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Fliss 

At last it had stopped raining. Fliss lowered the window of her old car, letting in the smell of damp asphalt and sodden leaves. A faint whiff of burning mingled with the earthier odours, and she cast an anxious glance at the bonnet.

‘Don’t give up on me here, Agnetha,’ she pleaded. ‘This is no place to break down.’

For the past three miles as she’d climbed the steep incline out of the valley, Fliss hadn’t seen a soul. The village of Emmside, whose high street had provided her with the last latte of civilisation, now lay far below her. Here, high up on the fell, there was nothing but shadows and the dark, brooding branches of trees hanging over her head. It was enough to make a girl feel dismal.

Fliss, never one to remain downcast for long, switched on the radio to banish the silence, and soon the merry sound of her singing streamed down the hillside through her open window. She put the car into its lowest gear to round a sharp curve and slammed on the brakes.

‘Wow. Look at that. This was worth the climb.’

Agnetha, Fliss’s faithful car of many years’ travel, rumbled and spluttered in agreement. The road had surfaced above the trees and far below was Lake Emmswater, shimmering green and silver, like a scene from a fairy tale.

On an impulse, Fliss turned her car into a lay-by on the other side of the road, pulling up beside a dark four-by-four. There was a man standing by the dry stone wall that bounded the steep slope. He was gazing down at the lake, shoulders hunched, hands thrust deep in his jacket pockets. Apart from the light breeze ruffling his hair he could have been carved into the wall himself.

Fliss climbed out of her car and moved to stand beside him. The jagged mountains of the Lake District rose and fell in great dark peaks on the skyline, their sides flecked with splashes of bright, mossy green. Soft fields crept down into the valley, dotted with the fluffy white forms of sheep, and lying at the centre of it all was the gleaming lake.

Fliss took in a deep breath, letting the fresh air fill her lungs.  ‘What a magical place,’ she said to the man standing next to her. ‘All those gloomy trees – and now this.’ 

Her neighbour turned at the sound of her voice, moving slowly, as though surfacing from a dream. Fliss, who’d been too enthralled by the scene to pay him much attention, was taken aback to confront eyes as sombre as the trees behind them, and as cheerless. His complexion was browned by the sun, and his strong hands, which he’d removed from his pockets to rest on the wall, were weathered. Wherever he’d spent the past few years, it wasn’t under these leaden skies. Something about his bearing made Fliss think of the sea. It was as though here, on dry land, he was lost and out of his element.

Fliss wasn’t often given to fanciful thoughts. If you see someone without a smile, give them one of your own. It worked for Dolly Parton, and so Fliss smiled. The stranger blinked at the full wattage of her beam.

‘I had to stop,’ she told him. ‘It was the view. And look, the sun’s come out.’ She held up a hand to the pale sky. ‘Where I come from is so flat. I’m starting to get vertigo here, but in a really good way. Like being on the roller-coaster at Great Yarmouth fun fair.’

Her smile turned into a deep-throated chuckle.

The man in the walking jacket leaned back against the wall. Fliss was used to strangers being baffled by her chattiness and didn’t usually let it deter her. Just now, though, something in this man’s remote expression gave her the feeling she’d done something wrong, like laugh out loud at a funeral. Discomfited, she looked at her watch, and said in a rush, ‘Oh Lord, I didn’t realise how late it was. Time I drove on.’

‘Have you far to go?’ His voice, when he finally spoke, was surprisingly melodious. Despite his sun-tanned features, he had the soft Cumbrian accent of the Lakes. No romantic stranger, then, and obviously a local. Fliss smiled to herself at her wayward imagination. 

‘I’m heading for the Cross Hotel,’ she told him. ‘Do you know it?’

The stranger stretched out his hand. ‘I should know it. I’m Patrick Cross.’

Finally he returned her smile, and his sombre features were transformed, like the lake appearing out of the gloom.

Fliss took his hand in hers and continued to smile up at him. ‘Patrick Cross! Then you’ll know who I am. Felicity Everdene. Good to meet you.’ She registered his blank expression. ‘Fliss Everdene,’ she repeated. ‘I’ve come to help out in the hotel?’ Still no reaction except a small, baffled frown. ‘Jilly Cross is expecting me,’ she finished.

Patrick Cross let go of her hand, realisation dawning. ‘Ah. Something my mother organised.’

‘That’s right.’ Now it was Fliss’s turn to be puzzled. ‘Your mother and mine are old friends. It was arranged between them just a few days ago. Your mum hasn’t mentioned my coming?’

‘No.’ Patrick cast an uncertain glance at Fliss’s old car. ‘My mother hasn’t been herself recently. I expect you know my father died three months ago.’

The smile left Fliss’s face. Of course. How stupid of her. Patrick Cross must be grieving, and there would be confusion in the hotel. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘My mother told me. It must have been a terrible shock.’

Patrick shrugged. ‘His death was quite sudden, but I suppose with his lifestyle and temperament, he was bound to have a heart attack.’

For once Fliss was speechless, silenced by the callousness of his reply.

Patrick’s lips twisted under her scrutiny, and he added, ‘I’m on my way back to the hotel now. Would you like me to lead the way?’

His offer was civil enough, but the chill in his expression made Fliss wonder what sort of welcome awaited her at the Cross Hotel, high on the hillside and miles from other people. She had to remind herself that Patrick was the son of one of her mother’s friends, and hardly likely to be an axe-murderer.

‘Thanks for the offer,’ she said. ‘My car’s been playing up for the past few miles. It would be good to have an escort.’

Patrick threw another doubtful glance in Agnetha’s direction, but said nothing, and merely headed for his Land Rover. He’d already climbed inside and had the engine running while Fliss was still fumbling with her car’s door. The old catch continued to stick, no matter how many times she oiled it. 

‘Don’t play up, Agnetha,’ she murmured. ‘We’re being watched.’

Fliss was used to defending her car from criticism. Keeping Agnetha on the road was yet another of the “eccentricities” her father complained about.

‘You’re Operations Manager in the Everdene hotel chain,’ he’d once said, exasperated. ‘How do you expect staff to take you seriously if you arrive in that decrepit piece of junk?’

A sudden image of her father popped into her mind – white-faced and furious after their last row. Fliss hated conflict of any kind, and it was an image she’d been unable to shake off for the entire journey.

Feeling Patrick’s eyes on her, she wrenched open the car door, and, once seated behind the wheel, jabbed her key in the ignition and turned it. The engine gave a whining screech, followed by an ominous whirr, and then silence. The lights on the dashboard winked reproachfully.

‘I’m sorry, Agnetha!’ Fliss turned the key again – using more care this time – but the car’s old engine failed to respond.

In her rear view mirror Fliss could see Patrick climbing back out of his Land Rover. He began making his way towards her, a resigned expression on his face. She gave an inward groan and leaned her head out of the window as he approached.

‘My car is just not used to the mountains,’ she told him defensively. ‘We were fine in Norfolk.’

The frown deepened on Patrick’s brow. He was studying the exhaust, where a wisp of black smoke was slowly sinking onto the ground.

Fliss took a deep breath and swung open her door.

Patrick

Patrick could swear the engine carried on rattling, even as Fliss stepped out of the car. The look of dismay on her face was so comical he might have laughed, if the weight of his own worries hadn’t been so oppressive. What on earth was his mother thinking, asking this eccentric young woman to stay? As if they didn’t have enough problems, without giving free board to every waif and stray.

He cleared his throat and said stiffly, ‘If you’d like to get your bags, I’ll give you a lift. It’s not far to the hotel. Our porter is good with engines. I’ll ask him to pop down and take a look. Hopefully he’ll be able to get her going again.’ He checked himself, annoyed at having succumbed to giving the rust heap a personality. ‘I mean “it”, not “her”. Your car.’

‘Thank you.’

Fliss smiled. It was a nice smile, and Patrick couldn’t help but soften a little, but as she picked her way towards the boot to retrieve her bag his attention was drawn by her shoes – shiny, pastel blue, and several inches high. How on earth had she managed to drive all the way from Norfolk? Then she lifted the boot door, revealing an astonishing array of random belongings wedged into the tiny space inside. Several items would have fallen out if Patrick hadn’t darted forward. He caught hold of a bright red clutch bag in one hand and an empty cassette box in the other.

Patrick hadn’t seen a mix tape in years. He turned the box over to examine the playlist and the urge to laugh returned, despite himself.

‘I didn’t take you for a Beastie Boys fan,’ he said.

‘It’s my sister’s favourite.’ Fliss cast him a glance, as though about to say something else, but then added merely, ‘Sometimes singing “You’ve Gotta Right (to Party!)” is the only thing to keep her happy on long journeys. Even our dad has been known to sing along.’

She pushed aside a couple more bags and dragged out her suitcase, which Patrick took from her, wincing under the weight of it.

‘Thanks,’ Fliss said. ‘Just one more thing.’ Leaning right into the car again, she began to rummage through the contents. ‘It’s in here somewhere.’

A bewildering selection of articles was stuffed in the tiny boot. Patrick noted a tennis racket, an inflatable dolphin (still only partly deflated), several battered paperbacks, and various other bits and pieces, all mingled together with a jumble of handbags and brightly-coloured berets.

‘I’ll have to leave all these here,’ Fliss said, rooting through. ‘I’ll just get the essentials for now.’ The muscles on her slender arms bulged as she gave a furious tug. ‘There.’ She stepped back in triumph. ‘Got it.’ She clutched a large stuffed giraffe to her, her face flushed with exertion. She caught the look on Patrick’s face and raised her chin. ‘It’s one of my sister’s. She wanted me to bring it.’

The blue of Fliss’s eyes held a disconcerting amount of steel, as though challenging Patrick to comment.

‘I see,’ he said mildly. ‘And how old’s your sister?’

There was a short hesitation. ‘Eighteen.’

Again the challenging look, as though Fliss were daring him to mock her sister’s childlike enthusiasms. Unfortunately the effect was lessened by the fact that she was brandishing a stuffed giraffe. A giraffe with only one eye.

Patrick gave a genuine smile, for the first time since meeting her. For the first time in a long while, if truth be told. He bent to collect her wheeled case, noting as he did so the expensive logo. It was a brand well out of the reach of most hotel workers’ pay packets. Fliss’s luggage was probably worth twice as much as her car. Patrick’s brows rose, but he said nothing, merely hoisted the case up, trying not to stagger under the weight of it, and made his way to the Land Rover. While he stowed the bag in the boot, Fliss climbed into the passenger seat.

Patrick opened his own door to get in the driver’s side and found the giraffe wedged in the space between them. Its long neck slumped towards him as he climbed in. Fliss gave a throaty chuckle. Her hand brushed Patrick’s leg as she righted the stuffed toy.

‘Raffles could do with his own seatbelt,’ she said.

Fliss launched into a stream of one-sided conversation that lasted all the way to the hotel. She told Patrick all about her journey from Norfolk and how she’d travelled the world, but had never been to the Lake District. She told him how magnificent the scenery was here, and how she couldn’t believe she hadn’t visited Emmside sooner, even though her mum and Patrick’s mum were such good friends

Patrick let Fliss’s easy flow of chat wash over him, his mind on several problems waiting for him back at the hotel. The list of his problems was long, and so it was a while before it dawned on him that there was something a little forced about Fliss’s relentless cheer. He glanced in her direction. The ridiculous giraffe had flopped against her shoulder, and she had stopped talking briefly in order to right it. There was a small frown on her face as she patted the soft toy into place, as though she too had things on her mind.

They emerged from the overhanging branches of the single-track drive and into the hotel forecourt. The sun was falling on the whitewashed walls of the Tudor building. Fliss sat up straight. When Patrick looked her way again, he was astonished to find she was scrutinising the hotel’s exterior, a shrewd expression on her face, for all the world as though she were an estate agent about to put in an offer.

Fliss noticed his attention on her and turned to him with a wide smile. ‘What a lovely surprise after that dark approach. You can see right down into the valley from your terrace. And all those mullioned windows and the old oak beams. Your hotel must have been here for centuries. It’s an amazing place.’

Patrick brought the car to a halt in the car park. The mullioned windows Fliss raved about were in need of repointing, and the oak beams badly needed coating before the autumn set in. Patrick thought of all the other jobs his father had left undone, and the money needed to pay for them. He found himself unable to reply, afraid of the bitterness that might creep into his voice.

There was a light touch on his arm. Fliss was studying him, full of sympathy.

‘I expect this old building takes a lot to maintain,’ she said. ‘I can see why my mum thought I might be able to help.’

Patrick was speechless. He was unable to work out how this stuffed-toy wielding chatterbox could possibly be a help.

The giraffe slid sideways again, half-falling onto Patrick’s lap. He pushed it aside and opened the car door.

‘Let’s go and find my mother,’ he said gruffly. He leaned back in to add, with a confidence he was far from feeling, ‘I’m sure she’s expecting you.’
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Chapter Two
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Fliss

Fliss made her way over the gravel towards the hotel entrance, wondering if Patrick Cross was always this bad-tempered. There had been a ferocious scowl on his face as he’d stepped out of the car. Then she thought of the one time he’d smiled. The shadows had lifted, and his dark eyes had danced. He’d looked completely different. Fliss – always ready to see the best in people – reminded herself that Patrick had just lost his father. Underneath the irritable exterior there was probably a charming man lurking. Then he held the door wide for her, and she cast a glance at his stony face. The charm was obviously hidden quite deep.

Fliss stepped into the reception, taking in her surroundings with a quick, professional eye. With the light filtering through the mullioned windows and with the old oak beams giving it character, the reception at the Cross Hotel could have been delightful. Instead, the place was distinctly unwelcoming. It was hard to ignore the worn curtains, since their shade was a vile puce. A stiff row of chairs was ranged along one wall, and the stern notice stating “Lost Keys Must Be Paid For” did nothing to make guests feel at home. 

A middle-aged woman stood behind the reception desk. She was wearing a pair of chic black-rimmed glasses, her hair swept back off her brow with an Alice band, and was flipping through some papers in a bewildered manner. She lifted her head at their entrance and straightened up, painting a bright smile of welcome onto her strained features.

‘Hello,’ she called out, looking at Fliss curiously.

Fliss tucked the giraffe under her arm and approached the desk, hand outstretched. ‘You must be Jilly,’ she said. ‘You look just like your photos. Mum’s told me so much about you. She said you were pretty, and you really are.’

A youthful blush rose to Jilly’s face. She studied Fliss at a loss for a moment, and then her eyes widened. ‘Oh darling, you must be Felicity.’ She came out from behind the desk and gave Fliss a hug, the giraffe wedged between them, its one eye wide in surprise.

‘Yes, that’s me,’ Fliss said. ‘Only call me Fliss, please. Felicity is so worthy. Why my parents saddled me with such a name, I don’t know. It doesn’t suit me at all.’ She stood back, taking in Jilly’s pallor and the faint shadows under her eyes. Her smile faded. ‘I was sorry when Mum told me,’ she said. ‘About your husband, I mean.’

‘Thank you, darling.’ The lines in Jilly’s forehead deepened.

Fliss glanced at the papers littering the desk. ‘Mum thought I could help. She would have come herself, only you know how it is...’

Jilly squeezed Fliss’s hand. ‘It’s so like your mother, darling. We haven’t seen each other in years – you know the ties of the hotel trade, more than anyone – but we’ve always kept in touch. Your mother’s such a dear friend. It’s good of her and your father to let you go. I’m sure they must need you far more than we do.’

‘Not at all. Dad works me so hard, coming here will be like a holiday.’ Fliss gave another of her cheerful laughs. Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she caught Patrick roll his eyes at her mention of a holiday, as though she were some sort of airhead. She shifted a little, so he was no longer in her line of vision.

Jilly held Fliss at arm’s length to examine her. ‘Well, I can’t believe Helen has a grown-up daughter.’

‘She has two,’ Fliss reminded her with a smile. ‘Minnie was really upset I’ve gone away again, so she gave me Raffles to look after me.’ She waved the giraffe in front of Jilly’s face.

Jilly laughed. ‘Oh did she, the darling? Minnie must take after her mother, then. Always thinking of other people.’ Her laughter died as quickly as it had come. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, Fliss. We’re so busy at the moment, what with one thing and another. And now one of the staff has left us in the lurch. Although why Pauline had to go off like that, I don’t know.’ She cast a quick glance at Patrick, and Fliss noted a flicker of something pass between them. Jilly went on with forced brightness, ‘I’m sure you must be dying to get to your room and unpack. And then perhaps you could start behind the bar this evening?’

‘The bar?’ Fliss faltered. This wasn’t exactly what her mother had had in mind when she’d offered Fliss’s expertise. ‘Oh, I’ve never worked behind a bar. I thought – ’

Behind her there was a muffled sigh from Patrick.

Jilly broke in swiftly. ‘Really, darling? I could swear your mother said you’d run a bar. But we’ve been all at sixes and sevens these past few weeks. I daresay I got confused. Never mind, there’s nothing to it. And if you get stuck, I’m sure Patrick will be happy to help.’ She lifted her head in Patrick’s direction, not quite meeting his eye. ‘Won’t you, darling? Now, I really must get back to these invoices.’ She hurried back behind her desk. ‘We must catch up when you’re settled, Fliss. There’s so much to talk about.’

‘Yes, that would be lovely.’ The brightness left Fliss’s voice for a moment, but she squeezed the giraffe to her chest and treated Patrick to another wide smile. ‘So, better show me the ropes.’

*
[image: ]


It was all very different from Fliss’s usual hotel visits. When she arrived at an Everdene hotel in her capacity as Operations Manager, the staff would make sure she had the best room available. The manager would escort her to her room, where there would be flowers to welcome her, and soft, fluffy towels, and requests to phone reception if there was anything at all she needed.

Here, after showing Fliss the way up a couple of flights of stairs, Patrick deposited her case without ceremony in a bare bedroom. He proceeded to tell Fliss where to find the staff showers, that dinner for the staff was served at five pm, and that her first shift behind the bar started at six.

Then he added, ‘If you give me your key I’ll get our porter to drive down and take a look at your car. I’m pretty sure he’ll be able to get it started. He’ll at least get it back to the hotel until you have time to call a garage.’

Fliss smiled gratefully and fished her key out of her pocket. She was just reflecting that perhaps Patrick wasn’t so bad after all, when she caught him frowning at her shoes. Patrick took the key from her and added, without sounding too hopeful about it, that he was sure Fliss had some sensible footwear, as she’d be on her feet for some time.

After Patrick had gone, Fliss flopped down onto the bed. After the unwelcoming atmosphere in reception, it was a pleasure to find her room so cosy. Everything was spotlessly clean, the linen on the bed crisp and white. Above her were the same wooden beams she’d noticed in the entrance, with its low ceiling and stone window arches. It was all a delicious change from the uniform bedrooms that were found in every Everdene Hotel.

Fliss smiled to herself, lifted Minnie’s giraffe and stared into its one eye. ‘We’re a long way from Kansas, Raffles.’

Raffles didn’t answer, and so Fliss sat up and placed him on the window ledge. It was then she noticed the view again. She opened the window and leaned out, breathing in a great gulp of wild, fresh air. The coppery smell of wet earth, the wild garlic beneath the trees, and the woody scent of yellow gorse filled her nostrils. The afternoon sky was palest blue over the mountains, growing ever paler until it became almost colourless on the horizon.

‘Isn’t this glorious?’ she whispered. Raffles continued to ignore her. She was just contemplating leaving her room to explore the hotel when there was a knock at her door.

‘Hello-o-o,’ came a male voice. ‘Are you the new barmaid?’

Fliss pulled the window to. News of her arrival had spread, in that way it did in small hotels. And apparently she really was now a barmaid.

‘I am,’ she called.

A pale, handsome face appeared round the door, beneath a blond quiff. A pair of enquiring blue eyes met Fliss’s, and the face split in a smile of intense relief.

‘Thank God you’re here.’ The young man caught sight of Raffles, sitting at a drunken angle on the window ledge. Without waiting to be invited in, he made his way across the room and picked up the giraffe, waving it at Fliss. ‘And who’s this? Reinforcements?’

‘That’s Raffles, and my name’s Fliss. I’d say come in, but you already are.’

The response was an unrepentant grin. ‘My name’s Johnny. I’m the head waiter. Or I was until our last barmaid left.’ His smile vanished. ‘No one’s heard anything from Pauline except a scribbled note. I don’t suppose you – ?’

Fliss shook her head. The mystery of the missing Pauline was beginning to intrigue her. ‘I know nothing. I’m a total stranger here. And anyway, why would Pauline leaving mean you’re not head waiter anymore?’

Johnny dropped onto the bed, clutching Raffles, his expression miserable. ‘I’ve had to take over Pauline’s shifts on the bar. That means Patrick’s been doing front-of-house. God, everything in this place is just such a mess. Please tell me you’re starting tonight.’

‘Well, I am, but I can’t promise I’ll be much help. I’ve never worked behind a bar in my life, and all Patrick said was he didn’t have time to show me, and I’d pick it up no problem.’

Johnny grunted. ‘Typical. Patrick doesn’t know his bum from a banana.’ His forehead wrinkled. ‘I thought Jilly Cross said you were some sort of hotel whizz kid.’

‘Oh.’ Fliss eyed Johnny’s friendly countenance. How nice it would be to enjoy an easy conversation with the staff for a while, without being associated with her father and the notorious Everdene Hotel chain. ‘I’ve got a lot of experience working in hotels,’ she said, which was the truth – although not all of it. ‘And now I can add the bar to my CV.’

‘Well, in that case you’ll learn the ropes no problem. So, I’m guessing Patrick was too busy to show you around?’

Fliss nodded. ‘I got the showers, and that’s where my tour ended.’

‘That sounds about right. Patrick never has time for anything.’ Johnny stood, tossing Raffles back onto the window-ledge. ‘Come on, I’ll show you round.’

Fliss hadn’t had much opportunity to examine the hotel during Patrick’s hurried march to her room. Now, as she and Johnny came down the stairs in a more leisurely fashion, she noticed the sash window on the landing, and the way the wonderful view over the valley was spoiled by a pair of worn velvet curtains in the same hideous shade she’d seen in reception. Several prints of the Lake District, in heavy frames, lined the stairs. The pictures were fading, but all had been dusted, and the glass shone. The red floral carpet – an overpowering mass of swirls – was also clean and well swept. Everything was orderly, despite the signs of decay.

Fliss was surprised, and quite touched, to see Johnny’s world-weary irony fall away as he surveyed the magnificent view from the window. She took in his rapt expression and asked, ‘Have you worked here long?’

He turned to lead the way downstairs, the brightness fading. ‘Since I left school.’

‘The hotel can’t be that bad a place.’

‘I’ve had good times here.’ The slump of his shoulders belied his words.

Goodness, what an unhappy hotel this seems to be, Fliss thought. She followed Johnny in silence until they reached the ground floor and the corridor leading to the reception. Here was another tall window, flanked by more of the ghastly curtains. Again Johnny was drawn to the view, and Fliss went to stand beside him. This time even the beauty of the scene outside failed to raise his spirits, and his mouth turned down. On one of Fliss’s sudden impulses she decided to try and cheer him up. She reached forward to pull the curtain out of its brass holder and, draping it around herself, peered out at Johnny from beneath its fringe.

‘My name is Felicity Charlotte Everdene.’ Her voice vibrated with melodrama. ‘You killed my father. Prepare to die.’

Johnny laughed.  He had a high-pitched laugh, and the sound of it was incongruous coming from his smooth, handsome features. Fliss couldn’t help but laugh as well. There was the noise of voices from a room along the corridor. She put her hand over her mouth to stifle her snorts. Johnny’s shoulders shook, and although he pressed his lips together, his giggles continued to come out in a high wheeshing sound that made Fliss shake with the effort to control her laughter.

The sound of a male voice grew louder. Instantly Fliss tried to disengage herself from the curtain. Johnny was no help. He abandoned her, turning to the window, hands in his pockets, pretending to look out at the view. Only his shaking shoulders gave anything away. To her dismay, Fliss found her necklace had become snagged on the curtain’s worn lining. She gave a couple of tugs and realised she couldn’t extricate herself without ripping the tired fabric. She thought with panic of hiding herself completely behind the drape, but it was too late. Patrick came to a stop in front of them, an astonished expression on his face.

Patrick

Patrick glanced from Fliss to the head waiter, whose back was towards him, shoulders trembling with suppressed mirth. He might have known it. Johnny had been full of nothing but irony and facetious comments ever since Patrick arrived back at the hotel, and after Pauline’s sudden departure his attitude had grown worse.

The fringe of those hideous curtains hung over Fliss’s face, and she was peering out at him, full of remorse. If he hadn’t been so full of irritation at Johnny, Patrick might have laughed.

‘I was just looking out of the window, and I don’t know what happened.’ Fliss raised one arm, baffled. ‘I seem to have got stuck in the curtain.’ The drape slid further over her forehead, and she pushed it back. Johnny made a choking sound. Fliss’s eyes brimmed with laughter. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

Patrick took a step towards her and gave the curtain a hefty tug, causing her to jerk forward, stumbling into him. He caught hold of her arms and saw that her necklace was fastened in the lining.

‘Could you possibly leave the furnishings alone?’ he said, exasperation finally getting the better of him. ‘My mother’s got enough to worry about, heaven knows, without replacing damaged curtains, or having guests think they’ve wandered into a kindergarten.’

He moved to release her, his hands brushing her skin as he worked the caught links free. Her face was close to his, and he had the fleeting impression of sun-warmed peaches, and a trace of some fresh scent, and then the curtain fell away. Fliss stepped back, running her fingers through her dishevelled hair. She had stopped laughing and was looking at him with a sober expression.

Patrick glanced up to find Johnny glowering in the window, and all his irritation returned.

‘Just think next time, will you?’

He turned away. By the time he reached reception he was filled with remorse. He had a sudden vision of his dive school in the Caribbean – the crisp sand burning in the heat, the sun dancing on the clear water as he pushed out his boat. The yearning to escape the stifling confines of the Cross Hotel was sharp and fierce, and he was forced to quell it.

He pushed open the door to reception to find his mother in almost the same position he’d left her, sifting through a handful of brown envelopes. All thoughts of abandoning the hotel he’d inherited vanished. He came round to her side of the desk and gathered up the letters into a neat pile.

‘Why don’t you take a break for a while?’ he said gently. ‘I’ve finished in the office for the day. I can easily take over here.’

‘I’m all right, Patrick.’ The forced cheerfulness in her voice was painful to hear. ‘We’re not busy. And isn’t it great that Felicity is here? I’m so glad her mother suggested her coming. I’m sure she’ll be such a help, and now she’s on the bar you won’t have to work in the evenings, and Johnny can go back to his job waiting and perhaps he’ll cheer up.’

‘Mum.’ Exhaustion took hold of Patrick like a physical thing. ‘I’m sure your old friend meant well, it’s just that – ’ He spread his hands wide, not wanting to hurt his mother’s feelings. ‘I’m not convinced this Fliss, or whatever she’s called, is really cut out for hotel work.’

‘Not cut out for it?’ His mother’s eyes widened in astonishment. ‘Whatever are you talking about, Patrick? She’s Felicity Everdene. Her dad is James Everdene. Of Everdene Hotels. And she has some high-powered title, like Operations Manager, or some such. There was even an article about her last year in one of the Sunday papers. Her mum sent me the link.’

Patrick tried to fit this high-powered description with the young woman he’d found giggling like a schoolgirl in the corridor, and failed. Then he remembered the way she’d examined the outside of the hotel and the shrewd glance she’d given the reception room as they’d stepped through the door. His heart gave a dive so swift he was momentarily bereft of speech.

‘You mean you’ve invited someone from Everdene Hotels to come and work here?’

The shock of his father’s death, followed by his discovery of the terrible state of the hotel’s finances, were all taking their toll. Patrick tried to remain calm, but he could feel his impatience swelling, along with a rush of anxiety. Of all the foolhardy things to do! He caught sight of his mother’s worried expression and tried to damp down his response.

‘I’ve been away from the hotel trade for years, Mum, but even I’ve heard of James Everdene. He only needs a sniff of a hotel in financial trouble and he’s straight in with his legal team. Next thing you know he’s bought it up for his own blasted chain, and plastered the Everdene logo everywhere. If Fliss Everdene is James Everdene’s daughter, then perhaps it’s not such a good idea to have her working here.’

Jilly’s eyes met his, wide and troubled. ‘I’m sure my friend Helen would never be party to anything underhand. Not with me. I’ve known her for years.’

‘And when did you last see her?’

His mother frowned, considering. ‘It was when you and Fliss were toddlers.’ She caught Patrick’s exasperated expression and added quickly, ‘Well, she lives so far away, and we’re both busy. But that doesn’t mean we haven’t been in regular touch. I can’t believe Fliss has any ulterior motive in coming here. Just the opposite. Between you and me – ’ She lowered her voice. ‘Helen told me there’s been a lot of conflict recently between Fliss and her father. Apparently Fliss was supposed to be streamlining a new takeover in Sydney. I don’t know what happened but it seems she didn’t do whatever it was her dad wanted her to. When she got back from Australia there was a big row. Her mum thought Fliss might like to come here for a break for a while, that’s all.’

Patrick digested this information in silence and then sighed. ‘Well, we can hardly send her straight back to Norfolk. It’s just as well you asked her to work on the bar. Hopefully that will keep her out of harm’s way.’

Later, when Patrick was back in his office – having relieved Jilly of the bills on her desk – the sudden memory of Fliss’s face close to his came back to him, her lively eyes peeping out from beneath the curtain. He thought of the easy-going way she’d accepted her tiny room and shared showers, even though she must be accustomed to having an entire suite to herself.  He remembered how she’d raised her chin in defence of her sister’s ridiculous giraffe. In different circumstances, Patrick might have looked forward to getting to know Fliss better.

His eye fell on the bills in front of him and he frowned. With the way things were, having Felicity Everdene on the loose in the hotel was only adding to his worries. The sooner she left the Cross Hotel, the better.
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Chapter Three
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Fliss

‘Actually, meals aren’t too bad,’ Johnny conceded grudgingly as he and Fliss continued their tour. He pushed open the door to the staff canteen. ‘Tomasz is a good chef. Only don’t tell him I said that, because his head’s big enough already. Literally.’

They made their way to the serving hatch, behind which the kitchen staff were preparing the evening meal. There was the same atmosphere of suppressed urgency that Fliss had noted in umpteen similar establishments. A young man was bent over a table slicing vegetables with infinite care. An older woman threw ingredients into a massive pot simmering on a hob, whilst a girl scurried from the preparation table to the dish-washer and back. The kitchen at the Cross Hotel was clean and ordered, and the staff were working together in quick harmony. The quiet was broken by a jaunty whistle, the dish-washer rattled and emitted steam, and overall the delicious smell of garlic, rosemary, and roasting lamb wafted towards them. 

‘Seen Tomasz?’ Johnny called.

‘Who wants him?’ An enormous head poked round the side of the dish-washer, followed by the chef’s gargantuan frame. He waved a shining kitchen knife, clutched in a massive hand as round and pink as a joint of ham. ‘Oh, it’s you, Johnny.’ His voice was a rumbling volcano. ‘No food until dinner time. ’ He caught sight of Fliss. ‘And who is this?’

‘Tomasz, this is Fliss, come to work on the bar. This is Tomasz, our head chef,’ Johnny said. ‘And no matter how hungry you get, he won’t give you anything until meal-times. Guards his kitchen like a gorgon. Sometimes the bar staff are allowed in the inner-sanctum in the evening to make guests a snack, but only if the kitchen staff have gone home.’

Tomasz raised his monstrous fist and the knife glittered. ‘Make sure you tell Fliss to tidy everything away. No strawberries dropped on my clean floor, no lids left off the ice-cream, everything melting, like that last girl Pauline. If she hadn’t scarpered already I would chop her hands off.’

‘Yes, chef.’ Johnny was obviously not the slightest unnerved. It was evident there was little to be feared from Tomasz’s threats of violence, despite his size. ‘Put down your weapon. Fliss has been around hotels. She knows what she’s doing.’

‘Yeah?’ Tomasz dropped the hand wielding a knife and regarded Fliss with new interest. ‘Where’ve you worked, love?’

Fliss took a deep breath. It had been a refreshing change being accepted by Johnny as just another ordinary member of staff, but there was no point concealing her identity. In any case, she was far too honest.

‘I work for Everdenes.’

There was a stifled gasp from Johnny.

Tomasz’s dark eyes sharpened. ‘The hotel chain?’

Before either the chef or Johnny could say anything derogatory they might regret, Fliss said, ‘That’s right. I’m Fliss Everdene. James Everdene’s daughter.’

There was an astonished silence for a couple of seconds. Johnny turned his head to give Fliss a look of mingled ire and suspicion. Behind the hatch Tomasz whistled. Fliss’s heart sank. If only her father realised just how much his business methods were despised in the trade. But then of course he did realise – he just didn’t care what people thought of him, as long as Everdenes was making a profit. Fliss took in the hostility in Tomasz’s expression and realised how tired she was of having to defend herself.

‘My mum and Jilly Cross are old friends,’ she explained. ‘I’ve taken some time off work, and I’m here on a sabbatical from Everdene business. I’m just helping out until Patrick and Jilly have got things back on track.’

Tomasz and Johnny exchanged glances. It was a brief look, but Fliss gathered they would grudgingly accept her presence, for Jilly’s sake. It was a start.

Fliss propped her elbows on the counter. ‘Where did you work before, Tomasz?’

If she’d thought to bring the chef round, this was obviously the wrong question. His face darkened a shade.

‘Florence, Genoa, Lyon. Along the Mediterranean coast.’ He took in his kitchen with a disgruntled look. ‘And now Emmside.’

‘Tomasz’s wife is a local,’ Johnny explained. ‘Isn’t that right, Tomasz? You gave up the glamour of Monte Carlo for love?’

‘Pfft,’ said Tomasz.

‘Wow, fancy working on the Côte d’Azur,’ Fliss said. ‘The beaches, the restaurants. Mmm, and the food! What a place to learn to cook.’ She gave a low whistle. ‘Your wife must be really something for you to give all that up.’

‘Yes, she is.’ Tomasz shuffled his feet. Fliss’s comment brought the pink back to his features.

‘Don’t you like living here?’ she went on. ‘You might not have the weather, but the scenery is fabulous. And do you have to give up everything you learned in France, just because you’re in the Lake District? Surely you can still make some of the same dishes.’

‘Ha.’ The chef’s face fell, his great folds of flesh drooping. ‘Sausage and mash. Steak and kidney pudding. Cauliflower cheese. Roast, roast, roast.’

‘Don’t listen to him, Fliss.’ Johnny nudged her. ‘Tomasz’s cooking is awesome. One of the best things about working here.’

‘Pfft.’ Tomasz turned away with a final, irritated wave of the knife. ‘Go away, now. Otherwise there’ll be no liver and onions for dinner. Then heaven help us all.’ He retreated to his counter and began slicing wafer thin pieces of liver with vicious dexterity.

Fliss turned to Johnny in dismay.

‘Better leave him to it,’ the waiter muttered.

He led the way back down the corridor to an uncarpeted flight of stairs that led to the basement. Fliss pondered Tomasz’s comments about the menu. Yet another unhappy member of staff.  There was more wrong at the Cross Hotel than a new barmaid and a change of décor could put right. Her professional curiosity was piqued.

‘What was all that Tomasz meant about the menu?’ she asked. ‘I mean, I understand about the traditional English cuisine, and everything, and there’s nothing wrong with that, but Tomasz is a skilled chef. Can’t he even vary it just a little? Add something more modern?’

‘Modern? Ha! Or as Tomasz would say, pfft.’ Johnny gave an eloquent impression of Tomasz’s shrug. ‘Our menu’s been pretty much the same since Patrick’s granddad ran the place in the seventies. Then when Jonathan Cross took over – that’s Patrick’s dad – he refused to change it. Kept saying we’re living in Cumbria, not with Johnny Foreigner, and we’ll eat English food.’ Johnny stopped at the bottom of the staircase and glanced round, making sure no one was within earshot. ‘To be honest, Patrick’s dad wasn’t a very nice guy.’

Fliss opened her eyes wide. ‘What do you mean?’

‘A bit of a bully to work for. You know the type. Domineering. Didn’t make many friends.’

Fliss opened her mouth to ask Johnny how Patrick had dealt with it. Had he stood up to his father in the family business? Patrick seemed to have a strong mind of his own, but he didn’t appear the domineering type, despite his present irritability. She remembered the gentleness of his fingers as he’d freed her necklace, and the sudden warmth of his smile at the sight of her stuffed giraffe.

Johnny’s eyes were on Fliss, as though sensing all the questions running through her head. She pursed her lips. She was dying to find out more about Patrick, but her conscience wouldn’t let her gossip with his staff behind his back. Reluctantly she steered the subject away.

‘Is this where they bury the bodies?’ She examined the peeling walls in the basement corridor, the bare floor and dim lighting.

‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised.’ Johnny’s shoulders sagged once more as he set off towards a grubby door. The wood had swelled with damp, and it took a little effort for him to shove it wide. Fliss, peeping over his shoulder, gasped aloud. The mildewed door, with its scuffed paintwork, gave no indication at all of the magnificent room that lay beyond.

‘Wow,’ she breathed.

She stepped inside. The whole room was covered from floor to ceiling in the most wonderful 1950s tiles, illustrated with colourful wildlife. A host of owls, pheasants, badgers and foxes peered out playfully through the dust and cobwebs. Sunk in the middle of the room was a swimming-pool. Grimy and filled with abandoned junk, it was a long time since the pool had seen any water. An old parasol from a patio table, a couple of suitcases, a roll of bubble-wrap, a high-chair, a fold-up bed, a dralon-covered headboard, and various cloths and old curtains and rags, all jumbled up together, had been dumped in the empty pool and forgotten.

‘How has everything been allowed to get in such a state?’ Fliss took in the changing cabins ranged along one wall, and the flaking red paint of their doors. ‘It must have looked magnificent in its day. Why don’t they restore it?’

Johnny shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. Not enough money, I expect.’

Fliss’s mind ticked over rapidly. From what she’d seen so far, the Cross Hotel might have its problems, but a host of solutions and possibilities were opening themselves up to her. What a wonderful project this lovely hotel could be.

‘I’d love to set this room to rights,’ she said.

Johnny gave her a sceptical look. ‘When you say “set to rights”, do you mean rip it all out and put in some white tiles and the Everdene logo?’

‘No, of course not.’ She glared at Johnny, hurt, and felt obliged once again to defend her father’s business. ‘Look, I know all our hotels look the same, but “Everdenes” is a brand. Our hotels are for business travellers. The sort of guests who expect the same make of coffee with their breakfast, no matter where in the world they find themselves. This – ’ She waved her arm, taking in the changing-rooms and the quirky tiles. ‘This is completely different. It’s a fabulous room in a lovely family hotel. I’d just like to see it back to its former glory, that’s all.’

‘Hmmph,’ was all Johnny’s reply. He paused as a thought struck him and gave Fliss a hesitant look. ‘If you know so much about hotels, do you really think you could do something to rescue us?’

‘Oh, I’d love to! I’ve got so many ideas already.’ She pulled a face. ‘Trouble is, I don’t think Patrick and I got off to a very good start. At the moment he thinks I’m an eccentric chatterbox who can’t even pull a pint. Still,’ she took another look around the dilapidated room, and a surge of optimism swept through her. ‘I’m here for two months. Plenty of time to show Patrick what I can really do.’

*
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There was just time before the staff  sat down to their evening meal for Johnny to show Fliss the dining-room – a characterless place, despite the crisp tablecloths and gleaming cutlery – and the lounge, which lay at the furthest point of the hotel’s L-shape, looking onto the valley. The doors were thrown open, and a few afternoon visitors were taking tea and cake outdoors. The sky was a heavenly shade of blue, and the setting was magnificent.

Such a shame, then, about the lounge itself. Fliss examined the drab surroundings in silence. Again the puce curtains. What was it with this colour? Was there a time when this virulent shade had actually been fashionable, or had Patrick’s granddad simply bought a job lot from a closing-down sale? 

There was the sound of brisk footsteps behind them. Felicity turned to see a woman in a black skirt and top coming in from the dining-room, a crumpled table-cloth in her hand. The woman glanced at Fliss curiously.

‘This is Jean,’ Johnny told Fliss. ‘She’s our housekeeper, and she’s been here forever. Jean, this is Fliss Everdene. As in Everdene Hotels. Her dad owns the whole caboodle.’

The warmth in Jean’s features chilled a degree but Fliss held out a hand, saying, in her usual friendly fashion, ‘Good to meet you, Jean. My mum and Jilly were at uni together. Mum thought Jilly might use my help for a couple of months.’

The housekeeper’s lined face softened. ‘I expect Jilly will be glad to have you. Everything’s all at sixes and sevens at the moment.’ She folded the table-cloth over her arm, ready for a chat. ‘So what will you be doing here, Fliss?’

‘It’s actually a bit of a baptism by fire. I’m working the bar tonight, since I heard Pauline left in a hurry.’

‘That’s right. Pauline left shortly after Patrick got back – ’ Jean stopped short, and Fliss was surprised to see a faint colour come into her cheeks. ‘I mean, not that Pauline rushing off like that was anything to do with Patrick coming home, of course.’ She straightened up. ‘Anyway, I need to change this table-cloth before dinner. Nice to meet you.’ She waved and hurried away.

‘What was all that about
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