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Dear Reader

It’s not often we have a chance to reinvent ourselves – to step out of our lives and show the world a different version of who we are.

When my main character Abby is forced to spend time ‘undercover’ in beautiful Cornwall she is initially reluctant, but soon she discovers that her new anonymity comes with surprising benefits. Leaving behind her old self and all the preconceived ideas people have about her is surprisingly liberating. Freed from who she has always been, she starts to discover who she might become.

But she can’t stay undercover forever, and when things reach crisis point she is forced to make a choice – does she return to her old life and her old self or does she embrace this new version of herself?

This story is set in Cornwall, one of my favourite places, and I hope you enjoy escaping to its glorious coastline and beaches as much as Abby does.

Happy reading!

LOVE SARAH x x
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Readers love spending time with SARAH MORGAN

‘If there is one thing you can count on in this world, it’s that a Sarah Morgan book will give you exactly what you need’

‘Another brilliant book … Sarah Morgan is a queen among authors’

‘Sarah Morgan never disappoints; I always look forward to my summer read from her’

‘Sarah Morgan novels are pure escapism’

‘It is always a joy to sit down with a new Sarah Morgan book, she is easily one of my favourite authors’

‘From the minute I started reading this book I was hooked … A fantastic 5-star summer read that I definitely recommend’
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Sarah Morgan is the number one Sunday Times bestselling author of multiple bestsellers, including All Together for Christmas, The Christmas Cottage, The Christmas Book Club, One More for Christmas, A Wedding in December, Beach House Summer and The Summer Seekers. She has sold over twenty-five million books worldwide.

Sarah lives near London, England with her family and when she isn’t writing or reading, she likes to spend time outdoors hiking or riding her mountain bike.
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P.S. Want even more great reads, giveaways and book news?
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Prologue

It was a place of beauty, where sheer towering cliffs plunged into the wild Atlantic Ocean below. A place of myth and legend, steeped in tales of wizards and knights, of mermaids and witchcraft.

The hotel had stood on the headland for over a century, a witness to wind and tide, to storms and shipwrecks and all manner of human behaviour.

Within its walls there had been life and death and everything in between. Love, excitement, celebration, disappointment, pain and betrayal.

Especially betrayal.

A hotel keeps its secrets. People, however, were not so reliable.




1

Evie

Take your career to the next level …

Evie stared at the screen. She definitely needed the next level because the current level wasn’t working out for her. An upscale hotel in London known for its luxurious accommodation and impeccable customer service had a vacancy. She should apply.

London. Busy. Anonymous. She’d be able to walk down a street without everyone stopping her to catch up with gossip. No one would notice or care if she arrived home early in the morning wearing the same clothes she’d left the house in the night before. She wouldn’t be greeted by winks and knowing looks from the locals or asked for regular updates. She wouldn’t have to drive to the next town to find a pharmacist who hadn’t known her since she was a baby. A fresh start. A new life.

A new job, where her colleagues wouldn’t include people who used to babysit her.

The team members beaming at her from the website seemed happy. Their careers were obviously going well. Unlike hers.

A big red button encouraged her to “apply here.” Her finger hovered for a moment and then she sat back with a sigh.

Why was she so indecisive? Why was she finding it impossible to make the decision when it was obviously the right thing to do, particularly given the current situation?

Maybe she was having a crisis of confidence, which wasn’t surprising in the circumstances.

How was she going to sell herself? How did she gloss over the fact that the hotel where she’d worked since she’d graduated was basically falling apart under her watch? Admittedly she’d only been in this role for a short time, but knowing that none of this was her fault didn’t make her feel better.

She opened a document on her screen and started to draft a few lines.

“I am a passionate professional—no, that doesn’t sound right.” Evie deleted the words and tried again, staring at the words on the screen. “I am an experienced hospitality professional—yes, that’s better—dedicated to delivering the highest standards of guest relations. I pride myself on offering an unforgettable and curated experience to each—”

“Evie?”

Donna, one of the receptionists, appeared in the doorway and Evie slammed her laptop shut and picked up the cup of coffee that had been growing cold on her desk.

“Hi. Everything okay?”

“Not really. I need to talk to you.” Donna leaned against the door-frame and grinned at her. “You should see your face! Picture of guilt. What are you doing on that laptop of yours that’s so secretive? I hope it’s something that could get you arrested. Your life is much too clean and wholesome.”

“Nothing.”

Preparing to apply for new jobs, because we’re all about to lose the one we currently have.

She felt a flash of guilt. Should she be sharing her fears with the staff? No. That wouldn’t be fair. They’d been through enough lately what with Gerald, the general manager, being unwell and it wasn’t as if she had any real evidence to support her fears. No one from head office had actually said they were going to be closed down or put up for sale. But it seemed the obvious path to her. The rest of the staff were carrying on as normal, cheerfully oblivious to the economic realities of running a hotel.

And it was frustrating because she truly believed she could change things. She was brimming with ideas, but the way things were currently it was impossible to put them into practice.

“Have you joined one of those dating sites?” Donna wasn’t easily deflected. “Because I said to Molly last week, I can’t remember when our Evie last had sex with anyone. She should join one of those sites. But Molly pointed out that one of the disadvantages of living in a small village is that you already know all the eligible men of the right age on account of having been born here, and if you were going to get together with them it would already have happened. You need to spread your net a bit wider. How would you feel about someone older? Edward Barnes is a nice man.”

“Edward Barnes?” Evie spilled coffee on her desk. “Are you talking about Mr Barnes the butcher? Mr Barnes who is retiring next year? He’s more than thirty years older than me.” She snatched a bunch of tissues and soaked up the liquid before it could do any damage.

“He’s seasoned, that’s true, and his hips are giving him problems but he has a gentle personality and he knows a nice piece of sirloin when he sees it …” Donna’s voice trailed off and she laughed. “Just kidding. Sort of. Unless you—”

“Enough!” She’d never again be able to walk into the butcher and buy a decent steak. She’d have to order online for the rest of her life.

This whole exchange should make her feel better about being forced to move away from an area she’d lived in all her life and loved. She’d be with people who hadn’t known her since birth. People who wouldn’t take such an active interest in her sex life.

It might even be possible to have a sex life. Which would be a refreshing change.

So why was she feeling conflicted?

“I don’t have time for sex, Donna.”

“Are you listening to yourself? That’s tragic. And don’t tell me you don’t have time. There’s always your lunch hour. We could cover for you while you have a quickie in the laundry room.”

“If you could say that a little louder, Donna—I think the kitchen staff possibly didn’t hear you.”

“Oh, I think they probably did.” The deep male voice came from the doorway, and she glanced up and met the laughing gaze of Luca, her new head chef.

There was no point in wondering if he’d overheard, because clearly he had.

She didn’t know whether to kill Donna or bash her head on the desk.

“Luca.”

Recruiting Luca was one of the few things she’d done right recently, partly because he was an excellent chef, but also because he was one of the few people working here who hadn’t known her since she was a baby. Until thirty seconds ago she’d had an appropriately professional relationship with him, which had been a novelty.

Unfortunately, that professional relationship was now a thing of the past.

She’d never felt this embarrassed in her life, a feeling intensified by the fact he didn’t seem embarrassed at all. Judging from the smile on his face, he found the situation hilarious.

Or maybe it was the thought of someone wanting her badly enough to have a quickie against a stack of freshly laundered sheets and towels that he found hilarious.

Either way, it was going to be a while until she could have a conversation with him without thinking of laundry cupboards.

Determined not to allow this to become awkward she looked him straight in the eye, trying not to think of him naked.

That part wasn’t easy because as well as producing sublime food, Luca was undoubtedly easy on the eye.

He was above average height and beneath the traditional chef whites his shoulders were wide and powerful. She didn’t know whether his physique was the result of a serious gym habit or if he’d been lifting a lot of heavy pans. Maybe that was it. Every time she tried to heave her cast iron casserole out of the oven she promised herself that she was going to start going to the gym.

She gave what she hoped passed for a professional, detached smile. “Did you need something, Luca?”

Still laughing, he stepped forward and placed a file on her desk. “The new menu designs. I know which one I prefer, but I’d like your opinion.”

Someone wanted her opinion. Someone actually thought she might have something to contribute.

The wilting shoots of her confidence sprang back to life.

“Great. I’ll take a look and let you know what I think.” Donna frowned. “What’s wrong with the current menu design? Gerald approved it.”

Luca transferred his gaze from Evie to Donna. “We’re updating the restaurant. We’ll be offering a smaller, seasonal menu and we need the design to reflect that. I’m sure Gerald would agree.”

Evie almost groaned. She could predict what was coming next. We’ve always done it this way …

Donna drew breath. “We’ve always—”

“Thank you, Donna,” Evie interrupted hastily. She didn’t want anyone stifling Luca’s creativity or he’d end up as exhausted and disillusioned as she was. She patted the file and smiled at him. “I’ll take a look at this and get back to you. Great job, Luca.”

“And I had some ideas for redesigning the restaurant. We’re not making the most of the views.”

“Agreed. Let’s arrange a time to talk about that.”

She waited until he left the room and closed her eyes. “He heard you. This is terrible.”

“Terrible? It’s not terrible,” Donna said, “it’s brilliant. Luca! Why didn’t we think of him? We need to add him to our list. True, he’s changing things that don’t need changing which isn’t great, but he is the hottest guy we’ve had around here in a long time. And talking of hot, your cheeks are flaming. I could fry an egg on them.”

“Thanks to you, I already have egg on my face. I don’t need more. And what is this list you’re talking about?”

“The list of potential men you could date. We spent an hour on it last night when we were in the Smuggler’s Inn.”

Evie was appalled. “You were discussing my sex life in the pub? What if the people at the next table heard you?”

“Funny you should say that because they did. It was Anthony and Jeff. They were out celebrating the fourth anniversary of the gallery, but they happily joined in.”

“Joined in?”

“We had quite a large group on it in the end. The more the merrier, I always say.”

“Oh well, that’s great then. Maybe you could have opened it up to the whole pub. Fixing my love life is more entertaining than quiz night, I’m sure.” This was why she should be applying for that job. “Don’t you have more important things to talk about?”

“More important than you? No. We all care about you.”

“Well, that’s nice, obviously, but I can handle my own romantic life, and right now dating is not a priority. And I’m especially not dating someone I work with.”

“Why not? That man is hotter than a chilli pepper, and it’s convenient that he works here. It means that a rendezvous in the laundry room is a definite possibility. Or one of the empty bedrooms.”

And there were far too many of those.

“Stop!” Evie held up a hand. “You have to stop.”

“I’ll stop if you tell me what secretive thing you’re doing on that laptop of yours. And don’t say nothing because I know you well enough to know when you’re hiding something.”

“It’s nothing of interest, really.” Seeing the speculation on Donna’s face, Evie wished she was a better liar. “You said you wanted to talk to me?”

“Is it Pat’s anniversary you’re planning?” Donna was still peering at Evie’s laptop, as if it held the clues to the universe. “Can you believe she has worked here for twenty-five years?”

Yes, she could believe that. She also believed that Pat probably should have moved on to other things at least twenty years ago when she was still feeling fresh and enthusiastic.

“We have a loyal staff,” Evie said. And that, of course, was part of the problem. They’d been here for so long they were set in their ways and refused to change. And she had no idea how to motivate them to do things differently.

She adored Gerald, who had been the general manager for the past fifteen years, but after his heart attack she’d stepped up into the GM role in the hotel and what she’d discovered had almost given her a heart attack, too.

How could he have let things get so bad? The whole place was a disaster.

For the first month she’d worked eighteen-hour days trying to get a full picture, and once she’d got the full picture she’d spent a few more days in full panic mode before sitting down and trying to form a workable plan to save the place. But her plan required everyone to join together and change the way they did things. Unfortunately, most of the staff, though lovely and loyal, liked the way things were done and weren’t prepared to change anything bigger than a lightbulb.

She didn’t have a fraction of Gerald’s experience, but even she could see it was only a matter of time until head office made the decision to intervene in a big way. She knew a developer was interested in the site. He’d had the audacity to spend three nights at the hotel, during which he’d poked his thin hooked nose into every corner and asked intrusive questions. He reminded Evie of a weasel. She’d managed to resist the urge to give him scratchy sheets or feed him dodgy seafood. What was the point? What difference would it make? The ship was sinking and she was trying to bail it out by herself with a teaspoon.

All she could do was grab herself a lifebelt, which was why she really should be applying for jobs. This was the push she’d needed to do what she probably should have done a long time ago.

Maybe calling herself “an experienced hospitality professional” was pushing it. If she was being honest she should probably be describing herself as “burned out, disillusioned and hopeless at establishing boundaries with the staff.” She’d thought that over time they’d start to respect her experience but that wasn’t happening. And maybe it was unrealistic to expect it. To some of them she was still the child who had sat on their laps and watched TV with a glass of milk.

She felt a pang, because there were some things she’d miss, of course.

She woke every morning to the sound of waves crashing onto the rocks and the shriek of seagulls. She ran on the beach and the coast path and bought her fish straight from the boats that landed on the quay.

But she kept those thoughts to herself and tried again to make Donna focus on work. “You came in here to talk to me about something.”

“Did I? Oh yes—” Donna nodded. “I’d forgotten for a moment. Mrs Dodds is refusing to pay in full because she says she asked for hypoallergenic bedding and she was given feathers. She hasn’t had a wink of sleep for three nights because her airways have closed up.”

“But she always has hypoallergenic bedding. It’s on the computer system.”

“Mandy hates the computer system. And I know we also keep cards for each guest, but I think she forgot to look at it. Anyway, Mrs Dodds didn’t get hypoallergenic bedding. I’ve told her it was the highest quality down and feathers but that didn’t soothe her. She said when this happened last time Gerald comped the whole stay.”

“He didn’t charge her at all? For the whole week?”

“That’s right.”

And that, Evie thought wearily, was just one of the reasons the hotel was in trouble.

“All right. I’ll deal with this. How bad is it? Should we offer to make her a doctor’s appointment?”

“I don’t think she wants that. I told her it was a mixup and that we’re sorry, but she seems to want financial compensation. And one of our branded waffle bathrobes.”

One of the disadvantages of being a five-star hotel and providing top quality bathroom products was that guests tended to walk off with them.

“I’ll talk to Mrs Dodds right now, then I need to see Mandy.” Mandy was the head housekeeper. Evie had tried to persuade her to use the computer system that automatically flagged guest preferences, but she was scared of it and preferred to check the old-fashioned card system that had been in place for decades.

“Go easy on her,” Donna said. “She’s already upset because Mrs Dodds shouted. Honestly, it’s not that big a deal. I’m sure she’ll stop sneezing if she goes for a walk on the beach. Fresh air, that’s what she needs. And maybe antihistamine.”

“Donna, it’s a big deal,” Evie said. “Firstly, because we have an unhappy guest, which means we’ve failed at our job. Secondly, because it is much easier to keep guests than it is to cultivate new ones, so losing a guest is bad news. And thirdly, as well as losing money by compensating her, we risk a bad review and bad reviews put people off staying here. And they also affect our SEO ranking and—”

“Our what?”

“Never mind. I’ll handle it, Donna.”

“Right—before you do that, I wanted to ask if I could leave early today. I need to take my mother to a hospital appointment and the journey takes forever at this time of year. I know it’s not great timing—”

That was true. They were already short-staffed, but what could she say? She knew how hard it was for Donna, caring for her elderly mother at the same time as raising her family and working.

“Of course. How is she?”

“Frail. She seemed to give up after Dad died. Anyway, such is life. All you can do is carry on carrying on. Thanks, Evie.”

Evie wondered if she dared ask Donna to come in early tomorrow to make up the time, but then remembered she had to drop her youngest at school.

Unable to see a solution, she stood up and followed Donna to the front desk where Mrs Dodds was making her discontent known to anyone who would listen and a great number of other people who would probably rather have not listened. Her face was red and blotchy and her tirade was punctuated by sneezing.

Her mouth tightened when she saw Evie. “I have been staying at The Alexandra, Cornwall for—”

“The past ten years. I know, Mrs Dodds, and you’re a special and valued guest. I’m extremely sorry this happened. It was a genuine mistake and I assure you it will never happen again.” She smoothed and soothed, ignoring the inner voice telling her that the way things were at that moment, it probably would happen again.

“What are you going to do about it? Gerald would have offered me my next holiday free of charge.”

“Last night will be complimentary, and we are going to offer you a special discounted rate for your booking next year.” She was determined not to give away an entire stay.

“I’ve been rethinking my booking for next year. I’m not sure I’ll be able to look forward to it after what has happened. How can you be sure it won’t happen again?”

Good question.

“Because I am personally going to look into it and will be doing some intensive staff training.” Which, she could safely predict, would make absolutely no difference at all to the level of service delivered.

It didn’t really matter what she promised because she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that The Alexandra wouldn’t be in business next year. It would have been closed or sold off to someone who would probably turn it into holiday homes which would remain empty for eleven months of the year. The thought depressed her. She couldn’t imagine strolling through the village and not seeing the hotel nestled in the dip on the headland.

Having pacified Mrs Dodds and offered medical assistance (which was refused), she returned to her office and Mandy appeared a few minutes later.

Evie knew this wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

“Mandy, why don’t you take a seat and—”

“You look exhausted, Evie. You’re the one who should be taking a seat, you poor lamb. I still can’t believe you’re all grown up and in charge.”

How was she supposed to exert authority when the staff treated her like a favourite pet?

“I’m fine, really. But, Mandy, I need to speak to you about Mrs Dodds.”

“Don’t you worry your head about that. No one likes to be yelled at and I was upset by the things she said, that’s true, but I’m over it. I’m not one to hold grudges. I’m sure she didn’t mean to shout at me the way she did. She obviously woke up in a bad mood.”

Evie opened her mouth to say that Mrs Dodds had woken up surrounded by feathers which might have explained her less than sunny disposition, but Mandy was still talking.

“When did you last eat something, Evie? You’re always working, that’s your problem. Morning, noon and night you’re in this office slogging away. And you’re so serious. You used to laugh all the time. You’ve always been a smiler. I remember your dad pushing you through the village when you were two years old and you were waving your chubby little legs and beaming at everyone. Every trip took him twice as long because we all wanted to cuddle you.”

“I’m just trying to do my job, and—”

“You need to be easier on yourself,” Mandy said, “or you’ll go the same way as Gerald, God bless him.”

Evie was fond of Gerald, who was kind and avuncular and had ultimately carried the responsibility for the success or failure of the hotel. But he’d let things slide and it wasn’t until he’d collapsed on that horrible day a couple of months ago that she’d realised how bad things were.

In a way this whole situation was his fault, she thought, although she would never dare to voice that opinion out loud. She’d panicked and sent an email to head office, directed to the guy in charge of UK operations. When she’d had no reply, she’d sent another one, assuming her first email must have gone into spam.

When there had been no reply to that either, she’d left a voicemail and then given up.

Perhaps they didn’t want to help. Perhaps they’d already sold the hotel and hadn’t got round to telling the staff.

She sat up straighter. There was no evidence for any of the grim thoughts she was having. She was overthinking things.

“I hope I’m in better health than Gerald,” she said, “and I’m younger. You don’t need to worry.”

“But it’s a slippery slope. We all think you’ve been working too hard. So hard you’ve forgotten what day it is.”

Evie stared at her. “What day is it?”

But Mandy already had her head out of the door and was gesturing to whoever was outside.

A moment later her office was full of people. At a rough count it seemed like the entire staff, including Edward, her dad, who had been working as concierge for three decades. He was the longest-serving member of staff and definitely the most knowledgeable.

Emotion filled her and she felt her throat thicken.

If the hotel was sold, her dad would lose his job and that would be terrible. This place was like a home to him, and the team a family.

None of them seemed to have any idea how bad things were. They’d trusted Gerald completely.

And now they were all smiling as they produced a large cake with eight candles blazing.

“Today is the eighth anniversary of the day you started working at the hotel,” Mandy said, “I mean fulltime—I’m not counting all the hours you put in here as a teenager. You’re so busy holding the fort you’ve forgotten. And look at you! Sitting in the boss’s chair. We can’t believe our little Evie is all grown up.”

“Well, I—thanks.” The fact that she was sitting in the boss’s chair didn’t seem to have any impact on the way they saw her.

“We made your favourite cake, Evie. Chocolate sponge with chocolate icing, topped with chocolate buttons. I remember making something similar for your fifth birthday. Most of it ended up on your face. I have a photo somewhere. I should try and find it.”

“Please don’t.” Evie stood up and blew out the candles before they could set off the smoke alarm. “How thoughtful of you all. Thank you. Er—who is on reception while you’re all in here?”

“No one, but if someone comes, they can wait for five minutes.”

“It’s important to greet guests immediately when they arrive, and—”

“Gerald always believed it was important that the staff were relaxed. It makes us seem more welcoming.”

“But if no one is manning the desk then it won’t be welcoming, and—”

“Stop stressing. You put such pressure on yourself. No wonder you look tired. Now—” Mandy wielded a large knife “—large slice or small slice?”

“Small is—oh, you’re going for large. Right. Thanks.” She took the slice of cake. It was bigger than her head. She was starting to understand why Gerald had suffered a heart attack. “I might save it until later and have it with a cup of tea.”

“We can make you tea. Or something stronger? You look wrung out.”

And this was the problem of course. They were nice people. Generous and kind. Occasionally they were even reasonable at their jobs, but occasionally reasonable wasn’t enough to give the hotel the occupancy they needed or the reviews. And every time she tried to address some aspect of improving the guest experience, they either reminded her that their approach had worked fine for Gerald, or they mentioned some time in her childhood when she’d committed some hilarious infraction she’d been trying to escape ever since.

Maybe it would be easier if she had a peer she could talk to, but there was no one.

She was on her own with this. She had to keep going. Keep trying.

Or get out.

“While I have you all here it’s the perfect time to remind everyone of the importance of keeping accurate guest records.” She tried to sound firm and managerial. “We keep meticulous and detailed records on every guest so that we can make sure we deliver exactly the experience they’re looking for, and more. These should be reviewed every evening when we’re preparing for the following day’s arrivals. One of the many advantages of having such a long-established staff is that we have the privilege of getting to know guests over a period of many years. We are more than hotel staff, we are friends and we pride ourselves on the personal touch.”

“Don’t worry about that now, pet. Eat your cake.”

Cake wasn’t going to solve her problems, but they weren’t going to leave her office until she’d eaten it.

“Just a little taste, and I’ll save the rest for later—” Because they were all watching her expectantly she dug her fork into it and ate a small piece. It was heavenly. The flavour. The texture. The softness of the sponge against the creamy filling. It didn’t just taste delicious, it actually made her feel better about her life. “Oh …” She closed her eyes. “This is—who made this?”

Luca emerged from the back of the crowd. “That would be me.”

The laughter in his eyes and the way his cheeks creased when he smiled made her wish she’d done more than simply pull her hair into a scrunchie that morning.

Thanks to Donna she couldn’t stop thinking of the laundry cupboard.

She blanked that thought. Who cared that he was hotter than a chilli pepper? What really mattered was that he was an excellent chef. He was so talented that she was afraid that once he discovered the truth about the establishment he’d joined, he might be on the first train back to London.

Still, until that happened, she was going to make the most of eating well.

During his interview he’d produced several dishes for her to taste. She’d nibbled her way through tiny strips of seared venison in a blackberry sauce. She’d eaten broccoli that tasted nothing like any broccoli she’d ever cooked at home. By the time she’d sampled his crème brûlée she’d been ready to beg him to take the job.

He’d taken it, and the restaurant had been transformed into an almost overnight success. They even had a waiting list for some evenings.

But it wouldn’t be enough, would it? It was too little, too late.

No matter how hard she tried to remain optimistic, it didn’t change the fact that the hotel was in trouble. And it also didn’t change the fact that no matter what she did, people were always going to see her as “our Evie.” She had so much more to give! So much more that she could be contributing. So many ideas. She wanted a chance to prove herself.

She waited until they all finally left the room and opened her laptop again.

With one eye on the door, she finished filling out the application.

Feeling like a traitor, she hit the button and submitted it without allowing herself time to do any more thinking.

There. Done.

And she had no reason to feel guilty. It was obvious that head office had no plans to sell or they would have been in touch. Things would carry on the way they always had, with or without her.

Everything was going to be fine.
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Abby

They were going to have to sell, that much was obvious. But before that conclusion was reached, she was required to present her findings to the board. And that, Abby thought, was something she wasn’t looking forward to.

Being the daughter of the boss should have come with advantages, but most days Abby saw nothing but disadvantages. Like today, for example.

Others on the team had wanted to lead this project, including Jack the UK manager, but Abby had been chosen, which felt both exhilarating and awkward. It was fair to assume her presentation would be given against a background of silent but ill-disguised resentment. She was used to it, but being unpopular didn’t get easier with time, nor did the stress of knowing they were waiting for her to fail. Not just waiting for it. Hoping.

They never took her seriously. They saw her as her mother’s daughter and nothing else.

I can do this, she told herself silently. I may be the daughter of the boss, but that doesn’t mean I’m not good at my job. I don’t need their validation.

She’d done the work she needed to do, then she’d checked it and checked it again because she couldn’t allow herself to make a mistake. She’d spent so long staring at spreadsheets her vision had started to blur and she’d gone to bed still seeing squares and numbers. She’d looked at it from all angles, making sure she’d missed nothing. She’d anticipated every question she could be asked.

She couldn’t see how it could go wrong, although anything was possible.

Looking at her colleagues, gathered around the water cooler like a pride of lions waiting for the kill, Abby was reminded of a lecture she’d attended in college on how to handle difficult people. The way not to be intimidated, she’d been told, was to imagine yourself as the predator, not the prey. The problem was that lions didn’t have many predators. The biggest threat to their existence was probably a human.

She empathised.

She stood up straighter, ignored the knot of tension in her stomach and pushed through the doors to join them. When it came to hiding her feelings, she’d had the best teacher. Her mother was skilled at hiding her emotions to the point that Abby sometimes wondered whether she experienced them in the same way other people did. She never seemed to be hurt or offended. She didn’t get angry, and Abby had never seen her cry. Appearances suggested she felt nothing.

Abby, on the other hand, felt everything but disguised it. She’d learned the hard way that any display of doubt or suggestion of vulnerability on her part simply fed into her colleagues’ belief that she didn’t deserve to be here. She’d long since accepted that the only way to win their trust was to earn it and she was going to keep trying to do that however long it took, and however hard she had to work.

She was hoping today would be that day, although it didn’t seem to be starting well.

You have as much right to be here as anyone, she reminded herself. You have earned your place in this room.

Conversation stopped as she walked towards them, but that wasn’t unusual. Everyone was guarded around her because they didn’t trust her not to pass on what was said to her mother. Which showed how little they knew about the boss. Alexandra Strong was interested in facts and numbers. Profit and loss. She considered gossip to be as much a waste of her time as watching TV.

Still, people kept a wary distance from Abby, and it had been that way since she’d started working for the company right out of college. It didn’t matter that she’d started at the bottom and rotated through all the different hotel departments, gaining experience in the day-to-day operations. No matter what she did or how much experience she gained or what she achieved, her presence was tolerated rather than welcomed, her ideas listened to politely rather than embraced.

It was exhausting.

“Hi everyone, good weekend?” She behaved as if she was one of them, as if she was going to be welcomed into their space even though she could feel the barrier between them. Did people have limits? She was starting to think she might be reaching hers.

“The weekend was fine, thanks. Yours?” Katya, VP of sales, filled her cup with water. Her tone was civil. She was far too experienced and professional to ever cross the line. But she wasn’t friendly.

Abby ignored that reality and behaved as if she was friendly.

“My weekend was busy,” she said brightly. “I spent most of it preparing for today’s meeting.” Why had she said that? She sounded needy.

Tim, head of guest relations for the group, headed for the door. “I need to pick up some documents before the meeting. See you all in a minute.”

A couple of other people followed him and Abby watched them go, a hollow feeling inside her.

She worked hard. Most of the time it felt that was all she did. And for what? Eventually, if she proved herself, she’d take over the company. Her mother had been telling her that since she was old enough to have the conversation.

But was this the price she was going to have to pay? What if she didn’t want to pay that price?

The rebellious thought crept into her brain from nowhere and shocked her. Of course she wanted that. Why was she even doubting herself?

She remembered sitting at her mother’s desk aged seven, watching as her mother dealt with problem after problem. By ten, her mother was asking her opinion on things and discussing her answers. Sometimes it felt as if the company was the only thing they talked about.

One day this will be yours. It’s never too soon to learn.

It was just the two of them. It had always been the two of them because Abby’s father had died before she was born. There was no extended family. No network of loving grandparents or fun cousins. Just her and her mother, and the successful hotel group she’d built from the one hotel Abby’s father had left her.

On a few occasions she’d tried to ask her mother about her childhood, but her mother always shut her down and Abby had to respect that choice, but it left her with frustratingly little knowledge of her past. She sometimes felt as if the two of them existed in a bubble.

Katya glanced at the time. “I need to get to the meeting room and set up. We both know the boss doesn’t tolerate lateness.”

Abby almost apologised for it, even though she could hardly be blamed for the boss’s obsession with precise time-keeping.

One by one they melted away until she was left standing alone.

“Great to see you, Abby,” she muttered under her breath as she tucked the files under her arm and filled a cup with water. “You worked all weekend on the report? You must be exhausted. The company is lucky to have you. Can’t wait to hear your recommendations. Your analysis is always insightful and your solutions inspired.”

In her dreams.

Since when had any of them taken her seriously? Never. Since when had any of them thought she might have something to say that was worth listening to? Also, never. Or maybe it was more that they were jealous of her perceived privileges.

Whatever the cause, it made for a hideously lonely existence at work.

But it was fine. She was used to it.

She paused. In fact, it wasn’t fine at all, and she would never get used to it, but she’d learned to live with it. Fortunately for her she loved the work itself. She enjoyed the varied challenges she faced, and the creativity involved in finding solutions. She had a natural talent for spotting how improvements could be made, how guest service could be improved and profits increased. It was a busy, stimulating job and in the end that was what mattered. She could survive without having friends at work. But she would have liked their respect. Whatever she did, they resented her. They thought she was given preferential treatment, and that there were others more deserving of the opportunities that came her way. What they didn’t understand was that she’d been shadowing her mother since she was old enough to walk.

Balancing her laptop and the water, she headed to the meeting room where everyone was already gathered.

Abby distributed the reports she’d had printed, settled herself at the table and waited.

Beyond the huge glass windows of the corporate office the sun blazed, light shimmering across Boston Bay. On the streets far below people were out enjoying the glorious summer weather, taking long lunches in outdoor cafés, strolling along the cobbled streets, or heading out onto the water.

She felt a pang of envy. They probably didn’t have indigestion from stress, or a headache from working into the night and then being unable to sleep.

She reminded herself that she was doing something she loved. This was what she’d been working towards since she’d graduated college and even before that. I built this for you, her mother would say as she took ten-year-old Abby through her plans for developing a hotel on the beautiful Oregon coast. For us. No one can take it away.

Abby had felt a responsibility to take seriously what she’d been given. To that end she’d let friendships lapse, she hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in as long as she could remember and her last relationship—and it was stretching credulity to describe it as that—had been over a year ago. But she wouldn’t change a thing. Would she?

She jumped as the door opened and the boss strode in.

It was precisely two o’clock.

Abby felt tension grip her muscles. It was true that she occasionally felt intimidated by her colleagues, but it was also true that the person who intimidated her most was her own mother.

Alexandra sat down at the head of the table and raised an eyebrow. “Abby?”

That was it.

No small talk. No pleasantries. Nothing that wasted time. That was her mother.

Her expertly coloured hair framed her face in a precision cut and she was wearing a cream silk shirt with a tailored skirt and high heels. Understated. Elegant. In charge.

And waiting.

Abby released her death grip on her chair and stood up. No matter what people might think, at work their relationship earned her no favours. If anything, her mother was harder on her than anyone else.

She’d woken early and done her usual thirty lengths of the pool in her apartment building, and now she felt exhausted and was starting to wish she’d prioritised sleep over exercise and checking the numbers one more time. She’d wanted to impress her colleagues, but really their opinion didn’t matter. The Alexandra Hotel Group was a privately owned company. In the end there was only one person she needed to impress, and that was the woman seated at the head of the table.

And in a way this felt like a waste of time. She already knew what the outcome of this presentation would be. Her mother wasn’t sentimental. She’d want to sell.

This presentation was almost a formality. For a moment she wondered what it would be like to work in a place where her opinion on something had an impact. Let’s ask Abby …

She flicked to the first slide. “The Alexandra, Cornwall.”

She started with a photograph of the hotel, which might have been a mistake because there were murmurings around the table of how stunning the coastline was and how incredible the views.

Abby’s mind drifted for a moment, imagining herself sitting with a book, enjoying that view. It had been a long time since she’d had a vacation. And yes, there was work pressure, but also she wondered if the appeal of a vacation was less if you were taking it alone. Was dinner for one at a resort in Bali really that different to having dinner alone in her apartment in Boston? The view would be better. And there was always the possibility of meeting someone. Maybe that was why people travelled. For possibilities.

Hearing the impatient tap of her mother’s foot on the floor, she snapped back to the present.

When she’d been pulling together the presentation she’d wondered if focusing on this particular hotel would give her mother a moment of nostalgia given that this was the first place she’d owned, but there was no sign of anything other than professional interest.

“I’ve done a full, detailed analysis and by almost every measure, The Alexandra, Cornwall has been underperforming. Revenue has been down for the past four quarters, and that includes a summer season. We’re barely covering operating costs. If you turn to page two of the document in front of you, you’ll see the summary.” She focused on facts. That was what her mother had taught her. Never bring your emotions to work, Abby.

She didn’t allow herself to think about the people currently working at The Alexandra whose futures were in jeopardy. Instead, she talked about the key performance indicators, detailing the occupancy rate, revenue and guest satisfaction scores. She talked about the local market, about seasonality and economic pressures. She showed the impact of interest rates and rising costs on their profits.

Her comments on staffing were equally factual. “The general manager had a heart attack two months ago, however revenue was declining before he became ill.”

She continued talking and by the time she finally sat down her head was throbbing. She allowed herself a sip of water.

Everyone looked at the boss, waiting for her usual prompt response but for once the boss said nothing.

She was staring at a single page of the report.

Abby slowly lowered the glass to the table. She craned her neck, trying to see which page exactly her mother was looking at. It would be finances, obviously. With her mother it was always finances.

Had she found a mistake?

Please don’t let me have made a mistake.

The finance director cleared his throat.

“It’s obvious that it’s time to sell. As I mentioned at the last meeting, we’ve had a generous offer from the developer who contacted us. Generous enough that to begin with I was suspicious. I ran a few checks, but he’s legitimate. The company is Howard Developments. He sees the potential in the site and wants to demolish the original building and build a block of holiday homes. He seems to want it no matter the cost. Maybe there’s buried treasure that we don’t know about.” His joke fell flat and he cleared his throat. “Maybe it’s just the position. It’s extraordinary, as you can see from the photographs. At the price he’s offering, we’d be fools not to sell. We’ll need a more detailed analysis of course, and a conversation with the lawyers, but selling fits with our longterm strategic goals. The next stage is for him to have a meeting with you.”

Abby waited for her mother to agree, but still she said nothing, her gaze fixed on the same page of the report.

The silence lengthened. Abby’s breathing quickened along with her pulse.

She must have missed something. But what? She was sure she’d covered every possible angle.

She braced herself for a question she hadn’t anticipated. She turned hot and then cold.

Despite the air conditioning, she was sweating.

Finally, her mother looked up. “How is the general manager’s health now?”

There was a shocked silence. Alexandra Strong wasn’t given to enquiring after anyone’s wellbeing and no one would have predicted that question.

Fortunately, those facts were on record, and Abby had memorized them.

“He is still on sick leave,” Abby said. “He had a triple bypass, but there were complications. I don’t get the impression he’ll be returning to work anytime soon. We need to consider the fact that he won’t return at all.”

“And who is the acting general manager?”

“Her name is Evie Hamilton.” Abby didn’t even need to check her notes. “She stepped up and has been covering since the GM went off sick. This is her first senior leadership role and she’s young, but she has worked in the hotel for her whole career and she knows the business well.” She studied her mother’s face, trying to understand what she was thinking.

She’d started this meeting sure of the outcome.

The Alexandra, Cornwall would be sold. Financially it made sense.

Her mother was nothing if not decisive. Abby had expected the decision to be final within a few minutes of her finishing her presentation.

The finance director tapped his fingers on the table. “The developer would ideally like to meet in Cornwall, but he understands your schedule might make that challenging and he’s willing to fly to Boston. I can arrange a meeting as early as next week. Then we can at least get the ball rolling.”

Abby had a disturbing vision of a massive ball rolling along the picturesque clifftop and crushing The Alexandra and everyone in it.

Her mother transferred her gaze from the report to the finance director’s drumming fingers.

He stopped drumming and shifted in his chair. “If that works for you.”

There was a long pause and then finally her mother spoke. “It doesn’t.” Her voice sounded strange, as if her throat had been rubbed by sandpaper.

Abby frowned. Was her mother ill? Something was wrong, she sensed it.

Everyone was looking at the woman at the head of the table. The finance director was sweating through his shirt.

“No? You mean no to a meeting next week? The developer felt—”

“His feelings are of no interest to me. And neither is his offer. I won’t sell to him.”

There was a stunned silence around the table.

“But his offer is—”

“I don’t care what he offers. We will not be selling.”

“You’re not even willing to hear what he has to say?” The finance director shuffled the papers in front of him. “I got the impression he might be prepared to go even higher. If you want, I could—”

“What I want is more information on the hotel.” Her voice was steady now. Sure and certain.

More information? Something fluttered inside her. Panic? Abby was sure she’d covered everything. What had she missed? What more information did her mother need?

She sat up a little straighter to get a better look, but she still couldn’t figure out which page her mother had been studying so closely.

“If there are some numbers or data you think—”

“I don’t need data. The report gives us a full picture of the current financial situation. What it doesn’t tell us is why. And before I make any final decisions on the future of our hotel in Cornwall, I want to understand why.” Alexandra closed the report in front of her. “The location is perfect, which is why people are scrambling to buy it from us. The building is sound. The staff are loyal, longterm employees. If it’s not working, then we need to identify why and make some changes.”

Miranda, head of people and development, scribbled a note to herself on the pad in front of her. “I can arrange individual interviews with key staff members. We can do it remotely.”

“I want it to be in person.”

There was an uncomfortable pause as everyone anticipated a sudden and unwelcome increase in their work volume.

“I should be able to clear my schedule and head over there in the next couple of weeks. I can ask a few questions. Dig a little deeper.” Jack, who was the UK manager, picked up his phone and checked his schedule.

Alexandra studied him for a moment, her lips pursed. “Did you visit after the general manager had his heart attack?”

“Visit? You mean in hospital?” Jack sat up straighter. “No—er—we sent flowers and a card, I believe.”

“I was asking when you last visited the hotel.”

“Ah. I’d have to check.” Jack ran his finger round the neck of his shirt. “As you know, most of my focus in recent months has been on The Alexandra, Loch Lomond. Since it opened a year ago the growth has been astonishing. It has become the place for weddings. We are fully booked for the next two years.”

Everyone knew that Jack’s interest in the hotel was driven by his ongoing affair with the wedding and events manager.

“You last visited Cornwall in November last year.” Alexandra’s gaze didn’t shift from his face. “So you’re not in a position to offer any insight into the present situation.”

Jack looked uncomfortable. “Well, I—”

“It wasn’t a question.”

“I’ll set up a visit.” Jack’s face was scarlet. “As a priority.”

“No,” Alexandra said. “Someone will go over and work with the team for the summer.”

“The summer?” Miranda gaped at her. “The whole summer?”

“Yes. The busiest season. It’s the perfect time to observe how the hotel operates under pressure.”

Abby said nothing. She was as surprised as the rest of the team by her mother’s unexpected response.

Something still didn’t feel right about this. The offer from the developer was surely too good to refuse. And yet her mother was refusing it.

Miranda was still frantically scribbling.

The finance director was sweating. “I do feel a responsibility to suggest that you at least take a meeting with the developer. Listen to what he has to say, that’s all. You might change your mind.”

Tension rippled around the table and Abby braced herself.

“Change my mind?” Alexandra’s voice was gentle and pleasant. “Are you suggesting that I don’t know my own mind?”

Here we go, Abby thought.

The man coloured deeply, squirming in his seat. “No, but—”

“In the time you have worked for me, have you known me to be indecisive?”

“No.”

Alexandra nodded. “Then I’m sure I don’t need to repeat what I said a few moments ago.” She spoke so softly that everyone had to stay absolutely still in order to hear her. “I will not, under any circumstances, be selling. And because I don’t believe in wasting people’s time, I won’t be taking a meeting.”

Abby might have had sympathy for the finance director, but he’d worked for the company for five years.
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