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Chapter One
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The hotel was select, immaculate. Also, as a rule, it held an air of tranquillity that drew the guests back to stay again, and the receptionist glanced up in irritation as a commotion at the entrance door distracted her. What on earth was going on? Fleur could hardly hear what she was saying over the sound of a deep booming voice!

A tall irate-faced man was obstructing the entrance as he issued instructions to the retinue of men behind him, causing anybody else to wait until he moved on before they could enter. He finally turned and strode in, looking arrogantly around him with a critical expression on his hard face, not even noticing the disgruntled looks being cast his way by those who had been kept waiting. Then he barked more orders at his followers, before striding over to the reception desk impatiently. Fleur could only feel grateful that she wasn’t one of his employees. It must be absolute hell working for a bombastic man like that. It was just her bad luck that her fellow receptionist, Kelsey, had gone off duty, which had left her to cope with the flow of incoming guests. Obviously, she was going to have to deal with this unpleasant individual, as well. Not her day, it appeared.

Fleur lowered her head as the man approached and pushed her short bobbed blonde hair behind her ears, then got down to dealing with the clients in front of her. She was already signing in a couple and was just handing them the key to their room, when a broad tanned hand slammed down on the counter beside them, causing both her and the clients to jump. Then the man demanded a key in a loud commanding voice.

“If you could wait for a moment, sir, I will deal with your request,” Fleur said, politely. “As you no doubt can see, there are a few people here still waiting for my attention. Thank you for your patience, sir.”

She attended to the next clients and turned to find their key on the hooks behind her. As Fleur turned back, she glanced at him, and her gaze collided with icy grey eyes which did not denote a friendly or patient personality. She simply ignored him. If he was in a mood, it was hardly her fault, and trying to jump the queue was not going to get him served any sooner.

The man tapped the desk irritably and snapped. “Do you know who I am?”

Fleur carried on serving the next clients without acknowledging his words, until the man repeated the question in a louder, more belligerent tone. She lifted her brows and regarded him with a haughty expression. Then giving the clients a long-suffering look which made them smile, excused herself and slid from behind the counter, took his arm firmly steering him to one side, and planted herself right in front of him. She tapped her chin and tilted her head looking at him thoughtfully. “Now, let me see. Assuming that you aren’t suffering from amnesia, and really do know who you are, why are you asking me in such a loud voice?”

“Don’t be so damned insolent,” he growled, shaking her hand off his arm impatiently.

“Insolent, sir? I was simply responding to your question. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. I have to attend to those people by the desk who have been waiting far longer than you. It would be most helpful if you could join the queue, sir.”

“I’ve no time to wait!” The man was positively bristling by now and looked as though he was thinking of strangling her. She gave him glare for glare. Whoever he was, that attitude wasn’t going to get him anywhere, not with her at any rate.

“Some of these people have already been waiting long enough, and they deserve to be seen to first, which I am about to do!” Fleur announced calmly. “If your feet hurt, sir, perhaps you might like to take advantage of the comfortable chairs placed in the lobby. When you feel more rested, you can come back, the queue should have thinned out by then.”

“My feet?” He looked down at them completely baffled, his irritation momentarily forgotten. “Why would my feet hurt?”

“People, and particularly men, become irascible when their feet are aching, so resting them up usually soothes the nerves. Women are far more resilient.” Fleur slipped back behind the counter as she spoke.

“What’s that, some old wives tale?” the man sneered, with a narrow-eyed look.

She looked up at him with innocent rounded blue eyes. “Oh! You’ve met my grandmother, have you?”

He stared at her and shook his head. Not sure quite what that meant, and wondering why was he even having this conversation? “Great! Thanks for the unwanted advice, and for your information, my feet do not bother me in the least!”

Fleur leaned around the end of the counter and peered down at his highly polished shoes. “Don’t they?” Her face held a pitying look as she murmured softly, “If you say so.”

The man stood seething as she proceeded to continue serving the clients, without taking any further notice of him. He was surprised and irritated by her cool demeanour. She hadn’t even looked flustered by his demands, and that certainly wouldn’t do. The man turned on his heel and stalked away, much to everyone’s relief, and disappeared in the direction of the large guest lounge. Fleur stared after him with the strangest feeling of impending doom.

He found the manager standing to one side of the doorway observing the comings and goings of the guests, and answering any questions directed to him with a polite and friendly smile. The manager glanced up becoming more serious as he saw who was looking back at him, then walked over to the obviously irate man.

“Can I help you, Mr Forester?”

“You can, Bellingham. That girl on reception, I want her gone by the time I come back this evening,” the man barked. “She’s extremely lucky that I have a meeting tonight, or she could well have faced my full wrath!”

The manager nodded politely. Yet having observed the other man’s behaviour for himself, he was not inclined to side with him, but as Mr Forester was the owner of this hotel, it left him little recourse but to carry out his orders. “Are we talking about the same girl, sir?”

The other man frowned, impatiently. “The one on duty, as you can see for yourself.”

The manager stood with his hands behind his back and addressed the owner politely. “Miss Danby will have to serve her notice, as she is entitled to do, of course, although I don’t know how we’ll manage without her.”

The owner gave him a frowning look and gritted, in growing temper, “There are plenty of other girls out there to take her place. As for her entitlement, she can work her notice out in the kitchen until she leaves,”

“Pardon me for correcting you, sir, but that is not part of the duties Miss Danby signed on for when given this job. She could take us to court over the matter!”

“Then give the girl a lump sum and tell her to clear off!”

“In those precise words, sir?”

“Oh, for God’s sake just do it! Money always talks,” the man snapped.

“I think you’ll find that Miss Danby has other ideas, sir,” the manager said, with a flush of anger on his face.

“Do I detect a trace of disapproval in your voice, Bellingham?” The other man narrowed his eyes as he studied the thin intelligent face.

“Just pointing out a few facts, sir,” he stated, without expression.

“Okay, you make a valid point, Bellingham, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I want that girl gone, so make sure she’s not still on duty when I return.”

Alec Bellingham stared at the broad back in surprise as the man walked away. He’d expected more of an argument, but it came as a relief not to keep on defending the girl. He liked Fleur. She was polite and friendly to the guests, and always smiling, although she’d been sorely tested today. All the guests left good feedback about her, praising her for her unfailing kindness and helpful manner, so Alec felt he owed her his support. For his boss to even think of dispensing with her services because of his own ill-mannered behaviour filled him with a quiet rage, and he had to confess, growing contempt. Now Alec was rather afraid that it had shown in his face and manner. Still, it couldn’t be helped. He could only hope that he wasn’t in danger of losing his own job.

Fleur was still blissfully unaware of her impending dismissal and carried on as usual. She was surprised when an elderly man came and stood in front of the desk some while later, hands clasped over the end of a silver topped black cane and regarded her keenly as she made ready to hand over duties to another girl.

“Do you know who that man was, with whom you clashed earlier?”

“You mean the one with the loud voice, and overbearing manner? I have no idea, sir,” she smiled. A warning bell rang in her mind. This was the second person who had asked if she knew the name of the man, and that included the rude customer himself.

“He happens to be the owner of this hotel,” the man informed her with a slight smile of commiseration.

Fleur felt her heart sink at this unwelcome news. Oh boy, this was something she could have done without. She loved her job, and it grated that the bad-tempered man had the power to terminate her. Probably quite literally, if her last glimpse of his face was anything to go by. Then she rallied. It wasn’t her who had caused a scene, and she would make that very clear to anybody who accused her of doing so.

“Does he now! Well, all I can say is that he’s hardly a good example to his customers if he makes a habit of behaving in such a bad-mannered way. Pushing in front of a queue of people, some of whom were elderly and had made a long journey to get here and were tired and hungry, showed a complete lack of regard or kindness for their wellbeing.”

The elderly man gave her an amused smile. “Aren’t you at all worried that he might dispense with your services after that confrontation?”

“You think he might do that?”

“I know he would,” he said, ruefully.

“Then 1 suppose it’s time for me to start looking for another position. Although it’s pretty small-minded of him to get rid of me because of his own childish tantrum!”

The old man gave a snort of laughter. “As it happens, I quite agree with you. Zachary can be irascible at times.”

Fleur had an uneasy feeling as she regarded the man. “You appear to know him well.”

“I am acquainted with the young man, yes,” he smiled. “Let us say that I’m familiar with his black moods.”

“Oh dear, well, rather you than me,” Fleur said lightly as she smiled back at him. “He must be rather hard work for someone, and they have my profound sympathy.”

The old man laughed as he walked away, and she watched him uneasily as he climbed the stairs. He was a friend of that obnoxious man, and was bound to repeat her words, which would bring down more flack upon her head. She was right, because shortly after he left, the big glowering man strode in to confront her.

“Why are you still here?”

Fleur practised control and bestowed a polite smile upon him. “You mean here at the reception desk, sir?”

“I mean here in this hotel!” He almost growled the words.

“I work here,” she replied, holding on to her temper with growing difficulty.

“Not anymore, I fired you!”

Fleur stiffened, and a stricken look crossed her face erasing the smile, before her face smoothed out again. For the first time Zach felt a twinge of conscience, but quickly shrugged it off.

“You fired me. When?” she asked quietly.

“Just after we last had the misfortune to meet. Didn’t Mr Bellingham pass the message on?”

“No, he didn’t, but then he is a very busy man. He would have got around to it eventually.” She frowned at him with growing anger at the uncaring look on his hard face. “Did you give him a reason for firing me?”

“I don’t have to give a reason, I am...”

Fleur held her hand up in front of his mouth. “Don’t bother, I already had an awful premonition, and had it confirmed. The owner, is that right?”

“It is,” he stated grimly.

“I need to know the reason why,” she said flatly.

“And as I have just stated, I am not obliged to give you one, because you already know the reason for your dismissal!”

Fleur retaliated because she had nothing to lose now, and rising rage made the hair prickle on her head as she glared at him. “Oh, I see. You mean because you were in a foul mood and thought you could come storming in here, then give a spectacular display of bad behaviour in front of your guests, who I may add were all patiently waiting their turn to be booked in and given their keys, you decide to fire me? Well, you just try explaining to those people how barging in front of them was my fault!”

Zach stared down at her in disbelief. Nobody, but nobody, talked to him like that! “You were insolent to me when I asked for a key!” he snapped.

“Which you demanded like an overgrown schoolboy, with no manners whatsoever, so don’t tell me that I was the one being aggressive and rude!” Fleur came around the counter, and tore off her uniform jacket then threw it over his shoulder contemptuously. “Here, you’ll be needing this. As I no longer work here, you’ll have to deal with the clients now, who, as you can observe, are getting restless. When I leave, which is any minute now, their demands are entirely in your hands. Enjoy the rest of your evening, sir.”

“Hey! Just a minute,” he bellowed wrenching the jacket off his shoulder. “You can’t just walk away and leave the desk unattended.”

“Watch me. I no longer work here, remember!” With that she stormed off, ignoring his strangled words of protest, and Zach found himself talking to her rapidly retreating back.

When he turned around and looked across at the reception area, Zach was instantly aware of the growing number of people waiting to leave or sign in and began to feel a sense of growing panic. To his relief he spotted the manager making his way over toward him.

“Do you require some help, sir? I noticed that the receptionist has checked out a little early.”

The man gave him a fulminating look. “You know damn well what just went on here. Why didn’t you just fire her as I asked, and where the hell is the other girl who’s supposed to come on duty?”

“I didn’t fire the young lady straight off, because I needed her to stay until we could find a replacement, which is harder than you appear to think, Mr Forester. As for the other girl, she’s not due to come on duty for another half hour, so no blame to be placed there, sir.”

The big man squinted at him and narrowed his eyes as he studied the manager’s bland expression, but it didn’t fool him in the least. Alec had the audacity to imply that the whole debacle was his fault, without actually stating so.

He gave a reluctant smile. “Sorry, Alec. Was I really that bad?”

The other man crossed his arms and gave him a jaundiced look. “Will you fire me too if I tell the truth, Zach?”

“Of course not! You know I would never do that,” Zach sighed, rubbing his neck tiredly.

“Okay, you want the truth, then you shall have it. This place has run like clockwork until today when you set foot inside the door. You were loud, arrogant, and rude, and made a very bad impression on our guests, as I could tell by the incredulous looks on their faces, and please don’t tell me that the girl started it! In the circumstances, Miss Danby was calm, polite, and even smiled at your display of bad temper, which I give her full credit for. I rather suspect that Fleur had no idea she possessed such a hot temper herself until she met you, because in all the time she has worked here, I have never seen any evidence of it. It’s a great pity that you dismissed her in such a peremptory fashion. Not nice? She fitted in well here, and I really don’t know what the poor girl will do now. Miss Danby has an invalid mother to support, and now with no income to speak of apart from her severance pay, she’ll be hard pressed to cover the rent.”

“The girl can always get another job,” Zach said gruffly, shuffling his feet.

“Not so easy nowadays. First, she has to look for one, then an interview if she’s lucky, and all the delays that follow. In the meantime, she has to pay the overheads on her flat, not to mention buy food.”

“Are you deliberately trying to make me feel guilty and regret my actions by giving me a sob story?” The other man gave him a mocking look.

“Just telling it how it is,” the other man smiled.

“Hmph! Tell her that she can keep her damned job!”

Without another word, Zach strode off, leaving Alec staring after him with a perplexed frown, and he murmured, “Perhaps she no longer wishes to work here if it means seeing you again!” Alec never knew quite what to expect from the big temperamental man. Well, at least the girl had her job back, and he had kept his. He would give Fleur time to reach home then ring her with the news.
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Fleur was happy in her little flat. Well, two rooms really, which were on the ground floor of a small cottage and suited her purposes quite adequately. One room served as a living room/bedroom at the front, the other a kitchen, with a minuscule shower and toilet built into one corner at the back, which could be reached by going out though a small door which opened into a tiny, covered porch. On one side was the toilet door, and facing was her own back door that she kept locked. The owner, a pleasant middle-aged woman, had her own door to the garden, and as she was often out, Fleur rarely saw her. When Alec rang and assured Fleur that her job was safe, she had sagged in relief at the thought of not having to search for work. A tiresome and time-consuming business as she’d found before, and it was a weight off her shoulders as she couldn’t afford to be out of a job for long, not if she wanted to keep her home. Fleur would have to swallow her pride, much as she would like to throw the offer back in that loud-mouthed man’s face. Although she didn’t feel totally confident that the owner wouldn’t find more fault with her in the future and her employment could be short lived, she accepted the offer and returned to the reception desk with much trepidation. She was only able to relax as two months passed by with no sign of the obnoxious man.

Then her peace was shattered one morning as she was about to go off duty and go for lunch, when he swept in again making the same noisy entrance. She sighed in exasperation. Was that man incapable of doing anything quietly? And why, oh why, did he have to turn up while she was still in charge of the desk? She gave him a resigned look as he caught sight of her and advanced.

She tilted her head and looked up at him enquiringly. “Can I be of help, sir?”

“Who’s on duty tomorrow morning?” the man asked, without any attempt at a polite smile, or referring to her being back on the desk.

“I shall be, sir,” she replied coolly.

“Right, I’m expecting a small package, which will be delivered by courier and has to be signed for,” he stated. Adding, brusquely, “The item it contains is valuable, so take good care of it.”

“Of course, sir. How valuable? Just so I know if you wish the package to be placed in the safe, and not on the shelf beneath the desk.”

“Very valuable. An expensive gift of diamond earrings for a special lady, so yes, put them in the safe.” He gave her a slightly mocking look, as though she should be impressed.

Fleur returned the look with a small nod and then looked down at the desk diary and made a note of his request. She looked back at him with a bland expression. “How nice. Your wife will be pleased at such a gift, I’m sure.”

It was no more than the sort of innocuous comment Fleur would automatically make to any guest who told her they’d brought someone a gift, and she was surprised when his face tightened in annoyance. He raised his brows. “Wife? I have no wife and certainly don’t want or need one. I’ve no time for that sort of thing, and my instructions to you about the package did not warrant any comment from you upon the subject!”

Fleur flushed with embarrassment at his loud reprimand. Was he really like this with everyone, or was it just her? How rude, she fumed. and even though Fleur knew her anger would rebound on her could not help but retaliate. “Oh, well then, I shall know better next time, sir. At least there’s some lucky lady out there who has been spared such a fate. Good job there are some men who marry and produce offspring, otherwise the world would come to a shuddering halt.”

He narrowed his eyes as he studied her, a habit of his she had noticed, but her face remained polite and calm as she gazed back.

His lips curved into a hard smile. “I’m guessing from your rather infantile comment that you’re the sort of girl who wants marriage and children with all the trimmings. Well, the ties that bind do not appeal to me in the slightest, and with your blinkered views, what do you know of life anyway?”

Fleur was incensed by his pompous judgement, and this time it was her who narrowed her eyes at him. “You would be surprised,” she said, casting him a look that found him wanting. “I hear many a story from the guests who pass through this Hotel. Some sad, but mostly happy. All ordinary people like me, and yes, some of them are actually married, and are content with their lives. You know the sort of thing. We smile and laugh with our friends, try to be kind, no matter how obnoxious and rude a person might be, and believe me, there is always one who tests our patience to the limit!”

Zach rather fancied that those words were directed at him and was suitably irritated. He gave her a withering look. “Thank you, Miss Danby, for your unwanted homily. Words are easy, but reaching my position in life was damned hard work, so don’t try lecturing me on my personal views. You are only a receptionist here, and as such you should learn to keep your mouth closed and concentrate on your duties.”

Fleur’s calm demeanour changed in the blink of an eye, and he regarded her warily as she marched around the desk and planted her bristling body right in front of him. This was becoming a habit! Zach could only stand mesmerised by this virago he seemed to have unleashed.

“You arrogant, self-righteous prig!” she hissed, putting her hands on her hips, with eyes that looked as though they were about to spit sparks at him. “Yes, I am just a lowly receptionist, and who do I work for...you! Without all these other menials running your hotel for you, there is no way you would have reached your exalted position...sir! Now, you are obviously leading up to firing me again, so I’ll save you the trouble. My resignation will be on Mr Bellingham’s desk in exactly half-an-hour, then we’ll both be happy, won’t we? You’ll have succeeded in getting rid of me, and I’ll never have to set eyes on your scowling face or hear your loud irritating surly voice again. I think that makes us even.”

“Now look here, you can’t talk to me like this!” Zach thundered.

“I just did, and keep your voice down,” she snapped. “Anyway, it’s time somebody put you in your place!”

“My place?” he ground out incredulously.

“Yes, among us mere mortals. I don’t know who gave you the idea that you’re God, but you certainly don’t figure that way in my world, so go away before I do what I am very tempted to do.”

“And that is,” he smirked.

“Attack you!” She gave him a warning look which he ignored. He found the idea of her attacking him in any way uproariously amusing and threw his head back with a taunting laugh. She moved so fast that he was taken by surprise when Fleur carried out her threat, and the next thing he became aware of was his head jerking back, as a blow to his shoulder made him swing to one side. His laughter departed as fast as his assailant, and he was left rubbing his shoulder in disbelief. The girl had actually struck him! She certainly packed a punch, and it sure hurt. He had a feeling it was his face that had been the intended target, she just hadn’t been able to reach it.

Zach stared after her with growing anger, especially as he became aware of the rapidly growing group of people who had now gathered around the desk waiting for the attention of a non-existent receptionist. Most of whom were giving him some very odd looks, verging on condemnation. His anger and embarrassment were vying with rising amusement at her attack. He suppressed the unwanted feeling and exchanged it for revenge. The one good thing to come out of this heavy dose of humiliation was that it gave him a legitimate excuse to fire the outspoken girl, and then he would be shot of the interfering nuisance for good. You don’t strike the boss and get away with it, Zach nodded to himself in satisfaction. He sought the manager out, and giving no reason for Fleur’s absence, just informed him that the desk was unattended, then stomped away.

Alec stared after him in irritation and knew without being told that the other man had caused the problem now facing him. It appeared that he would have to man the desk until Kelsey came on duty, which meant neglecting his other duties, and another late night while he caught up.

The culprit was on the way home frowning to himself. He should be feeling triumphant over his victory, yet it rang hollow somehow. The girl was gone so that should be an end of it, but what about her disabled mother, his conscience prodded him. Not my problem, Zach told himself. That girl had been the one at fault, after all she had started this latest confrontation, so the outcome was down to her. In that case why did he feel so guilty? He shrugged. Nothing to be done about it now, so move on. Yet all the way home his mind kept dwelling on the problem of that troublesome girl. What would she do for money? How was she going to survive? He started to worry about his own aggressive behaviour toward her, and now this weakening over his decision was another irritation. Zach had never considered anyone like this before. Did not want or need to, yet here he was mulling over their clash, so why was he? He sighed irritably, then sagged with relief as he turned into his own drive. After entering the house, he slammed the front door behind him as though to shut her out. He had better things to think about than that darn woman. She had struck him! Attacked her boss! What a violent reaction to a few warning words. He frowned as he felt amusement struggling to erupt. It wasn’t funny!

An elderly black Labrador waddled toward him, lifting its muzzle and pushing a heavy head against his leg in welcome. Zach automatically responded, reaching down and rubbing the dog’s head fondly. “At least you don’t hate me, Wallis, old boy,” he smiled, as he walked into his kitchen with the animal glued to his side .For the first time he took a really good look at his surroundings, a room he must have looked at a thousand times, yet was now seeing with different eyes. It looked spartan, cold, and empty, with no redeeming features, as did the rest of the house he supposed. Not unlike himself when he looked in the mirror, he thought. Now why was he bothered about that, he asked himself. He never had been before.

He glanced out of the kitchen window, and saw a glimmer of light in the annexe, which announced that Martin, his male secretary, was at home. He lived on the property as it was convenient all round, because they often had to work late into the evening. Martin was free to come and go as he pleased and entertain if he wanted. Apart from work, Zach made no further demands on his friend. He also had a very capable woman who came in two or three times a week to keep the place tidy, and on occasion would provide him with a meal that he and Martin would share. There was the occasional woman friend, of course, but nothing serious. Which was all he needed, wasn’t it?

Zach sat on the chair listening to the silence, only broken by the sound of his own breathing, accompanied by the soft snoring issuing from Wallis, sprawled at his feet, and now deep in sleep content that his master was home. The place gave off an air of loneliness, another thing he hadn’t been aware of until now. Perhaps he really did need someone to come home to? He revised that thought as the women he chose to escort came to mind, and the idea of any one of them posing as a loving wife waiting for him was ludicrous in the extreme.

It was that damn girl! She had unsettled him with her criticism, yet he found himself considering her words. Was he arrogant and nasty, and did he sound that loud? He gave a huff of laughter. That was like asking a millionaire if he had any money. He was very aware of his own faults, but how did he appear to others besides her? Maybe he’d been a bit hasty in his judgement, and she should be allowed to return to work. What was her name? Fleur, that was it
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