she didn’t care but she knew that comparing him to Sean was out of
line and she felt uncomfortably like a screaming bitch, mostly
because she’d acted like one. It was something Monique would say.
Perhaps they were playing games but she’d never been one to fight
anything but fair.

“When’s this
feast being laid out?” Charlie, upon entering, greeted the entire
room, making the children giggle. “I’ve heard about these American
holidays and I haven’t eaten for a week in preparation.”

And this
started a night that was surprisingly and welcomingly full of
laughter and teasing. Even Monique slipped only once, confiding in
a stage whisper to Charlie, “Ruby. I don’t know what possessed
them. Such a common name.”

Before
Charlie, who looked as if she’d just eaten something foul, or
Julia, who was about ready to jump out of her chair, could reply,
Douglas did.

“Obviously,
Mother, you’re unaware that it’s a family name on both sides. I
believe it’s Julia’s grandmother and also some distant ancestor of
Father’s who shared the name.”

Monique’s eyes
cut toward her son, glittering quickly with ire but then she shook
it off and again ignored the rest of the table in order to act the
lavish hostess to an indifferent Oliver and openly beleaguered
Charlotte.

Julia shot
Douglas a grateful look but he ignored it, most likely still angry
at her earlier comment and she had to admit, he was entitled to
it.

After dinner,
Monique didn’t retire to the billiards room with them because the
children did.

Once there,
Charlie and Julia walked directly to the couch in front of the warm
fire. Avoiding the rug of dead tiger hide lying on the floor in
front of it (complete with head), they tucked their feet underneath
them, settling in to finish the evening drinking wine and
gossiping.

The children,
Sam and the men engaged in boisterous games of snooker behind them
with the mortifying heads of dozens of dead stags staring blankly
over their heads. Julia liked this room, albeit not the dead animal
pieces hanging on the walls or lying on the floor. Unlike most of
the house, it was snug and welcoming, inviting you to stay awhile.
Someone had long since disposed of the billiard table and replaced
it with snooker and they were at it until it was time for Ruby to
go to bed.

“I’ll take her
up,” Sam offered. “I’m dead on my feet and don’t often get a
break.” She slid a comical look of accusation at Douglas who
completely ignored her comment except to raise one, arrogant brow
and his lack of response that nevertheless included a response made
everyone else laugh.

It didn’t make
Julia laugh. Instead, it made Julia’s inebriated mind fill with
thoughts of just how sexy he looked with that one brow raised.

Lizzie and
Willie were allowed to stay up later than normal due to the holiday
and loudly protested when the time was nigh for their beds.

And Julia
found it difficult to insist they go. Lizzie, that night, had
allowed her grief to crack and, although it was a slow process, it
eventually ruptured during the snooker games with her uncle.
Surreptitiously glancing their way, Julia had seen both of them
teaming up against the others and she couldn’t help but feel
immense relief that Douglas was making more overtures to their
niece. She saw him encourage her and even lift her gorgeous hair
off her cheek to tuck it tenderly behind her ear.

Upon
seeing that, Julia could almost have kissed him, if she was in such
a mood, which she, of course, was not.

But she had to
insist they went to bed mainly because they’d be bears the next
morning. And when Julia’s insistence was met with the children’s
denials, Douglas insisted.

This, of
course, worked and Lizzie and Willie called goodnights and slunk
from the room.

“All right
then,” Charlie started, rising from the couch when they had the
room to themselves, “it’s time for me to wipe the floor with
you.”

Charlie and
Julia had been steadily drinking for the last several hours. Julia
had a martini before dinner and, since then, so many glasses of red
wine, she lost count.

When she rose
to join her friend, she felt light-headed and realised, belatedly,
that she was a little drunk.

This
made her giggle to herself until she noticed Douglas’s eyes on her
and that sobered her
immediately.

She made her
way gingerly to the snooker table as Oliver and Charlie argued
about the teams. Apparently Charlie was an accomplished snooker
player and also, clearly, quite competitive. Julia ignored them and
Douglas and sipped distractedly at her wine. All she hoped was that
she wasn’t on Douglas’s team.

“That’s
settled then, boys against girls,” Charlie announced to Julia’s
relief. “Jewel, do you know how to play snooker?”

“No,” Julia
replied truthfully. “You should have asked me before you chose
teams. I won’t be any help.”

“Never mind,”
Charlie replied airily.

“It’s kind of
like pool,” Oliver supplied helpfully.

“I’m rubbish
at pool too,” Julia explained on a grin. “But I’ll give anything a
go.”

“Come over
here, girl,” Charlie beckoned. “I’ve got a strategy.”

Julia
approached, Charlie whispered her outrageous strategy and Julia
laughed out loud when she heard it, even though she knew she’d
never carry out her part in it.

The “boys” won
the toss and Douglas broke. Julia had no idea how to play snooker
but it looked like it wasn’t such a good break, the balls barely
moved except one red one fell into the pocket.

Her face must
have betrayed her thoughts because Oliver leaned over and said,
“Not exactly like pool. That was a damned good break.”

Douglas went
ahead and accomplished a bunch of “potting” of balls while
Charlotte bugged her eyes out at Julia, wanting Julia to start the
strategy. Saving her from disappointing her friend, Douglas missed
a difficult shot and Charlie was up, showing she was nearly as good
as Douglas… just not quite.

When it was
Oliver’s turn, Charlie commenced her “strategy” and she was
shameless, sidling up to him as he made his shot and distracting
him with her hand on his bottom at the last minute, making the ball
fly wide.

“It’s going to
be like that, is it?” Oliver reared up and towered over her in mock
severity.

“Whatever do
you mean?” Charlotte asked, her hands out to her sides and eyes
wide with sham innocence.

Julia moved to
the table, did her best to line up her shot with Charlie’s coaching
and missed by a mile.

“You’ll get it
next time, tiger,” Oliver teased and Julia grinned at him but
Charlie reproached him good-naturedly.

“Don’t be
condescending, darling, it doesn’t suit you.”

Douglas
started again, ignoring the witty repartee and in no time he was on
another roll when Charlie came over to Julia and pushed her into
Douglas. Tipsy, she couldn’t right herself before she fell forward
and nudged his hip, jarring him and making him send the ball flying
in the wrong direction.

He slowly rose
and turned to her. She prepared herself for an unpleasant
confrontation but instead he simply lowered his cue and looked at
her with heavy-lidded eyes.

“I’m sure you
can think of some better way to distract me,” he goaded, his eyes
challenging her.

Her stomach
flipped at the look in his eye.

“I’m sure she
can!” Charlie took up the gauntlet for her with glee and Julia
nearly groaned. She bugged her eyes out at Charlie who just bugged
hers right back.

At that point,
the game descended into total farce. Oliver destroyed Charlie’s
shots, Charlie destroyed Oliver’s shots and when it was Julia’s
turn, Douglas approached a tense Julia, murmuring about “coaching”
her.

“I think I
should help my own teammate, thank-you-very-much,” Charlie barged
her way forward, slipped against Julia, who had lined up her shot,
sending the cue flying into the ball, which went off in a wild
trajectory across the table. Julia was too occupied to notice what
happened to her wayward shot as Charlie falling into her sent her
backwards, straight into Douglas. One strong arm closed around her
waist to steady her and she immediately became aware of his warm
body behind her.

“That’s her
shot!” Oliver crowed.

“It is not! It
was a mistake. She tripped.” Charlie went off to argue with her
husband and Julia pulled herself firmly, albeit it tipsily, away
from Douglas’s arm.

Therefore, she
stumbled again, cursing the drink as his hand shot out to steady
her.

“I’m fine,”
she said and thanked the Lord above there were no words to slur in
that statement. Then she turned and he dropped his hand.

“I can see
that,” he replied, amusement dripping from every word.

She lifted
narrowed eyes to him.

Douglas
was amused?

“Are you
making fun of me?” Julia asked.

He didn’t
answer, he simply lifted a brow.

“I hate
it when you lift that brow,” she outright lied. “It’s so
superior.”

“That’s apt,
especially in snooker,” Douglas returned.

“We’ll see
about that!” she snapped, this time accepting his challenge
herself.

It was his
turn and as he lined up his shot, she got in front of him, as close
to him as she dared, and looked down on him as he bent over the
table.

“Oo, that
looks like a difficult one,” she remarked in a sugary-sweet tone
with false wide-eyed wonder. “Do you really think you’ll make
it?”

He lifted his
head to gaze at her levelly over his shoulder, turned back and,
within a split second, potted the ball.

Oliver hooted,
clapped and then shouted, “Well done, mate!”

Julia wanted
to stamp her foot in frustration.

Charlie was
having the time of her life.

“Don’t give
up!” she cheered from across the room.

Douglas chose
his next shot and, with a lot of wine-fuelled courage and Charlie’s
urging, she sidled up next to Douglas as he leaned over the table.
She bent over behind him and, as he pulled the cue back, she
screwed up her courage, leaned in deeper and blew in his ear.

The shot flew
wide and she straightened quickly, jumping up and down and clapping
her hands as Charlie came over and gave her a whirling, girlie
hug.

But her joy
faded when Charlie released her and Julia saw the set look in
Douglas’s eye.

The gloves,
Julia knew immediately, were off. She shivered at the knowledge but
she was unsure if her shiver was of dread or anticipation.

Oliver
practically tackled Charlie the moment before she took her shot.
Charlie yanked Oliver’s cue clean away from him before he took his.
And as Julia lined up hers, Charlie coaching her, she concentrated
on what Charlie was saying and not what Douglas was doing. She
didn’t know where he was, couldn’t see him at all and became so
flustered, she jumped several inches when his body settled in
behind, beside and above her, surrounding her, it seemed,
everywhere. She
looked over her shoulder at him as his hands covered hers on the
cue.

“Let me,” he
whispered in her ear, “show you how it’s done.” Crack went her cue
and she potted the ball.

Charlie
shouted with glee.

Oliver
groaned. “You aren’t supposed to help them!”

Shot after
shot, Douglas showed her which to take, helped her line them up and
leaned over her, his body warm against hers, his arms around her
helping her hold the cue and snapping it against the ball as she
(well he, really), potted the rest of the balls on the table.

Charlotte was
in throes of ecstasy at “winning” and it was so infectious, even
Julia started jumping up and down. Charlie and Julia hugged.
Charlie hugged Douglas for helping and then she hugged Oliver for
good measure. Swept up in it all and having had way too much to
drink, Julia hugged Douglas and kissed him on the cheek.

Not one to
miss an opportunity, his arms came quickly around her and, grinning
down at her, he muttered, “You can do better than that.”

Having such a
good time for the first time in months, and more than slightly
tipsy, she lost herself and without hesitation threw her arms
around his neck and kissed him smack on the lips.

He leaned into
the kiss and made what she intended to be a quick peck something
more. Not much but it was harder, longer and more meaningful. Her
head shot back when it was over but he didn’t drop his arms.

“That’s not
fair,” she whispered.

“Who said I
play fair?” he whispered back.

She became
aware that the joviality had left the room and she broke free of
Douglas’s arms to see Charlie watching her speculatively and Oliver
pretending he didn’t notice anything.

“Time for bed,
we girls have cooking to do tomorrow.” Charlie, thankfully, waded
into the silence. “Goodnight you two,” she said, the couple came
forward and hugs were exchanged.

However,
Oliver’s was strange and when Julia looked up into his hazel eyes
she realised Charlie wasn’t the only one who was speculating about
what she saw.

They walked
out together, Charlie and Oliver ahead of Douglas and Julia.

Julia stopped
in the hall behind the morning room. She would carry on down the
back hall while Douglas and the rest went through the morning room
and lounge to get to the stairwell.

The other
couple went on and she turned to Douglas. “Goodnight.”

He caught her
wrist when she started away and pulled her back.

“Don’t I
get a goodnight kiss?” he asked and his tone, (dare she believe
it?) was almost playful.

“No,”
she answered immediately, all of a sudden not in the mood to be
playful, all of a sudden sober as a nun and reminded she was
not
treading cautiously.

He chuckled
and pulled her closer anyway. Completely ignoring her change of
mood and her answer to his question, he dipped his head and swept
his lips against hers.

“You’re,” she
couldn’t think of what to say, “too much,” she finished on a
hiss.

“Thank
you.” His tone was sarcastic and Julia realised that now
his
mood had changed. He inclined
his head, dropped her wrist and started to walk away.

She stopped
him by calling his name.

At her call,
without hesitation, he turned back.

She bit her
lip as she watched him, took in a breath through her nostrils and
let her lip go on an exhale.

“That comment,
earlier tonight, about Sean was uncalled for,” she admitted. “I’m
sorry, you’re nothing like him.”

He watched her
for a second then repeated, “Thank you,” but this time he meant
it.

Then, without
another word, he walked away.

Julia
was in her room, taking off her shoes and trying (with difficulty
and not a great deal of success) not to think of the events of the
night and just how much she enjoyed them (from start to finish,
except, of course, her catty comment) when she heard it. Or, more
to the point, since it was nearly always there, didn’t hear it.

The scratching
was gone.

She lifted her
head as she dropped the second shoe and looked at the window, the
draperies closed on it. She’d only lit the bedside lamp when she
entered, not having the energy to light more.

That was when
she felt it, the draught at her ankles, and she looked down,
pulling her feet up on the bed. She saw the misty fog swirling and
then it moved away, where the window scratching always took place
and Julia watched the mist in frozen, horrified fascination.

It rose off
the floor and she stared as it took form, swirling around as it
shaped itself slowly into the body of a beautiful, young woman
dressed in a flowing, empire waist gown, its misty, shredded ends
streaming round her like they were alive.

Julia stared
in open-mouthed terror when the ghost said something, her mouth
moving but nothing coming out. Julia found herself leaning forward
as if to hear and then without warning, the spectre shot forward,
right toward Julia.

Julia let out
a frightened, muted scream but she wasted no time. She leapt off
the bed and ran to the door. Yanking it open, she tore down the
hall and only when she was well into the dining room did she allow
herself to look back to see… nothing.

But it
was too late, she’d looked behind her so she wasn’t looking where
she was going and she slammed straight into a solid barrier.
A human barrier. A
human barrier that grunted in surprise. A human barrier whose arms
came around her like vices.

They both fell
to the (thankfully thickly carpeted) dining room floor. He on his
back with nothing to break his fall, Julia right on top of him.

She pulled
herself up, one hand on the floor, the other on his chest and saw
through the darkness it was Douglas.

“What the
hell… are you… doing?” he asked, his voice winded and irate.

“A ghost. I
saw the ghost of The Mistress. In my room!” She was lying fully on
top of him but she was looking back over her shoulder.

She felt hands
grab her waist tightly and she was flipped expertly on her back,
this time Douglas on top.

“What are you
doing?” she cried hysterically from her new, unexpected
position.

“I need
to… breathe,” he
forced out and took a deep breath and then a second one. “You
knocked the wind out of me and your weight wasn’t
helping.”

“I saw the
ghost of The Mistress,” Julia repeated, looking up into his
shadowed face and ignoring his justified complaints because, well…
there a haunting was afoot!

“There is no
ghost of The Mistress, it’s just a myth,” Douglas replied calmly,
his breath returned to normal.

“I saw her,”
Julia snapped in the face of his calm, slapping his bicep with her
hand to express her annoyance (and also anxiety). “She formed from
a mist, right in my room!”

He looked over
his shoulder then back at her. “No ghost and no mist,” he
declared.

Tentatively,
Julia lifted her head to look over his shoulder, grabbing them both
with her hands for leverage. Like Douglas, she saw nothing.

“I swear I saw
her,” she whispered unsteadily, lowering her back to the
ground.

“You’re
drunk.”

“I am not
drunk!” she hissed (even though she kind of was) as she let go of
his shoulders and slapped his bicep again.

“The Mistress
doesn’t show herself anyway. She’s always just there.”

Her eyes
rounded at his words. “You know about this? The draughts, the
whispers… the screams?” she asked him, her tone accusatory, as it
bloody well should be.

“Of course,
I’ve lived here all my life,” Douglas answered. “I’ve never seen
it, felt it or heard it but I know about it.”

Julia gasped
then snapped, “That first night I was here, you made me think I was
a crazy person.”

“If you
believe in ghosts, you are a
crazy person,” he replied.

She started to
squirm out from under him but he pulled her back.

“Let me up,”
she demanded.

He hesitated
only a moment then knifed away from her, lithely got to his feet
and bent over, grabbed her hand and pulled her effortlessly to her
own.

“I take back
my apology,” she informed him angrily. “You’re a jerk.”

She couldn’t
see his smile but she heard it in his voice. “And you’re mad.”

“I know what I
saw,” she told him haughtily.

“Would you
like to show me?”

“I can’t go
back there!” Her voice was edgy with fear and she didn’t care one
whit. “Maybe she’s waiting.”

“You could
come with me to my room,” he suggested smoothly. “The inn’s full
tonight, but I have a big bed, plenty of room for the both of
us.”

“You’re
impossible,” she hissed in return.

“And you’re
adorable,” he replied instantly, his tone warm and teasing.

Julia
gaped because Douglas Ashton had just called her
adorable.

Not to
mention Douglas playful and warm and teasing, all
in one night? It was too much to take. And, try as she might, she
couldn’t stop the warm tingles that his easy, sweet compliment gave
her.

“Fine, I’ll go
back,” she announced and walked by him, deciding her best bet was
to ignore the whole thing but when he didn’t move she turned back
and demanded, “Well? Are you coming?”

“Are you
inviting me to your room?” he returned.

“Of course,
you have to make sure it’s safe.”

“Protect you
from a ghost?” he asked incredulously and she was certain, even
though she couldn’t see it, he’d raised that damned brow.

“Yes!”

He regarded
her for a moment then chuckled but did not move.

She sighed
angrily.

“Well?” she
prompted.

He hesitated
only briefly.

“Lead on fair
damsel,” Douglas muttered, Julia saw his shadowed arm gesture for
her to move forward and she was too frightened to utter another
angry rejoinder. She walked on and, at her door, she stopped.

“You go
first,” she whispered.

He spared her
a glance then walked through and surveyed the room while she stayed
at the door.

“No ghosts,”
he called to her.

“Did you check
by the window?” she called back.

“Julia,” he
replied with patience that was strained but in an amused way,
“there are no ghosts in your room.”

She walked in
hesitantly and when she saw the room was clear of spooky spectres,
she moved around in order to turn on every light she could all the
while he watched her. She was trembling and edgy and expected to
see the apparition at any moment.

When she got
near Douglas, he caught her arm with his hand to stop her and he
dipped his head to look closely at her.

“You really
are frightened,” he stated softly.

“I told
you!” she cried. “I saw it! She was standing… floating… forming,
whatever! Right over there!” Julia pointed at the corner. “And
what’s more, The Master scratches at the window every night. I hear
him and I saw him once
too.”

“Who told you
this story?” Douglas asked, his voice and face now beginning to
betray anger.

“No one, I saw
him and heard him and felt her. I asked Mrs. K…” She stopped when
his head tipped back and his eyes moved to the ceiling.

After a few
seconds, his gaze locked on hers. “Mrs. Kilpatrick told Tamsin
these stories too when she was a little girl. Tamsin believed them
all her life, just like you do now.”

“Well,
Tamsin didn’t tell me. Neither did
you. But I saw or felt them both and I know Ruby does as well and
so does Veronika.”

“It’s an old
ghost story. Someone puts it in your mind and you see it.”

“So,” she
stood with hands on her hips, “there was no old baron who died
trying to get in this house while his wife was locked inside and
mysteriously strangled?”

“That story is
true,” he admitted.

“See!” Julia
threw up her arms, dislodging his hand.

When it
was clear she wasn’t going to listen to him or calm down, he
grabbed her and pulled her into the safety and warmth of his strong
arms and, Julia had to admit, she felt exactly that. Warmth and
safety. Intense warmth
and safety.

Oh dear.

“Julia, listen
to me,” Douglas ordered quietly when she automatically relaxed in
his arms. “You’re safe here. Nothing is going to happen to
you.”

She stared
into his eyes and they were so serious and so grave, she believed
him.

“Promise?” she asked on a whisper, sounding childish but she
didn’t care because, bottom line, she’d just seen a ghost!
Douglas nodded and then
something occurred to her. “What were you doing in the dining
room?”

He smiled and
his arms tightened. “Coming to see how sorry you were about your
comment earlier this evening,”

It was such an
audacious thing to say and do, and the night had been so pleasant,
she threw back her head and laughed, then tilted it forward and
rested her forehead against his chest. After she caught her breath,
she looked at him and noticed he was grinning down at her.

That grin
warmed her even more and made her stomach clench pleasantly.

Even so,
she informed him, “I’m not that sorry.”

“I figured
not.” He was still smiling.

She realised
belatedly that this had gone on long enough. She stiffened in his
arms, pulled away and said, “I’m okay now, Douglas, you can leave.
But… um, thank you.”

He didn’t try
to reach for her again and she fought against a strong sense of
disappointment she knew she shouldn’t have.

“Are you going
to send my electricity bill even higher by sleeping with all these
lights on?” he asked.

“Of course
not,” she lied without remorse.

He stared at
her a moment and nodded again.

Then he
carried on with his unusual sweet Douglas behaviour which meant his
hand came up and he cupped the back of her head. Bringing her
forward, he kissed her forehead. It was a strange and, she had to
admit, gorgeously intimate gesture that made her feel something
deeper than warmth. It was sweeter and it was also very, very
frightening.

Then he walked
away and she had to fight again to tamp down more disappointment as
she watched him go.

The door
closed behind him and she was forced to acknowledge, against her
better judgement, even if it was only in her own mind, that she had
a wonderful evening that night (apart from the ghost, of course)
and Douglas had contributed to that wonderful evening, more than a
little.

She washed her
face, slathered on her moisturiser, put on stretchy pair of black
pyjama bottoms and a plum-coloured tank top and slid into bed,
keeping every light burning.

She was just
settling down with her book when her door opened and she jumped a
mile.

It was
Douglas.

“What on earth
do you think you’re doing?” she cried, pulling her covers up to her
neck.

He still had
on his deep tan corduroys and black turtleneck and he lifted his
book to show her as he went around the room, turning off all the
lights but the floor lamp in the turret.

She watched as
he settled in one of the chairs there, rested his feet on the
ottoman, opened his book and, eyes on the pages, he murmured, “Go
to sleep, Julia.”

She stared at
him dumbfounded because he knew she was frightened and, in knowing,
did something about it.

Julia felt her
stomach clench, again not unpleasantly, as she watched Douglas
read.

Then, not one
to look a gift horse in the mouth, she set aside her own book,
cuddled into the pillows and, for once, did exactly as he
commanded.

 


 


 



Chapter
Twelve


Thanksgiving

 


Douglas felt
the smart, strategic thing to do was leave her room before she
woke.

What he wanted
to do was take off his clothes and join her in bed.

He didn’t
often ignore his instincts when it came to strategy thus, as hard
as it was, sometime after he heard her breath even, he turned out
the light and sought his own bed.

He
didn’t, however, do this before he silently approached her and
watched her sleep. Pulling her heavy, soft hair away from her face
to bear witness to the fact that Julia was just as beautiful
unconscious as she was when she was conscious. Then he turned out the light and went to his
rooms.

Breakfast,
they had been told in advance, was the beginning of the festival of
food that Thanksgiving Thursday would be. Julia was up and in the
kitchens by the time he finished his morning run and arrived at the
breakfast table, Oliver, Sam, Monique and Ruby already there. Just
as he was taking his seat at the head of the table, Charlie
wandered in from the kitchen, looking harassed, wearing an apron
and sporting a smudge of flour on her face as she announced, “The
girl is a lunatic. The entire Black Watch couldn’t eat all that
food.”

Just then,
Veronika shooed in a tired Lizzie and Will while Mrs. Kilpatrick
and Julia brought in stacks of pancakes, platters of scrambled
eggs, bacon and sausages, hash browns, jugs of syrup and, in the
middle of the table, Julia set down an enormous coffee cake.

“Dig in,
folks,” Julia announced, taking what had naturally, over the weeks,
become her place at Douglas’s left side while Monique sat across
from her on his right (the table was far too long for Douglas to
take the head and Monique to take the foot).

Douglas saw
his mother stare at all the food in disgust but everyone tore into
it like they’d been starved for months, especially the
children.

“Tell us the
story of Thanksgiving, Auntie Jewel.”

This, Douglas
heard with surprise, came from Lizzie.

He’d
taken special care with Lizzie, not because he wanted to, but because Julia wished it. It wasn’t
the easiest task he’d undertaken, facing the grieving twelve year
old image of his sister, the sister who, at that age (especially at
that age) was the only one who fought his losing corner.

But Lizzie had
responded to him immediately and he found she was not at all like
his cheerful, bright-eyed, romantic sister.

The
depth of pain and feeling in her eyes matched what he saw in her
aunt’s and that he found,
albeit contradictorily, was far easier to handle.

Furthermore,
he came to the uneasy realisation that he enjoyed her response and,
watching the despair that clung to her like an aura slowly
disappear, further was pleased to know he had a hand in it.

“The true
Thanksgiving story is hogwash,” Julia told the stunned table.
“Something about pilgrims and Indians and bounty. I don’t know.
It’s all perverse considering the pilgrims most likely murdered the
Indians after supper.”

Monique gasped
in outraged horror (something she seemed to be doing a lot lately
and, Douglas thought cynically, had nearly perfected). Ruby,
however, giggled excitedly. Will muttered, “Wicked,” not at his
aunt’s words but that she was so blunt at telling the truth and,
more than likely, outraging his grandmother for whom, Douglas had
grown to understand, none of the children cared much (and he didn’t
blame them).

“Thanksgiving
is just a day to be thankful, for your family, your friends, who…”
Julia went on, turning to Charlotte, “are the family you choose for
yourself.” Julia took in the table at large and continued. “The
food is just celebration. This afternoon, when we get dinner,” she
told the children, “you’ll all need to think of something you’re
thankful for and if you feel like it, you can tell the whole
table.”

“I know what
I’m thankful for!” Ruby shouted.

“I know I’d be
thankful if you’d quit shouting,” Lizzie pit in and at that, Julia
turned her startled, pleased eyes to Douglas.

When she did,
he felt his chest tightening at her bright-eyed look and he had to
stop himself from touching her flushed cheek. The scene which would
ensue from a gesture such as that as witnessed by Monique would
kill the moment and, Douglas found, he very much liked the
moment.

Further, he
didn’t want the children aware of his plans until Julia had firmly
agreed to them. He’d promised Julia that.

Tearing his
gaze away from Julia, Douglas saw Ruby poke her tongue out and
Lizzie.

“Not at the
table, Ruby,” Douglas warned automatically, sounding to his own
ears like the doting but strict father-figure.

Before he
could react to this unwelcome thought, however, Julia shot him
another pleased look, her green eyes melting from bright to tender.
His chest constricted further and he used every ounce of willpower
to ignore it even as he noticed Charlotte give Oliver a meaningful
look and Sam hiding her grin by shoving a fork full of coffee cake
in her mouth.

“Sorry Unka
Douglas but can I say what I’m thankful for?” Ruby asked politely,
at a decibel level that was still loud but didn’t shake the
windows.

“Please do,”
he invited.

She screwed
her face up with her big announcement and then broke out into a
crooked smile, “I forget!”

Everyone burst
out laughing and Douglas watched Julia. The exhaustion that had
been etching her features since she arrived was gone, the light was
back in her eyes. Her glance fluttered to his yet again but this
time she turned away and busied herself with filling her plate.

“We’re not
eating again until three or four so you better fill up now,” Julia
told the crowd, acting the kind and efficient hostess and making
Monique’s dark expression turn black.

Julia didn’t
have to encourage anyone, all plates were piled high, except
Monique, who had a small bit of eggs and a rasher of bacon.

Regardless of
her expression, Monique was being uncharacteristically well-behaved
and Douglas didn’t trust it. She had something up her sleeve and
Douglas was keen to give Julia her Thanksgiving weekend. Having
friends and family around her seemed to delight and relax her and
he planned to take best advantage of that.

Last night,
he’d seen a serious thawing of the icy reserve Julia had been
showing him since he announced his intentions.

He still
couldn’t credit the moment when she’d leaned over him, her breasts
brushing his back, and blew in his ear. He’d nearly grabbed her,
thrown her over his shoulder and carried her to his bed like a
caveman.

He’d
never had such an acute and uncontrolled reaction before,
to
anything, much less a
woman.

He knew she
was more than slightly inebriated at the time but he had never
worried too much about the ethics of his tactics, just as long as,
in the end, he got what he wanted.

However,
unfortunately, he knew it was too soon and Julia would have been
furious at such an action perpetrated in front of Charlotte and
Oliver, so he kept control of himself, but only just barely.

And Douglas
was more and more determined to get what he wanted, for a variety
of reasons.

In a
short time, Julia had a remarkable effect on everything around her
and thus everything around him.

Sommersgate
itself had changed. It was more welcoming than he’d ever felt it.
The staff were more cheerful, even smiling openly to each other,
Julia, the children and even him (they were still dour-faced and
smile-less when Monique made an appearance). Last night,
entertaining friends, the house felt normal. Although he’d never
really known normal but he knew that Sommersgate felt no longer
cold and forbidding but instead warm and even welcoming.

Douglas
cleared these thoughts. He’d never believed what many of the staff,
local myth, and even Tamsin thought as the house having its own
personality.

What he did
believe was that Julia thought that she had truly seen a ghost last
night. As hilariously adorable as she was in her fright (and she
was, indeed, adorable), it was clear she believed thoroughly in the
myth that shrouded Sommersgate. To Douglas’s way of thinking, this
was only to his fortune. He was pleased she saw The Mistress last
night and hoped the ghost would return and drive her, again,
straight into his arms.

He just
hoped the next time she ran into him, they were closer to
his
bed.

The breakfast
manfully consumed with still enough left over for another group of
their size to eat until they were satiated, everyone filed away
from the table. Sam and Charlie headed to the kitchen and Oliver
and Douglas were off to the stables when Douglas saw Carter.

Monique was
drifting toward the morning room and Julia was seeing to the
children when Douglas called out to the man.

“The shrubbery
around Miss Fair…” he stopped himself and thought of how the staff
addressed her less formally, “Miss Julia’s windows needs cutting
back. Please see to it.”

Carter simply
nodded but Douglas caught the look of disdain on Monique’s face and
the look of pleasure on Julia’s.

Everyone but
the women spent the day pleasantly occupied however they saw fit.
After breakfast, the children followed Oliver and Douglas to the
stables, they all saddled horses and took a morning ride, Ruby
seated in front of Douglas, Willie and Lizzie on their own
mounts.

When they
returned, the children came and went from the kitchen. Charlie and
Sam would emerge for a rest but Julia was firmly entrenched in her
cooking and Douglas didn’t see her the entire day.

At three,
Veronika moved through the house timidly to tell people that supper
would be served in forty-five minutes. At the allotted time,
Douglas and Oliver met Charlotte at the bottom of the stairwell.
Charlotte had changed from casual clothes into a fetching black
dress.

“Did it
really take you three and Veronika and Mrs. K to make Thanksgiving dinner?” Oliver asked his wife
after he’d kissed her cheek.

“No, but
we didn’t make a Thanksgiving
dinner, we made two Thanksgiving
dinners,” Charlotte answered.

“For God’s
sake, why?” Oliver breathed, likely still recovering from the
breakfast orgy.

“Julia made
one for the staff. While we sit down to eat the one Mrs. K and
Ronnie made for us, they’ll sit down and eat one Julia and the rest
of us made for them. ‘No one,’” Charlotte drawled in a husky,
American accent, teasingly mimicking Julia’s voice, “‘Misses out on
Thanksgiving.’”

Charlotte
turned her face to Douglas to see how he’d react to this news but
he kept his expression bland. He knew his friends were speculating
about Julia and himself but he had no idea if Charlotte would be an
ally or an enemy. She knew too much of his history, especially with
women, and she’d formed a close bond with Julia in a short time. He
had decided to tread carefully with her.

Douglas,
did, however, have a reaction. Nearly all of his friends growing up
had servants and many of them had long-standing staff who had
effectively become members of their family. Monique and Maxwell
Ashton did not share this
affectionate bent. Although Douglas himself had never known a time
when Mr. and Mrs. Kilpatrick had not been in his life, he knew
nothing about them and never asked, first because it wouldn’t have
been allowed by his parents and then as pure habit. Yet in a matter
of weeks, Julia had made deep inroads into entrenching his servants
into the family unit.

No more was
said as, just then, the children clamoured down the stairwell
followed by Julia who was walking beside Sam, both of them laughing
at something.

At the sight
of her, Douglas took a swift intake of breath.

Julia was
wearing a soft, cream, knit sweater dress that covered nearly every
inch of flesh, from its deep, cowl-neck all the way down to her
wrists with the figure-skimming skirt swinging gracefully around
her ankles. It didn’t matter that it covered every bit of her.
Everywhere, the material fit snugly, lovingly accentuating every
lush curve. She’d fastened a gold, link belt tantalisingly low on
her hips and had dozens of golden bangles on both her wrists. And
her feet were encased in a pair of tan cowboy boots.

“You might not
want to ogle my new best friend,” Charlotte hissed in a playfully
irate voice and Douglas, unusually, started. He swiftly shuttered
his blatant reaction, his head swung to his friend but he saw
Charlie was admonishing Oliver who turned sheepish eyes to his
wife.

As Julia and
Sam made it to the bottom of the stairwell, the children already
rushing to the dining room, Douglas moved forward, intent on one
thing.

Dinner
may get cold and his careful strategy might be damned but he was
going to slip her somewhere so he could privately show her exactly
how much he liked her dress. Privately and thoroughly, until she
was in no doubt about his particularly strong, insistent feelings
about that… fucking…
dress.

Julia lifted
her eyes to his and Douglas saw hers became startled as she read
his unconcealed intent and, at that moment, with her green eyes on
him, that dress on her, he didn’t give a good goddamn that she
could read him so easily.

However, just
then there was a bustle of activity down the hall and Monique came
gliding out of the library.

“How
delightful, my friend is just in time. Now, another Thanksgiving
tradition, a family reunion.”

Douglas
ignored his mother but Julia’s eyes followed Monique.

He arrived at
her side and bent to whisper in her ear, “If I may have a private
word before dinner?”

“What?” she
asked distractedly, not looking at him, but instead she continued
gazing down the hall and he saw her face pale as she breathed,
“Oh.”

Douglas
followed her eyes and saw what made her pale. In confusion, he
stared at a tall, familiar-looking man with greying blond hair and
faded blue eyes.

Then he heard
Julia whisper, “My God, it’s my Dad.”

At her words,
Douglas’s vision exploded in a white-hot blaze of fury.

* * * * *

Monique was
escorting into the stairwell, and fawning over, Dr. Trevor Fairfax,
Julia’s father.

Dear Lord in heaven, Julia thought and then she felt the room reel and she was
almost certain she was going to faint even though she’d never done
such a ridiculous thing in her entire life.

“I didn’t want
to say anything because Dr. Fairfax didn’t know if he could make it
but here he is! Isn’t this an extraordinary surprise? A family
reunion!” Monique announced with malevolent delight.

The room was
still spinning and in a desperate effort to steady herself, Julia
focused on Douglas. Looking at him from under her lashes, she saw
to her distracted surprise that he was staring at her father, not
blandly, but thin-lipped, his scar frighteningly defined and a
muscle worked angrily in his hard jaw.

Monique
continued with her announcement and Julia swung her dazed eyes to
the woman. “I know, Julia, that this will be a big surprise for
you. But I do hope it’s a
welcome one. I’ve had many heartfelt conversations with your
father, who was understandably upset about Gavin, and, of course,
that no one saw fit to invite him to his own son’s
funeral.”

At any
other time Julia would have laughed out loud at the thought of the
heartless Monique having a heartfelt anything.

However
nothing at that moment was even the slightest bit funny.

She didn’t
even dignify Monique’s second pronouncement with a thought. Of
course her father hadn’t been invited to Gavin’s funeral. It was
Trevor Fairfax’s choice not to be a part of their lives. Julia
herself hadn’t seen her father since her college graduation when he
handed her a tiny cardboard box that held a pair of earrings made
of paste and some metal that turned green within a few weeks. He
had walked away from her then, feeling his duty done, and she’d
never seen or heard from him again.

And she liked
it that way.

“Julia.” Her
father came forward, his smooth, cultured voice, grating across her
skin like sandpaper. His blue eyes, eyes so much like Gavin’s,
moved over her face with worried care. To her disbelief, he pulled
her rapidly stiffening body into his arms. “I was so sorry to hear
about Gavin.”

“Children!”
Monique called and Julia jumped while still suffering her father’s
embrace. “We have a surprise for you.”

Julia uttered
a panicked noise and her father released her, his hands on her
shoulders slid down to hold her firmly by her upper arms. They had
to look, for all intents and purposes, like the happily reunited
father and daughter and this thought made Julia want to scream.

For some
reason she could not fathom, her eyes searched for Douglas, but he
was no longer at her side. She didn’t want the kids to be involved
in this, yet somehow in those vital seconds, she had been rendered
speechless.

Sam, Oliver
and Charlie were staring at the scene openly, obviously bemused by
this highly-charged turn in the so recently convivial state of
affairs.

The children
had entered the room and were watching in silent confusion. Before
Julia could pull herself together, she realised Douglas had moved
toward them.

“Lizzie, take
your brother and sister into the kitchen.” His deep voice ordered
then Julia saw Mrs. K bustle up the long room. “Mrs. Kilpatrick,
please take the children to the kitchen.”

“What’s
happening?” Mrs. K, who normally would not say a word in response
to any command of Douglas’s (except “Yes, Lord Ashton”), took one
look at Julia’s stricken face and her own became a mask of
concern.

Julia finally
found her voice.

“Please,” she
implored and Mrs. K became all business. She quickly hustled the
children out, pulling the dining room doors closed behind her.

Julia heard
Ruby’s shout, “Who’s that man?” and Julia’s eyes closed in despair
as she pulled herself free of her father’s hands.

“Julia, my
dear, I know this is a surprise. I was stunned to get your mother’s
letter telling me what happened to Gavin. So young, so full of
life.” Her father was speaking to her and when she opened her eyes,
she couldn’t meet his, couldn’t get a handle on her careening
thoughts. His words were so inane, the kind of thing you’d say
about someone you didn’t know.

But
then, he didn’t know
Gavin.

She
caught Monique in her line of vision, the other woman’s face alight
with vicious glee while she stood taking in the scene. After
fifteen years, Monique knew that Trevor Fairfax had no place in his
first family’s life and still she contacted him, invited him
there, on
Thanksgiving.

Julia’s
bewildered panic began to give way to anger. She felt rather than
saw Douglas position himself behind her, very close behind her. So close, she could feel the heat from
his body. For some reason, this emboldened her.

“So full of
life?” she whispered, as if to herself, emotions surging through
her and she lifted her eyes to her father’s. Gavin would have
likely looked like him, if he’d been given a few more decades, and
that thought drove away all vestiges of panic and replaced them
with blinding fury.

The likes of
Trevor Fairfax, who could cheat on his wife and turn his back on
his children, rarely seeing them, never paying child support, never
giving them a kind word or a loving touch, could live happily into
his sixties. But a good man like Gavin, who was full of love and
fun and enjoyed life to its fullest, didn’t even make it to forty
years of age.

At that
thought, Julia’s rage exploded.

“How do you
know what he was full of?” she snapped. “You hadn’t seen him in
fifteen years, hadn’t sent a single Christmas card, hadn’t looked
upon his children or ever met his beautiful wife! He could have
been dying of cancer at the time of the accident, brought low with
diabetes, had his legs crushed in a freak accident involving a
tree,” she declared wildly, her voice rising.

She felt
Douglas’s hand touch the small of her back and feeling it there
gave her even more courage.

“What are you
doing here?” she demanded hotly.

“Julia, I
don’t think…” Monique started a reprimand but surprisingly it was
Trevor who interrupted her.

With a look at
his audience, his eyes showing nothing but polite irritation at her
outburst, the very soul of the patient father, Trevor asked,
“Perhaps we can have some privacy?”

“Yes,
perhaps we should all go to the
kitchen,” Charlotte offered quietly from somewhere behind
Julia.

“No!” Julia
cried, panicked, wanting her friends around her, feeling she
couldn’t face this loathsome man alone, not without Patricia
there, not without
Gavin there. Tears began to fill her eyes, tears she resolutely
refused to shed.

Douglas moved
even closer. “Oliver, please take the women into the dining room
and begin the meal.” His voice rumbled, so close, it sent
vibrations down her back and her head twisted, her eyes flying to
his.

Don’t leave me, she silently begged.

Douglas spared
her only a glance before he said, “We’ll go into the library.”

She saw that
Douglas’s eyes were blank, gone was the anger she had seen in his
face earlier, gone was the teasing man she was with last night.
Now, it was pure Douglas, unaffected and calm.

Even in the
face of that, she felt a sense of relief that he said the word,
“we”.

The others
bustled quickly into the dining room, closing the door behind them
as Douglas swung out his arm toward the library, cordially inviting
them to move forward, the picture of the gracious host.

Trevor
hesitated. “Could I speak with my daughter alone?”

Without
hesitation, Douglas said simply, “No.”

It was said in
his usual authoritative tone that brooked no argument. After
uttering that one word, Douglas pressed his hand into Julia’s back,
gently forcing her forward before she could see her father’s
response and before her father could respond at all.

She preceded
both men into the room, Douglas stopping considerately to allow
Trevor to go in front of him and then turning to close the doors
behind him.

Julia walked
to the ceiling-high windows and surveyed the gardens. Although she
knew in their full bloom they could be beautiful, now the formal
and regimented beds had been put to sleep for the winter. They were
nothing but borders and large circles of overturned dirt with
enormous empty urns in the middle surrounded by still-green lawns.
They were terraced with magnificent balustrades that led into a
small, natural wooded area that gave way to graceful rolling fields
where chocolate-faced, round, woolly sheep grazed. The sun was
already beginning to set on this beautiful pastoral scene and the
day, whose weather had veered from hazy to bright, was fading.

Julia saw none
of that, her mind turning in circles and she had begun to
shake.

She was
shaking because her father was there, pretending to feel a grief
there was no way on God’s green earth he could feel.

She was
shaking because she knew Monique hated her enough to do this to
her, on a special day, a holiday, for goodness sakes. It was never pleasant to acknowledge
that someone hated you that much, especially someone with whom you
were forced to live.

And she was
shaking because even if Douglas was with her (and she was thankful
that he was and she wasn’t going to try to process why, she just
was), she still felt somehow alone. Thousands of miles away from
her wise and dramatic mother who would know exactly what to say.
And forever away from her beloved brother who would have known
exactly what to do.

And she was
just Julia, the weakest of the lot, and she wasn’t sure she had the
strength to face this.

“Julia, you
must know, regardless of our estrangement, it came as a great shock
–” her father began but she turned and levelled her gaze at him,
the look in her eye causing him to stop speaking.

He’d walked
into the room and was standing not five feet from her, his face
earnest, his eyes warm.

Her lip
curled.


“Estrangement?” she broke in, her voice shaking. “What a convenient
word. I thought it was called ‘abandonment’.”

Trevor’s head
jerked in response as if she’d physically struck a blow.

“Of
course,” Julia continued, ignoring her father, anger spurring her
on. She turned her attention from her father to Douglas, who was
standing with his shoulders against the doors and his arms crossed
on his chest, regarding her with that bland expression on his face.
“I may not have full command of the English language.
I
was born in a small town in
Indiana to a mother whose parents were farmers, as were their
parents before them. We’re just simple folk.” Her eyes swung back
to her father. “I was not born
to privilege. My mother was
not heiress to a popcorn fortune who came complete with a trust
fund, a five bedroom mansion and a fourth generation membership to
the country club. My father was,
of course, a well-known surgeon but I never saw him. He didn’t send me to private school and violin lessons and pay for
college and graduate school. So perhaps I have it wrong. I suppose the genteel way is to refer to it
as ‘estrangement’ but where I come from, we call ‘em as we see ‘em
and we’d call it ‘abandonment’.”
Her eyes swung back to Douglas. “What do you think,
Douglas?”

“Julia, is
this really necessary?” her father asked before Douglas could
answer (not that he was going to answer). “I came to make amends,
when things like this happen, you realise –”

It was then
Julia completely lost control, her vision exploding into fireworks
of fury. Her fists clenched and her body tensed from the top of her
head to the tips of her toes.

She
leaned forward stiffly from the waist and hissed, “Make amends? You
can never make
amends. Even if I was to spend the next fifteen years telling you,
you will never know what a good man your son was. You will never
have the chance to meet the glorious woman he chose for his bride.
You will never have her joy and light shine down on you. You’re too
late.”

“I know that,
Julia,” Trevor replied, his voice conciliatory. He began to walk
forward and she threw her arm up to fend him off. It registered
somewhere in her brain that Douglas had pushed away from the doors
when father started to approach daughter but Julia was too overcome
to think about what that meant.

“So now,
because I have a little bit of my brother in me, I’m going to let
you have Thanksgiving dinner with your grandchildren. Not for your
sake, but for theirs,” Julia went on. “Their parents just died and
I don’t want anything disturbing what, up until now, was perhaps
their first lovely day in months. And afterwards, you’re going to
go back to your wife and family and never darken our door
again.”

At the mention
of his second family, his face grew pale and his carefully
controlled expression faltered.

“Felicia’s
left me, Julia.” His voice cracked on this admission and instead of
Julia feeling an ounce of compassion, which she saw his eyes
beseeching her for, it all became blazingly clear why he was
there.

If his
wife had left him then now he was
alone, only now would he come back into her life. Not of his own
accord, but because, perhaps, he had no one else.

She didn’t
care. She could not believe his selfishness, it took her breath
away. But he wasn’t finished.

“My children,
they’re all…” He didn’t complete that thought and she didn’t wonder
at it. None of her half sisters or brother had ever made any
advances to her or Gavin either. “And then I heard about Gavin and
I just had to –”

She advanced
on him, taking two swift strides and barely registering his wince
and recoil at her quick, furious charge. She realised then how old
he looked, how faded and defeated, his handsomeness nothing but a
memory.

Gavin
would have never looked
like that. Never.

She jolted to
a halt.

“If you
have problems, they’re your problems. We, Mom, Gavin and I, had problems too but we
managed to sort through them without you! There was the time when Mom had nineteen cents in the bank
and you hadn’t paid child support and we had no toilet paper, where
were you when Gavin
had to break open his piggy bank so we could go to the store? There
was the time when Gavin won All-County in football and all the
other boys stood on the stage with their fathers and Mom had to be
at work and my brother had to stand there alone, where were you
then?” She hurled every word at him like a spear. “So, now you can
take my offer and then you can go away and I swear to all that is
holy, if you ever approach my mother, I’ll hunt you down and
–”

“I believe,”
Douglas cut in firmly, quieting her with his calm words, “dinner is
getting cold. I would imagine the children are missing their aunt
and likely becoming concerned.” Both father and daughter swung to
Douglas who was now standing several feet from the doorway. “If
Julia has anything more to say after supper, perhaps she can do so
then. Now it’s important to get back to the children.”

Julia was
still shaking but she took a deep breath while she watched Douglas.
He looked completely unperturbed at this turn of events and she
tried to suck some of his energy from across the room.

“Of course,”
she agreed with a stiff nod, because he was right, she should be
thinking of the children. “Father, would you like to meet your
grandchildren?” she inquired, but her tone was barely civil, making
these lovely words sound nearly threatening.

He simply
nodded, looking back and forth between Douglas and Julia.

She took
another breath and motioned with her arm to the door. Trevor
started to exit the room and she followed him, her movements jerky.
As she passed Douglas, he caught her hand and pulled on it gently
to stop her.

“You have to
get control of yourself,” he told her from between his teeth. “You
can’t let the children see you like this.”

“And how
do you propose I do that?” Julia flashed back. He may be able to stand cold and controlled in the
face of just about anything but she wasn’t built like that.

Douglas
turned.

“Dr. Fairfax,”
he called to the older man and her father, already in the hall,
stopped. “If you’ll give me a moment with Julia?”

Trevor looked
relieved, obviously believing that he had an ally in Douglas as he
had in Monique and therefore he nodded gratefully.

Julia also
wondered where Douglas stood on all this drama and decided that it
was likely exactly where Douglas always stood, casually
removed.

“Please close
the doors and wait for us in the hall,” Douglas requested. “And
please do not approach the children until Julia and I are there to
make introductions.”

Trevor nodded
again before he closed the doors behind him and Douglas pulled
Julia back to the windows where his gentle tug on her hand made her
halt.

He turned her
to face him but didn’t let go over her hand.

“I can’t
believe this is happening,” she muttered under her breath, her body
still shaking, resolving to worry about Douglas some other
time.

“Julia, you
lose your temper, you let him see he can affect you and you give
him power. You cannot give him power. You need to control
yourself,” Douglas informed her, like it was as easy as that.

“He does have
power!” she burst out. “He’s my father. He’ll always be my
father.”

It was
all too much, losing Gavin and Tammy, losing her old life, playing
this game with Douglas and now this. She didn’t have the strength, never had, Sean had shown
her that.

She lifted a
hand and raked her fingers with agitation through her hair.

“He’s never
been your father,” Douglas stated and her entire body jerked at his
pronouncement, her arm dropping listlessly, because, in his
statement’s exquisite simplicity, she realised he was right.

She
stared at him, stunned with the knowledge shared eloquently,
through five little words, that Douglas didn’t stand casually
removed, not from her but instead, from Dr. Trevor Fairfax. Gone
was the fury she’d seen the moment her father entered the hall.
Douglas gave Trevor Fairfax nothing and this was because he
was worth nothing to
Douglas except his casual indifference. And telling her this,
showing her, Douglas was indicating this was how she should also
behave.

The tears
she’d pushed back sprang to her eyes. She pulled her hand from his
and swung away, putting distance between them as she fought back
her emotions and tried to find the strength to follow his lead. She
stopped, her back to Douglas and pressed the fingers of both of her
hands to her mouth.

Douglas didn’t
follow her and she used the moment of semi-privacy to battle for
control.

“You know, I
don’t really miss him,” Gavin said once when they were talking
about their father. “Whenever we had to go to his house for the
weekend, I always couldn’t wait to get home to Mom.”

Tamsin had
kissed the top of her husband’s head.

“Yeah, Gav,”
Julia had agreed quietly, “I know.”

“I was glad
when he stopped coming to pick us up for visits,” Gavin had
muttered. “It was a relief.”

Then Gavin
looked up at them and laughed off the sad thoughts he was
expressing aloud and the sadder ones that underlay them. Julia
never knew if it was actually a relief or if her brother was trying
to convince himself. Had he wished he’d had a father? Had he wished
he’d not grown up in a house full of women? Had he needed some male
guidance?

She’d
never asked and now she’d never know. What she did know was that Gavin worked every moment of every
day to be a good father to his children, a shining example and,
furthermore, an excellent, attentive, loving husband to his
wife.

For Julia’s
part, she’d always wanted a Daddy, someone to make her feel like a
princess just as she’d witnessed her own father treated his other
two daughters. She’d wanted that kind of love and devotion, to be
the beautiful darling, the girl who could do no wrong in her
Daddy’s eyes. And she never gave up hoping for that, hoping that
one day he’d be that kind of Dad. And then came the day he gave her
the cheap cardboard box filled with cheaper earrings after she had
struggled her way through four years of university, working as a
tutor, and left with a staggering amount of student loans which he,
not once, offered to assist her with. That day, she had given up
hope.

She thought
about those earrings, which she kept until just over a month ago,
finding them when she packed up her house. Before she moved to
England she had thrown them in the trash.

Douglas
was right, he had never been her
father.

She
straightened her shoulders and drew air into her nostrils, her head
tilting back with the effort. She released it from her mouth and
turned to Douglas.

Not one tear
had been shed.

“I’m ready,”
she told him, her voice, surprising her, was strong.

He assessed
her as she walked toward him but when she went to pass him, he took
her hand. They walked together, hand in hand, as if it was the most
natural thing in the world. Even though she knew it was weak, knew
she shouldn’t allow it, she needed his hand in hers. She might not
have made it across the room without it.

When he
stopped to open the door, he turned to her.

“Well done,”
he whispered, the indifferent expression gone from his eyes and now
clear, undiluted admiration was shining in them.

She felt every
bone in her body turn to jelly and it was an immense effort of will
simply to stay standing.

She should
have nodded casually as if there was no question she could master
the situation. But instead the corners of her lips tilted up
ever-so-slightly at the look in his eyes that made her stomach
clench, not with desire but with pride.

She dipped her
head, slightly flustered, and whispered, “Thank you.”

She felt
Douglas’s hand squeeze hers then he opened the door.

* * * * *

Five hours
later, with a huge dose of Charlie’s experienced flair, coupled
with Julia’s determined grace, a bit of Sam’s hilarious energy and
even shades of Monique’s cultured charm, Thanksgiving Day did not
become the disaster for which it seemed to be destined.

The
children were hesitantly accepting of their grandfather, although
both Elizabeth and William seemed far more reluctant than Ruby,
undoubtedly they’d heard their parents talk. They looked constantly
at Julia and Douglas.
Julia would give them reassuring smiles; Douglas took Julia’s lead
(but not so far as to smile, just communicating non-verbally that
all was well).

Trevor acted
the benevolent grandfather but seemed to be more interested in
dancing attendance upon Monique.

Now, the
children in bed, Douglas felt the need for pretence was gone.

He had known
his mother was up to something and he resolved to deal with her
later. He knew exactly what he intended to do to punish her for
today’s antics. He would not, however, do it in front of
guests.

As for
Trevor Fairfax, that matter
would need to be dealt with immediately.

Julia’s words
about Gavin needing to smash open his piggy bank so her family
could have the bare necessities made his gut clench. And the new
knowledge that the proud, easy-going man he knew as his
brother-in-law, who showered steady devotion on his family, at one
time stood alone on a stage without a parent to support him, made
him understand with a clarity he never had before why Tamsin had
fallen so deeply in love with her husband. Patricia Fairfax was
clearly a remarkable woman to make up for so much and nurture her
family the way she did.

Douglas
watched Julia and marvelled at her strength of will to control her
emotions, to sit in a room and have dinner with her errant father.
Douglas found her behaviour stunning.

But now it was
high time his soon-to-be wife was allowed to relax and enjoy her
fucking holiday.

They were all
in the formal drawing room finishing a nightcap. Julia’s father
seemed happy enough, sitting and conversing and even, Douglas noted
to his disgust, discreetly flirting with Monique.

For Julia’s
sake, Douglas had been nursing a slow burn for five hours and he
was coming to the end of his patience with it. It was her father,
her issue and he had to allow her to deal with it in her way (with
his guidance, of course), even though he very much wanted to eject
the man the minute he realised who he was.

But it was her
battle. And Julia had, after a valiant struggle, handled it quite
splendidly. If she had turned to Douglas and told him to get rid of
her father, he would have done so, without hesitation. But she
didn’t and that too, he thought, was not only her prerogative and
it was also honourable.

However, when
Monique finally moved away to refresh her drink, Douglas was
finished with allowing Julia to have her honourable way.

He strode over
to Trevor and said under his breath in a tone that could not be
ignored nor misunderstood, “I think, Dr. Fairfax, it’s time for you
to leave.”

Trevor turned
astonished eyes to Douglas, clearly having been lulled into
relaxing in his very plush surroundings. Even though Julia said
barely a dozen words to him since dinner, Monique had been
expending a great deal of energy making him feel welcome.

The older man
read Douglas’s face and was smart enough to nod.

Douglas wasted
no time in announcing his guest’s imminent departure. Farewells
were quickly and not-so-cordially exchanged (Charlotte, Oliver and
Sam had correctly surmised Julia and Douglas’s mood and behaved
accordingly).

Douglas and
Julia, joined by Monique, walked Trevor to the front door where
Carter (at Douglas’s behest) had been waiting with the Bentley for
the last half an hour. When Douglas ordered Carter to the front,
Carter informed him that Trevor arrived in a taxi. Where Trevor now
was going, Douglas neither knew nor cared.

Monique gave
him a fond good-bye, pleased that it seemed she’d gotten away with
her spitefulness. Julia just stood with her arms crossed on her
chest and didn’t say a word.

Douglas, tone
and manner civil, shook the man’s hand and then said in a cordial
voice, “Just so we understand about this evening, Dr. Fairfax, you
are not to return to this house or approach Julia, the children or
Patricia unless one of them expresses the desire to communicate
with you.”

Unnerved by
Douglas’s belying manner and words, Trevor blinked and stammered,
“I… I –”

Douglas
released his hand.

Monique,
of course, was not at a loss
for words. “Douglas! How could you? Trevor and I have, these past
weeks, formed a lovely friendship.” She turned to Trevor.
“If I
wish to see you, you are always
welcome at Sommers –”

Douglas didn’t
allow her to finish.

“If you invite
him into my house without Julia’s consent, you will find yourself
no longer living in it,” he stated inflexibly.

It was
Monique’s turn to stammer, this time not in astonishment but in
outrage and Douglas heard Julia’s surprised gasp.

Douglas
ignored his mother and Julia and turned back to Trevor. “Did I make
myself understood?”

Douglas didn’t
wait for his answer and began to walk away, offering his arm to
Julia who walked forward woodenly, her face partially in shadows,
her breath shallow. She placed her hand in the crook his elbow and
he tucked it firmly in his side.

Julia didn’t
offer her father a good-bye.

“Sir,” Carter
called, “I thought you’d like to know, a somewhat urgent call came
about five minutes ago. I explained you’d ring him back.”

Douglas
felt his irritation escalate. Now was
exactly not the time for this. He needed to talk to Julia, he
wished to see if she was all right. He certainly didn’t need to
leave her alone with his mother, and then, of course, there were
the children to consider

His eyes met
Carter’s.

Fucking hell.
He would have to have a word with Mrs. Kilpatrick.

His mind
moving swiftly through the problems this new turn of events caused,
he strode by Carter but said over his shoulder, “I’ll phone him
immediately.”

Julia seemed
oblivious to the entire exchange.

When they
arrived inside the hall, leaving Monique to make her apologies or
explanations to Trevor, Douglas closed the heavy door behind
them.

When he
finally caught sight of Julia’s face in the lights of the hall, he
felt his breath catch. Her eyes were shining with gratitude.
Gratitude he would have liked very much to have the time to
translate into something else.

She licked her
lips and came forward, placing her hand on his chest, she leaned
close to him.

“Thank you,”
she whispered for the second time that day and the strength of
feeling underlying her tone was his undoing.

He pulled her
roughly in his arms and pressed a hard kiss on her lips, catching
her gasp against his mouth. His body immediately responded,
beginning to tense, his hands on the soft material of her dress
itching for more of her, the smell of her scent (she’d worn the one
he preferred that day) surrounding him.

For his own
sanity, he let her go just as abruptly as he grabbed hold of
her.

She stood
swaying gently, her eyes blinking at him and he settled his hands
on either side of her jaw and moved in as close as he dared in an
effort to retain control.

“I have to go,
something important, I don’t know when I’ll be back,” he told
her.

She blinked
again. “Okay,” she muttered, drawing out the “O” dazedly.

He felt a
smile come to his face at the bedazzled look in her eye,
inordinately pleased that he could do that with one kiss.

As a reward
and against his better judgement, he gave her another one, pulling
her forward using gentle pressure on her face. Their bodies didn’t
touch, just their lips and their tongues. He spent longer on her,
used more care, teasing her, tasting her, feeling his blood stir,
his already tense body tightening hungrily.

The moment he
heard the sexy little moan he was getting used to, the one that
came from the back of her throat that heralded the moment she would
give in and move to deepen the kiss, he forced himself to let her
go.

And without
looking back, he walked away.

 


 


 



Chapter
Thirteen

The
Incident

 


Mrs. K put the
finishing touches on the grocery list that included the ingredients
for a bakewell tart, an apple crumble and a variety of other bits
and pieces that she would have made for her own children if she and
Roddy had ever decided to have any. Sommersgate House had always
been their child, hers the house and her husband’s the grounds. As
it turned out, there wouldn’t have been time for anyone else.

She heard her
before she saw Julia come in the back split farm door to the
kitchen, a way that Tamsin had sometimes used, Douglas never used
and Julia nearly always used. She was wearing a pair of slate grey
pants, a pale, dusky-blue blouse with feminine tucks down the front
and a winter-white tailored blazer. The finishing touch was a pair
of navy pumps with a big silver oval affixed to the toe and a heel
that was dangerous in two ways, it was way too high and it was way
too thin. Miss Julia strode in like she was wearing slippers.

“Hey Mrs. K,”
she greeted with a small wave of her slim black briefcase and a
bright smile.

“How was
work?” Mrs. K asked and Miss Julia threw herself at a bench at the
table while Mrs. K flipped the switch on the kettle.

“That place is
a mess!” Julia answered with contradictory delight in her tone.
“But the staff is great and dedicated and I think we can turn it
around. Where’s Ruby-girl?”

“Veronika’s
taken her to the petting zoo. Coffee?”

“I’d kill for
some coffee,” Julia replied, a grateful smile on her face.

Mrs. K
returned her smile. Mrs. K hadn’t smiled so much in a very long
time, in fact, never, and she knew exactly why.

Before he left
after what Miss Julia cheekily described as “The Thanksgiving
Fiasco”, Lord Ashton had given the edict to all the staff that
orders were now to be taken from Miss Julia. Miss Julia, he stated
firmly, had the running of the house. This not only came from Lord
Ashton’s lips, he’d even scrawled a note to confirm his wishes in
writing. Upon seeing it, Lady Ashton’s face had turned white as a
sheet, her lips thinning to invisibility. She said not a word, left
the room and shortly after, left the house to go to Kensington.


For her part,
Miss Julia looked rather stunned and, fighting for composure,
simply said, “I figure, Mrs. K, you know what you’re doing so you
probably should just get on with doing it.”

And with that,
everything had changed. Mrs. K never had the full run of the house
and she was having the time of her life.

Mrs. K almost
felt like finding the awful woman she’d worked for most of her life
and thanking her for bringing Julia’s dreadful father (Julia had,
of course, confided the whole story to Mrs. K and Ronnie over
coffee) back on the scene. Her actions had triggered a great deal
of change, or, Mrs. K had to admit, had solidified the changes that
were already taking place. Also, with Monique gone, to Mrs. K’s way
of thinking, things could finally progress a lot more smoothly in
another quarter if Lord Ashton would just come home.

She was a
little surprised at the turn of events. Mrs. K thought that it
would be Julia who had to win over Douglas but it appeared that it
was happening the other way around. This made Mrs. K’s hope blossom
as she knew Douglas Ashton always won, no matter what he
attempted.

After
Thanksgiving, Lady Ashton left first thing in the morning, Carter
stuffing her and the seven Louis Vuitton cases (that Veronika
methodically packed) in the Bentley. Even after all these years,
Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t mind seeing her go. That woman had never
been very nice to her staff or to her children. To Mrs. K’s way of
thinking, she deserved everything she got, especially for
orchestrating that nasty turn with Miss Julia and Gavin’s
father.

Charlotte, Sam
and Julia went out shopping with Ruby, Oliver went out on the
rounds with Roddy and Lizzie and Willie went back to school and
nary a word was said about Lady Ashton or Dr. Fairfax. Though
everyone was far more relaxed and at ease. Sam, Charlotte and
Oliver finally left on Sunday morning after spending a lovely
weekend at Sommersgate.

Monday arrived
and Miss Julia went in to Bristol to start her new job. She was
supposed to work Monday through Thursday from ten o’clock until
two. But she didn’t arrive home until well after three even though
it was only a fifteen minute drive to Bristol. Mrs. K glanced at
the clock, it was nearly four and the children would soon be
home.

“Anything
exciting happen today?” Julia asked as the kettle burbled.

Mrs. K wanted
to tell her that everything exciting had happened that day because
nothing had happened without Lady Ashton to please. Mrs. K felt a
sense of such deep relief, she didn’t exactly know how to handle
it. She did not keep an eye out for every speck of dust, every
slight smudge on window, mirror or the sheen on the banisters or
tables. She didn’t have a pile of laundry to inspect to make
certain they were fresh smelling and stain and wrinkle free. She
didn’t have to mentally calculate every calorie in every dish she
was making. And she didn’t have to calm Veronika’s nerves every
time she saw the girl, who was also adjusting to this new feeling
at Sommersgate with rapid ease.

All they had
to look forward to was Miss Julia’s smiling face coming in the
backdoor, a quick gossip over a fresh cuppa, the children’s rushing
about when they got home and the rest of the time nothing but
peace.

Even the house
seemed to be settling into this new regime. The days were getting
shorter but at Sommersgate the evening shadows were receding. The
weather was becoming chill but in the house the draughts and cold
were disappearing. In the evening, when it always seemed so dark,
in the house, the edge was off the night. Shadows lost their
menace. Rather than seeming alive and frightful, as they always had
done, they just became shadows of this piece of furniture or that
shape of a tree hit by the moonlight.

Even The
Master and The Mistress had been silent. Not even Ruby saw or felt
them anymore, Mrs. K knew because she’d asked the girl.

“No, nothing
exciting,” she answered and Carter walked in just then with a nod
and grabbed the grocery list and one of Mrs. K’s homemade scones.
“Make it quick, I want to get that crumble ready for tea.”

“Aye, aye,
captain,” Carter grumbled but he did it genially while Mrs. K
poured the water into the freshly ground coffee in the
cafetière.

“I was reading
about The Master and Mistress last night,” Julia told her as she
got up to grab mugs, sugar bowl, teaspoons and the jug of milk out
of the fridge. “There are a couple books about the Barony in the
library and in one, there’s quite a bit about them.”

Mrs. K pressed
down the cafetière.

“Learn
anything?” she asked as she sat down at the bench across the table
from Julia, something she’d done every day this week so far,
something she’d never have done, ever, with Douglas or Monique
Ashton. But then, both of them rarely came into the kitchen.

“Their names,
Archibald or ‘Archie’ as he was known and get this…” she paused for
effect, “Ruby! I bet that’s why Tamsin named Ruby-girl that.”

Mrs. K nodded,
looking fondly at the other woman’s glowing face. “It’s likely.
Miss Tamsin was taken with that story, always was from the first
moment she saw The Master and felt his lady.”

Julia took a
sip of her coffee. “Did you know there are portraits of the two of
them amongst the others in the stairwell?”

Mrs. K
leaned forward in a small rush of excitement because she
didn’t
know. In all her years there,
she’d never had the time to go sorting through the Sommersgate
library (nor did she wish to get caught) to find information about
the ghosts.

“Which ones?”
she asked.

“Come on, I’ll
show you,” Julia invited conspiratorially, grabbed her mug, they
went out to the stairway, walked up to the landing and Julia
pointed, “Those two.”

Mrs. K stared
at two paintings she’d seen nearly all her life, even twice, in
that time, had ordered taken down and cleaned.

They stood
alone, the only portraits on the wall at the landing, while all the
other walls were stuffed full of them, higgledy-piggledy arranged
to get as many in the space allowed. They were also the grandest of
them all, twice as big as any other painting. The man stood tall,
looking a bit like Douglas, or at least he had a similar way about
him even if the features were only a touch the same. The woman was
dark-haired, fair skinned and lovely. He looked arrogant and
haughty. She looked, as Mrs. K always thought, happy. She had a bit
of what Mrs. K thought of as a Mona Lisa smile, as if she was
content and had a secret.

“That
portrait, according to one of the books, was finished only two
weeks before her death,” Julia mentioned, indicating Lady Ruby
Ashton’s portrait. “She doesn’t look like a woman who had an
unhappy marriage, do you think?”

Mrs. K
considered it. “I always thought, of all these portraits with their
grim faces that she looked the happiest.”

At that point,
Mrs. K and Julia could talk no more as the kids rushed through
loudly, their voices ringing happily through the halls. Another
change that Mrs. K welcomed but also caused great relief for it
said the children too were adjusting to the changes Julia Fairfax
was causing and, Lord knew, those beautiful children needed,
finally, to adjust.

It was time
for their homework and for her to start dinner and hopefully a
quick apple crumble.

But later,
when she walked around to put the house to bed, Mrs. K found Julia
again on the landing looking up at Lady Ruby with a wondering
gaze.

* * * * *

Julia
sat at her writing desk going through her lists. Or, she was
supposed to be going through her lists, but instead, she was
thinking about him.

He’d done it
again, left without a word or warning and now it had been a week
since Douglas left.

This time,
however, he’d called. Just once, but he’d called. Last night, when
the kids were asleep, Ronnie and Mrs. K gone, the phone rang.

For a second,
she didn’t know what to do. She was told by Mrs. K that the staff
answered the phone unless it was in the study. In the study, no one
touched it except Douglas. There was a complicated system of
inter-comming via the phone, which meant you had to memorise which
number rang to which person (which meant the phone rang everywhere
with a specific ring that the member of staff knew meant them) or
room. One was Mrs. K, two Carter, three rang only in the kitchen,
four was Veronika and it went on.

Patricia
always phoned when the kids were awake and not out at one of their
scheduled classes so she could talk to them as well, so if it was
her mother, it was an emergency.

Late
Thanksgiving evening, her mother had the full briefing about Trevor
Fairfax and Monique (not to mention Douglas’s actions, which
elicited a “You’re joking! Well,
well, who knew the boy had it in him?” and Julia thought only
Patricia Fairfax would refer to Lord Douglas Ashton as “the boy”).
Patricia had made her usual threats of arriving at Sommersgate
House imminently to save the day and had been talked down by Julia
at the last minute.

If it wasn’t
Patricia, then who would be calling, Julia couldn’t imagine and how
she should answer the phone, she didn’t know.

She was in her
room, the phone on her writing desk (which could be called by
dialling number nine) ringing insistently. She grabbed it nervously
and said, “Sommersgate House,” as she suspected the staff would
do.

“Julia?” It
was Douglas.

She felt a
rush of warmth in her belly at the sound of his deep voice and just
stopped from letting out a little, happy sigh.

Then she shook
some sense into herself. What was wrong with her? For goodness
sake, he’d just said her name!

She tried to
make her voice sound detached when she replied, “Douglas. Where are
you?”

She assessed
her tone and thought it sounded aloof and was somewhat pleased with
it.

“How are the
children?” He, she noticed, didn’t answer her question.

“Fine, in bed,
asleep. It’s late, is something wrong?” It wasn’t late, it was nine
thirty but she was trying to strike a mood.

There was
noise in the background, people talking, just one or two and then
they were muffled. When the muffling was gone, she could hear no
more voices.

“Nothing
wrong,” he replied belatedly and didn’t deign to explain the delay
in answer.

“Then why are
you calling?”

“Did you start
your consultancy?”

She wanted to
growl with frustration. Again, he didn’t answer her.

“Yes, I did –”
Before she could finish, he went on.

“How is
it?”

“It’s good,
fine. They’re in a pretty serious muddle but we think we can pull
them through without any loss of staff,” she answered, trying to be
short and to the point but really she wanted to talk about it. In
fact, she was dying to talk about it. It was something entirely
different than what she was used to doing and even though it was
all familiar, everything was new. It was like starting from the
beginning but instead of it being frustrating, it was a fascinating
challenge and she was loving every minute of it.

But she didn’t
tell him that (as much as she wanted to), instead she said, “I’m
fine, the children are fine, the house is fine, everything is fine.
When are you coming home?”

There was
another pause, this one felt heavy with meaning but she couldn’t
put her finger on what that meaning was.

“Home?” he
asked and his voice was strangely husky.

Julia reacted
to the strange tone in his voice and queried, “Are you all right?”
And she couldn’t, even though she wanted to, completely hide the
concern.

“No,” he
answered, to her surprise and further to her surprise, continued.
“I’m shattered and things aren’t going well here.”

“Is there…”
she didn’t know why she said what she did, but she felt compelled
at this unprecedented sharing of feelings and his announcement of
being “shattered”. The very idea of Douglas shattered was
incomprehensible. “Anything I can do?”

Again, he
didn’t answer her question. “I’ll be back sometime during the
weekend.”

“Okay,” was
the only way she could think to reply.

“Sleep well,”
he bid in a strangely gentle and equally strangely sweet, low tone
and then he rang off without letting her say a word. Julia had
stared at the receiver in her hand and only then became aware that
her legs were trembling.

But that was
then, and now it was the next night, much, much later than nine
thirty and Julia was making lists. Tomorrow she wasn’t supposed to
go to work but she’d been looking through the charity’s budgets for
the last few years and she’d hit on a few places they could cut
back so she thought she’d go in for a couple of hours. She was also
making lists of Christmas presents she wanted to buy. And she was
also delaying when she would go to sleep because to sleep was to
dream and to dream was to dream of Douglas and she didn’t want to
dream of Douglas anymore because she liked it too much.

She’d never
dreamed so much in her life. Before Sommersgate, she would have the
odd nightmare or wake up with a strange feeling and vaguely
remember some images. Every once in awhile she’d recall dreaming of
disjointed events that made no sense but weren’t entirely
unpleasant.

But now
her dreams were vivid and they were always about Douglas. Not
things that had happened, not memories, but fantasy scenarios.
Full-blown, romantic-movie-type fantasy scenarios that were
ridiculous in the extreme but, at the same time, very much
not.

Douglas
walking toward her smiling, lifting her off her feet and whirling
her around with his face in her neck whispering words she never
could really hear. Or chasing her through the house, but not
threateningly, playfully. She’d always be running from him,
throwing smiles over her shoulder and laughing right before he
caught her and pushed her against the wall and kissed her until she
was dazed and shaking.

And then there
were the ones where they were in bed. After those, Julia would wake
up smouldering, her breath uneven, her body tingling.

She should let
it go and enjoy it, since she wouldn’t allow herself to enjoy it in
real life. It didn’t hurt to dream. But it was different, dreaming
about movie stars or daydreaming about attractive acquaintances you
know you’d never make any advances to, they were safe, because you
didn’t live with them or see them all the time.

Dreaming
about Douglas wasn’t safe. It was very unsafe because she could get mixed up, she could allow
her defences to go down and then where would she be?

And
where would she be?
Married to a man who didn’t love her, who said she could just move
on when Ruby was gone, just… like… that. A man who could have any
woman he wanted and would most likely go looking for them once he
tired of Julia. He said there would be fidelity but she’d known him
long enough (and she knew men-at-large well enough) to know that
wasn’t likely. And why did he want Julia in the first place? It
just didn’t make sense.

The
problem was, she was beginning to like him. She was seeing things about him that she thought were
funny or sweet or kind or (the worst) damned sexy.

Douglas and
all these things (except the last) were incomprehensible.

She
shook her head again. She could like him but if she found herself
sleeping with him, married to him, attached to him, then he could find his way into her heart
and break it and she was simply not going to let that happen. Not
again.

She had been
glad, at first, that Douglas was gone. Her defences had gone down
and she’d allowed herself to enjoy his presence a bit too much. Now
she had time to get them back up again and she felt strong enough
for him to come home. She would allow herself to like him, even for
them to become friends, but the rest, well, the rest she had to put
a stop to it.

It was on that
thought that she heard the scratching and her head shot up.

The Master was
back!

He’d been gone
for days, no scratching, no nothing. Mrs. K said that even Ruby had
not seen him. The Mistress also seemed to disappear. Mrs. K, Ronnie
and Julia had spent some time that day over coffee speculating
about this absence, deciding Sommersgate itself felt more settled
with Monique gone. But now, the scratching had returned.

She got up
from the desk and wondered if he’d show himself, wondered if he’d
come through the glass at her, wondered what he’d do if she said,
“Archie, don’t be a naughty boy, just go away.”

She
tentatively pulled back the draperies and looked for the
spectre.

No shimmering
Archie but, instead, there were headlights in the drive and what
she could see with some alarm through the darkness were two men.
One short and he was helping a stumbling tall one towards the front
door, a tall man who looked, she peered closely, her nose nearly
pressed against the glass, exactly like Douglas.

Feeling a
sense of unexplained urgency, she turned around and fled her room.
She met them in the long entry hall that led to the stairwell and
what she saw through the darkness cut only by a small side lamp on
a table made her skid to a halt.

Douglas
was lurching awkwardly and had his arm around the short man who was
holding him up. The other man’s arm was held out straight in front
of him, pointing a gun… at
Julia.

Her
heart skipped a frantic beat and she threw her hands up in a reflex
response that was the universal sign language for
Don’t
shoot!

“It’s okay,
Nick,” Douglas muttered, “she’s my wife.”

“You’re what?” the man
asked, his head jerking around to look at Douglas as he dropped his
gun arm.

“I’m not his
wife!” Julia cried.

“You’re going
to be,” Douglas returned.

“No… I…
am… not,” Julia
retorted.

“He’s
delirious,” the man named Nick put in.

“I’ll say he’s
delirious!” Julia responded.

Nick decided
their bizarre discussion was at an end. “No, woman, I mean, he’s
really delirious. He’s been shot.”

Julia gasped,
her heart skipping eleven frantic beats and then seemingly
shuddering to a halt.

“Be quiet,”
Nick warned. “I need to get him up to his room without being seen
or heard.”

They were
moving forward and she noticed that Douglas’s left arm was hanging
limply at his side.

It was at this
time she also noticed the wet looking stain on his coat.

Julia’s hand
flew to her mouth, her heart kick started to drill in her chest as
her eyes darted around the hall.

“My room,” she
stated urgently, thinking quickly and Nick looked at her mutely.
“You’ll wake the children. They can’t see him like this, take him
to my room. It’s out of the way.” Then she ordered, “Follow
me.”

She started
ahead but obviously Nick hesitated because she heard Douglas’s deep
voice say, “Follow her.”

They got
Douglas to her room and Julia ran to the draperies she left open,
closing them as Nick deposited Douglas on her bed.

She hustled to
the bathroom and grabbed every towel she could see then back and
saw Douglas gingerly stripping off a black, long-sleeved t-shirt.
Nick already had Douglas’s overcoat off and had thrown it on the
floor.

She saw the
blood on his back, the bullet hole below his shoulder and rushed
forward.

“Holy crap,”
she whispered.

“That doesn’t
sound too bad,” Douglas noted sardonically. “I would say this was
at least a ‘fucking hell’ moment.

“Don’t joke!”
Julia snapped. “How on earth did you get shot?”

Nick and
Douglas looked at each other as Julia began obsessively to lay
towel after towel on the pillows as if their smoothed absorbing
layer would make the difference and all would become right again in
the world. She then pushed Douglas back against them gently,
handing him a clean hand towel to press against the wound.

Neither man,
she noted, answered.

She decided to
let that go and announced, “I’m calling the police.”

Douglas caught
her arm in a surprisingly firm, almost painful grip.

“No police,”
he declared implacably.

“No police?”
Julia asked, feeling her brows shoot up. “But you’ve been
shot!”

“No police,”
Douglas repeated.

“Listen, the
doc is coming to fix him up,” Nick put in. “We’ll be okay now, can
you go and find somewhere else to sleep?”

“Sleep?”
she asked incredulously, like she’d just walk out on this scene and
lay herself down on some fluffy pillows and calmly go to sleep. Was
he mad?

She looked in
Douglas’s eyes and then her gaze dropped down to his wound. There
was blood all over his chest… his very well-muscled chest, she
noted vaguely. But the wound looked like it was no longer
bleeding.

“We need
to make sure he doesn’t lose any more blood,” Julia tried to
pretend like she knew what she was doing, which she most certainly
did not. “When’s the
doctor coming?” she demanded to know from Nick.

“Girl, you
need to leave this to me,” Nick returned, obviously losing
patience.

She stood up
to her full height, which, in bare feet, was five foot nine, at
least two inches taller than him.

“When, I asked
you,” she stated, her voice straining for calm and authoritative
(and she felt she didn’t do half-badly), “is the doctor going to be
here?”

Nick glanced
at Douglas and Julia followed his gaze.

Douglas was
lounging against the towel covered pillows holding the hand towel
pressed firmly against the wound. He looked for all the world as if
he was watching an only slightly entertaining play. When it became
apparent that something was required of him, he just shrugged his
good shoulder and Nick started to say something but Julia whirled
on Douglas.

“You
have two choices, Douglas Ashton,” she told him sharply, her temper
flaring out-of-control. “Your first choice is to tell me when I can
expect a doctor to arrive and your second choice is that I will
first phone the police and second phone my mother so she can tell
me how to treat you. You are not going to quietly bleed to death on
my bed!”

“Calm
yourself, Julia, I’m fine. It’s a flesh wound,” Douglas
returned.

“It’s a
fucking gunshot wound!” she shouted.

“Calm
yourself!” Douglas roared in a voice she’d never heard before. He
reared up and then gritted his teeth in pain and Julia stepped
back, partially in fear, partially in surprise.

She’d
seen his face of thunder and been awed and, maybe, a little
thrilled by it. But that roar was something else. It was the roar
of a man that expected to be obeyed, who was entitled to be obeyed and who didn’t, wouldn’t,
maybe even couldn’t abide
it when he wasn’t. It was his right, not only by birth and by
accumulation but also because, she sensed, he’d earned
it.

She took a
deep breath and considered his ridiculous command to calm herself
when he was lying on her bed bleeding from a gunshot wound.
Regardless of his title, station or whatever else, she decided to
ignore it. And it took every ounce of courage she possessed because
this man, who could go from bland and unmoved to seductive lover to
roaring aristocrat to dangerous, predatory deity, scared the living
daylights out of her.

Still,
none of that changed the fact that Douglas was bleeding from a gunshot wound on her bed.

“Nick, go get
the whisky from his study and the first aid kit that’s in the
kitchen,” Julia ordered and when Nick didn’t move she whirled on
him. “Go!”

Nick glanced
at Douglas who obviously gave him the go ahead because Nick left
the room.

“Lay back,
relax, when he gets back, I’ll, well, I don’t know what I’ll do but
I’ll figure out something,” she told Douglas.

Douglas was
watching her and she watched him right back, steeling herself
against his glittering, intense eyes whose depths she couldn’t
read.

Obviously
unable to win one of his staring contests, she finally asked, “Are
you in pain?”

“Not when I
don’t move.”

“Then don’t
move.”

“Good
advice.”

Julia stopped
staring at him and started glaring at him and Douglas just accepted
her glare. Nick arrived back and just to do something, she grabbed
the whisky decanter and gave it to Douglas.

“Drink,” Julia
commanded and Douglas gratefully lifted the decanter to his
lips.

“Doesn’t
alcohol thin the blood?” Nick asked.

Like
lightning, Julia jumped
forward and snatched the decanter from Douglas’s grasp.

“Get her out
of here, Nick, before I kill her,” Douglas said through gritted
teeth, his angry eyes gleaming darkly at her.

“I’m not going
anywhere,” Julia boldly declared and cut her eyes to Nick who was
advancing on her. “You touch me, I’ll scream bloody murder. Just
try me.”

Nick
stopped.

Douglas
sighed.

“I’m cleaning
the wound,” Julia announced into the void.

“Well, Doug,
that sounds like a good idea, doesn’t it?” Nick asked, sounding
like he was trying to placate a wounded beast so he could draw out
a thorn. She’d never heard anyone but Tamsin call him Doug and she
wondered who this Nick character was. He looked rough and,
regardless of his height, he looked like a man you wouldn’t mess
with. Lastly, he was also obviously trusted implicitly by
Douglas.

Douglas didn’t
reply.

She searched
through the first aid kit and found only minuscule cleansing wipes
that were smaller by half than your average handi-wipe.

“What,”
she turned slowly and showed the wipe to the men, “am I supposed to
do with this?” Without
waiting for an answer, she turned back to the kit, rifling through
it. “Don’t you have any rubbing alcohol, any hydrogen peroxide?
This kit is a joke.”

“She’s trying
to kill me, Nick. She wants me dead so she can take the children
back to America.”

Julia whirled
around “Rubbing alcohol won’t kill…” but she stopped when Douglas’s
head shot up.

“Doctor,”
Douglas muttered and Nick immediately left the room to fetch the
doctor.

Julia and
Douglas surveyed each other like opponents on a battlefield.

Julia broke
the silence. “Douglas, is there something you want to share with
me?”

“Not now,
Julia.”

“I’ll tell you
something for nothing,” she said, her anger taking over her nerves
and making her lapse into the Midwestern twang her mother tried for
years to breed out of them. “If you die, I’m going to kill
you.”

To her shock,
her idiotic threat made him grin. What he thought was worth
grinning about in this grim situation, she could not imagine.
Furthermore, she had to steal herself against just how devilishly
sexy his damn grins made him, gunshot wounds or not. Before she
could respond to the wickedly handsome look on his face, the doctor
was at the door.

Julia watched
as he inspected the wound then looked up and spoke to Nick and
Julia.

“One of you
stay to help me, the other one, leave us.”

“I’ll do it,”
Julia immediately offered.

“No!” both
Douglas and Nick shouted.

“You’re
outvoted, luv,” the doctor said kindly and Julia, without a fight
so the doctor could see to Douglas without delay, left.

Instead of
going toward the house, where the kids might hear or see her, she
went to the chapel.

The chapel, as
it was unused nearly all the time, was unheated. She hadn’t put on
her robe or slippers and only had on a pair of thin, knit, mint
green, drawstring pyjama bottoms and matching lace-trimmed
camisole.

She
paced through the darkness to keep herself warm and she counted to
keep her mind busy. She did not want to think of what her life had become. She did
not
want to list in her mind the
many reasons her life had descended into sheer, unadulterated
madness.

But as the
minutes ticked by, her control slipped and she started listing. She
couldn’t help it, it was habit.

There was
Monique, the Super Bitch, out there somewhere, Julia knew,
conniving to make Julia’s life a living hell. There was Douglas,
lying on her bed with a gunshot wound in his shoulder. That same
Douglas who wanted her to marry him for what had to be nefarious
reasons and kept kissing her for no reason at all. There were the
ghosts of separated lovers haunting this creepy old house. Then
there was the house itself, spooky beyond belief and…

“Doc’s done,”
Nick said from behind her, making her jump.

She rushed
through the chapel, down the hall and back into her room.

Douglas was
lounging back on her pillows and the bloody towels, shirt and
overcoat had disappeared. His chest was cleaned of blood and his
shoulder was wrapped expertly in bandages.

“Are you his
intended?” the doctor asked her.

“What?” she
forced her gaze away from Douglas who had his eyes closed and
seemed to be sleeping.

“His intended?
He said you were getting married,” the doctor explained.

Thinking that
he may not tell her important information if she said no, she said,
“Yes.”

Douglas’s eyes
opened and he grinned again.

She wanted to
stamp her foot in frustration but she forced herself to turn calmly
to the doctor. “How is he?”

“He’s fine.
Didn’t hit anything major and went clean through. I’ll want to have
a scan of it tomorrow but he needs rest tonight. No moving the
shoulder. I’ve given him something for the pain.” He looked at
Douglas. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He clasped his
case closed and Nick left with him.

Julia
stared down at Douglas suddenly deflated and overcome with relief
that everything was going to be okay. Not relieved that he’d shown up in the middle of the
night with a gunshot wound, a wound which somehow didn’t send him
into shock and a wound which he would not allow her to phone the
police to report, but that particular discussion would have to wait for
tomorrow.

“Well, now
that I know you’re okay, I’ll go upstairs and sleep,” she
announced.

“Why don’t you
sleep here?” Douglas suggested, his voice slightly slurred making
her think the painkiller was working.

“As
comfortable as that chaise lounge is, I don’t want to sleep on it.”
She was grabbing her slippers and robe but she heard him pat the
bed.

“No, not
there, here.” He was watching her, his eyes half-shut and she had
to admit, he looked unbelievably sexy. He had a very nice chest, well-defined abs and she just noticed
the snug black jeans…

She tore her
gaze away. “I’ll find a bed upstairs, there’re plenty.”

“No,” Douglas
returned. “Mother keeps them unmade. Doesn’t like the sheets
gathering dust. Only made up for guests. The children will hear you
if you make up a bed.”

“Then
you stay down here and I’ll sleep in your bed.”

His eyes went
from half-shut to fully-open, regarding her sharply. “Julia, you
don’t sleep in that bed until I’m in it with you.”

Her
stomach flipped at his words, his tone and his look.

To hide her
fluster, she said with false bravado, “Well, at this point, I’m not
entirely certain what you’ll do about it considering the… shape…
you’re…”

She
trailed off as he stood up and stalked, absolutely
stalked,
toward her.

He didn’t stop
until he was towering over her.

“If I have to,
I’ll open this wound and carry you back down, or join you up there.
Your choice.”

She stood
there, stunned.

“I’ll find a
couch,” she offered.

“Julia, I’m
tired, I’ve been shot, for Christ’s sake, just get into the
bed.”

“Why?” she
asked shakily.

“Because I
want you to. Because I need something warm and soft and alive
beside me tonight. Something that smells good and feels good. After
what I’ve seen…” he stopped when her eyes widened in curiosity at
his words. It was then the shutters closed over his features, he
gave up and turned away from her. “Forget it, find your couch.”
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