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Zelda lay still, eyes closed.

Her blind date had turned out to be a real live wire, the life of the party type who would not (or could not) be quiet or still.

And reckless enough to imply he’d taken a not quite legal substance and, therefore, was a danger to himself and others.

More specifically, a danger to her.

Plus, a bit more handsy than she was generally comfortable with on a first date.

Always assuming she liked the guy she was with.

And if he’d tried one more time to get a hand up her Prussian blue, tea-length, silk chiffon layered cocktail dress, she might have been forced to do something regrettable.

She’d managed to get a few steps away while his back was turned.

Then given him the slip by ducking around a corner, dashing a few steps down a kind of short, dark something or other lined corridor, and bolting through an unlocked door into what turned out to be a study or library kind of room.

Not that she was in a position to pick or choose her emergency bolt hole, but it was a pleasant surprise.  

The fact of it being a warm, dark, and most importantly, quiet room meant her tense shoulders dropped the minute the heavy door ended the noise and movement with a sharp snick as she swung it shut. 

She’d intended to stop for just a moment.

Just enough to give him a little time to wonder where she was and start searching the inner rooms of the mansion for her.

Then she’d planned a midnight flit for freedom. Down the long tree-lined driveway, and out into the street where she could order a cab.

And make a clean getaway.

Stupidly, she’d taken her shoes off and lain down in the dark, on a soft plush, overstuffed chaise longue and closed her eyes for a fraction of a second to savour the calm, silent stillness.

Not to mention the smell of lavender and beeswax furniture polish, old books, and a bowl of highly scented homegrown roses somewhere in the room.

And fallen asleep.

She couldn’t help it.

She was exhausted after a long and difficult week at work.

The hardest thing about being an Executive Assistant is that your average high-powered executive delegates all the arseholes to you to handle.

Normally Zelda enjoyed dealing with them in such an icily polite manner she almost drew blood.

But now and again you get a week where the moon is just right for them to come out of the woodwork all at once. 

And ordinarily, on a Friday night, she’d prefer a dozen or two sojus with Korean fried chicken and an action movie marathon to get over it. Vin Diesel or Jason Statham, maybe even a classic Van Damme  

But this weekend, her irritating flatmate had invited her repulsive boyfriend to stay without consultation or notice.

And Zelda was three quarters convinced his “lovemaking” was overly loud and vigorous because he was trying to demonstrate his adequacy as a lover.

To her.

In the vain hope, she’d join in too.

As if!

But she was also a little afraid that one of these nights he’d invite himself into her room if she didn’t.

And there are only so many nights you can wedge a chair under the knob of your own bedroom door. 

It was probably time to look for a tiny apartment to keep all to herself.

So, she’d agreed to come on this stupid date, to get away from them.

A real frying pan v fire situation the evening had turned out to be.

And so, the study was a welcome island of tranquillity within the noise and clamour of the kind of outrageous party that deserved to be a Hollywood musical all of its own.

Something vintage with Debbie Reynolds in a long ballet pink satin gown and that nice pretty man, what was his name? Donald O'Connor, in a tux.

Except the whispered conversation that woke her up wasn’t the kind of sweet whispered conversation you’d get in a Debbie Reynolds movie.

More like a Humphrey Bogart.

Something about thievery and guns and payments.

More like Statham Skulduggery!

And that was why she was lying still and silent, praying to whatever deity might be listening, they wouldn’t decide to sit on the chaise longue to find she’d got there first.

She concentrated on breathing evenly in the hope that if they discovered her, they would assume she hadn’t heard any of it.

For the moment, a deity was with her. With the sound of palms slapping together, they’d reached an agreement and left the room.

And she was left with the troubling decision of how long to give them to get clear before she could leave what was turning out to be the worst date ever.

She remained, eyes closed, still and silent.

Trying to work out where the window was. And whether she could leave the building through it before anyone else walked in. Whether she could get out undetected.

Though this kind of movie, and a lavish party in the house like this, there would be security cameras.

And any kind of non-standard departure was bound to be recorded and investigated.

If the whispering couple were up to something, she’d immediately be a suspect.

Hell, she was probably one already having snuck into the room before them and remaining there after they left.

What, in whatever deity was looking out for her’s name, should she do?

Well, seemingly, go right back to sleep.

To be woken by the warm, soft, gentle touch of lips on hers, and going by the spicy cologne, male lips.

Her treacherous body betrayed her with a sigh.

Oh no! What to do now?

“Ah, Sleeping Beauty awakes.”

The only thing worse than frying pans and fires was what was happening right now. And as the balance of the chaise longue cushions moved, her eyes flicked open to look at him.

He was sitting on the chaise longue, very close beside her.

In the warm, dim light of a stained-glass table lamp, she could see he was supporting his body weight with one elbow on the back of the chaise, as he leaned over her. His beautiful, clean-shaven face close enough she could grab his jaw and pull him down for another kiss.

Perhaps a longer, deeper kiss...

And as she looked into his deep brown eyes, partly concealed by the dark fringe of hair falling across his forehead, she was really tempted to.

Because it felt like the world had just contracted to the two of them, alone, in an intimate pool of darkness.

As if this instant was the defining moment of her life.

The skin around his eyes crinkled, as if he was smiling, and she guessed he was thinking about kissing too.

Or was hoping.

But much as she wanted it, she knew without a doubt, a second kiss would come with some kind of price. Whether it was her body, her soul, or her mind.

And right now, she just didn’t have the strength to deal with anything outside her life as it stood.

She shifted with the intention of sitting up to prevent the kiss, but he was sitting on her skirt, and she couldn’t get away without tearing it.

He smoothed his red patterned tie down the front of his shirt, “I guess I’ve been a lly  good boy if Santa delivered you to my room.”

“I apologise,” she said, “I had a headache and needed somewhere quiet to rest.”

“Then don’t mind me, rest some more.”

He leaned a little closer, and she thought he really was going to kiss her, but he just adjusted the cushions she was resting on instead.

“No really,” she tried unsuccessfully to sit up again, “I should go.”

“But we’ve barely got to know each other yet.”

Zelda gathered a bunch of skirt material and pulled it out from underneath him with barely a grunt.

Then bent her knees, scooted back up the seat to free her legs, and managed to overbalance onto the floor.

And slid back out of arms reach.

“It’s kind of you to offer, but I really must go.”

She scrambled to her feet and bolted for the door.

And was halfway down the drive before she realised she’d left her shoes behind.

Her favourite Prussian blue patent Mary Janes. The retro ones with pointy toes, low Cuban heels and a semi-circle of teardrop cut outs around the arch. Oddly, the most comfortable shoes she owned.

On the bright side, she’d reflexively grabbed her evening bag on the way through.

She hopped from bare foot to bare foot for a few seconds before choosing to abandon them and keep running.

Except when she got to the bottom and looked back up to the brightly lit house, party still in full swing, she wondered why she’d run.

Too many romantic comedies probably.

While she waited for the car, the calm of that guy’s study lingering on her skin like lotion, she realised she couldn’t face going home right then.

Her flatmate, the boyfriend, the noise, the embarrassment, the insecurity.

God her life sucked.

Well, life outside of work anyway.

It wasn’t the house, or the man that made the rest of her life suddenly surplus to requirements.

It was that one room, imbued with who knows how many generations of people quietly reading, or writing, or simply going about their business.

She wanted that sense of peacefulness.

Of being in the right place, at the right time, doing the right thing.

She definitely needed to find a new place of her own.

But for the moment, a hotel would do.

She toyed with using the one her company had an agreement with, but its modernity really didn’t appeal.

Didn’t she get an offer for that swanky new spa hotel in the old treasury building?

She grabbed her phone, opened up her mail app and scrolled through her mail hoping she hadn’t deleted the offer.

And found it, it looked good, she rang and booked herself in for the weekend.

Then texted her flatmate to say she wouldn’t be back for a couple of days.

«« • »»

The nineteenth-century Renaissance Revival style hotel was an oasis of tranquillity.

Might have been something to do with its long history, or more probably something to do with the pool and fountain in the foyer.

And the discreet staff ignoring her lack of luggage and shoes. 

While she waited for them to finish the check-in procedure and give her the welcome spiel about rooms and facilities and treatments, she felt the hair on the back of her neck rise.

She turned to see a dark-haired guy in a dinner suit sitting in a wing backed chair, one leg slung across the other.

He looked vaguely familiar, and she wondered if she’d seen him at the party.

She met his deep brown eyes when he looked at her over the top of the newspaper he was reading.

He looked at her for a while longer, then nodded at her.

She nodded back, fully prepared to enjoy the view a little longer, but the woman behind the check-in desk claimed her attention.

Her room was large, smelled clean and fresh, and had a beautiful view over the gardens. Through a window she opened to let the night air in.

The crisply made bed was enormous.

She took a quick shower, pulled on the white, fluffy bathrobe and slipped her feet into the soft matching slippers.  

Being a practical Executive Assistant, she washed out her underwear and hung them in the open wardrobe to dry. 

Suddenly realising she’d barely eaten since lunch and was starving
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