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When Ashley met Harry...

Mischief was what Harry Cliffton intended when havelled to Australia in
search of an heir.

Marriage was the last thing on Ashley Harcourt'esadhwhen she met Harry.

But William, Ashley's enterprising young son, hatthey ideas! He saw
Harry and decided he'd make a perfect father. $stiprise, Harry found
he liked the idea of an instant family. So, withIN&m on his side, all Harry

had to do was prove to Ashley that Mischief and idge was a the perfect
combination...just like he and Ashley.

FROM HERE TO PATERNITY- men who find their way tatfierhood by
fair means, by foul or even by default!



Dedicated to my beloved husband, Frank,
who shared all the stories of great love with me.



CHAPTER ONE

IT wAs a butler's duty, George Fotheringham assured hipseemind the
master of the house d¢iis duty. It was a touchy subject, a highly touchy
subject, but after this last near fatal incideimg tmatter had to be raised.

It wasn't that Master Harry was irresponsible. ldd B good heart. If Miss
Penelope hadn't succumbed to her tragic illnesstyehing would have
been quite different. Nevertheless, the indispetdhtt that Master Harry
now took life far too lightly could not be ignoreahy longer. It was three
years since Miss Penelope's sad demise. It was foméhis frivolous
recklessness to stop.

'May | point out, sir, you could have been killedthe avalanche,’ George
began with portentous emphasis. "To risk skiingimgertain conditions ..
.well, itis improvident, sir. It may not be of angncern to you, sir, but there
is the matter of an heir to be considered. | woedef you might give it
some thought.'

Harold Alistair Cliff ton almost sighed. He rememée his cracked ribs in
time and eyed his butler wearily instead. 'Sorrgofge. I'm not up to
getting married at the moment.'

Not up to anything, he thought, staring broodirigtp the huge log fire that
kept the chill of winter at baylhe winter of my disconterimpossible to
remove that chill deep within his soul.

Having been rendered immobile with a broken leg, t’somention the
damaged rib cage and some internal bruising, bonedas fast setting in.
And depression. It had been a bad choice to cossmlat Springfield
Manor. It conjured up too many memories of Pen #malr last months
together when each day had been so precious. Kewlidn't care if he saw
another day.

"I wouldn't presume to tell you what to do, simerely propose that you
consider possible outcomes,” George persisted,rniigied on raising
Master Harry's awareness of what would result shbaldie prematurely.



There was no response.

George frowned. He had to focus Master Harry'sixatte on the future. It
was a matter of position and positioning. The age® between the
Cliffton family and his own was extremely signifrdao George, and to his
mind, Master Harry had a solemn duty to fulfil pest of it.

The connection between their two families datedkbtacthe Battle of
Hodden in 1513, when Henry Cliffton had joined tharl of Surrey in
fighting the invading army of James IV of Scotlairda violent melee with
the Scottish pikemen, it was George's brave angeskdward
Fotheringham, who had saved the life of Henry @lIiff fighting off the
fierce attackers from where the nobleman lay wodndlewas promised
then and there, from that day onwards, Edward Foileam and his
descendants could always find employment in thécseof Henry Cliffton
and his descendants.

In today's uncertain world with its shifting valuescurity was not to be
scoffed at. George thought of his two sons, fingshooth of them, doing
well at school. They had their expectations, agttly so. He cleared his
throat and pressed his case.

'We do need an heir so that the family traditicas lse maintained. An heir,
sir, is not so much an obligation, but a duty,' (gecstated with the gravity
due to such an important issue.

The words must have penetrated. Master Harry loaked cocking a
quizzical eyebrowl. What precisely are you suggesting, George? | doubt
that any of my charming female acquaintances woate to have a child
out of wedlock in order to ensure that your heimg assigns have continuing
employment for the next few generations.'

George took a deep breath, apprehensive aboutggoffence, yet deeply
conscious of all that could be lost. For centureeslistinguished line of
butlers from his family had served the Cliffton fianat Springfield Manor.
For that long line of honourable service, andtalcbncomitant advantages,
to be now looking at an uncertain future was unpizdge.



Besides, Master Harry needed an interest, a serdasest that would
involve him in a very real sense of continuity agatlaving children and
bringing up an heir to take over from him would gikim a purpose for
living.

George played his master card. 'l have taken lbieetyi, sir, of investigating
the Australian branch of your family.’

Harry looked startled, then threw his head back &ndyhed. 'How
enterprising of you, George! Better a descendatiieBlack Sheep than no
heir at all.’

'‘Absolutely! George fervently agreed, the burdéhaving taken such an
initiative considerably lightened by Master Harrgsused response. 't
would, of course, be a preferable resolution wexetp marry, sir, if only a

marriage of convenience for the purpose of...’

'My sense of duty doesn't stretch that far," Haawl dryly. 'Don't keep me
in suspense. Tell me the fruits of your investigatiWere there any fruits?'

At least he had sparked some interest, George \adasevith satisfaction.
Hope burgeoned in his heart. Master Harry mustigiegin to appreciate
what had to be done.

'As | recall the story,’ Harry mused, 'our Blacle8p was a shameless rake.
It was his scandalous affair with the Duchess afkwgham that led to his
being disinherited and exiled.'

'Quite right, sir.' To George's mind, the un- woréss of this branch of the
family had to be glaringly evident. 'He was a cad a bounder. He kissed
and told. A disgrace to thescutcheon, sir.'

The point didn't seem to have the desired effecstst Harry appeared
enthused. "There must be a veritable host of rsould call upon Down
Under. A hundred years of going forth and multiptyi should have
produced...' He grinned. 'How many, George?"



‘The 1917 influenza epidemic wiped most of them siutOne could say we
are as much at the end of the line in Australi@sre in Britain. There is a
boy, sir. A nine-year-old schoolboy. Such a youruldcis hardly a
safeguard against the ultimate calamity. It willlbany years before he can
father a child himself, whereas you...'

'‘But consider, George!" There was a teasing twirkleHarry's eyes,
brightening their blue to a lively hue. 'He's yowsmgpugh for you to train
him up to your standards. You could mould youraedplendid master who
would be everything you wanted him to be.’

George sighed. He had hoped to stir some pride astdf Harry's direct
blood line by using the Australian boy as a spureré& was no doubt in
George's mind that Master Harry could have his mtlany number of
suitable young ladies whom he had entertained an@jeld Manor in
latter years.

You are not dead yet, sir,' he stated flatly.

'We know not the hour nor the day, George,' Haaplied flippantly.
'Clearly the most provident course is to fetch oy over here so he'll
become acquainted with his inheritance.'

It is not quite so straightforward as that, SBgorge demurred, deeply
vexed at the turn his attempt at subtle pressudetdieen. 'The boy has a
widowed mother. His father, who was the last ditesir, drowned some
years ago. The woman has her own home, runs a thodescessful
business and is certainly attractive enough to htorened another
attachment. Should she marry again... Well, it aallvery messy getting the
boy over here.’

'I'll bet you a bottle of 1860 Madeira that | catch them here, George.’

Such levity grated deeply on George's sense ofrigtypThe wine cellar at
Springfield Manor was of particular pride to hifm&of the finest, if nahe
finest, private cellars in England. Master Harryd ta be joking about
giving everything up to what had to be an unwostrgin of the family.



'It really would be much simpler, sir, were yountarry and have a decent
number of children to ensure a succession of thnglya

Harry grinned. 'Did you get photographs of the ksyd his mother,
George?'

‘There is no family likeness, sir. None at all.'

‘The photographs, George.' Harry's curiosity wagigd. ‘| want to see
them.'

George had a very nasty premonition. He recogrilsetight of mischief in
Master Harry's eyes. He had been witness to it anynan occasion. What
followed was invariably mayhem of one kind or amsthHe had been a
venturesome boy and he had become even more dastjeventuresome
once the benevolent influence of Miss Penelop&slyonature had passed
away with her.

It had been a mistake to confess to the Austraiaestigation. It had been a
mistake to present Master Harry with any kind ddlidnge. George knew it
was all his own fault when his premonition provaght several hours later.

'Make inquiries about flights to Australia, will ypGeorge? It's summer
over there, isn't it? | rather fancy a bit of sumn#e soon as | can get this
cast off my leg I'll be on my way.'

Master Harry's earlier gloom had completely disggaHe was in fine

fettle. 'Might get in a few days' cricket, as wéllake a note of the dates for
the test matches between England and AustraliaspleGeorge. If there's
one in Sydney, | could take young William with ntewatch the game. A

nine-year-old should take a lively interest in ket' He grinned at George.
'Fine name, William.'

Mischief! That was what he was up to. Mischief @zt of marriage. And
where would it all end if Master Harry's meddlirmused mayhem?



CHAPTERTWO

AsHLEY Harcourt didn't know that today was to mark thgibeing of a
completely different phase in her life. Her deslendar looked the same as
usual. It bore no big red letters to give warnidg@mething momentous
about to happen. There was no sense of premofitiearing in her mind.

Shewas faced with a particularly nasty piece of work hetperson of
Gordon Payne, who was sitting in her home offidend the chair on the
other side of her desk and voicing a string of claings. But she was ready
to deal with that. More than ready.

Giving satisfaction was a high professional prioti Ashley. She prided
herself on running her employment agency effegivétting the right
people into the right jobs. But there was a limivery definite limit, to how
much satisfaction any one person could demand &oother.

Ashley had precisely formed opinions on this poiBhe was twenty-nine
years old, had worked hard to build up her own ess after being
widowed and had dealt with a great many people imige variety of
situations. Satisfaction in any relationship wastwa-way street, a
compatible, complementary give-and-take situation.

As she listened to Gordon Payne revealing himsefiis true colours, she
silently berated herself for a bad mistake in judget. The affable manner
that had fooled her into misplacing a top qualltgrd with him smacked of
the same polished charm that had fooled her imisarablg marriage ten
years ago. She should have recognised it, beenceuspof it. Warning
signals should have crawled down her spine.

'When | dictate a letter, | expect my secretartype it word for word, each
word spelled correctly,’” Gordon Payne ranted onddl not want her
assuming she knows the English language better than If there is
corrections to be mademake them.’

Ashley held her tongue, mentally noting the twongmaatical errors in that
little speech. Here was another king-size ego whewk everything and
could do no wrong! Ashley had been married to @ndéoing enough to have



experienced the God complex at close quartersh&thiéearnt there was no
reasoning with it, no appeal that would pierce hd way to get around it.

In her youthful naivety, Ashley had fallen blindig love with Roger
Harcourt. He had been handsome, always well-dressetiisticated in his
tastes and strongly athletic, excelling in all cetipre sports.
Self-assurance had oozed from him, and during @ity days together,
Ashley had thought him utterly perfect.

Having drifted between divorced and disinterestaepts for most of her
teens, she had loved the way Roger took chargeenf/hing and told her
what was best for her to do. Ashley had interprétatlas proof of his caring
for her. She'd had no perception of how tyrannitcabuld become.

She had thought she was getting love and stremgtis@pport and direction
in her life when she had married Roger Harcourt.

She had certainly got direction.

She had had such a surfeit of direction from Rogjeg, doubted she would
ever stomach the idea of marriage again. Howevécult she sometimes

found running her own life and being a single parinwas still preferable

to having her subordination taken as someone eights

Gordon Payne was now behaving as though she wastsndite to him, too.
'Run proper tests on these women in future. Dali¢e their resumes,' he
commanded. 'lt's nothing but pretentious twaddle.'

As head of a home construction company— Painlesad3owith Gordon

Payne—and a member of the local shire council, s &w man of

considerable standing in the community. Ashleythadight him a valuable
business client, someone who would direct otherfeo agency if her
Service satisfied him. After hearing the dismissedretary's story earlier
this afternoon, she had decided then and theraittdim from her files,

regardless of cost or consequences.



She was still inwardly fuming over the treatmerattis pompous pain of a
man had dished out to a young woman whom any deresiployer would
cherish. Cheryn Kimball was too good for him. Thais the problem.

Cheryn was not only highly qualified in all the aseGordon Payne had
demanded, she presented herself with style andhpalnd had a natural
charm of manner that would endear her to most pedphe had been
traumatised, reduced to floods of tears by the sinparanguing and
arbitrary dismissal over doing what she believelddder job.

'‘And | don't want a woman who talks back at med'thonster ego raged.

That hit a particularly raw point with Ashley. Raded felt he had the right
to silence her by icily declaring, 'l am the he&thés house!' What was she
supposed to have been? The tail? The feet runfiiegtam all the time?
She had discovered, too late, there were only caestreets with Roger.

Ashley barely stopped herself from glowering at d&or Payne. What he
wanted was a mechanical robot programmed to togdstibmission. Yes,
master. At your service, master. Whatever you seagter.

The warm indulgence he had displayed towards hesvipus long-time

secretary was explained in Cheryn's report. The aonhad been
mollycoddling him for the past twenty years. Evlough she had retired,
she had 'dropped in' at the office each day thiskwe break Cheryn in to
the way dear Gordon likes things done,” and deliledy, jealously

undermined Cheryn's confidence in her positionaitities.

Just like Roger's mother.

Ashley shuddered.

Roger's mother had considered herself a cut abeery@ne else since she
was supposedly connected to some great line okthigeéntry in Britain.

Such pretensions had obviously contributed to Regense of superiority.
Her condescending manner had been a constantiter Ashley's skin.



She hadn't wished Roger and his mother dead. Shmade up her mind to
divorce both of them. The fight for freedom hadtjbggun when fate
intervened and released her from the trauma olirgati custody case over
William.

Of course, any reasonable person wouldn't have toedrive across a
bridge that was partly submerged by torrential dilwaters. Roger hadn't
liked being beaten by anything. He and his motlagr lieen swept away by
a force bigger than both of them. They had probdbbyvned with a sense
of outrage that such a thing could have happened.

Now here was this odious man reminding her offadl Isad put behind her.
She wished she could wave a magic wand and givealiaste of servitude
under someone like himself. Unfortunately her poafeeprisal was strictly
limited to a figurative kick out the door.

'l won't be paying your commission until you fincera suitable secretary,’
was the predictable ultimatum. 'And | want someonéhe office at nine
o'clock tomorrow morning to get on with the workteimporary will have to
do until you come up with the right person.’

'I'm sorry you've been disappointed, Mr. Paynehlég said coolly, 'but
may | remind you that our contract was for me tppy you with three
interviewees with the qualifications you listedditl so. You chose Miss
Kimball. You owe me five hundred dollars, and | egpto be paid.’

"You guaranteed satisfaction,' he answered angrily.

'You specified initiative as one of the qualitiesuyrequired, Mr. Payne.
Miss Kimball believed she was saving you the endsmment of sending
out grammatically incorrect letters. Many employemild value such care,
knowledge and attention applied to their correspocd.’

That stung him. 'l tell you she got it wrong!" GordPayne's face developed
angry red patches. 'When | specified initiativedant for her to supply me

with what | needed, when | needed it, without hgumask all the time. She

failed that, too!"



‘There is a difference between initiative and mirehding, Mr. Payne. | do
have a reader of tarot cards and a magician iniles; but | don't have any
clairvoyants or mind-readers. Not amongst thoskisgesither permanent
or temporary employment. | suggest you try someragigency.'

The red patches deepened to burning blotches.ddd sip, using his size to
intimidate. He was a bullish figure of a man, shwtked, broad-
shouldered, barrel-chested. His rather fleshy featuvere framed by
crinkly brown hair, giving him a deceptively boyi&bok for a man in his
forties. There was a mean glitter in his dark eyes.

'Don't get smart with me, Mrs. Harcourt," he srérlé hold a position of
influence in this town. | could do you a lot of gbo

The threat that he could also do her a lot of damags left hanging,
unspoken but clearly implied.

Ashley was on the petite side, below average heidglicately boned,

slim-framed. She achieved what she hoped was arenand dignified

stature by wearing smartly tailored business saitd pinning her long
blond hair into a French pleat, but her appeararaseessentially dainty and
feminine.

Gordon Payne undoubtedly thought he could make emeat out of her
and eat her for breakfast. What he didn't know steswas one hundred per
cent steel-proofed against being bullied into amglshe didn't want to do.
If he'd looked more closely he might have seen seige of that in the
flintlike directness of her wide grey eyes.

She remained seated. This was her office, her hberezastle, and no-one
was going to shift her from the position she haaldshed for herself. 'l
appreciate the offer, Mr. Payne," she said calmly.

'l regret | can't return the favour. I've alreaaynd my best for you.'

He pressed the knuckles of one hand on her deskeandd forward, his
chin stuck out pugnaciously. "You don't know whatesyour bread is



buttered on, Mrs. Harcourt. You have wasted a gteat of my time, with
no satisfactory result, and | expect you to makéoujt.’

'How do you suggest | do that, Mr. Payne?"

'‘By supplying me with temporaries until you come wiph a permanent
who's satisfactory to my needs.'

‘That was not part of our agreement,’ she stateiidely. 'l have advised
you that | cannot satisfy your new requirements andgested you try
another agency. Our business together is conclidedayne.’

He glared at her as though he couldn't believeis.

Ashley pushed her chair back and rose smoothlgtddet. 'I'll see you out.’
'Like hell you will!' I haven't finished with you yé

He stood his ground belligerently. Ashley had ttstimct feeling he would

block her path to the door if she skirted the desik made a beeline for it. A
physical confrontation would make him feel superamain. She stood
completely still, hoping to defuse the aggressimaeating from him.

'What more do you wish to say, Mr. Payne?' she ieedjbblandly.

'l can do you a lot of harm, Mrs. Harcourt," hevdeal, relishing the prospect
of dealing in fear.

'Harm is a two-edged sword.’

'What can you do to me?' he jeered.

The smugness of the man goaded Ashley into a fighteply. 'l have
contacts, too, Mr. Payne. | could make sure thabm® will ever want to

work for you personally again.'

He gave a derisive laugh. 'Money will take car¢hat.'



He was probably right. The power of money to carrenen the highest
principles was well proven. Ashley hated Gordonriegg/knowing use of
it. The urge to knock him off his cocky perch gadtea compelling force
as she remembered all the mean power games Rajetdyed on her.

Withholding money. Withholding use of the car. Demiag an account
for everything she did while he didn't have to asddfor anything. Let
Gordon Payne account for his behaviour, she thobigteringly, losing
all sense of discretion as she went on the attack.

'Money won't restore your reputation,’ she asseartgtihgly. "When Miss
Kimball's story shows you up as a fool who doeknttw the English
language—'

'l was right!"

The ugly humour was replaced by ugly fury. Ashlaegind caie. She
remorselessly drove the point home.

'‘No, Mr. Payne. You could not have been more wrdfogt made a clown of
yourself by defending the indefensible.’

Naked hatred glittered at her. 'Think yourself #tearer, do you? One of
those offensive, insulting females who are so amviof men, they'll do
anything to pull them down.'

Ashley's chin lifted in lofty disdain of his opimo'You're certainly one of
the men who justify the whole feminist movement.’

He sneered. 'l take it you're not a merry widows gbze dropped to her
breasts, her waist, her hips, his mouth curling@alsly. 'What you need is
a man to get rid of your screwed-up frustrations.’

‘A typically sexist statement to gloss over yournoimadequacies, Mr.
Payne.'



That thinned his fleshy lips and snapped his gaok ko hers. 'Well, we'll
see who turns out to be inadequate, Mrs. Harcadd.'picked up her
favourite Lladro figurine from the desk. 'You hawéondness for clowns?"

She held her tongue, momentarily shocked by thevo&nt gloating in his
eyes. The wonderful clown he held in his hand wasasterpiece of
expression, reflecting the sad ironies of life. 8exe she had stood up to
Gordon Payne, it was about to be destroyed. Shd see it coming, could
do nothing to stop it and knew her adversary relisher helplessness. The
realisation that she had been headstrong and lowolichallenging him
came too late. 'I'll enjoy putting you at the cerdf a circus, Mrs. Harcourt.

| could start by having this home block of yoursaeed as wetlands. Then,
of course, there's the licence for this agency.dSemvestigation for
legitimate practice. A visit from an industrialagbns officer. A tax audit...’
He lifted her figurine clown to shoulder heightady to smash it down.
'This is what's going to happen to you--'

Ashley hadn't meant to cry out. She had resolvesiifter the inevitable in
silent, contemptuous dignity. Yet an inarticulateak of protest burst from
her throat at the sheer, wanton destructivenesst abde enacted.

You called, madam?' a very English voice enquired.



CHAPTER THREE

ASHLEY's gaze was instantly drawn to the office door, whiald been thrust
open. Gordon Payne turned to look, too, the haidirgthe Lladro clown
lowering instinctively with the sudden appearanta witness. They both
stared in stunned silence at the totally unexpecigdn of the man in the
doorway.

He was not your ordinary, everyday person.

Ashley had never applied the woetkgantto a man before, yet it leapt
straight into her mind. Elegant, smashingly handsamd subtly dangerous.

He was tall and lean, beautifully dressed in aeipece suit that had
obviously been tailored for him, the smooth shekthe blue-grey fabric
shouting no expense spared. His white silk shittdnbuttoned down collar,
and he wore a gorgeous tie in brilliant shadedwd.b

His face was no less impressive, a squarish jawlmgh cheekbones,
straight nose, a perfectly moulded mouth, rakighished black eyebrows
over the most dynamic blue eyes Ashley had evaenr. 3¢is black hair was
thick and mostly straight. It was parted on thé $ele and swept across his
high, wide forehead in a dipping wave.

In his right hand he carried a silver-knobbed bhaekking stick that tapered
to a silver tip. He was not using it for suppore Held it well below the

knob, and his fingers had the long, agile look thaggested he could
twiddle the cane much as Fred Astaire had in dgnwatines. Or wield it

very quickly as a lethal weapon.

He looked to be in his early thirties, but theresveaworld of knowledge in
the eyes that scanned the scene he had thrustlhimisevith such timely
eclat. He gave Ashley a quirky little smile, asugb personally inviting her
to relax and enjoy the moment. It was oddly intiepdbrging an instant
connection between them that embraced both unaéiathand acceptance
that he was here for her.



It dazed Ashley. She had never experienced suatnéahtouch before. Not
from a man. He didn't even know her. They had newarbefore. She was
absolutely certain of that. Yet there was thisrgjeafeeling of recognition
that he had always been meant to enter her lifgydsome vital part in it.

'Would you like me to see the gentleman out, madamprompted with all
the aplomb of a traditional British butler.

Ashley found her voice. 'Please,’ she said grdyefubt caring from whence
he had come, deeply relieved that he was offeanglther of the menacing
presence of an enemy she had recklessly made ndletband incautious
anger.

'Who the devil are you?' Gordon Payne challengedpb as her rescuer
stepped into the room to carry out her request.

'Cliffton, sir," came the lilting, blithe reply. Hactually did twiddle the
walking cane. In the flash of an eye it was sudgleakting in both his
hands. 'The fortunes of the Harcourt family haverbenked to the fortunes
of my family for centuries.'

Centuries! Ashley's mind boggled at the claim. Agaom which, she
wasn't a Harcourt. She had only married one, andne that was a high
recommendation of the name, either. Nevertheldss wsas not about to
spoil her white knight's pitch.

It is both an honour and a pleasure to be of sernance again,’ he
continued, smiling affably at Gordon Payne, whonse@ mesmerised by
Cliffton's approach. The way he was weaving theedanough his fingers
with the dexterity of a magician was definitely imya hypnotic effect.

'May |, sir?' The cane was whipped under one akedishillelagh and both
hands were out to relieve Gordon Payne of the blatbwn. 'This piece is
more for viewing than touching,” he advised witre thir of an art
connoisseur. 'If | put it back on its stand, I'mmesyou'll appreciate its fine
craftmanship better. There's a line and proportithese things... there!
You see?'



Somehow he'd deftly removed the figurine from Goréayne's grasp and
set it on the desk, positioning it perfectly onrgstangular block andgiving
the clown's hat an affectionate pat as though & araold friend.

'‘Now, sir, if you wouldn't mind, sir." The cane wiisked into use again,
pointing to the door. 'lt is time to take your leasf Mrs. Harcourt. I'll see
you on your way, sir.'

Ashley could almost feel Gordon Payne bristle agdwollected himself.
Cliffton had snatched control from him, and he ditike it. Not one bit. Yet
some animal instinct must have warned him to aadiehl of strength with
the English stranger. He shot a last venomous glafeshley.

'You haven't heard the last of this.'

Then he swung on his heel and marched out, notngdid be ushered or
escorted to the front door of the house. Clifftoowever, dogged his steps,
ensuring that he left without playing any maliciohavoc with her
possessions on his way. Ashley trailed after bétthem, drawn to watch
the end of a scene she now deeply regretted.

Making an enemy of Gordon Payne could rebound ety on her. He
had far more weapons than she did. It was selfatiefg to start a fight she
couldn't win. Hadn't Roger taught her that, oved awer again? If the
elegant Englishman had not arrived... Who was &a&|y? What was he?
And why was he here?

She paused in the hallway just outside the officgicing that he favoured

his right leg, a slight limp, reason for the walkistick, yet he executed a
smart, skipping sidestep that would have graceddamgce floor, beating

Gordon Payne to the front door with a deft panakheallowed him to open

the door with a flourish.

'‘Good afternoon, sir," he said with a respectfa.no
Gordon Payne stopped, stiffened and stared at fhimmoxed at being

comprehensively outmanoeuvred. All he could maneaga crude snort in
reply. Then he shook his shoulders as though diskgda monkey on his



back, propelled his feet forward again and madeekis from Ashley's
house.

Harold Alistair Cliffton closed the door after hion a glorious high of
triumphant satisfaction. He had out-butlered Geongescued the fair
maiden and polished off the dragon. Maybe he hat found his true
vocation in life. Being of service.

On the other hand, Harry suspected his exhilardtemh much to do with
being of service to Ashley Harcourt. He turnedaoef her again, aware that
she had followed to watch the curtain line of hissterly performance.

The photographs had not done her justice. They'heajptured the essence
of Ashley Harcourt at all. Harry couldn't quite putrds to that essence, but
it was something that sparked an instant respanbém, an excitement, a
sense of meeting someone special.

The moment their eyes had met... zing! Like antatecharge. He had felt
truly alive again. Grey eyes, completely unlike Besoft brown, yet there
was something in them that called to him, just as'®?had. Perhaps a
sureness of who and what she was, a belief in lfierse

He wanted to know more about her. He wanted to keeerything about
her. The idea came to him in an inspired flash. \Wiitykeep on playing the
butler? It wasn't at all difficult. In fact, he wanjoying the role immensely.
It also had a great many advantages.

A butler was in the happy position of always beimghand. Installed under
the same roof as Ashley Harcourt, he could getnowkher very well,
indeed. Harry rather relished the idea of puttirghlay to bed at night and
waking her up in the morning with steaming hooffee. Like George, he'd
be Father Confessor, confidant, adviser, helpnaiehe spot to test the
waters for other possible attachments.

It allowed him to thoroughly investigate the sitoatfor getting George an
heir for Springfield Manor. This could become atraardinary exploit that
would add to the legends already surrounding histiious family—how
Harry brought the Black Sheep strain back intoftthe!



Alternatively, it might eventuate that young Witiianeed not fill the
position of heir at all. His mother was beginningirispire a lively set of
other possibilities. He wondered how long her sitkgnde hair was when
unpinned and flowing free. On a pillow.

Ashley remained rooted near the door into the effistudying the
extraordinary man who had erupted into her lifdwsgnsational effect. Not
only with Gordon Payne. She was acutely conscidus sense of tingly
anticipation, as though she knew intuitively that $tartling actions were
only the forerunner of more startling actions.

He aimed another quirky smile at her, his brightebéyes twinkling with
unholy mischief. He gestured to the door and cometefil thought him a
mite touchy.'

Ashley couldn't help being amused. To describe Gordayne asouchy
seemed a masterful understatement. 'l shouldn& et my temper,’ she
said with a rueful grimace.

Cliffton looked sympathetic. 'Touchy people areenftaggressive and
unpredictable.’

'It was stupid of me.'

One eyebrow lifted in considering assessment. dparta tad impetuous,
madam. Still, there is an arguable case for thrgwaution to the winds and
letting fly. Gets a load off the chest, so to speak

Ashley could barely stop her mouth from twitchikte was so attractive,
so... debonair. Another word she had never appdiednan! Not in real life.
Her mind drifted to the Scarlet Pimpernel and sty pulled it back to a
somewhat frayed level of common sense. Don't fodgetigerous,she
cautioned herself."What would you have done if &dnt let you take the
Lladro clown?' she asked.

'‘Broken his wrist most likely," came the impertustgareply. 'Brings to mind
the incident with Good Queen Bess,"' he mused. Mgstor, Hugo, broke



the wrist of the Spanish ambassador who presengétita the queen, then
tried to take it back when she dismissed his kiregsliest.’

Ashley's mind slipped again. Spanning centuriemgeequite normal with
Cliffton. 'If you'd done that,’ she said, trying tatch onto something
practical, 'the figurine would have fallen and ek

He grinned. 'Never missed a catch at first slipséd to play in the first
eleven cricket team at school.'

Ashley had no trouble imagining Cliffton being fied a lot of things. But he
didn't seem conceited about it. Nor did he em#ianf superiority. Not like
Roger. Whatever his abilities, he simply accepteeimt as completely
natural.

Which brought her back to the questions that neeslesivering. She
couldn't let this discussion run on as though thweye old and intimate
friends. Common sense insisted she had to estakhisithis man was and
what he was doing here.

'F could be a mite touchy, too,' she warned. 'Alb@aving a stranger invade
my home and eavesdrop on a private conversation.’

'No, no, madam. | would not be so ill-manneredaasriter anyone's home
uninvited. Master William let me in.'

'Master William?' She wondered how her nine- yddrson had reacted to
being addressed in such a fashion!

'He was playing cricket next door. Has the makings fine batsman,’
Cliffton remarked admiringly. 'He played a supertok shot, which |
happened to catch before it hit the windscreenhef Daimler that was
parked at the kerb outside your house.’

'Oh, Lord!" Ashley breathed, relieved that Gordayri® didn't have damage
to his car to add to his list of grudges against he



'l explained to Master William that | was on a nossfrom England and
needed to call on you. He told me to wait in thenlge until you were ready
to receive me. | was about to enter that room,nagructed by Master
William, when a highly unpleasant voice penetrdtethe hallway, listing a
most unseemly set of threats.'

He put on a mournful face. 'l do apologise for savepping, madam. Most
reprehensible of me. It reminded me of a situatiost confronted my
ancestor, Stafford, with the sheriff of Nottinghawer a man called Hood.
But right won out in the end, madam. We Clifftoras/é a way of making
things turn out right in the end."’

Ashley was still trying to swallow that story aswwent on.

'l must also confess to falling into a trance ahadtion at the spirited way
you took the gentleman to task. Not a nice gentteatall, | must say. Then
when you cried out..." He shrugged appealinglyhdught | could be of
service to you.'

'Yes. You were. Thank you." His voice was wonddyfuhusical, quite
enthralling to listen to. 'What mission?' Ashleked belatedly. 'Who are
you?'

‘Butler to the English branch of the Harcourt famil
He reallywasa butler!

‘A hereditary position, madam. | come as an emyssam the last of your
Harcourt relatives in Britain.'

Ashley stiffened, snapping herself out of her besdusaze. Roger's mother
must have been telling the truth about being cageto a line of landed
gentry in England. Although that still did not giher the right to have
adopted the attitude of being better than anyose el

It was an attitude that won no sympathy whatsodr@n Ashley. She
herself might bear the Harcourt name, keeping ¢absee it was her son's
birthright, but it held no sway with her. The reserin fact.



'In the current circumstances, your son, Williasrthie master of Springfield
Manor's only heir, madam, and he would like yolhltottake up residence
at the manor, his country home. | am assignedlfpym settle your affairs
and expedite your journey to England.’

Typically high-handed, Ashley thought, her backbgeting stiffer by the
second. No Harcourt was going to tell her whatdawith her life. She had
had her fill of that, thank you very much.

Cliffton gave her a smile of such charm the stififignalmost came undone.
'For however long it takes to accomplish that, madiaam to stay here as
your butler," he declared winningly, 'to serve yma Master William as you
will.!



CHAPTER FOUR
Foras long as it takes...
What monstrous arrogance!

Ashley saw red for several seconds before theidnillblue eyes of the
butler drove the red away. Not Cliffton's arrogancé course. He was
merely carrying out his master's instructions. altgph why a man like
Cliffton could be content to serve a Harcourt..birad with the English
class system and centuries of tradition, she sggha@xcusing him on the
grounds of having been brainwashed from birth.

One thing was certain. She was not going to beedastf to England and
suffer the condescension of the gentry installe@pningfield Manor. If
William was an heir, he could wait until his inhance was free and clear of
every other Harcourt before considering what ibirred and what was best
done about it.

In the meantime, Ashley had to decide what to dsuakliffton. Outright
rejection of his mission probably meant he wouldehi return to England
to report failure, and she wouldn't see him agaiess she followed. That
scenario had no appeal whatsoever.

Ashley had never felt so drawn to know more abgogrgon. Cliffton was,

without a doubt, the most fascinating man she vad met, and she didn't
want him to drop out of her life before she haddhance to.. .well, explore
possibilities.

He was special. Far too special to be a butler.ddagy short sojourn in
Australia might show him other ways of life thatutsh be far more
rewarding than being a butler, yet she could prhbably keep him with
her if she appeared to be considering the propositierhaps needing some
persuasion from him to make up her mind.

For as long as it takes...

That suddenly became a highly seductive little plra



Taking her years with Roger and his mother intcoant, Ashley had no
problem in reasoning that the Harcourt family digdveo her some
recompense, and Cliffton clearly didn't mind beneg butler for a while. He
would be very handy to have around if Gordon Pageeided to carry
through on his threats. That could be classed lpgigeto settle her affairs.

In fact, she could find lots of business that woundskd settling before she
could even consider uprooting their lives and gotogEngland with
William. What about William's schooling and leavialyjhis friends behind?
There were many difficulties and obstacles to cwere, and in all good
faith, serious matters that would prove quite ingae to resolve in the
end. Cliffton would eventually come to see that] an blame would attach
to him for failing to accomplish what was expectédim.

It was only fair to give his mission a chance atcaeding.
Even if it was mission impossible.

Ashley had to smother a huge upsurge of elatidghisthighly satisfactory
conclusion. She lifted a hand to her temple, rupkanit in a distracted
fashion, covering any telltale expression in hexsegs she said somewhat
faintly, 'This is all a bit of a shock.'

'Forgive me, madam.’ Cliffton was at her side ftagh, gently steering her
into the lounge. 'Thoughtless of me to regale ydh wall this when you've
had no time to recover from that nasty encountachSncidents do sap
one's energy.'

There was absolutely nothing wrong with Ashley'srgg. Cliffton's light
grasp on her elbow gave it a remarkable boost.c8hght a whiff of some
tantalising aftershave lotion and wished she waariwg perfume and a
more alluring outfit than a business suit. One hed wonderful chiffon
gowns that Ginger Rogers used to wear floatedhetapind.

At Cliffton's direction she sank into an armch&ie whizzed a footstool
under her feet, plumped up a cushion and slidhifeeher back for extra
comfort, pulled out one of her set of three ocaaaslidables and placed it



within easy hand's reach, then straightened upsardd benevolently at
her.

‘A cup of tea is always soothing, madam. Or perhapge it's after five
o'clock, a glass of sherry? Sherry is more fontifyiOn the other hand, a gin
and tonic can have an elevating effect. | am at gewvice, madam. If you'll
tell me what you'd like...'

Ashley had a mad urge to ask for slippers and @ @pe sternly reminded
herself this was not a game to Cliffton. He wasxgavhat he was trained to
do, and her best course, at the moment, was tpaissoffer graciously. ‘A
cup of tea would be lovely. Thank you,' she saithwaigrateful smile.

He left her before Ashley thought to give direcida the kitchen and where
to find everything. Further consideration assured that Cliffton would
have no difficulty finding his way around. This whardly a butler-size
house. The kitchen was at the end of the hallwayeas of a fairly standard
design. Making a cup of tea did not present a bl

Finding living quarters for Cliffton did.

Although there were three bedrooms, the third wasdufor storing
William's sporting equipment and housing whatevalhes had captured
his interest. Model aeroplanes and ships took ugt wfidhe shelf space, and
a work table was currently covered in miniaturedsok, which he was
painting in preparation for a replay of the NapoieoWars.A divan bed,
shoved against one of the walls, and no cupboaadesjat all, did not
constitute a suitable room for a guest who wouldstaging longer than
overnight. The spare twin bed in William's room rdidpresent attractive
accommodation, either. Which left her room, andias utterly ridiculous
for her to move out and offer the master bedroothédoutler.

It suddenly struck her that she should have askkiftoG for some
credentials instead of accepting his story at fealeie. The man was a
stranger, for heaven's sake! His sheer panacheé&atboozled her into
being totally unbusinesslike. She had better cortieat as soon as he
reappeared. Or maybe she should be checking omigiinnnow instead of
letting him have the run of the house. What if...



The front door banged open and William came pelimgde, pulling
himself to a halt as he caught sight of Ashley digiothe doorway into the
lounge. He looked flushed and excited.

'Hey, Mum! Where's..." He stopped as he took irctighion at her back and
her feet on the footstool. 'Have you twisted yauwkla or something?’

'I'm just relaxing," she said, feeling a flush spiag up her neck as though
she'd been caught in a compromising position.

'Oh! Okay!" William dismissed the incomprehensiibléavour of imparting
the exciting news that had brought him in. 'Youuddsee the great car Mr.
Cliffton came in. It's a smashing Rolls Royce. Thauffeur said it's a 1987
Silver Spirit. How about that?'

Ashley's mind boggled again. The wayward thougmhedo her that it

would have put Gordon Payne's nose further oudiat pt seeing a Rolls
Royce outshining his Daimler. Not to mention a dfe!

Fortunately William didn't require a reply. Clifftoarrived on the scene
bearing the silver tray and tea service that Regeother had given to them
as a wedding gift.

'What are you doing with that?' William asked blynes astonished as
Ashley was. Cliffton must have dug it out of theétbm of the dresser where
it had resided untouched, apart from cleaningpfany years.

"Your mother is feeling poorly. I am serving hea,teCliffton replied with
unruffled decorum.

William looked wide-eyed at Ashley. 'Are you sick?"
Her cheeks blossomed with hot colour. 'I'm recowgfast,’ she answered.
"You don't need me then?' William asked.

'No. I'll be fine in a minute."



'Right!" William looked relieved and turned quickly the butler. "You'll be
staying for a bit, Mr. Cliffton?'

‘Yes. I'll be staying as long as—'
‘Great!" William cut him off and offered his mogtpeealing face. 'Would
you mind if my friends had a turn at sitting in yaar? They wouldn't hurt

anything. The chauffeur could let them in and bptomise they'll be good.'

Cliffton set the tray down on the occasional tabled eyed William
consideringly. 'How much do you intend to charge?'

William grinned at the quick understanding. 'Ongntcents each. Ten
dollars with a photo. Can | borrow your Polaroignesia, Mum?'

‘Ten dollars!" Ashley gasped in shock.

"Think, Mum," her son advocated earnestly. 'Thishe a once-in-a-lifetime
photograph, a memory they'll be able to pull oud photo album in years to
come to show they really did drive a Rolls Royceah®to of that value can't
go cheaply.'

William always seemed to have a line of inar- gealolgic for what he
wanted to do. 'You said sit in it!" Ashley sharpgyninded him.

'If they sit behind the driving wheel it'll look d@isough they're driving it. |
won't actually let them," he assured Cliffton.

'l am very impressed with the sales pitch,’ Cliffeaid admiringly.

'So you see, Mum?' William pressed. 'l have to hheecamera.’

'William, you haven't received permission aboutt¢hg and | don't think...'
'Permission granted,’ Cliffton chimed in, his b&yes twinkling approval.

"The camera, Mum?'



Two against one defeated her. 'Yes.' She sighed)desl to settle various
matters with Cliffton more urgent and importantrifaguing with William
over his schemes for augmenting his pocket money.

‘Thanks, Mum. Thanks a lot, Mr. Cliffton. | thinkn going to like you.'
He was off like a flash to fleece his friends' petsk

'Weak or strong, madam?'

Cliffton had the silver teapot poised, ready torpou

'However it comes,’ Ashley answered distractedfpu’ came here in a
chauffeured Rolls Royce?"

It is the customary mode of transport at Sprifdfi@anor, madam. The
master wants you to know you'll be given every aommiMilk, madam?’

'Yes. But surely you didn't bring a Rolls Roycelwybu from England. Did
you?' she added, struck with the feeling that angttwas possible with this
man.

'l acquired it when | arrived in Sydney, madam. 84

‘No, thank you. | don't think..." Ashley flounderegpalled at the cost of a
mission that would certainly—well, almost certairtpe futile. "You really
shouldn't be spending so much on a campaign thgittraome to nothing,’
she burst out. 'A Rolls Royce, for heaven's sake$ $eems to be getting
quite out of hand.'

'How else can you be shown what to expect, mad&iifton enquired
reasonably. 'Youhaven't tried it yet,' he pointad & think you'll get to like
it. It's quite pleasant and tends to get addictive.

She was not going to be seduced by a Rolls Roytte becoming a
dependant at Springfield Manor. 'l do not need #sRRoyce,’ she stated
emphatically. 'And what's more, Cliffton, this srke®f trying to buy my
acquiescence to what you want.’



'It is always interesting to test resistance tdimsts, madam,' he said with
an air of taking up an irresistible challenge.

'Why on earth should you do such a thing?' she ddeth Surely he was
taking this mission too far.

'It's in the spirit of my more adventurous forelsa&ho would never take no
for an answer.’

Irrepressible, Ashley thought, beginning to apmexiGordon Payne's
perspicacity in retreating from Cliffton rather théaking him on. What

could one do in the face of such an unsquashabi&’spnd really, did she

want to say no to Cliffton? It was only the ultimaiio to the Harcourt family
that she would have to impress upon him.

'‘Well, I won't be held responsible for what you rsghe Ashley stated
unequivocally.

‘The responsibility is entirely mine," Cliffton a&gd. 'Your tea, madam.’
'Oh! Thank you.' In a Royal Crown Derby fine borena teacup, no less,
inherited from her mother-in-law. How much fossiakihad Cliffton done
in her kitchen? Ashley's whirling mind spun to atlwencerns, like the
possible undermining of her authority with Williari. don't think you
should have let William use the car as a... as a-'

'Money-making venture?' Cliffton supplied.

‘Yes.'

'If | may say so, madam, one should never stifkerpnise. In my youth |
used to organise frog races. With his entrepreakualents, Master
William will undoubtedly—'

‘Stop!

'l beg your pardon, madam?"



"You can't call him master. | won't have it.' Thstlthing she wanted was for
William to start thinking he was of a superior litde anyone else. 'There
are no masters in Australia. There are only pedplgfton,’ she added
earnestly. "'You must understand that or you wamnarmly good here.’

‘Thank you for your advice, madam,' he said graviythere anything else
| should know so as not to give offence?'

'I'm not a madam. Madams are people who run brathel

'Oh!" The quirky little smile twitched at the corseof his mouth. Then
that's clearly inappropriate. | shall call you rdya

'I'm not your lady." Ashley managed not to sayt."Ye
‘Mrs. Harcourt?'

She didn't want to be reminded of her marriagedgeR, either, but perhaps
it wasn't appropriate to ask Cliffton to call heshAey at this point. It could
wait until she knew him better. She nodded herrdstethe name and
sipped her tea, trying desperately to collect heughts into a properly
ordered pattern.

Events seemed to be tumbling over themselves, iaibiggher time to sort

through what needed to be done. And it didn't kelpave Cliffton hovering

over her enquiringly. Not only were the beautifldéd depths of his eyes
enough for her wits to drown in, she seemed todteng a fixation on the

tantalising little tilts and curves of his mouthheéShadn't thought about
being kissed by a man for quite a while. The prative question

arose...Did butlers help put their mistresses t?be

Ashley was shocked at herself, but a perverse Mbice whispered that it
had been over six years and she was as norma asxhwoman in wanting
an exciting relationship with a man, so it was eeittly all right to fantasise
what it might be like. Especially with a man of f@bn's unusual and
extraordinary qualities. In fact, she wouldn't lmemal if she didn't.



It took an enormous effort of will to drag her midck to practical matters.
'l think you should show me some credentials, ©liff she said soberl).
After all, it's asking a lot for me to accept wati're saying off the cuff, so
to speak.’

'Quite right! | have the investigative report tragithe family line to young
William in my luggage. | shall ask the chauffeurfétch it in as soon as the
photograph session i& over. In the meantime, wiyl passport suffice as a
means of identification?'

He removed it from an inner pocket in his suit caatl offered it to her.
Ashley put down her teacup, intent on examining tewar solid
information she could get about him. It was ceffeanBritish passport, and
the photograph unmistakably identified him as Hamlistair Cliffton. A
veryEnglish name, Ashley thought.

'Harold,’ she mused out loud, thinking it didndlhg fit him.

'‘Nobody ever calls me by that name, Mrs. Harcougdrhe the decisive
correction. 'Harold is merely a remnant from thetlBaof Hastings.'

Yes, it did belong in the realms of history, Ashigyvately agreed. She
supposed using the surname Cliffton was traditidoak butler, and she
shouldn't mess with that formality. Not yet, anywlpwever, her curiosity
was piqued.

"What about when you were a boy?' she probed.
'l was always Harry.'

Harry. That was better. More lively. She could inm&ga Harry organising
frog races. A Harry could definitely be as debomaiFred Astaire.

His date of birth gave her his age. Thirty-threlee Suddenly had an awful
thought. 'Are you married, Cliffton?"No. Unhappitile woman to whom |
was deeply attached died some years ago,' he adig. $As | have no
current ties, it was no hardship for me to comeyaarathis mission.'



Free and clear. Ashley was intensely relieved tar fie Although it did
sound as though he had once been very much in Butethat was years
ago. And it did demonstrate he was capable of pgimmeone other than
himself, which was all to the good.

‘This gives your birthplace as Springfield Manshgé observed inquiringly.

'As | explained, | hold a hereditary position. Getiens of my family have
been born at Springfield Manor."'

That wasn't so good. It meant Cliffton had deepgdbere. Maybe she
shouldn't start something that had little hope dBppy ending. However
tempting it was to prolong an involvement with hihwasn't exactly honest
to let him think she was prepared to fall in witle plans made for her and
accompany him to Springfield Manor.

Her usual sense of integrity reared its head. @hddd him his passport and
mustered up the strength to meet his gaze witldgteges. "You have rather
sprung this on me, Cliffton. I'm sure you think tthgilliam and | will be
better off living at Springfield Manor, but I've g tell you that giving up a
life of independence goes very much against myngiaalso goes against
my grain that I'm being placed in a position ofigation without my
consent. | don't like being beholden to anyoneafosthing.’

To Ashley's surprise, Cliffton looked pleased as$ ttheclaration. His eyes
positively danced approval. 'l quite understands.M#arcourt. There is
nothing worse than a burden of obligation or thesseof not having a free
choice. Believe me, it is the last thing | would ppon you. | merely offer.
You decide what you want.'

Put like that, Ashley could find no objection tetiag the waters without
committing herself to the whole deal.

'‘As | see the situation,” Cliffton went on persuabj, 'everyone has
personal needs. It is a matter of working out wlettr not yours can be
accommodated to your satisfaction. | appreciatetthsiwill take time.'

'Yes,' she quickly agreed. 'It will take time. d¢tutd be years.'



'As long as it takes,' he reasserted with blandooern.

'It may never be worked out to my satisfactiong alarned.
'‘One can but give it fair trial.'

'As long as that's understood.’

'‘Absolutely.’

Integrity satisfied, Ashley decided she had to letke accommodation
guestion. 'This isn't a big house, Cliffton.’

'It appears to be very cosy and comfortable andtioed. You have every
reason to be proud of it.’

‘Thank you. | wasn't apologising for its lack oaigdeur,’ she said dryly. 'l
was about to point out we don't have a lot of roAne. you prepared to live
with less than you're obviously accustomed to?'

'l was a boy scout. A tent in the backyard willfeg," came the blithe reply.

'‘No, no, we don't have to go that far." He wasrtydaent on staying with
her, no matter what, and Ashley found herself feghighly gratified by the
fact. 'There is a spare bedroom but it is small mtkler cluttered. | think
you'll have to negotiate with William over whatytaand what goes to make
room for your things. It's rather complicated wahminiature army of
soldiers that are in the process of being painted.’

He grinned. 'l can see your William is a lad aftey own heart, Mrs.
Harcourt. Perhaps | can help him set up a batiefie once did a
papier-mach6 model for the Battle of Waterloo. @heny ancestors was a
key figure in the defence of Hougoumont againstRtench.’

Cliffton could become the father figure William haden missing all these
years, Ashley thought hopefully.

Or was he a soul mate?



Despite Cliffton's mastery of decorum, there waéindely a glint of
mischief in his eyes that suggested something avidiwicked lived behind
the pose of proper propriety. He was obviously unet with William's
entrepreneurial skills. A hereditary butler was haoly in the perfect
position to be an opportunist with both his masied his master's guests.
Ashley suspected that Cliffton did very well fontself.

Look at his clothes. And the Rolls Royce. Maybeegalitarian society
wouldn't suit him nearly so well. On the other haifiche was prepared to
camp in a tent in the backyard, he was nothingfffiexible.

Since there seemed to be no wrong in acceptingrtionthe house as her
butler, at least on a temporary basis, Ashley nielalecision with a clear
conscience and an exciting sense of adventure.ngaai butler would

undoubtedly be an interesting and novel experiewdgen the butler was
Cliffton, well, who knew what might happen?

She smiled. 'Is there anything you wish to setitd wie before bringing in
your luggage?'

He smiled back. 'l believe we've covered everytluhgresent importance,
Mrs. Harcourt.'

Ashley could feel his satisfaction and was highdnscious of her own. A
two-way street, she thought with growing pleasure.

‘Then welcome to our home, Cliffton.’
‘Thank you, Mrs. Harcourt.'
How that name grated on Ashley's ears!

'Please be assured | will serve you as best | oahewerything is resolved,’
he continued.

Happily, she hoped.



'In the meantime, | shall go and survey the slegpumarters and come to an
accommodation with William.'Ashley came to anotdecision. There is
one other thing. In Australia it's quite custom#&wy both employer and
employee to call each other by their first namés hot even your
employer. And since we'll be living in constantroity, | think it would
be more appropriate if | call you Harry and you oa Ashley. It won't, uh,
interfere with your duties, and I'll feel more camtble with it. If you don't
mind.’

"Your comfort is my duty,’ he replied, giving hedazzling smile. 'Ashley it
is.'

‘Thank you, Harry.'
'My pleasure.’

He left her to savour her pleasure, and it was weaym, warmer than
anything Ashley had felt for a long, long time.



CHAPTER FIVE

No sooNER had William's friends scattered home for theirreng meal
than Ashley was faced with some of the wider coneages of accepting
Harry into her household.

The telephone rang.

Ashley was slow in answering the call. Harry hasdisted on preparing
dinner, and William, most uncharacteristically, wedping him. She had
slipped upstairs to change out of her businessaswitfreshen up generally
for the evening ahead. By the time she emerged frwmbathroom and
picked up the receiver in her bedroom, Harry wasaaly on the kitchen
extension.

"The Harcourt residence. May | enquire who's cgllplease?"

Ashley held her tongue, curious to know how Harguld deal with the
caller.

'It's Olivia Stanton. Dylan's mother.’

Ashley grimaced. Olivia was the president of theeR&s' and Citizens'
Association at William's school, and she had athafbininding everybody
else's business. Her snippy tone indicated a contpheas about to be
voiced.

'How do you do, Mrs. Stanton?' Harry's English atseiddenly developed
a very plummy tone. 'How may | help you?"

A slight pause. 'To whom am | speaking?’
'My name is Cliffton. | am Mrs. Harcourt's butler.’
‘Butler!’

Her astonishment was unmistakable. A butler was ast nmncommon
personage in Australia, let alone in the Centraast@rea of Wamberal.



Probably the prime minister or the governor- gelnkeaal one for official
receptions, but Ashley couldn't even vouch for.that

'Did you say butler?’
Olivia Stanton was clearly rocked off her set ceurs
'l did, Mrs. Stanton.'

'What is Ashley Harcourt doing with a butler? Inlidknow she could afford
one.'

The rhetorical question, followed by the commentenfinancial position,

made Ashley realise that Harry's arrival in hee Would give rise to

enormous speculation and gossip in the neighbodrHbwas a measure of
her enthralment with Harry that Ashley found shemtoverly troubled by

this prospect. Let them say what they liked. Anelytth certainly do that
when they saw him! Her course was set. She wagdoikeep the butler,
no matter what!

'l believe my services are of value, Mrs. Stantdasry answered silkily.
"Well, it is unusual.’ Olivia justified her ruderses

'Perhaps it will start a fashion, Mrs. Stanton. Mfsrcourt does run an
employment agency.'

Ashley grinned. That was a clever stroke.

'‘Are you connected to the Rolls Royce that's ingdlin these outrageous
photographs?'

Ashley rolled her eyes, knowing full well that ahet of William's schemes
was coming home to roost.

'It comes with me, Mrs. Stanton," Harry answereddamly.



He had solved the problem of accommodating theféauand getting the
car off the street by sending them both to a locatel. He dismissed the
cost as though it was nothing, assuring Ashley ageen that she would not
be held financially liable for what he did in puitsof a successful outcome
to his mission.

And the mission had been verified. Harry had shdwen the branch of
Roger's family tree that had originated from Endldhwas amazing that so
many people had died off, leaving only William &e tast of this specific
blood line.

'Do you know what use William made of your car thfternoon?' Olivia
demanded testily.

‘Yes, | do.'
'‘Are you aware that he is charging ten dollarglierphotographs he took?'

'As | understand it, there is no obligation to bilys. Stanton. If you can't
afford the price—'

'l didn't say that.’

‘The boys were very happy about the chance of halagographed at the
wheel of a Rolls Royce, but if you want Dylan tol#appy—'

'l didn't say that, either.’

'A once-in-a-lifetime occurrence, Mrs. Stanton,nist something to be
belittled. You are, of course, entitled to disagtdeelieve William can bear
the cost of Dylan being left out of the photographs

'l don't want him left out,’ Olivia cried, drowning the string of logic that
had flowed from Harry's silver tongue.

'Of course not, Mrs. Stanton. No mother would waet son left out of
something so special. Shall | tell William to pugl@n's photograph in the
sold pile?



A died-in-the-wool accomplice, Ashley thought, besad and amused by
his dexterity in handling the most difficult people

'Yes,' Olivia surrendered weakly.

‘Thank you, Mrs. Stanton. Is there anything elseMéssage for Mrs.
Harcourt?'

'‘No/
‘Then thank you for calling, Mrs. Stanton."’

Killed off with politeness, Ashley thought, as diesard the line disconnect.
On the other hand, Olivia was probably dying togyéte line so she could
spread the news of Ashley's acquisition of a buto came with a
chauffeured Rolls Royce. It would certainly add ia df spice to her
reputation as a businesswoman.

Fortunately it was no longer a scandalous mattest foan and woman to be
living under the same roof together without benafinarriage. Ashley had

no doubt that most of her friends and acquaintanoedd take the attitude,

'‘Good luck to you!" while they tried to stifle th&invy.

However, she did need to warn Harry not to say hangt about their
connection to Springfield Manor. That was theirvpte business. Apart
from which, it would spoil everything. She didn'eamt to think about it
herself. She simply wanted to enjoy having Harxytfiings for her as he'd
been doing so beautifully ever since he had arrived

As on most January days, the heat of summer liddergy into the evening.
Ashley zipped herself into her favourite sundrétseas casual enough not
to look too dressed up. The polished cotton wasaod the pretty pink and
green floral print suited her colouring. The bodieas fitted, with
shoestring straps over her shoulders. The fulutarcskirt always made her
feel feminine.

Normally, she would unpin her hair at this timeydir it out and clip it into a
high ponytail to keep it off her neck. Practicamight be, but it didn't look



elegant. She effected a more sophisticated casalaldy winding it into a
loose knot on top of her head. Several strandslgrdscaped.

She dabbed on some Beautiful perfume, appliedsargibink lipstick, slid
her feet into strappy white sandals and hoped Hzaty would find her
more than passably attractive.

The staircase led down to the family room, whiclswaparated from the
kitchen by a wide working counter that also serasd breakfast bar. She
heard William peppering Harry with questions as sharted down.
Something about ghosts. William was fascinated wighsupernatural.

Harry, however, lost the thread of their conversaths Ashley came into
full view on the staircase. His hands stopped ngstie salad he had mixed
in a bowl. He watched her descend as though tratsthy her grace and
beauty. At least, Ashley hoped that was what wasivating him, and he

wasn't simply surprised by the change in her agpea:. It was much more
heart-lifting to fantasise that he was seeing a aomwho attracted and
intrigued him.

She was conscious of the full skirt swishing arotwed bare legs as she
descended step by step, conscious of silky strahbair brushing against
the smooth golden tan of her bare shoulders, nmbeaesely conscious of her
sexuality than she had been in so many years stiefdigotten how
powerful the feeling could be. She had given ujebelg she would meet a
man who would trigger such a response in her. -

She could feel her whole body glowing under therggt in Harry's eyes, an
interest that clearly sizzled with sensual sigrzalst enveloped all of her,
from the loosely draped topknot of her hair to $iaell of her full breasts
encased in the tightly fitting bodice to the empded curve of waist and
hips to the dainty slimness of her ankles. All hestincts picked up the
knowledge that he found her desirable, and shdleevi@ the certainty that
the strong attraction she felt was not one-sided.

'Oh, hi, Mum! You've interrupted a great story! IN&m informed her,
seeing no reason for the halt in his entertainment.



"Your mother has first claim on my attention, Wth," Harry said, quietly
but firmly putting her son in his place, his gaze aeven slightly wavering
from her. His eyes seemed to bathe her with waeaspre as he added,
'‘Good evening, Ashley.'

The formal greeting didn't feel like a formalityadL. It felt like a promise of
wonderful things to come. The gateway to possieditwas open. ‘Good
evening, Harry,' she returned, giving him a snti&t tvelcomed him to her
world.

He had discarded his suit coat and rolled up his sleeves. Ashley noticed
that his shoulders didn't need any padding andonesarms were strongly
muscular. He was still lean and elegant, but skiedghysical power to his
other attributes, and had little doubt he couldtitfigith more than words, if
need be. Harry Cliffton, she decided, was a mah wiainy sides to him.
Ashley wanted to discover all of than.

The telephone rang again.

William sighed at this further interruption to thebject that interested him.
Harry took the receiver from the wall phone abolie tounter. 'The

Harcourt residence...'Ashley walked to the othde sif the counter as Harry
listened to the person on the other end of the line

‘Just a moment, Mrs. Stanton. I'll see if Mrs. Hairt is available.'

He held the receiver to his chest as his eyes egiders.

'Fusspot,’ William muttered.

Ashley frowned at him, not approving of disrespechis elders, although
privately she was inclined to agree with him. Gligtanton was not her
favourite person. Nevertheless, she was a neighdralithe mother of one

of William's friends, and it was political to kegm her good side if she
wasn't demanding too much. She nodded to Harryhaftlout her hand.



'Mrs. Harcourt will take your call now, Mrs. StantoHarry announced with
marvellous aplomb before passing the receiver o he

'Olivia—" Ashley tried to inject interest into heoice.
‘Ten dollars is a lot of money for one photo, Astile

Olivia hated losing a battle. Flummoxed by Harriie shad obviously
decided to shift to another opponent. Having bémws the way to defeat
the woman, Ashley took a leaf out of Harry's book.

"What price do you put on your son's smile, Olive®e asked sweetly.
Harry's eyes danced pure delight at her. AshleaestHlipped.

‘All right. It's very cheap then," Olivia concedetlirprising Ashley with
such a quick dismissal of the grievance. 'What $ wandering, Ashley,
was whether... I'm having my annual neighbourhoadypin a week's
time...'

This was news to Ashley. She hadn't received aitaition.

'l was wondering if you'd lend me your butler andll® Royce for the
evening?'

Olivia Stanton had the hide of a rhinoceros. It didke her effective at
fundraising for the school, which also fed her-gslportance, but this was
pure one-upmanship on a personal level, no cororegthatsoever with
public do-gooding.

'I'm afraid Cliffton is not a lendable commodityiivda,’ she replied, barely
keeping a sardonic edge out of her voice. 'It adgtecouldn't be done
without his consent. A butler is not a slave, yoow. Butlering is a highly
respected profession that requires absolute safadie and perfect
organizational skills, not to mention an impeccatdputation, since he
holds such a position of trust.’



Ashley couldn't stop her eyes from flirting wickedlith Harry's as she
described his position. She paused for a momeugiv® Olivia time to
swallow all she'd said, then obligingly added, ill ask him, if you like.'

'Well, there's no harm in asking, | always saymedhe bull-headed reply.

‘Then please excuse me a moment, Olivia. I'll ptd ihim." She held her
hand over the receiver and grinned at Harry. "¥oalready in demand.
Olivia Stanton would like to borrow your invaluabservices for her
neighbourhood party.'

'Don't do it," William said. 'She's full of hersel it is."

‘That's quite enough, William," Ashley reprovedreiha He was getting
altogether too bold in his opinions. And indiscteet

‘The duties of my profession demand that | stayhwiu," Harry stated
virtuously.

'Quite so," Ashley agreed with mock seriousness. |Bied the receiver to
her ear again. 'I'm sorry, Olivia. I'm afraid butkhics prohibit the lending
of a butler. He has to stay with me.’

'Of course, I'd forgotten about that, but perhapg gnd he would like to
attend as guests.'

Sly vixen, Ashley thought, determined not to faita that trap. Having

established Harry as her butler, to turn up with Bs her escort would be
tantamount to handing Olivia Stanton evidence #élat/as not as it should
be. After assuming a proper correctness about KHapipfessional life,

Ashley was not about to cross lines. Besides, sdrgted to keep Harry to
herself.

'I'm quite sure Cliffton will have me ready for ygparty in time," she said
with airy confidence. 'When did you say it was?'

'Eight o'clock next Saturday.’'



'‘Lovely! He might even drive me up in the Rolls gratk it outside your
house for an hour or two." That would lend soméhef status that Olivia
desired for her party. 'As it's only a short dismraway, | don't think
Cliffton will mind taking me there and walking hom&hank you for
inviting me, Olivia. | must go now. Bye.'

She hung up on the meddlesome woman and raisex/@brows in appeal
to Harry. 'Would you mind?'

He gave a deeply meaningful look. 'I'll give yow#aing you want, Ashley.’

It sent a little thrill of pleasure and anticipaticartwheeling down Ashley's
spine.

'Great!" William said, his eyes lighting up as lb&san advantage. '‘Can we
go to Springfield Manor with Mr. Cliffton, pleasglum? All you have to do
is say you want to," he pressed eagerly.

Shock froze all the tingling warmth Harry had iguit He had got to her son
behind her back before she could extract a profrase him not to mention
Springfield Manor to William. It was playing dirtgetting William on side
against her.

She turned to her son, who was propped on a sttioé &nd of the counter.

He had inherited the blue eyes, the athletic baiild the ability to play any

sport well from his father, but he had her fairteaid basically her sense of
fair play. He never cheated on his deals with téntls, and the fact that he
had so many of them testified to the imaginative lie supplied. She liked

her son the way he was. She did not want him maeldiby the Harcourt

family and instilled with values that were not logvn.

'Why do you want to go to Springfield Manor, With&' she asked, needing
to elicit how far Harry had gone in pursuing higguand how much he had
told William.

'So | can go ghost hunting with Mr. Cliffton," hesavered excitedly. 'I'll be
the only boy in the street who has seen a realtghos



Ashley felt a deep stab of relief. William stilldhao idea he was the heir and
expected to live at Springfield Manor. No doubtvias already planning
how much he would charge the boys to hear a desgripf a real ghost,
and Olivia Stanton would be on the telephone taerainother complaint.

Ashley looked dubiously at Harry. Had he decidediradirect approach
through William was his best route to success? tAege really ghosts at
Springfield Manor? Tell me the truth, Harry.'

'‘Many,' he replied serenely. 'It was at Springfigldnor that the great bard
got the idea for the ghost of Hamlet's father, @m@rles Dickens got his
inspiration for the Spirit of Christmas Past, th@ris of Christmas Present
and the Spirit of Christmas Future.’

‘This has to be fabrication," Ashley observed scalty.

His eyebrows lifted in a display of innocence. "Whbufabricate to you?'
'Probably. To get your own way.'

He looked pained. 'Not at all. You must remembat the winter nights at
Springfield Manor are very long and very cold. Versd a great portion of
these hours sitting around the fire telling staries

William looked fascinated.

Ashley didn't know what to believe. Harry rolledt dloese stories as though
imbued with them, yet she had witnessed how quéeclkvas with clever and

manipulative responses to Gordon Payne and Oltaat&n.

'Don't you have TV at Springfield Manor?' she askddtermined on
emphasising the present day instead of the lostprincal past.

‘There are many sets, but rarely used. Not onlyoareown stories more
lively and less boring than those on the televisibris our belief that
families that talk together, stay together.'

Solid principles there, Ashley thought. If true.



Harry sounded so good, looked so good, but wasllitaamasterly
performance to get his own way? Ashley remindedéiehe had openly
admitted he was a man who would not accept norfaareswer. It was as
well to keep remembering that. How was she to kiidws interest in her as
a woman was not merely a ruse to charm, even sddkraato doing what
he wanted? Did he consider a widow fair game?

William was already putty in his hands. He had dewerything right there,
aiding and abetting William in his schemes, fillinig head with intriguing
myths about Springfield Manor, appealing to the boyvays that would
plant her son firmly at his side in a battle abibat future.

'Is this your first trip to Australia, Harry?' sheked, her eyes challenging
the twinkling confidence in his.

'Yes, itis.'

‘Then may | suggest it's an opportunity for yoletrn about a wider range
of life than what is incorporated in Springfield Ma. Perhaps you could try
to forget that small part of England for the refsthis evening.'

'‘Aw, Mum,"' William protested, 'we were in the middif a story about—'

'It can keep to another day, William," Harry inedrsmoothly. ‘It will hardly
be a jolly evening if we bore your mother.' He sdikat Ashley. 'l would
love to hear all about your life here.’

He sounded genuine. He looked genuine. He had @ttdy@r block on

Springfield Manor with good grace. The rest of &vening should go her
way, Ashley thought with satisfaction. Given thatihtended to stayed until
he succeeded in his mission, she would have plehtime to find out

whether Harry's attraction to her was genuine ¢r no



CHAPTER SIX

HARRY insisted on serving their meal. Ashley insistedhmjoining them at
the table. It improved William's table manners mal,eand the ham salad
followed by ice-cream and freshly cut strawberryng@es never tasted
better.

It was a marvellous evening. Ashley didn't havedaoa thing except enjoy
Harry's company. In between delving into all th@artant events of her life
as though he was fascinated by everything thatbattibuted to the person
she was now, he cleared the table, whizzed theglato the dishwasher,
cleaned up the kitchen, made and served coffee\\diam off to bed and
generally performed all the duties of a housekeapédiparent while making
Ashley feel special and extraordinary.

She had never been so pampered, never been tlsedibsuch concentrated
attention, never been so appreciated, never haddests catered to with
such charm and finesse. Certainly Roger had newse that. Harry had to
be very close to the perfect man, she decidedinteels intoxicated as
though she had drunk a bottle of champagne.

William had not been ignored, either. Harry had egensly committed
himself to taking him to the Sydney Cricket Groundvatch a day of the
test match between England and Australia, sincekeriwas William's
abiding passion at the moment. That was only ifl&glkould spare him for
a day, which of course she could, for her son'aguiee.

The more Harry committed himself to staying withr laad William, the
more chance she had of really getting to know Hishley had the feeling
she could be very happy with Harry Cliffton. He waagiver, a listener, a
man who didn't have to prove himself a superiontpday reducing women
to nothing. Everything he had demonstrated sodiahpn on a completely
different plane to Roger.

Could he be weaned away from his life at Sprindfidianor?As long as it
takes Ashley thought, deeply pleased that she had siderable amount of
time on her side before any decisions had to beemad



She wandered out to the back veranda while Hamy\Wdliam to bed. It
was a beautiful balmy night, the sky littered wiihight stars, a three-
guarter moon beaming enough soft light to take atvaydarkness, a gentle
breeze wafting cooler air in from the sea. The bouss only a few
kilometres from the beach, and Ashley fancied shddchear the distant
sound of surf breaking on the sand.

It was a night made for romance, and Ashley fettbwy quivering with
the need for it. So many years had been barrenyof@anance since Roger.
She hadn't trusted it, hadn't wanted to invite ndsdlusionment, hadn't
met anybody who attracted her enough to give tamce.

Would Harry answer that need, she wondered? Waaiksllocumb to more
than a professional involvement with her?

The glass door to the family room slid open. 'Caget you anything,
Ashley? An iced drink?'

The caring tone in Harry's voice made her pulselaun. She flashed him a
smile. 'No, thank you. | was just having a bredtfresh air before going to
bed.’

'Mind if | join you?'
'Please do.'

He had taken off his waistcoat and tie. His whhetsunbuttoned at the
neck, shone starkly in the moonlight as he stejgoednd quietly closed the
door behind him. He moved over to the verandan@gibeside Ashley and
looked at the brilliant sky.

'Where's the Southern Cross?"

Still concentrating on all things Australian, Ashiaought with a twinge of
uncertainty. Was he simply being obliging, thernlte professionalism of a
butler? She didn't want duty from him now. She wdnthe man, not the
man with a mission. She wanted truth, spontaneityfegling and
confirmation that he felt the same attraction side d



‘There it is," she said huskily, pointing the cetation out to him, willing
him to move closer to her.

'So that's what Captain Cook steered by," he muwedjumaintaining a
proper distance. 'lt's very distinctive.'

‘The Polynesian and Portuguese and French navgatso used it, long
before Cook," she informed him dryly, wishing heswaquite so focused on
English history. She remembered the Harcourt fahmg/he had shown her
earlier, tracing it through to William. A spurt césentment made her ask,
'Why did Roger's great-grandfather leave Englandotme to Australia if
everything's so marvellous at Springfield Manor?'

Harry gave her one of his quirky smiles. 'He disgththe family with the
dishonourable act of publicly revealing he cuckdldeduke.’

'‘And, of course, the British considered Austraha tumping ground for
undesirables.’

His eyes caught hers, searing away their mocketly wiense seriousness
as he quietly answered, 'It also provided the apipaty to start a new life.’

Was he making a personal statement or simply sog#my ruffled feelings
she might have over her country's convict and dalqrast?

‘That's been true for many people,’ she warmlyeatjidthough there were
some who clung to an old heritage, looking backead of embracing what
a new country offered. Like Roger's mother. 'Witlias fifth-generation
Australian, Harry. I'm seventh generation,' sheegiddvanting to impress on
him that they were well-rooted here.

He smiled. 'What I've admired about the Australiaresmet is their attitude
of anything being possible for them.’

'Have you ever thought that other things were fbs$or you?'

'I'm beginning to.'



Hope leapt through her heart. 'Promise me you wel'William he's the
heir to Springfield Manor.'

'l had no intention of doing so.’
‘Circumstances can change.'

'Yes, they can,' he agreed without the slightesit&gon, giving Ashley's
hope a further boost. 'Though | must say WillianaiBne lad, Ashley. A
credit to you.'

‘Thank you." She smiled on a glorious lilt of ogm. 'He likes you, too.'

His gaze dropped to her mouth. Ashley's skin pedklreacting to the
sudden tension charging the air between thidmwants to kiss mehe

thought exultantly. But he didn't move. There wasjuality about his
stillness that screamed of iron- willed restraibuty and discipline
stamping on desire, denying it free rein, Ashlegnrgsed, and that in itself
was exciting, feeling the tug of war taking plasside him.

She sensed the gathering of purpose. His gazedlit.kkhers, and there was
certainly nothing impersonal in the dark blue isignof his eyes. She had
the uncomfortable feeling that he wanted to scaursoul. Even before he
spoke, she felt herself tensing defensively, kngvimstinctively that he had

moved beyond physical attraction to a far deepedne

'What went wrong with Roger, Ashley?’

The shock of the question set her mind spinningv il he know? She had
never spoken of the crushing nature of her marriggen at the time, pride
had insisted she maintain the public appearanbeiofy happy with Roger.
She had not confided her problems to her parezitaldne anyone else. She
had hidden the guilty relief she had felt when Roged his mother had
died, accepted the condolences given, and clogeddbr on a hard-learnt
experience that she never wanted repeated.

'Why should you think anything went wrong?' sherdeted, unaware of the
guarded tone in her voice, the retreat from openimeker eyes.



'What people don't say is often more revealing tvhat they do say," he
answered quietly. "You've told me a lot about yidar Roger Harcourt was
your husband and William's father, yet you did oiote refer to him."'

'Roger died seven years ago,' she stated flathg. spent far more of my
adult life without him than with him.’

'Happy times usually engender fond reminiscendds.'shrugged and
offered an apologetic smile. 'l didn't mean toude. If it's a sensitive
subject... Perhaps you miss him so much it'stetillpainful to recall.’ 'No. |
don't miss him," Ashley confessed bluntly, recglfrom the idea of letting
Harry think she was nursing a long grief that hadan been assuaged. 'If he
was still alive, we'd be divorced.’

"Why?'

'l guess | stopped hero-worshipping him. | was amlyeteen when we
married.' Her eyes flashed with irony. 'A pity ydidn't come looking for an
heir then, Harry. Roger would have leapt at beard bf the manor.’

'He acted that way with you?'

'It had its attractive side for a while," she acktexalged. 'l didn't realise |
was supposed to become totally subservient to anp#érson's will.'

'Do you fear that would be expected of you if yame to England?’
'l don't fear it because | wouldn't accept it.'
"It isn't the situation anyway,' he assured her.

'Well, I guess you'd know," she said lightly, awtirat any other judgement
by her would be blind prejudice.

'Yes, | do. I'm sorry you had that experience Wtger, Ashley. | hope you
don't judge all men by it.'

'If 1 did, you wouldn't be staying here."



As soon as she spoke the words, they seemed toihahg air between
them, gathering nuances, laying bare the factstethought him special as
a man and that being her butler was completelyewvent. Still he didn't
move, and Ashley felt heat creeping up her nedhagecalled the sad way
he had spoken of the woman he had loved. Did threangof her remain in
his heart, keeping it closed to any other woman?

She turned away and stared blankly at the night B&scely arguing to
herself that Harry had brought up Roger, so ittiedae acceptable for her to
ask guestions that were just as personal.

'What was her name...the woman you spoke of, Harry?

The ensuing silence shrieked of dredging into depplate areas. Was it
too sensitive a subject? Did he miss her so mushsttoo painful to recall?
They were the words he had used in referring toelRog

'Pen," he said at last. 'Penelope.’ He gave tlgetorersion of her name a
soft, lilting cadence that filled Ashley with enuyleft no doubt in her mind
that Pen had been very precious to him.

'How long is it since..." She hesitated, not wantio sound crassly
insensitive to his feelings. 'Since she was with3/0

'Pen died of leukaemia three years ago,' he stiaihy

Ashley closed her eyes. How awful! Bad enough featd to come
suddenly. A long terminal illness had to be grrein start to finish. And
afterwards.. .who could possibly forget it?

‘That must have been very harrowing,' she saidysbir natural sympathy
overriding her own interests. 'I'm sorry it happénEo both of you.'

He didn't answer. Ashley was acutely aware shalhadn his mind into the
past. She could feel a great distance between thatrhad nothing to do
with physical space. She waited, although parteofvianted to tear herself
away and leave him to his memories. In some strauagye staying with him
was like holding a vigil, paying respect to thedlea



'It wasn't like that.'
Ashley barely caught the murmured words.

‘After the initial shock of the diagnosis, Pen e&d to allow the situation to
become harrowing,' he went on quietly. 'She madb day a celebration of
life, finding joy and beauty and pleasure in eMes $mallest things. There
were times when the treatment made her very siok,she bore it so
gallantly...." He shook his hedt. took it harder than she did. I hated feeling
helpless.’

'I'm sure you helped all you could, Harry.'

It wasn't a platitude. Ashley was certain he wolikve been a tower of
strength, supportive, caring, considerate, willmglo anything to make life
as easy and pleasant as he could for her. Yet els asuhe might have tried
to hold death at bay, it was always going to owerthis efforts. She
understood his feelings of helplessness.

'l guess her going must have left a terrible holgaur life.'
'She was an adornment to the human race,’ heaftlyl s

How on earth was she going to compete with thathleys thought
despondently. 'Then you were lucky to have knowri blee said with a
burst of envy. 'Not everyone gets the chance te lamd be loved by
someone so special. Even if it was only for a share, at least you've
experienced it.'

It jolted him out of his reverie. His head turnédugply towards her. Ashley
lifted her gaze to his and gave him a full blastroth. "Your Pen made part
of your life beautiful, Harry. Maybe that makes thss hard to bear, but you
don't carry the sense of having missed out on ts, lihe sense of an
emptiness that has never been answered.'

'‘Ashley..." His hand swung out, ready to touch.réheas something in his
eyes... pity? Anguish? She instinctively backedyawa



'l think I'll go to bed. | feel cooler now. Goodghit, Harry. And thank you
for making it such a wonderful evening,' she pedlticarefully skirting any
contact with him as she moved to the sliding door.

Somehow he got there ahead of her and pulled tbeajmen. She stepped
into the family room, giving him a nod of thankse Fbllowed closely on her
heels. The door clicked shut. Ashley crossed guitklthe staircase. Her
eyes blurred with tears as she remembered the ibghight-heartedness
with which she had started the evening. It wasift §he cried to herself.
What hope did she have against a ghost who refgezsparfection?

She hurried up the stairs, hoping he would staynokedéind let her escape to
the privacy of the bedroom before he followed te fwom. She felt him
watching her, but at least his footsteps stoppetherfioor below.

'‘Good night, Ashley.' His voice softly floated afteer.

She didn't pause or turn. She had already said gmbd. Tomorrow was
another day, she told herself, brushing the tears her lashes. And she did
have something over a ghost. She was alive. Shevaas flesh and blood.
And Harry found the arrangement attractive. Shenwasistaken about
that!



CHAPTER SEVEN

WiLLiaAM was up early the next morning. Like most youngshddilliam
had an inquiring mind. Since Mr. Cliffton's bedro@aajoined his, it was a
simple matter to make enough noise to wake up éeacquisition to the
household without disturbing his mother. He figuhexicould worm more
out of Mr. Cliffton if he had him to himself. His ather had a habit of
gliding over grown-up matters. William wanted tlaets.

Harry woke before his watch alarm went off. It sdithim to be up early.
Last night he had inadvertently ended up stirrieglihgs that had driven
Ashley away from him. That had not been his intemtialthough he didn't
regret their conversation.

Ashley's directness had somehow acted as a cathfarshim. She had
drawn a perspective he hadn't considered befodeslaa was right. Heas
lucky to have had Pen in his life. The question neag whether he could or
should attempt to make Ashley feel lucky to hava m her life.

On sheer impulse he had embarked on a light- reeayéene that had
promised to be an amusing challenge, a titillathagfle of wits and wills
with the added interest of considerable sexuaaetibn. As George had
observed, he had been skating along on the suofdie, not caring if the
ice beneath his feet broke. Ashley jolted him itk realisation that he was
playing with deep waters.

It behove him to tread very carefully with Ashlegddourt's feelings. Roger
had not been good for her. Harry did not want flicinany more hurt and

disillusionment. He liked her. Very much. She hatsgnd a firmer grip on
self-direction than most of the people he knewxds wrong to play with the
life she had made for herself, yet Harry didn't iMandeal himself out of

Ashley Harcourt's life at this point.

Nevertheless, he was in two minds about the demepe had so frivolously
entered into. He pondered whether he should stateshl position as he
washed and dressed. He heard William go downstaidsfollowed him,
intent on subtly pumping the boy about the moresqeal side of Ashley's
life.



'‘Good morning, William," he started, smiling at thege bow! of breakfast
cereal the boy had helped himself to. 'When does yoother usually
wake?'

'Morning, Mr. Cliffton. Mum sets the alarm for sewehe promptly
answered.

Harry had twenty minutes up his sleeve. 'Does sive lbea or coffee first
thing in the morning?'

‘Coffee." William put his spoon down, deciding tckle the important
guestion without any beating around the bush. Yae going to be my
uncle?'

‘That's a fairly close blood relation, William. dwlt qualify.’

'l don't mean that kind of uncle. | know | haveyot any of those, unless you
count step-uncles. Mum's parents got divorced aadied other people

with kids who are now mostly grown up but we harelger see them. And

my dad was an only child. I'm not talking aboe#l uncles.’

William looked at Harry meaningfully as though tesld know the correct
import of his question now. Harry didn't care fbe tflavour of it at all. He
found himself recoiling from the idea of joining @ueue of live-in

relationships that had failed to meet Ashley's se#dten pulled himself up
for making unfounded assumptions.

Ashley hadn't struck him as a woman who would ligimvite men into her
life. But shehad struck him as a woman who would kick out anyon® wh
tried to take over.

'Precisely what kind of uncles are you talking ab®illiam?' he asked,
seeking clarification before making any judgements.

William sighed, suspecting an evasion. He spelienlii so-there could be
no misunderstanding. 'Some of the kids at schodlt tiave their dads living
with them. Other men move into their houses and With their mums.
Mostly they call them uncle. Rodney Bixell's hadeth different uncles.



He's scored pretty well out of it, too. He got aagot from the first, a
trampoline from the second and a bike from thedthir

Rodney clearly knew how to play every angle.

'Mum won't let me have a bike until I'm ten becawsdive on this hill and
she reckons it's dangerous,’ William continued wiikiious exasperation at
his mother's judgement on this sore point. Thers thape and devious
calculation in his eyes as he added, 'Maybe yolddalk her into it, Mr.
Cliffton. You look as if you could talk Mum into gthing.'

Harry had his doubts about that but he hoped ittwes 'Have you had any
uncles?' he asked, wanting this point settled uneqally.

'‘Nah. No luck yet. That's why | haven't got a bikkum's never even gone
out with any guys. So | figure since she let yowam, Mr. Cliffton, it has
to mean something.’

'‘No guys at all, huh?'

William wrinkled his nose. 'She only has boring gidfriends who don't
give you anything.’

Ashley was clearly not into sampling whatever waailable. Such
complete abstinence was, however, a measure ofghovshy she was of
men in general. Which made her acceptance of himhhintriguing. And
flattering. It also loaded Harry with a heavy sew$aesponsibility. He
didn't think Ashley would appreciate the concephi@fing fun, especially if
carried into intimate realms while she was stillad as to who and what he
was.

"You're a big improvement, Mr. Cliffton," Williamsaured him, giving him
an encouraging grin. 'None of Mum's girlfriends \ebilnink of taking me to
a test cricket match.'

'Well, 1 do happen to like cricket myself,' Harrgmarked dryly feeling
more of a fraud by the minute. George had alreadddfa private box for
him in the Brewongle Grandstand at the Sydney @tiGround.



‘That was a great catch you made yesterday," Wilbaid admiringly. It
saved a window and a bit of Mum's wrath. She watilthve stood back and
thought what a fantastic hook shot it had beenv&hddn't have thought of
anything else but the broken window.' He pausdettbarry appreciate the
different patterns of the male and female mindntpeintedly added, 'l
wouldn't mind at all having you as an uncle.’

Was Ashley considering the same possibility? Orbdishg a butler put him
in a different category, someone safe, leavingitneontrol of what did or
didn't happen between them? Would she instantlwghio the door if he
confessed the truth? He had a strong suspicionwshed, despite the
attraction he was sure they shared.

‘Thank you, William, but I'm here as a butler, @t uncle,” Harry said
firmly. 'l think your mother would be very upsetyibu referred to me as an
uncle. It would give people the wrong idea.’

'Oh!" William's face fell. He reconsidered the ation and presented
another argument. '‘But you are going to stay hara fvhile. | mean there's
the cricket and Mrs. Stanton's party and it wodddzl good if you took my
side on a few things. Like you did yesterday alibatphotos. Mum gets a
bit fussy. Not like Mrs. Stanton. But, you knowhesworries about small
things that are really okay.'

Harry smiled his understanding. '‘Good parentsikeghat, William. You're
very lucky to have a mother who cares so much apmut well-being.'

'It can be overdone,' William muttered.

Harry cocked a reproving eyebrow. 'William, | havkt of respect for your
mother. She's achieved a great deal by hersatoukdn't have been easy
being a young widow with a young child to take cafré

'She had me to help.

'Of course.' Harry smothered a smile. 'That slippgdnind for a moment.'



'‘But she could do with a lot more help. It wouldebgood idea if you stayed
as long as possible,” William pressed, obviousgirggmany advantages to
himself in having Harry at hand. 'lI'd like to gey soldiers painted and have
a few regiments ready to move by next week. Other\wean't pretend to be
Napoleon.’

'Wouldn't you rather be the Duke of Wellington?'rijacouldn’t imagine
William wanting to lead the losing side in any vgame.

There was a gleam of pure animal cunning in Willsalue eyes as he
answered, 'l thought you'd rather play Wellingtdsfr,. Cliffton, being
English and all that.’

William was clearly a master at holding out carrétarry was quite a dab
hand at it himself.

'Whether | stay or not will be your mother's demsiWilliam. Right now
I'm going to make her coffee and take it up to 'helarry winked
conspiratorially. 'Show her what a good butler l'am

The boy laughed his delight in their mutual underding. "That's how | get
into favour. Especially when | want something atbaky.'

Tricky was definitely the word, Harry thought asdwet a tray for the coffee.
As William had pointed out, he was already invol\ete to the extent of
taking him to the cricket match and transportindhldg in the Rolls to
Olivia Stanton's party. Letting either of them dowfter giving his word
went against Harry's grain.

He had to maintain the role he had cast himselhiil a decision about the
future was made, either by Ashley or himself. Cesien might be good for
the soul, but Harry had little doubt that he woblel banished from the
household before he could blink if he stopped bénegbutler. That would
not serve the purpose of getting George an heigfpsmgfield Manor, nor
the purpose of getting to know Ashley Harcourt érett



The latter purpose was far more on Harry's mingeasarried the coffee tray
upstairs. He had picked a red rose from Ashleydegaand laid it beside
the coffeepot. The romantic touch appealed to him.

He hoped it would appeal to her, too. It was wrtrag so much of her life
had been barren of romance.

He heard the clock alarm go off as he approachedd®room door and
waited until it clicked off before knocking.

'Yes?' A drowsy question.
'It's Harry with your coffee," he answered.
'Oh!" A pause filled with rustling movement. '‘Comeé

Harry fixed a bright smile of greeting on his fea® he opened the door.
'‘Good morning, Ashley.’

It was just as well he had the words ready to affphis tongue, because
desire hit him in the solar plexus with breathtgkepeed, stopping him in

his tracks. She was sitting up in bed, a sheeegulp to cover her breasts
but not the two red lace straps that were obvioadtgched to a very

feminine nightie. The pale silk of her hair felltangled skeins around the
smooth roundness of her bare arms and shouldersfate was no less

lovely without makeup, and her eyes held a softeuain appeal that

pummelled his heatrt.

Harry knew in that moment it was criminal to deeethis woman in any
way whatsoever, yet he was trapped in his own n@uiscenario. He didn't
want her to reject him. He wanted to take her snanms, assure her that she
was safe with him. He wanted to kiss the slightgufrom her lips, wanted
to fill the emptiness inside her with the wonded @heasure of not missing
out on anything. He wanted to give what Pen hadrgie him.

Perhaps it was another mad impulse, a quixotic tnggecould backfire with
disastrous consequences. This was not a time farirta on the edge, he
cautioned himself. This was a time for taking tisirgipwly, but his hastily



summoned control was severely tested by the sadhseg in her beautiful
grey eyes. He felt her need and wanted to answeCdmmon sense
hammered out that it was too soon to know if hdatou

Keep it light, Harry,he sternly advised himself, pushing his feet fodva
again. 'William told me you preferred coffee fitising. Did you sleep well?'

'Yes. Yes, thank you,' she answered distractedlycheeks pinking as she
turned to clear some space on the bedside tablbeddray. 'And you? Were
you comfortable enough?'

'Very much so.' He set the tray down and proceéal@dur her coffee. Best
to keep his hands busy. It was so tempting to reatland touch her hair,
feel its silkiness sliding between his fingers. Ma&rm, womanly fragrance
was, fortunately, superseded by the aroma of cofseon and eggs and
toast for breakfast?' he asked, hoping to put hease with him.

'l usually have a bowl of muesli. But please halprgelf to whatever you're
used to, Harry,' she added quickly.

'It's just as easy to cook for two.' He raised &zjoal eyebrow. She was
more composed now.

'Is the muesli a matter of healthy conviction @yaptom of not wanting
the bother of cooking and cleaning up afterwards?'

It drew a rueful smile. 'A bit of both.'

'Well, let the bother be mine. I'm here to serve,yashley, and | want you
to enjoy the pleasure of being served.'

‘Then | guess | might as well... once in a lifetmghe added with a
self-mocking twist.

'It needn't be," he reminded her. 'It could be \dastyle if you choose to
take up residence at Springfield Manor. Everytlghguld be tried...once in
a lifetime," he repeated, feeling somewhat exoedrat



She shrugged. 'What would | do with myself thetd@r eyes flashed
derisively. 'In between being waited on hand aral.fo

'Interest yourself in the occupations of others.yds do now. There are
estate farms and a village and—'

''d be welcome to poke my nose into their busifdless

'Helping and interfering are two different things.’

'I'd be an outsider, Harry. A fish out of water.’

'We're all outsiders at one time or another. I'moatsider here, but that
doesn't stop me from getting involved and beingfuéland caring. Saying

you're an outsider is an excuse for doing nothing.’

'Is it your duty as a butler to hand out homiligghweoffee?’ she asked dryly
as he put down the coffeepot.

He flashed her a smile. 'I'm a man with a miss¥ou can't expect me not to
argue my case.'

"You do it very well.!

His eyes held hers. 'l think you could make a pkacg/ourself anywhere,
Ashley. Given the desire to.'

Her gaze didn't waver. 'l think you could, too.’

The zest of contest rippled through Harry agaidefiant pride and a will of
steel had overlaid the vulnerability that had secteed him when he had
entered her bedroom. The simmering challenge ireyes put him and his
beliefs and his heritage on notice that she wasbotit to be bowled over
by any of them. Anything he won from her would berch earned. But
worthwhile.

Harry's blood stirred. "You'll join me for bacordaeggs?' he asked, pressing
for a crack of compliance.



'l dance with you, Harry, but don't assumedticompany you home,' she
answered.

He grinned. 'Then let's make the dance a merry one.

His feet were light as he exited from her room. ldghhad accepted the
game, come what may, and it was fun again. Apamfwhich, playing the
butler wasn't so deceptive because she would Hetlethe represented if
she came with him in the end. And more.



CHAPTEREIGHT

AsHLEY pondered her position as she dressed for the dayry had
reaffirmed his mission, leaving little room for thgedream that she might
be able to keep him in Australia with her. He wogtdlback to England.
That was the inevitable reality, and it ill behdwer to let it slip from her
mind and think other foolish thoughts.

England represented Roger's side of the familglsib represented closer
memories of Harry's beloved Penelope. The progsgeaking up residence

in Springfield Manor held no attraction for Ashléynless Harry overcame

all her objections to it.

He had openly declared that he would test hertegis to the limits and he
was not inclined to take no for an answer. Ashleneered how far he
would use the tug of attraction to get his own wag.found her desirable.
She no longer had any doubt about that.

For several electric moments, when he had firstredther bedroom, she
had felt the strong swirl of wanting from him lilkephysical touch on her
skin, a clamp on her heart. He had tried to hideiéd to ignore it, but it had

been still pulsing from him as he poured her coffdeher senses had been
alive to it, treacherously responding to it evesias struggled for the same
self-control he imposed upon himself.

But desire wasn't love, Ashley cautioned herselesiiz could be
manipulated for purposes that had nothing to db lewe. Men and women
had been doing that to each other since Adam aed Besire could be a
trap that would cost her dear in the end if shewsobed to it. Ashley had
been the victim of one man's ego. She didn't intenglver let that happen
again.

Waswinninguppermost in Harry's mind?
Did he want to be with her as much as she wantéeé teith him?

The wise thing to do, Ashley decided, was wait,cha@nd listen while
keeping a good sparring distance from Harry Clifftdaving settled on this



sensible course of action, she headed downstaitydéakfast, confident of
holding true to herself despite all the persuataeécs Harry could come up
with.

William was discussing the merits of spin bowlinghwHarry, swapping
reminiscences of the great masters of the art.€llvas not the slightest hint
of being patronising from Harry. They chatted awayequals, and William
was very much enjoying the company.

Ashley suddenly felt inadequate as a single pafenias impossible to be
both mother and father to a child, to be the fathplementary mixture that
answered all needs. Not many peopleachieved tlesl,iche assured
herself, dismissing a twinge of guilt at her emoébrejection of her dead
husband and her indifference about actively lookarganother.

'Hi, Mum?' William greeted her cheerfully. I'm ggino have bacon and
eggs, too.'

Ashley's guilt returned and persisted when theetlofehem sat down to the
cooked breakfast. Like a proper family, she thoudpeginning the day

together, sharing amiable conversation. Usuallyligvi had his cereal and
was about his business before she got up in thaingprHer routine was to

read the newspaper as she ate her muesli. Theyreally shared the

evening meal, and more times than not the telavisi@s on so conversation
was mainly limited to ad breaks.

She remembered Harry saying that although there wadevision sets at
Springfield Manor, interesting conversation alwag®k priority over
watching programmes. Ashley decided to revise #ists she and William
had fallen into. Good communication was importami &ime should be
made for more of itFamilies that talk together, stay togethetarry was
right about that.

'Do you have a busy day ahead of you, Ashley?Skech
'Yes."' She explained what had led up to Gordon €ayuisit yesterday and

Cheryn Kimball's present predicament. 'Cheryn thowghe had a good,
secure job and was counting on the income. Givenctrcumstances, |



doubt he'll even pay her what he owes for the vgeekrk. | must try to
place her again as quickly as | can. The poomgad completely distraught
yesterday.'

'‘Can | help you with anything?’

'No. It's kind of you to offer but this is my joné| know how to handle it.’

"You can help me paint my soldiers," William chimegdeager to fill in any
gap in Harry's time.

‘This afternoon,' he agreed. 'Since your mothesiibaeed me here, there's
a few other things I'd like to do this morning. R®psion the fridge and
pantry, for one. | can't be eating all your moth&bd without contributing
something.’

‘There's no need...' she started.

He smiled, melting the protest on her tongue. 'htwa. Let me surprise
you. It will give me great pleasure to provide @& fgpecial meals for you.'

‘The kind of meals you have at Springfield Manst& asked sharply.

He tilted an eyebrow. 'Is that forbidden?’

It probably made her a closed-minded bigot if shil st was, yet she
resented the subtle pressures Harry was applyingdermine her negative
attitude to his mission. She forced a smile. 'Rlefe®l free to provide
whatever you like. As | understand it, you takd fesponsibility for the
money you spend on us.'

"You do?' William's eyes lit up like Christmas se&Can | come shopping
with you, Mr. Cliffton?'

"You might find it boring, William," Harry warned.

‘Are you going in the Rolls Royce?'



'Yes.'

‘Then I won't find it boring.'

"You need your mother's permission.’
‘Mum?'

Ashley eyed her son sternly. "You may go, Willidouf you are not to ask
Mr. Cliffton to buy you anything.’

'l promise | won't ask him," he agreed quickly. &\ fbit of hinting could
easily be achieved, William thought, his mind legpio certain shops that
could be artfully included in the itinerary.

Ashley retired to her office once breakfast wasrpleaving Harry and
William to make whatever arrangements they liketdnveen them. She
heard the Rolls Royce arrive and hoped William \wall find it too

pleasant and addictive. They popped their heads tim office to say
goodbye, and the house felt strangely empty wheynwere gone.

Ashley did her best to settle to work. She cargfatianned the Positions
Vacant lists in the local newspaper, mentally matghithem against the
files of her clients for possibilities to pursuénefe was nothing that would
really use Cheryn's abilities.

She made several telephone calls, scouting emgaybo had used her
agency to find good employees in the past. Ondearhthad a friend who
had mentioned a need for an attractive front-offgged with superior
secretarial skills. Ashley wasted no time in makithgg contact and
interesting him in the service she could provide.adpointment was made
to discuss the matter further, and Ashley hopebiild result in a suitable
position for Cheryn.

A few calls came in asking for temps. Ashley hagrablem in filling these
requirements. She wondered how Gordon Payne wiisgyeh with finding
someone to fit his needs and was glad the respbitysitas no longer hers.
She couldn't, in all conscience, place anyone alm sudemeaning situation.



Her gaze drifted to the Lladro clown that Harry masicued for her, and the
scene replayed itself in her mind, pausing oves#rese of connection when
their eyes had first met. Had it merely been sopaeksof chemistry ignited
by the tension of the moment, or was it an insitniectecognition of fellow
travellers on a plane that was subtly removed fotimer people?

Ashley realised that since her escape from mart@adroger, she had been
content to hibernate emotionally from all other m8he suspected Harry
had done the same after Pen's death, withdrawimgeti from any close
involvement with other women. Had their meeting ppead them both
awake, seeding an awareness of needs they hadDixiere they meant to
come together or was this encounter simply a tgrpmint in their lives, a
spur to reappraising where they had been and whegewould go from
here? The realisation came to her that she had bagding a safe
self-containment. Harry tapped a yearning in heafioshe was missing out
on. Perhaps it was self-defeating to cling to tbetiol she had achieved.
Could what she most wanted be gained without A8kat if she was to go
to Springfield Manor with Harry--

She shook her head over such impulsive madnessh&henly known the
man one short day. It was far too soon to conditemwing up everything
on the chance that Harry Cliffton was the manltdéHe empty places inside
her with the satisfaction she craved.

The buzz of the telephone was a pertinent remirstex should be
concentrating on work. She picked up the receindraisply identified the
agency and herself.

'‘Ah, Mrs. Harcourt... Gordon Payne here.’

Ashley instantly tensed, expecting his demandstlarehts to be renewed.
'What can | do for you, Mr. Payne?' she said coalétermined not to lose
her temper this time no matter how provoked she was

He cleared his throat. 'l was out of line yesterd&ns. Harcourt. Said things
| didn't mean. I'm a man who's set in my ways aritd things to run
smoothly, you know?'



'Perhaps mistakes of judgement were made on bd#s,sishe offered,
astonished at the conciliatory tone and happy tetritdalfway.

'Very upsetting. A bad day all round. | regret nghaviour with you, Mrs.
Harcourt, and | hope you'll accept my apology.'

Incredulity billowed through Ashley's mind. Rogeadhnever apologised.
Maybe she had over- inflated Gordon Payne's egoitawdsn't quite so

monstrous, after all. Thank you, Mr. Payne,' slud,sstruggling to gather
her wits and say something gracious. 'I'm sorncagddn't have reached a
better understanding.’

'I'll put two cheques in the mail today. | presuyoe@’ll pass Miss Kimball's
on to her.'

'Yes, | will. Thank you. She'll appreciate it.'
'l don't want any trouble.’
‘Neither do I, Mr. Payne.’

"You'll have no cause to bring any harassment esagigainst me. | promise
you that.'

Ashley's eyebrows shot up. She hadn't even begoonisider such a means
of redress. Even if Gordon Payne had carried thraughis threats, how on

earth could she have proved he was behind thedmaesd? People like him

always covered their tracks.

'I'd be obliged if you'd assure Mr. Cliffton I'veifpeverything he demanded
in train and there'll be no reason to get intgdition.’

Harry?

Enlightenment blossomed.



Harry had overheard the threats. He was a witrtdesmust have gone
shopping for a peaceful and fair resolution to@wedon Payne problem, as
well as food to lead her into temptation.

Images of Harry deftly turning Gordon Payne insime with clever

arguments and putting the fear of messy legal maatieo him flashed
through Ashley's mind. She clapped her hand ovemlogith to stifle a wild

giggle. She wished she'd been there to watch himrings around the
pompous power monger. It must have been a mangpeuformance. A
Rolls Royce definitely had the weight to buy maeyers than a Daimler,
and undoubtedly Gordon Payne respected that kinaooiey.

Having sobered herself enough to speak, Ashlelgddlitsaid, Til certainly
repeat the content of this call to Mr. Cliffton.’

‘Thank you, Mrs. Harcourt. | won't trouble you ayther. Good day to
you.'

Ashley put the receiver down and laughed out Igaygand relief bubbling

through her amusement. She felt like dancing. Haag/done it again! The
dragon had been slain by her irrepressible whitghtnWas it any wonder
that she was in danger of falling in love with hithRe kept on righting the
wrongs in her world...

But what if he saw it as simply settling her affaismoothing the path for
her to wind up her business without any hasslesredéaving it behind?
That was part of his mission, wasn't it? This dajadlantry might not be
inspired by any personal wish for her well-beinglat

On the other hand, she was very grateful for theane, so why should she
quibble about motives? She snatched up the telepaond dialled Cheryn
Kimball's number, delighted that she could pass@me good news and
brighten Cheryn's day.

Despite the many question marks in her mind, Asbteyd not repress her
high spirits when Harry and William arrived homertr their shopping trip.

She heard the Rolls Royce purr to a halt and g of the office to open
the front door for them. Harry and William emerdgeoim the back seat,



Harry using his silver-tipped walking cane with gdaet panache as he
stepped out, his beautiful three-piece suit staghpim as a man of class,
William following, happily clutching a bag emblazshwith the toy shop

logo.

Ashley moved out to the porch, eyeing her son extasperation. 'William,
| told you..."

'l didn't ask, Mum," he expostulated. 'Mr. Clifftesaid we couldn't have a
proper war game without model cannons and cavilwas his idea. | just
showed him where they could be bought.’

‘Led him there by the hand, did you?'

'‘Aw, come on, Mum. Mr. Cliffton doesn't need leaglifle's the smartest
man | know." William broke into a run. 'I'll duckpstairs and put these
away. Then | can help the chauffeur with the ostepping bags.'

Such virtue was highly suspicious, but Ashleytgtass. She looked at the
smartest man William knew and was inclined to agvite her son. Harry's
mouth was twitching with amusement as William balpast his mother.
His blue eyes danced with mischief.

'l don't suppose you'd know anything about the leg\aariving in Gordon
Payne's office this morning,' she said archlyotitge impression that a few
cannons were fired there, as well.'

'l love cavalry charges. Did you know in the Batife—

'Let me guess. One of your ancestors led it.'

'‘No. He blew the bugle.’

'As you did with Gordon Payne.'

He grinned. 'lIt seemed like a good tune to play.'



Ashley couldn't help laughing. 'It worked. The erygmas been routed, and
the money is in the mail.’

‘A celebratory lunch is in order?’

It certainly is. And thank you, Harry, both for €fn and myself. You're a
great bugle player.’'

He laughed, and a sweet harmony danced between thispelling the

defensive reservations Ashley had meant to holdryHaas a prince

amongst men, and there was simply no sense in dighthe pleasure he
brought into her life.

They had a positively sinful lunch. Moet and Chamdthampagne, cold
lobster and an array of exotic salads, plus a 8efeof temptations from a
French patisserie. William made short work of ayéaslice of chocolate
mud cake. Ashley succumbed to an exquisite midtarfl Harry produced
everything with irresistible flair, and it would Y& been absurdly churlish
to stand on some independent dignity in the facsuoh treats.

Last but not least, he presented Ashley with a doRelgian chocolates.
'To help pass the time sweetly in your office tliernoon,’ he said with a
smile that would have charmed the stoniest heart.

By this time, Ashley's heart was well and truly endiege. She retreated to
the safe confines of her office, which was the g#@gshing to do, but she
couldn't rid herself of the feeling it was a stupidste of time. How long
would she have Harry in her life?

She found it impossible to settle to any productivak. Her mind kept
wandering to what she could be doing with Harry-Hgzthe afternoon
away on the beach, showing him some of the scesacitly spots on the
central coast, revelling in his sparkling company.

She wondered how he would look stripped down toriaef kpair of
swimming trunks. It occurred to her that his skiowld be very pale,
particularly since he had come from an English inyet it wasn't. Where



had he got the light golden tan that gave his tawd hands such a warm
glow of vitality?

Perhaps he accompanied the master of SpringfieltbMa the Caribbean
to escape the cold. Ashley could well imagine Harmanging vacations he
would find attractive. She suspected he organizste @ lot to suit himself,
then used his persuasive powers to make otherplseded he had gone to
so much trouble for them.

A clever manipulator. She mustn't forget that. Undath all the charm,
there burned a steady, relentless and ruthlesogperpie would wear her
resistance down until she surrendered to his Buit.what precisely was his
will? Simply to get William to Springfield Manor fdiis master? Or did he
have some personal desire to have her there fadtiitn

The doorbell rang.

As she rose from her desk she heard Harry and amillcome into the
hallway from the kitchen. It was a butler's jobattswer doorbells, Ashley
reminded herself, but she was drawn to the officerdo see who was
calling anyway.

It was a florist. Harry took receipt of a magniitebunch of white
carnations, thanked the delivery person, shut ttoe dnd turned to present
them to Ashley as she came forward.

'Wow! Chocolatesandflowers!" William remarked with unconcealed glee.
"You're doing real good, Mr. Cliffton.’

It drew an ironic smile from Harry. 'They're nobfin me, William.'
His -face fell. He frowned at Ashley as Harry hashdher the carnations,
two dozen of them prettily set off with sprays ably's breath. 'Who's

giving you flowers, Mum?' he demanded.

Ashley was at a loss to answer until she read ¢hemapanying card. Then
she laughed. 'lt's a peace offering from GordomPBayHarry must have



fired a whole salvo of cannons to wring these egpenblooms out of her
erstwhile enemy.

William was not amused. 'Who's Gordon Payne?' lkedagn a darkly
disapproving tone.

‘A gentleman who did some business with me," Astéelied, and took the
opportunity to deliver an appropriate rebuke. 'Haswhere yesterday
afternoon and but for some very timely interventyoung man, you would
have broken the windscreen of his Daimler.’

'Wish | had," William muttered.
'l beg your pardon?’

Mutiny looked her in the eye. 'l don't want him dogharound to our house
and giving you flowers. You didn't even tell me abbdim,' he went on
accusingly.

'I'm not in the habit of discussing my busineswibu, William," Ashley
reproved, taken aback by what was plainly an agorely rebellious
stance.

'If he's sending you flowers, it is my businesg'drgued’*1 want Mr.
Cliffton to be my uncle. | reckon he'll be tonsteethan any uncle Rodney
Bixell's ever had.' He marched over to Harry's si@le I'm telling you right
now, Mum. This is where | stand.’

Ashley was stunned speechless. She knew childres gvewing up rather
too fast these days, but to have her nine-yeasoidclaiming the right to
choose a live-in lover for her was a bit much talow. Even if he was
echoing her own secret fancies.

A flood of embarrassment swept a tide of heat upneek. She couldn't
meet Harry's eyes. What had William been tellingnhi Or worse,
proposing to him? Did he think she was to be haeamly as Rodney
Bixell's mother?



Harry, characteristically, took William's declaatiin his stride. "Thank
you for your vote, William," he said with superdanb. 'l don't think you
need worry about Gordon Payne.'

William looked up, eyes glistening with hope andnsthing suspiciously
like hero-worship. "You mean you'll fight him foruvh?'

‘A duel to the death," he promised, blithely unoguthat William was taking
a personal and not a professional slant on thadlyanisdirecting piece of
gallantry.

Ashley found her voice. 'That's enough!" she sndpbper eyes flashing a
fury of pride between the two of them. 'l will nwdve either of you arrange
my life for me.’

'It's my life, too," William pointed out with irrafable logic.

'‘Go upstairs this instant, William," Ashley commadgdlosing patience with
him. 'I'll talk to you later.'

She thrust the bunch of carnations at Harry. "Mpadied these. You deal
with them. And after you've done that, | want te geu in my office."'

Having seized control out of threatening mayhem angressed her
displeasure on both of them, Ashley strode intopitreate sanctum where
she had always ruled the roost. She slammed thelsdond her to drive
home the fact that she was the boss here. Her oas. Bhose who lived
under her roof had better toe her line.

Which was all very well, but as Ashley paced arobedoffice in a ferment
of passionate conviction about her own autonomynsidaious little voice
in her mind persisted in questioning what her limas. It was utter
hypocrisy to deny that her own desires ran paradlbker son's feelings as to
Harry's role in their lives. How, in all honestypud she reprimand her son
for virtually giving her the go-ahead to take wishe had been dreaming
about most of the day?



But Harry shouldn't have encouraged him to belitvege was a chance of
him becoming his uncle, going so far as to suggestould fight any other
man for the position. It was wrong, without conscie.

Unless he meant it.



CHAPTER NINE

HARRY stepped into the office and closed the door quiathind him. His

demeanour was completely unruffled. To Ashley'snst relief he wasn't
smiling. Nor was there any amusement twinkling ismbrilliant blue eyes.

She was so churned up, any trace of a humouropsmres from him might
have triggered a burst of angry frustration.

She realised, after a few fraught seconds, thattigon in the room wasn't
entirely hers. His relaxed air was a cloak, ano#ietiof self- discipline. She
felt the same sense of connection she had felergest, stronger now with
their knowledge of each other, pulsing with thedhebroaden it, deepen it.

Goose flesh shivered over her skin. Her heart €dfp a faster beat. She
faced him defensively across the desk, yet thesensalefence in objects or
space. His eyes held hers with searching intensiith indomitable
determination, and she stared back, caught inadl tirdesire that would
not be repressed, despite the doubts that plundherechind of any peace.

'Why did you do it?' she asked. 'lt wasn't faimeolve William with our...
with—" She couldn't find appropriate words.

'He is naturally involved,' Harry answered quiethe is not separate from
you, Ashley.’

'‘But you let him think..." She gestured helplessly.
‘That | want to be your lover?' he finished for.her
She nodded, her throat too constricted to speak.
'l do," he said simply. 'Why should | pretend otfise?"

She struggled with his apparently open honestyst'baght—' she forced
the words out '—you spoke of your love for Pen.’'



'She was a very meaningful part of my life. | adit deny or hide what | felt
for her. But as you yourself pointed out to me, l&ghthat's in the past. You
and | occupy the present.’

It was precisely the argument she had comfortesieffferith last night, but
she knew there were other considerations—theirdrackds, the countries
they inhabited, the lives they lived.. .so mucképarate them, even if these
feelings could be trusted.

'What of the future?' she asked, struggling to mesi what was right,
whether to seize the moment or give more weiglkbttsequences.

'Who can foretell the future? At this moment | wgou. More than any
woman I've wanted in years.'

She wanted him, too. More than any man she hadrmaeér She couldn't

deny it. Nor could she hide it from the blue eyelemtlessly boring into

hers, revealing their own naked desire, compelimginmitigated response
from her. Yet how could she give it? How, when éhevrere so many

uncertainties plaguing her?

She had a responsibility to herself and to Williaon make the right
decisions, the best decisions. How could she reskl@urn a blind eye to
consequences and take what she wanted at this moimethis moment,
simply because she wanted it? She was used to wgigkierything, wary
of inviting any possible disaster. But if she régetthis...

Harry moved, impelled to take the decision from, leweep aside her
painful uncertainty with action. He knew he was dahg recklessly,
gambling that it would all turn out right somehdwy he didn't care. He had
to do it, had to know, had to feel. He'd been gamgblvith death for years
and come out alive, if one could call it life.

He hadn't realised how dull everything had becomd be had met this
woman. She had awakened him, and he couldn't lebfgthis new
exhilarating vibrancy, couldn't let her turn himayy as she might if he
didn't act. She had the strength of will to dd ghe decided against him.
Time was his enemy. Every second that passed wankbmy.



He quickened his pace, closing the distance betwleem with ruthless
intent. The blood was pounding through his veirglamknew the thrill, the
primitive excitement of the hunter, the warrior gginto battle. The bugle
call was ringing in his head and nothing was gamgtop him. He would
take all before him, carry her away on a journeydiscovery that he
desperately wanted, that she wanted.

Yes, she did. It was burning through her, too, ti@ed to join with him, to
explore the sense of being truly alive, uninhibiyealive, wantonly alive,
awareness driven to the ultimate extreme. It wathewild turbulence
widening and darkening her eyes. It was in thetfm@mor of her body as
she turned to face him, watching him round the deskiing to force the
admission from her, taking the responsibility foichanging what had been
to whatever would be.

The future held no meaning for him. He would dedihw as it came. Only
now mattered. And now was what he chose it to bédth of them. That
was how it was, and she didn't back away from atr Was she passive.

When he took her in his arms, her hands liftedisachest, not to push him
away but to touch him, and even this feather-ltighth was like a hammer
on his heart. He could feel a tingling heat spgrtimrough his body, and it
was imbued with the zestful joy and splendourfef ligniting the lust of the
flesh to experience and savour all that bound thi® earth, to this woman
who made the world bearable again, who breatheétsaveinto his lungs
and dazzled his mind with hope, with a promise thatisn't over for him.

There was more.

He gathered her closer, craving her softness,dmininity, the heart and
mind of her, the soul that called to his from tame pit of loneliness he had
known, the pit where the ashes of dreams residadjireyness devoid of the
beautiful colours that dreams could paint.

The need to pick up the palette and splash abtight primary hues around
both of them in wild abandonment was upon himsigtble. Let colour fall
where it would. Some of it must stick to them. Norengrey. Grey was



emptiness, the void waiting for a new creation, tdredfever to create was
too compelling to forgo.

Her hands slid to his shoulders, around his newc#, ter lovely face was
lifted to his, the lush curve of her lower lip trelously inviting his plunder,
and in her eyes the kindled blaze of hope, the vitsh want, the need to
know, the temptation of the dream of life, to shtheedepths and the heights
and everything in between with one who could... wowld.

It was a chance, and she couldn't resist it anyerti@an he could.

He wrapped her more tightly to him. Willingly hesfsthighs leaned into
the rock steadiness of his, muscles taut with thength of irreversible
need. Her belly pressed over his loins, an enticughion of promise for
the intimacy within. Her breasts, crested with hbehds of excitement,
imprinted themselves on his chest. Her mouth openeér the pressure of
his, sweet cavern of sensation, of passion releasedwhirlwind of need
that swirled from one to the other and fused intoraado of feeling that
swept than up in its tempestuous funnel, away fbnvorldly things, away
from yesterday and tomorrow and the pedantic neéms®f getting on
with day-to-day life.

Passion feeding on passion, bodies straining teaggpthe long hunger,
hands moving to shed the unbearable barrier dietta totally consuming
need to bare all to the desire burning through ttiergive all, to take all on
the chance that it might prove right, the chanca th would add that

precious lustre of true togetherness they both t#oupe silver lining

beaming from behind the dark clouds, the red-orgmjjlew sunburst of

golden warmth, the deep calm of blue-green peace.

Their physical surroundings were irrelevant. Behihe desk in Ashley's
office they sank to the floor, she pliantly inviginurgently welcoming,
offering the cradle of her womanhood with an uabandonment of any
other care, he needing their mating with an intgrtkiat went beyond all
rational thoughtYeswas the beat of his mindlowwas the beat of his body.
Her was the beat of his heart.



And he plunged himself into the sweet, moist tuthat would take him to
the innermost core of this woman, reaching to thar @f her soul, urging it
to open with every powerful thrust of himself, wiagtto find there the
culmination ofall he had been blindly searchingdrce Pen had died.

It came. He felt it begin, the exquisite floweriofultimate giving to him,
the utter yielding of self to the most intimateirsany two people could
achieve, the surrender of every particle of sepaests, and it was a wild
and exultant intoxicant to him. He moved fasteshing to meet her climax
with his, to share the ecstatic stream of pleasttteher, the essence of life
itself mingling, melding, bonding to create the miaglescribably beautiful
union. He spilled the liquid warmth of his seedittie convulsing heat of
her womb, and the blissful perfection of it rippkadough them in waves, a
wondrous rhythm of togetherness fulfilled and cosbgl

And they looked at each other, their eyes swimmiity the glory of it,
their minds dazed that it could be... and wase.pbssibility, the promise
that neither had quite believed in, the chancenaked rewarded, the
awareness of its vibrant reality pulsing througénth

She lifted a hand to his cheek, stroking it as ¢foin awe of him or what
he'd done with her, and it moved him to kiss hehwisurge of tenderness
that melted the last of the hard casing that hah la@ound his heart since
Pen's death.

'‘Ashley," he whispered, and it was a prayer of kedor being the woman
she was, for reaching so far into him that the past fallen away and he
could rejoice in the present because she was iite him, sharing this

moment of revelation, of renewal.

Harry... His name was a throb of sweet exultatiomer mind and heart.
She couldn't speak it. She felt too much, andipsswere grazing over hers
so softly, gently, beautifully, and he was stilige her, filling her with the

wonder of all he had made her feel.

What she had known with Roger was a pale thingomgarison, leaving
her totally unprepared for such an explosion ofuesite sensation, the
sheer billowing glory of it seizing her body, haidiit in thrall to the



movement of his until that moment... that momenémbkhe was no longer
herself but him, too, an entity that belonged tthkaf them, yet more than
either of the two, like an ecstatic star burst iz imagined must have
fired the dawn of creation.

It slid into her dazzled consciousness that shenWwpgsotected against the
act of creation that might well be taking placehtigow with Harry's seed
deep inside her, spilled as wildly and wantonlyshs had received it. He
hadn't thought of it, and she had abandoned alighiofrom the moment he
had first kissed her, abandoned it to the yearfongll she had missed and
craved, beyond bearing the emptiness any longer.

What if a child was born of this coming together?

Strange that she didn't care. Perhaps she woulel ledéer when the
afterglow dimmed, but she doubted it. To know thisleast once in a
lifetime was worth any price. It was what a man aaan were made for,
and Harry had made it happen for her, giving hé precious gift, a
memory to treasure no matter what else happenkeerifife.

He rolled onto his back, carrying her with him, lisns encircling her,
hands soothing away what she suddenly realisecwasgh prickle on her
skin from the carpet. Not once in her marriage viRtbger had they ever
made love on a floor. She searched for some tingksht such uninhibited
behaviour and found none. Her office was strewi wérelessly discarded
clothes, and she was in a naked, intimate embraite avman she had
known for only one day, but none of it matteredlyQhe feeling mattered.

How long would it last? She snuggled her head béisvwehin and listened

to the steady drumming of his heart, weaving masitind it, a melody of

happy satisfaction she didn't want to end. Le¢dtlon, she thought, turning
now into forever.

Harry lay in contented languor, his fingers weawimgugh the long, silken
strands of her hair, loosed from its pins in thattwé their passion for each
other. His senses were drunk with the feel of tier taste of her, the sight
of her, the scent of her. She was beautiful, har ke satin, her softness



more sensual than velvet, her warmth more comfprtian any he had
known.

He thought of making love to her more slowly, sauaoy every moment,
every nuance of intimacy, but it was better to wiaivas enough to revel in
what they had just shared. There was no need #oittélkrther right now.

He should have asked about protection, but he hkdoivn beforehand
what he was going to do. If she conceived... Haoyldn't stop the smile
that spread across his face. A child. His child. leir for George and
Springfield Manor. He almost laughed at the irohyt.cSo unplanned. Yet
if it happened, he would leave no stone unturnechtmge Ashley's mind
about coming to England.

He would enjoy being a father. He enjoyed Williastever little devil that
he was. Shock rippled through his mind. They hagdtten William. How
long would he wait upstairs before coming to inigege what was going
on, before the silence piqued his lively curiosiliyler young son opened
the office door, Ashley would be painfully embaseg, mortified, and she
might react badly to the gamble he had taken imipgsfor the knowledge
they had both wanted.

He sighed, hating to end it, but it was the onkgsuay to protect what they
had shared. He rolled her onto her side so they iaging and gently
tucked her tumbled hair behind one delicate eaingiher time to gather
her thoughts as their eyes met in a silent quastjoof each other.

Not a trace of regret or hint of recrimination. Aillant silver shone
through the grey of her eyes. He knew it was rédl@an his.

He smiled. 'l think we'd better move. You have sdailking to do with
William.'

'Oh!" She flushed in confusion, horrified at hengietfulness and what might
have ensued from it. She scrambled to her feetusta hunting her clothes
in frantic haste.



Harry rose and went to the door, leaning against grevent any possible
entry. 'There's no cause for panic,’ he assuredilneholding the fort.'

She had already put on her panties and bra, whachaxsshame because he
would have liked to watch her dress more leisurBlye flashed him an
anguished look, then all movement was arrestethastared at his naked
physique.

'Do | pass?' he asked, cocking a teasing eyebraareathat he was not
lacking in any manliness.

She gave a self-conscious laugh. 'l guess you @@ylgou have my seal of
approval.'

"You have mine, too." She had a divine shape,ebtit beautifully curved
and her bones softly fleshed.

She flushed, her eyes glowing with pleasure. H&eer been in this kind of
situation,’ she confessed.

He laughed. 'Neither have I. No style at all. Spopbus combustion.’

She giggled, a delightfully girlish sound, shy, vaars, yet rippling with
elation. 'l don't think eitheaf us gets top marks for control. Which makes us
even.'

'l like being even. | could take a lot of it.’

She didn't demur. Harry felt a zing of elation. S8fss not going to back off.
She wanted more, as he did.

She looked thoughtful as she continued dressingfiSished buttoning and
Zipping and started gathering up her hair, twistimgto a knot on top of her
head. The action lifted her lovely breasts, renmigddarry of how they had
felt against him. Desire shot through his loinsiagand it took considerable
willpower to reduce the surge of blood so thagftect wouldn't be blatantly
evident.



She finished pinning her hair in place and gavelpléss shrug as her eyes
sought his in eloquent appeal. 'l don't know wioatell William. | don't
know where | am myself.’

'As long as | stay here we'll be lovers, Ashley.’
'‘But you still intend to go back to England,’ sheldlatly.

'Yes. My place is there," he answered unequivocéflyup to you to choose
whether you'll come with me or not.’

'As your lover?' she asked.

He paused to consider, weighing his answer cayeflllet's see what
develops between us, Ashley. One thing | can sagddain. | don't intend
to be William'suncle so please don't use that term in explaining wiere
are.'

'So you aim to continue here as the butler," sliedsgly.

He hesitated. Was this the moment for truth? Icbefessed to who and
what he really was, would she turn away from himdisgust at his
deception? Perhaps feel hurtfully fooled, even atez- cumbing to the
desire that had swept them both into intimacy?

He didn't want to risk bringing any element of chamto that. He wanted
to know how much more could be built on it, whetih@rould grow into the

magical partnership of souls he craved. He needwé trme with her, just
as they were.

'l want to be everything to you. | want your eveiged and desire to be
answered by me. If it pleases you to let the eistaddl order go on, then so
be it." He gave her a whimsical smile. 'Being ddyudoesn't preclude me
from being your lover until such time as you decideat you want.'

She slowly nodded. 'We'll need to be discreet. &aplg in front of
William.'



‘That probably would be best,’ he conceded reltgtdithere's no good in
raising his expectations if you know you'll nevezehthem, Ashley.’

‘Me?'

'Yes. You,' he said seriously. 'l won't bewarclefor William. | could be a
father.'

She looked stunned. 'You're thinking of marriage?'

Why was she so surprised? Didn't she know how apd@w rare it was to
have what they had just shared together? Maybewitbt her limited
experience.

'Perhaps we could both think about it," he saidlgethdon't even know if
you're receptive to another marriage after Rogkerds much to explore
and resolve between us.’

She said nothing. Her eyes were slightly glazedthaghts turned inward.

Harry decided to spell out the situation as he kitewould be for him.
'Remember your question... what of the future?’

It snapped her attention to him.

'As | see it, there are two futures for us,' hetvegn 'What's between us will
either end in a beautiful memory... or marriage.'

She shuddered.

Harry didn't know what it meant. He waited, watchimer closely as she
came to a decision, hoping he hadn't pushed to®Bfarit was the plain
truth. It would be one or the other.

He would never move in with a woman he couldn't eonhimself to. Such
an arrangement offended his sense of honour. Nalddee move in with a
woman who couldn't or wouldn't commit herself tanhilt smacked of



second-rate convenience. He had a need for ak tbeuld be in a fully
committed partnership.

To his intense relief Ashley's mouth slowly curvatb a smile, although
there was an ironic tilt to it. 'Well, as my butlperhaps you could bring me
a nightcap after William is asleep tonight.’

Pleasure bubbled into a wide grin. 'How fortunabt@uight a dozen bottles
of champagne this morning!

'‘Always so provident, Harry," she said, her eyeskiing warmly as she
crossed the office to where he stood sentineleatitior for her. She reached
up and kissed him, drawing quickly away to discgera full embrace.
‘Thank you. Until tonight, then.'

She left him with that promise, and Harry was cohtEventually he would
winkle out all of Ashley's thoughts and feelingse Had another chance
tonight. It was enough.



CHAPTER TEN

WiLLIAM was pretending to be engrossed in painting hidiess when
Ashley entered his bedroom. It was clear that ftedaéd his piece and he
wasn't going to unsay it. Ashley had met with helfulvson's passive
resistance before.

'l take it that you like Mr. Cliffton very much,he said dryly, settling onto
the end of William's bed.

'He catches on real fast. He doesn't treat medikéupid kid. He doesn't
come the heavy adult. And he knows a lot of intingstuff. Why shouldn't
| like him?' came the belligerent reply.

'‘No reason at all. I'm glad you do. | like him, too

William spun around on his chair, eyes bright wetligerness. 'Then why
don't you grab him, Mum? He'd buy us all sortsrefag things and he's rich
enough to take us to some super places. | betdledme to Seaworld and
Dreamworld and...'

'William, he doesn't want to stay in Australia,ediroke in, cutting off his
starry-eyed dreams. 'He's here for a while. Thél d¢@ back to being a
butler at Springfield Manor in England, and whas®ing for us now, he'll
be doing for someone else over there. He's ndyneeth. The man he works
foris rich.’

‘Then how come he's got a Rolls Royce and a chautied can buy
anything he thinks of?"

'‘Because that's what his English boss told himaovtlile he's here. It's
like... well, a holiday for him.'

William's brow puckered. 'Then why is he being butler?’
It was too pertinent a question for Ashley to setle. She took a deep

breath as her mind flew through what she couldva#tyout revealing the
real crux of the matter. William could have theaeity of a bulldog. If she



told him he was in line for an inheritance in Emglashe wouldn't hear the
end of it, and what it might do to his ego did bear thinking about. She
fixed on a discreet line and delivered it.

'‘Over a hundred years ago, a member of your fatifeemily emigrated to
Australia from England. Mr. CIiff ton's real bosashbeen researching his
family tree and he found out we were very distarghated to him. He sent
Mr. Cliffton to learn more about us. In return fiving with us for a while,
he's being our butler.’

William chewed over this revelation for some ting® the Rolls Royce isn't
Mr. Cliffton's," he finally commented.

'He has the use of it.'

'‘And the money isn't his?'

'Not as | understand it. No.'

'‘But he is a lot of fun to have around.’
‘Yes.'

He eyed Ashley speculatively. 'He likes you a Mym. He cares about
what you want and what will please you. And the \wayooks at you...'

Ashley could feel her cheeks heating up. Was ttlesire for each other
transparent to her son? Would every look and gestake a nonsense of
discretion? Yet how could she possibly dismiss Hamww? She had to
know more. Not to stretch this once-in-a-lifetimeerience to its absolute
limit would be a negation of the very best life liadffer.

'l bet you could persuade him to stay if you worleedt, Mum," William
said with confident calculation. 'Even if he istth, I'd still like to have him
as an uncle.'



Harry's blunt declaration rang in her edraon't be an uncle for William
Nor for her, either. It would be total commitmentis-fvay—or goodbye
and nothing more.

It was all very well for him to make decisions likeat. He had had a
beautiful relationship with Pen. He couldn't imaghow marriage to Roger
made marriage such a fearful step for her.

Why did it have to be marriage or nothing? He hadiarried Pen. At least
he hadn't mentioned it. But Pen had been dyingrelhvas a foreseeable
end to it, no promise of a future together. No di@h. Instinctively she

lifted a hand to her stomach. What if she did core® Stupid to take risks
when the outcome might not be what she wanted n8ist do something

about that. She had to be sensible.

She caught William's hopeful look and knew she tadlash it. Harry
would not be persuaded into being an uncle. He rhade that issue
decisively black and white. No greys.

'I'm sorry, William. I'm afraid that's impossiblgou misunderstood Mr.
Cliffton earlier. When he said he'd fight for me, tmeant he would protect
me from any harm. That's what good butlers do.’

*Oh!" If was a sigh of disappointment. He reconsidethe situation then
gave a resigned shrutl guess we'd better make the most of it while we
can, Mum, but it's an awful pity it can't lastwibuld have been good having
Mr. Cliffton in the family. He makes it better, doet he?'

'Yes. Yes, he does.'

Harry painted brighter colour into their lives, égment and interest and
wonderful surprises. Would it always be like tHfahey shared his world?
Could it last? Or would the shining newness ofetwoff? And after it did,

would she be left toeing Harry's line, or the Ithe master of Springfield
Manor insisted upon, with submission to otherd @xpected and taken for
granted?



She had sworn never to marry again. But was shderoning herself to

half a life? What she had felt with Harry just nawVould it always feel so

incredibly special with him, so exalting and... 3&8i¢her muscles spasm in
an exquisite reminder of the sensations she hagriexged.

Harry could make a great father for William. Theytainly seemed to have
struck up a happy rapport. But the commitment, dbeplete change of
lifestyle would have long-range effects that wereaiculable to her at the
moment. Would she and William ever achieve a sariskelonging at
Springfield Manor, as Harry clearly had? Deeply arelvocably.

'Do you miss not having a father, William?' sheemkkconcerned that he
was feeling the lack of a man to relate to.

He grimaced. 'Yes and no. It kind of depends.
'On what?'

'Well, it's like mothers. | wouldn't want one likdrs. Stanton.' He screwed
up his nose to express his opinion of her mothatiybutes. 'And some of
the kids have got fathers who just yell at thenskipig on them because
they haven't done this right or that right. | figufve got it pretty good,
really. | mean, as far as mums go, you're definitied best;

Ashley couldn't help smiling, even though she kivéiMam wasn't above a
little flattery to sweeten her up, thereby slithgriout of a deserved
scolding.

'Has Mr. Cliffton got that family tree with my fagh on it?' he suddenly
asked.

'Yes. He brought it with him.'
'‘Can | ask him to show it to me?’
'If you like." She couldn't deny her son his paaéitme. She hoped Harry

would keep his promise not to tell William he whe bnly surviving heir to
Springfield Manor.



'Is it okay if | do it now?"'

Harry had had ample time to get respectably dresSkd stood up. 'Go
ahead. I'm sure you'll find it fascinating with e stories Mr. Cliffton can
tell you.'

"Thanks, Mum.'

He scooted out of the room, his precious soldergdtten with the prospect
of further dialogue with Harry. Whom he liked enbug have as an uncle
even if he wasn't rich.

What kind of husband would Harry make? As a lovercertainly left
nothing to be desired.

She left William's bedroom to go to her own, hen'sowvords echoing
through her mindWe'd better make the most of it while we can.

Ashley intended to do precisely that. Other deasioould wait. As Harry
had said, there was much to resolve between theriel meantime, she
would store up beautiful memories.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE days slid by, magical summer days. Even more rahgights. Ashley
was loath to bring any note of discord into thepgiagss of simply being
with Harry. She asked no questions about hishifEngland. It was easy to
pretend that was something far off when the imnmedad now overflowed
with so many pleasures.

In many ways it was like some idealistic dream, ittoxicating to bring
her head down from the clouds. Harry brought gaaety spontaneity into
her life. Inhibitions and planning flew out the wmw. Over and over again
she found herself thinking, 'Why not?' and sayimg yo whatever he
suggested or initiated.

Their family outings were marvellous fun—a lazyeaftoon at the beach,
an exhilarating morning spent riding the breeze #mel waves in a
catamaran, a hilarious evening competing at mifigtien eating
monstrous hamburgers with the works. They picnidkg&omersby Falls
and dined on fish and chips at Woy Woy wharf, witghhe fishermen and
the seagulls.

Both Harry and William inveigled her into sharirtgetr interest in the test
match cricket, abandoning work for the day, asthtienost days except for
following through on absolute-must situations liketting up Cheryn
Kimball in the new job she had scouted.

They rode to Sydney in the Rolls Royce, and wese@mced in a private
box in the Biewongle Grandstand with a wonderfidwiof the cricket
ground. Drinks were readily available at any tiswegd a scrumptious buffet
lunch was served. She enjoyed watching Harry anilawii enjoying the
game, both of them indulgently explaining the fipeints of the batting and
bowling to her.

But the nights far transcended the less intimays mf the days. If their
initial coming together had lacked style, Harry mm¢nan made up for it,
imbuing all that followed with romance. They dandsdcandlelight and
feasted on suppers of strawberries and caviaryaheéé nuts washed down
by French champagne. Ashley learnt the pleasurssrsuality and for the



first time revelled in being a woman, desired, hvadored and cherished
by a man who made her feel she was utterly pefdedtim.

When it came to the night of Olivia Stanton's pa&ghley didn't want to

go, didn't want to waste the time away from Handevertheless, the
agreement had been made, and Harry took it fotegdashe would keep her
word. He arranged for the Rolls Royce to be stambwto take her in the
style Olivia expected, and he and William had thear game all set up to
play while Ashley was out.

She felt quite flat-spirited as she dressed, lcaltfin not to be completely
outshone by her mode of transport, she made evtast & achieve an

elegant appearance. It was also a matter of pdrpoda to feel at least
equal to Olivia Stanton, who liked to queen it oegerybody. Perhaps a
touch of vanity entered into it, as well, an unged urge to show the

world, at least her little corner of it, she noweknwhat it was to be a
woman.

Ashley didn't have a wardrobe full of party cloth&s choose from.
Normally she had no need of them. The only appab@ichoice was a black
crepe wrap dress that she'd bought for a chambmromerce dinner.

It had a halter neckline, which she dressed up gotld chains. She fiddled
with her hair, achieving a smooth dipping loop asrber forehead before
sweeping the bulk of it into a soft chignon. A fetvands were left curling
around her ears, to which she attached long daagiyngs in jet and gold.
Her T-bar black suede high heels had been an exjeence—she loved
shoes—but they lent a touch of true class.

She applied more make-up than usual, darkeningaddthg definition to
her eyelashes with mascara and deepening her lidhs avsmoky eye
shadow. The black dress demanded red lipstick aodch of blusher on
her cheeks. A dusting of powder took the shineheff nose and added a
smooth matt finish to her skin.An examination of reflection in the full-
length mirror assured her she couldn't look anyebeShe dabbed some
Beautiful perfume on her pulse points, picked uplitack Oroton evening
bag that had been a gift from Roger so long agm thent downstairs, still



feeling at odds about having to mix with other deaghen she would much
rather stay at home.

It was a measure of how deeply Harry had infilidter life. When she had
accepted the invitation from Olivia she had felitgjypleased about it. Her
social calendar usually ran to lunches with friesdle had made through
business, or casual barbecues with families whoéahatild in the same

class as William. She was neighbourly and suppartemunity interests,

but she wasn't really close to anyone.

It had seemed enough before Harry. She had notdiseontent with her
life. Being single was a relief after marriage toger, and having kept so
much to herself for the sake of appearances dtinegnhappy years with
her husband, she had never developed the knackilbfating bosom
friends to whom she might pour out her heart.

She was a good listener, a sympathetic listenaf,she thought she was
generally liked by others, but no-one really knea. iINot as Harry did. She
had told Harry things about herself, thoughts agliigs, she had never
told anybody. He had somehow drawn that depthtohacy from her, and
now she wasn't sure if it was good or bad.

It struck home that if she didn't commit herselfoly and solely to him,
Harry would leave an enormous hole in her life when returned to
Springfield Manor. In William's, too, she suspectedrhaps it was time she
stopped existing in a wonderful dream and starteicdering the reality of
a future in England. This party tonight might setegut Harry's influence
on her in perspective, bring her feet to the ground

He and William were in the dining room, their mituige battle lines in place
on the table. They were discussing the rules af thar game when she
entered, but they broke off their conversationamsas they saw her.

'Wow, Mum! You're sure dressed up tonight!" Williaemarked in surprise.
'Is it a special party?"

She shrugged, feeling somewhat self-conscious dierutincharacteristic
attempt at glamour. 'l just wanted to look good teed good.'



‘Then you've more than achieved your aim," Harrgl sarmly, his eyes
agleam with appreciative interest as they skatedl ber from head to foot
and returned to linger on the loosely tied boweatvisaist, obviously the key
to unwrapping the package. 'Feeling good is impdythe added, his gaze
lifting to hers in wickedly innocent inquiry. 'I&ére anything | can do to
help?'

Her pulse leapt in anticipation of how he wouldlaker tonight. She could
feel her body prickling with excitement as she imad his hands teasing
her dress apart, his head bending to...

The telephone rang.

Tl get it,"” William offered, oblivious of the #ilmmering tension between
Harry and his mother. He darted to the kitchervite@athem together.

Tm not sure | should let you out of my sight, dezsdike that,” Harry
murmured, his eyes ablaze with desire.

‘Afraid of competition?' she teased, secretly Hawgiin feeling sexy.

‘No. But if the men at Olivia Stanton's party get of hand, don't hesitate to
call in the cavalry.'

She laughed. 'That's never happened to me.’
'‘Ashley, you're radiating your awareness of youn®axuality. That stirs a
man's hormones. All my hormones are rioting over igght now. | have an

intense urge to smudge your lipstick and—'

‘Mr. Cliffton," William called excitedly. 'It's foyou. Come quick. It's from
England.

'Uh-oh!" Harry grimaced an apology and left heatswer the summons.
Trouble at Springfield Manor? In some trepidatiéshley followed him

into the kitchen, not wanting anything to changevnoresistibly drawn to
eavesdrop on his side of the conversation. WilllEanded the receiver to



Harry and shamelessly stood by to listen, fascthdtg the fact of an
international call.

'Cliffton.’

Apparently that was identification enough for tladler. What followed was
not exactly enlightening.

'Yes, sir,' Harry said.

After a pause, 'No, sir." It had to be his bosSm@ingfield Manor. Ashley
couldn't imagine Harry sirring anyone else. Thethiémat had been
pumping from her heart cooled into a frighteningllci®he desperately
didn't want any interference to what Harry had tsthrwith her and
William.

‘That would seem improbable at the moment, siradehmy hands full.
Given more time...'

The interruption must have been a very peremptowy loecause Harry
instantly stopped to listen. The reference to tand not bode well. 'l
understand, sir.'

A long pause. Ashley felt her whole body tensinthveipprehension.
'‘Arrangements can't be made in a day, sir." A baply.

‘Very well, sir. I'll keep you informed.' That ga¥ehley hope of a longer
stay for Harry. However, the ensuing silence wasiasly thick with
words from the other end of the line. Instructiomslers...

‘Thank you, sir. I'll do my best, sir." Harry huag with a heavy sigh and
turned to the two expectant faces hanging on higsnéle addressed
Ashley, a rueful smile accompanying his announceémen

‘That was George Fotheringham, the master's voice.'

'What does he want?' she asked anxiously.



'He misses me.'

Who wouldn't miss Harry?

'He says a good butler is irreplaceable.’

He was. Irreplaceable in every sense. Ashley céudaigue with that.
'‘Does that mean you can't be our butler any movéfliam asked
plaintively, and Ashley sensed her son feelingtaopemptiness opening

before him, just as she did.

'He insists that he needs me at the Manor,' Héatgd in a tone that made it
an inevitable reality.

Ashley frantically sought a delaying tactic. "Whabut your mission?' she
pleaded.

'Yes," William instantly backed her up. 'You hatdearnt nearly enough
about us yet, Mr. Cliffton. | haven't told you aafythe stuff Mum doesn't
know about.'

‘William!" Ashley was distracted by the horrors ofisbehaviour this
confession implied.

'It was for your own good, Mum, so as not to woyou,' he hastily and
piously explained.

'‘As it happens,” Harry drawled, capturing theiremtion again, 'Mr.
Fotheringham has come up with a solution that hpelowill prove
satisfactory to both of you.'

'What?' William asked eagerly.

Ashley held her breath. Her eyes clung helplesshtdrry's. Was he about
to reveal the truth about William's position?



His smile had a winning appeal. 'That you accompaayto England for a
month's visit at Springfield Manor. All expenseshaf course.'

"You mean we get to fly on a jumbo jet and.. Witliaaved on, delirious
with excitement at the prospect of the great adwertieing held out to him.
'Every night ghost hunting...'

A month, Ashley thought dazedly. A month of leamiwhat Harry's life
was like. She could put up with any amount of caedasion and feeling
like a fish out of water as long she could be Witlrry whenever he was
free. And if she could never feel comfortable wiitle life over there, the
option was open for her to return home. It was akairacle, handing her
what she needed but not locking her into an irratateposition.

'‘Ashley?' Harry asked quietly.

You can't say no, Mum," William expostulated, ey®s as big as saucers
and his mind whirling with visions of plenty.

No doubt George Fotheringham would be subjectedhén son's
entrepreneurial skills for the entire month. Anacg William was his heir...
Was this offer a trap to keep them there? She thokeertainly at Harry.

It was as though he read her mind. "You retaiawahority where William
is concerned, Ashley,' he stated unequivocally.

His word was good enough for her. Harry had neweredher any wrong.
She trusted him. Implicitly.

'Please, Mum. Please, please, please...'

Her relief and joy broke into a happy smile. 'Wésd delighted to
accompany you, Harry.'

Yippee!" William cried in an ecstasy of anticigati 'l forgive you for all
your other wrongs, Mum.’



Doneg thought Harry, his answering smile widening taragpressible grin.
The gamble had paid off. Of course, he'd loadedttds on his side. The
timing and execution of the critical telephone dadld been perfect, the
outcome reasonably assured with William as depdadab ally as Harry
had ever had. Not that the boy was aware of itwide simply a natural at
going after what he wanted with whatever meansavadable to him. As
Harry was.

Good and faithful George could protest and scolthash as he liked, but
he would carry out Harry's will. George's senssaice and duty would
always prevail, no matter how disapproving he wiathe scheme in hand.
Not that he should be disapproving. After all, @rfy made everything turn
out right, George would have the very result herddswhen he had so
purposefully reminded Harry dfis duty.

It was up to Harry to pursue his chosen course wigbur. 'Do you have
current passports?’

"You bet we do," William supplied. '"Mum got thenstlgear when we were
booked to go to Fiji, only | came down with thealten pox and we couldn't
go. But just about everyone's gone to Fiji. Englasitibe heaps better.’
William wouldn't have time for much bragging. Hampved into step two
of his new mission, focusing his attention on Aghléll see to your visas
on Monday and book a flight to London for Tuesdayhere are seats
available.'

'So soon!" She looked stunned.

‘Those are my instructions.’

'‘But what about my business?"

'We'll attend to whatever is necessary. Everythwigbe looked after.’

He could see she instinctively recoiled from bernghed, her cautious

nature wanting to think it all through. That courdite trouble he'd rather
avoid.



"You'll be late arriving at Olivia Stanton's partyve don't move now,' he
reminded her, stepping forward to usher her tofibvet door. 'I'll be back
shortly, William."'

Ashley felt her mind was split into at least a dopéeces, zigzagging off in
all directions. As she reached the hallway she agath enough wits to
admonish her precocious son. 'You behave yourgélfiam," she said
sternly. 'And you areotto ask for anything. Do you hear me?'

'‘Loud and clear, Mum. | promise I'll be as goodgjalsl. Cross my heart.' He
grinned. 'l wouldn't risk not going to England wir. Cliffton.’

And that was the crux of it, Ashley thought wrylg ahe accompanied
Harry to the Rolls Royce. William was getting tdfabut of hand. He
needed a father. But was Harry any different toso@r? Everything seemed
to be suddenly out of hand. She didn't feel in @ndf anything any
more.Harry saw her settled in the front passengat, svanting her beside
him. As he rounded the bonnet to the driver's Beléelt the exhilaration of
having crossed another critical line. Not only hbdcoming lovers
exceeded all his hopes and expectations, he hadssfally put in place the
process of moving Ashley to his home ground.

It had niggled at him all week that not once hathl@g questioned him in
any practical sense about his life. A woman who ea@ssidering him as a
husband surely would. It had seemed to him she saisfied with
collecting beautiful memories while Harry had pegged to absolute
certainty about what he wanted.

It was possible that she saw a visit to Springfddithor as a chance to fill a
treasure chest of memories, but it was a step tts\@m, a step towards the
future he could give her. Surely she would see Wiat he offered was
entirely different from the life she had sufferehARoger. He couldn't lose
now. No way. She wanted him. And they were gregétiver. No doubt
about that.

Ashley didn't look at him as he slid into the drigeseat and started the
engine. She appeared deep in private thought. Matyimg, he hoped. He
drbve slowly, considering how best to make his meave.



'Do you always do what Mr. Fotheringham tells yo®@ she asked.

It was a tricky question. Harry didn't want toteeher. Soon, very soon, he
would have to lay out the truth, but that was ledtene in England when
she was under his roof. He could more easily coumteegative reaction
there. He chose his words with as much care asaldeirh explaining
George's telephone call.

'We tend to come to an agreement, Ashley. | dilyel that George

Fotheringham's family and mine have been conndotedenturies. Since

the Battle of Flodden in 1513. There is a lineedpect kept by both sides
and an affection and indulgence that comes frorg familiarity.'

'A sense of belonging,' she murmured.

'Yes.'

‘That must be... comforting.'

You can share it, too, Ashley. You and William."'

She made no reply to that. She pointed ahead.€Bhre house. The one
where people are out on the front balcony.'

The Rolls Royce was definitely on show, Harry thougith a flash of

irony, but status symbols were totally irrelevamtrthat was on his mind.
The driveway to the Stantons' double garage had hedeclear, and he
drove the Rolls into it for Ashley's convenience $ditched off the engine
and turned to her, reaching over to take her tgimid and hold it.

She looked at him, her eyes mirroring a fearfulautainty, but she left her
hand in his, perhaps needing the comfort of theéamdnWithout hesitation,
Harry gave her one rock-solid certainty to hangpont

'l want to marry you, Ashley. Will you think abathiat while you mix with
your friends tonight?'



'Harry..." It was a breathless little gasp as timoug/d punched the air out of
her lungs. Her eyes widened wonderingly.

'‘Don't answer me now. | just want you to know," $ad with quiet
seriousness. To imprint it firmly on her mind, lepeated, 'l want to marry
you.'



CHAPTER TWELVE

THE next few moments were a blur to Ashley. The tofchgland, Harry's

declaration on top of it followed by him playingetibhauffeur, stepping out
of the car to open her door for her and see hehsafto her feet... It was all
happening too quickly for her. Now he was leavieg &t this meaningless
party to go home and play a war game with her aod she didn't have wits
enough to stop him, to say she didn't want himdcagd leave her here
alone.

She stood, stupidly speechless, watching him dleseéoor and move to the
driver's side, decisive in all his actions. He esdethe Rolls, switched on
the engine, reversed out of the driveway, and Aslidédt deserted in
no-man's- land.

But, of course, she wasn't. People were watchimgpl were waiting.
People who had made up her world before Harry agpsinto it. It was
probably a good idea to remind herself of what wlas leaving behind
before she left it to go to England with Harry,drefshe made decisions that
would affect the rest of her life. And William'sh&turned and walked up
the steps.

'‘Ashley! You're looking marvellous!

Olivia Stanton pounced the moment Ashley steppéd thre broad balcony
that fronted the house and gave sweeping viewseafea. Her beady, black
eyes were avid with curiosity. She was a tall, gsthuwoman, overpowering
in her manner. She grabbed Ashley's upper arms lmslowed a
cheek-to-cheek greeting as though they were bosends.

'‘And your butler!" she said in Ashley's ear. "Waatrize! So gorgeous, and
I'm sure very obliging.'

She'd had a good view of Harry as he'd helped Asbig of the Rolls.
Everyone here had undoubtedly cast an eye overegshhighly unusual
acquisition. Olivia drew back and gave her a kn@ngmile.

'I've never seen you so glowing.'



He wants to marry me.

Ashley dragged her mind off the overwhelming thdughd found an
appropriate response. 'You look quite superb ydiiG8via.' The flowing
tunic and wide-leg pants in accordian pleat wersashe expensive silky
material, and its brilliant turquoise colour wagarly meant to outshine
everyone else. That is certainly your colour.'

She laughed, preening. 'l adore bright colours, Blitourse, you're still
young enough to wear black and men do find it sedgresay having a man
like your Cliffton around the house must be quiteigng.’

'He does make a difference,’ Ashley replied, Igt@iivia interpret that any
way she liked, not really caring what anyone thau§lomehow what had
happened with Harry had made her feel quite apam these people, as
though they didn't count in her life any more.

He wants to marry me.

Olivia's husband came forward, pressing Ashleyaketa glass of his
especially concocted New Year punch from the teagdrried. He was a big
man who'd been highly successful in real estateemjeyed showing off,

and the exotic-looking punch with a piece of pirgapand a cherry
attached to the rim of the glass had the sametiatiteto detail as everything
he did.

‘Thank you, Geoff. | hope it doesn't have too moth kick," Ashley said,
obliging her host.

He laughed merrily. "What's life without a few ks&kl bet you enjoy riding
around in that Rolls.’

'It's very comfortable.’
‘A Silver Spirit, isn't it?"

'So William tells me."



'Enterprising boy, your William," Geoff Stanton daapprovingly. He
grinned. 'Must get it from his mother. Enterprisofg/ou to take on a butler
of such class, Ashley.'

'It's certainly been interesting.'

He boomed another big laugh, his eyes sweeping beerin male
speculation, obviously seeing her in a totally eféint light than he had
previously Ashley wondered if his hormones wereresti. Did her new
knowledge of herself really show, as Harry saidwais Geoff Stanton's
imagination running riot?

It didn't matter. What she felt with Harry supermseverything else.
He wants to marry me.

She wanted to say yes, yet she also wanted tofihd/hat lay ahead, what
new turning points she might be faced with. It vwged that she and
William were going to England. She needed to seat Vifie would be like at
Springfield Manor.

'‘Ashley! Over here!"

It was Sonya Bixell, Rodney's mother, calling aedkoning her to join the
group of people she had gathered around her atliee end of the balcony.
Rodney's third uncle, a very muscular gym instryoi@s prominently at
her side.

Ashley excused herself from the Stantons' compawyraade her way to
Sonya, smiling at the outre image she always aftedier hair was dyed a
deep burgundy and highlighted with wide blondeadtse She wore a purple
and green outfit and was bedecked with the artyucos jewellery she

designed and made herself. Her penchant for takmbdiscarding lovers
was put down to her artistic® temperament, andasigesuch a bright spark,
her company was always welcome.



'Darling! I'm a cocktail of admiration and envy.br§a waggled her
eyebrows as no-one else could. 'What a move ugeiworld! A butler and a
Roller! How did you do it?'

Ashley grinned. 'l didn't really do anything. Theynply arrived. And |
thought, why not?'

'Why not, indeed? A man like that doesn't happery wéten. I'd have
shapped him up, too.’

'‘Come on, Sonya,' the muscle man protested. 'Nooirt of me, please.’
‘Take heart, dear boy!" She patted his hand. #npwach on my friends.'
He gave Ashley a droll smile. 'Handcuff him to yéshley.'

'Uh-uh! Bad move,' Sonya advised. 'That would n&@was handcuffed,
too. Keep your freedom, Ashley.’

'‘Not everyone is a free spirit like you, Sonyag ofithe other women said. 'l
like being married.’

‘Thank you, darling," her husband purred.
All marriages weren't bad, Ashley thought.

'Well he is the father of your children,” Sonya ceted indulgently.
'Rodney's father left me holding the baby, and thaderience was quite
enough for me. Having more kids is not on my agensle grinned at
Ashley. 'l bet William's enough for you, too.'

She had thought so, but would she really mind ifriHavanted a child...
children? If she married him.

‘That boy of yours is something else,’ Sonya wenttaking photos of his
friends in the Rolls, then selling them at ten aiala pop. Has he got your
butler twisted around his finger?"I think Cliffrtdhas his measure,’ Ashley



said slowly. She had the strong impression Harrg afavays one step
ahead of both of them. Her wayward son wouldnalile to get away with
quite so much if Harry was her husband. From whdliam had let drop
earlier this evening, some closer supervision vediea for. Whatwasthe
stuff she didn't know about?

The conversation flowed onto other topics. She hsiéned to the gay
repartee, more observing the people than hearirag thiby said. Were they
happy with their partners? Did economics and fanids keep them
together or did they have a very real emotional rmitment?

She couldn't go down Sonya's track. Not with HaBgsides, she didn't
have the temperament or inclination for a life béeging partners. All or
nothing. Harry was right about that. Until he haept into her lifenothing
hadn't seemed so bad. Now... Well, she would make decision in
England.

Her gaze drifted to the huge living room beyondglass doors that opened
to the balcony. It displayed the very latest in ewodfurnishings, no
expense spared, and display was definitely thevkend. The Stantons'
home was by far the most impressive in the neighimd, and Olivia took
great pride in the sophisticated decor. Childremeweot allowed to play
indoors, a matter of some disgust to W