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    Lucy McIntosh is a city girl through and through. She works in an advertising agency in Edinburgh with her boyfriend Jake, and her life is a whirl of deadlines, corporate parties, and coffee shops.


    Then Lucy learns that she is to inherit a hotel in the Highlands from her long-lost Uncle Calum. At first insistent that she will sell it to fund her and Jake’s move to London, she arrives in her uncle’s village to find The Mormaer Inn, a huge, tumbledown place perpetually on the brink of failure – and falls in love with it.


    Lucy is determined to restore the hotel to former glories. But her dream is blocked at every turn by obstacles. Rooms that need complete renovation, staff members who need personality transplants … and Graham Sutherland. His family have been local landowners for generations, and he wants the Inn for himself. Graham wants to demolish the hotel to build a holiday park, and is so confident Lucy will sell to him that he has already applied for planning permission. He is furious to think that naïve newcomer Lucy might have her own plans for the hotel – and adamant he’ll get what he wants …
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    Chapter One


    ‘Big Data!’


    The words flash up on the screen and Jake Harvey smiles, showing snow-bright teeth. Every inch of him shows he is the professional of the new millennium, from his exquisitely shiny Doc Martens brogues to his freshly clay-matted hair. He wears a jacket but no tie, and his designer jeans cost more than the average couple spend on a weekend break. He’s out of the box, but not enough to alarm. He’s edgy, but steady. That’s his catchphrase. It’s exactly how he wants to be; an innovator, but at the same time someone who can be relied upon. A new-meets-old guy in a charming ten out of ten package. All the faces in the room are turned to him expectantly, but it’s to me he gives his sexy half-wink. Against the odds he’s all mine.


    Well, maybe not quite all mine. We haven’t officially told anyone we’re engaged and I don’t have a ring, but it’s not like we’re getting married soon. As Jake says, marriage isn’t ‘on trend’ at present. The demographics show more young career couples are living together and whether it’s right or wrong the data correlation still shows that cohabiting young women as opposed to married young women – late twenties, like me – do better in their careers than their hitched counterparts. Jake says 25-34 is still the time when the slow climbers have their kids, as opposed to the high climbers who wait till their late thirties to early forties to breed. He pulled up tons of data to show me how it is. He says it’s important for my career that we don’t get married yet. I don’t mind. There is something special about knowing that he’s loyal to me without a wedding ring. We’re so together we don’t need a registrar to licence us. May, my best friend, says I’m an idiot, but then her relationship record isn’t exactly glowing.


    Jake’s still speaking. He’s on to why the company should invest in more servers, why we need to move to Big Data to capture the real picture. All around people are nodding. SkyBluePink, or SBP as it’s usually known, is one of the fastest-moving digital marketing companies in the world. We’re proud to be open to big ideas like Big Data. It’s a measure of our dedication that we’re all happily sitting here listening to Jake speak even though we know as soon as he finished the company party will begin.


    As I listen to him a tiny part of me can’t help wondering if Big Data isn’t just a name for collecting lots of data and heaven knows we do that already. I’m a data analyst – or anal-yst as my friend May delights in calling it. What I can’t do in Excel can’t be done. And yet here’s Jake saying it’s not enough, we need to go bigger, wider, deeper.


    I’ve heard it all before. He’s been practising this pitch for weeks. I turn to look out the dark window. It’s a rainy winter night. Since we moved SBP onto the Royal Mile, with the help of Edinburgh Council’s ‘revitalise the city centre’ incentives (that, ironically, we helped them market) the view out of the window is dangerously tempting. We used to be in a trendy warehouse space, but now we’re in refurbished old-style tenements. SBP has knocked out all the walls to make a huge open-plan office and we all hot-desk, but I always try to get a window seat. I leave programmes running on my computer overnight, so I have a reason to always come back to the same space. Jake says I have issues with territory.


    Out there, I can see the brooding mass of St Giles, so black it seems to swallow light. The church squats halfway down the Mile, impervious to the comings and goings of humans and businesses for hundreds of years. Right outside is the Heart of Midlothian, the site of the old gallows, immortalised in a stone heart set into the pavement and the only place in the city where you are expected to spit as a sign of disgust for what used to go on there. And tucked in beside it is the glorious cobbled Georgian Parliament Square. I can see the lights of carollers as they stand outside and sing. There’s a tiny fair including a chestnut stand to one side. Families are beginning to gather, people at the end of their working day are stopping by and joining the celebration. I give a huge sigh. I wish I was down there. It’s a small part of the Holiday Festive programme, but it was my idea. A little bit of a Dickensian Christmas in the heart of the Old Town. Something to tear people away from the bright lights of Princes Street and the enchantment of discount shopping retail parks. It’s my little bit of holiday magic, but it’s very small potatoes in the fast-moving world of digital marketing.


    I catch sight of my face in the window, a ghostly reflection against the happy scene. I look sad, which I have no reason to be. My shoulder-length dark curly hair is limper than usual and hangs forward over what I know to be an unusual heart-shaped face, not at all in fashion; demographics again. Big data doesn’t lie. I’m twisted and hunched forward to look out the window and I notice how thin my shoulders are looking. I think that’s good. Jake is always saying I could do with losing a few pounds. Not in a critical way, but our business is so image-conscious. I smile at myself, pull my shoulders back, and turn to the room again. Pretend to be confident and you’ll look confident, I recite in my head. I can’t help noticing as I tear my eyes away from the window scene that it’s started to rain stair-rods out there. The crowd doesn’t disperse. It’s Edinburgh. It’s expected. I love my city.


    The contrast inside makes me blink. Ambient lighting is out, so SBP have installed bright halogen bulbs in the ceiling over each desk and a major lighting rig and projector system that turns the huge back wall into a presentation centre. Jake, his laptop discreetly hooked up to one side, is making the most of the effects. Thirty-three minutes in he’s coming to the end. It’s a perfect time. Demographics data shows people get bored by forty-minute presentations, but consider those under thirty minutes to be too lightweight.


    He finished with the lines I’ve heard him recite over and over to the bathroom mirror, ‘This isn’t about what I think. This is what the data itself is telling us. It’s going to be a tough challenge, but I know SBP people thrive on big challenges. If we are to stay at the top of our game we have to embrace Big Data, invest in Big Data, and live Big Data.’


    There is an awful lot of clapping. Our MD, Linda, forties, fabulous, and fashionable, declares the party open and draws our attention to the vodka ice luges that have been wheeled in at the back of the room and which no one noticed, they were so intent on Jake.


    Half an hour later I’m under the ice luge shaped like a naked man. Guess where the vodka comes out? And someone is pouring pepper vodka for me. Shouts of ‘Lucy! Lucy!’ circle me as I wait for the cold shot to hit me. I reckon if I close my mouth fast enough most of it will go over my face, which will make everyone laugh and prevent me from getting so drunk my legs don’t work. I’ve been hit by these luges before. The coldness of the spirit takes away the burn and you think you can drink far more than you can. It was after one of these vodka luges that Jake and I got together three years ago. Of course that’s a good thing, but God, the day after I was so ill.


    Jake’s been under already. He’s lost his jacket, but he’s only swaying slightly. Kelly Martin passed out completely, she was so keen to keep going. I can see her from the corner of my eye. She’s on the curvy red sofa. Someone has thoughtfully put her into the recovery position.


    I wonder briefly if my Dickensian fair outside is going well then the first icy shot hits me. I mistime it and swallow the lot. ‘Lucy!’ cries the crowd. ‘Another’ shouts someone else. Other voices join in. I splutter slightly, swallowing the spirit and look up at the icy penis above me. Oh well, in for a penny in for a pound.


    But five hours later it’s my head that’s pounding. I’m back at the flat. I have no idea how I got here. I’m lying on the sofa in the living area. Fortunately, it’s one of those wide ones from Sofa LifeStyle, one of our latest clients, that looks pretty much like a bed – only right now the flaming orange with lime green trim is making my eyes hurt. I roll onto my side and see the stainless steel bowl that has been left for me. ‘Jake,’ I croak, but my mouth is too dry for the words to come out properly. He’s left the gas fire on. One of those flueless ones that looks like a picture painted in flame. Not only is it drying me out even further, but the little licks of orange, yellow, and blue dance dizzily and nauseously in front of my eyes. My mouth floods with saliva and I know what’s coming. I lean over the sofa, my stomach constricts violently, and I vomit into the bowl. I swear I will never give in to peer pressure again. The only time I ever get drunk is at SBP Christmas parties. Drinking is part of the ethos there. Work hard, play hard. I duck out of all the other celebrations, but I can’t dodge Christmas. I’d lose my bonus. No, seriously, I would.


    An hour later I’m lying on my back, gasping and ready to sell my liver for a glass of water. There’s no way my body is ever getting above the horizontal ever again. My ribs ache like I’ve been crushed in a vice. It seems that after the luge I must have eaten my bodyweight in Christmas goodies. I have no memory of them going in, but their leaving me will remain etched on my memory for a long time. I am never, repeat, never going under a vodka luge again. I don’t care if all the data in the world tells me it is the only way to survive, I’d rather die than go through that again.


    I doze off into a fitful sleep, waking every half hour or so, to add to my bowl. At least I haven’t woken Jake.


    Our big clock, embedded in the wall, no face, is showing 11 a.m. when I hear him in the shower. Half an hour later he appears, bright-eyed, smiling, gorgeous, and smelling of cologne, but I only have eyes for the elixir he is carrying, a large glass of water.


    ‘Oh, thank you, God,’ I say as I snatch the glass, drag myself up against a cushion, and start drinking from it.


    ‘Hey, slowly, Luce, or you’ll make yourself sick.’


    ‘Nothing left in me,’ I say between gulps. Jake registers the sick bucket with a look of disgust. He edges it across the polished laminate floor to the balcony window. A blast of winter escapes into the room and I yelp in protest.


    Jake manoeuvres the bucket outside and closes the balcony door. He gives me a wicked grin.


    ‘Thought it might wake you up,’ he says. ‘We’ve got to be at my parents’ in an hour.’


    I place one hand against my sweaty head like a heroine in an old-fashioned movie, though by now I reckon I must look like something out of Trainspotting. ‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘I just can’t.’


    Jake frowns. He rarely frowns. He doesn’t want Botox and he doesn’t want wrinkles. ‘Honey, they’re expecting us.’


    ‘I know. I know.’ I’m remembering now that this is one of his big family parties. Jake has hordes of cousins, uncles, aunts, and twice-removed whatevers, and this year a whole load of them have come over from Australia for a festive get-together. I don’t think I’ll be missed by most of them, especially the ones that have never met me, but Jake is acutely aware if he has a space on his arm. It’s important to be a couple at Christmas. Jake says that people automatically feel both sorry for and superior to those on their own at Christmas. That’s not a very nice thought, but I thought about it and I do. I’m horrible! He’s absolutely right though. Being a couple at Christmas is a sign of success..


    I try a final gambit. ‘Do you really want me there looking like this?’


    Concern registers across his face as he realises maybe I won’t be able to look as gleaming and healthy as him in the next half hour. Personally, I doubt I’ll ever leave the sofa again. ‘But what will I say?’


    ‘Say I took a shift at a soup kitchen when someone unexpectedly dropped out,’ I joke.


    Jake makes a little humph noise. ‘And you didn’t want me to miss seeing my long-lost Aussie relatives, so you insisted I still went. That might work.’


    ‘I was kidding. You can’t lie about something like that.’


    ‘Luce, a lie’s a lie. You don’t want me to say you got so drunk at the office party you were dancing topless on the tables last night, do you?’


    My stomach shifts in an alarming way. ‘You’re kidding,’ I repeat weakly.


    ‘Are you wearing a bra?’ He asks. ‘You never could hold your drink, Luce.’


    I feel under my top. Nothing. ‘Oh God, why didn’t you stop me?’


    ‘Hey Luce, I don’t control you. You’re a modern, independent woman.’


    ‘But you know I’d never do something like that normally. How will I face the office again?’


    ‘Everyone seemed to like it. You got lots of cheers.’


    ‘Oh God,’ I say again, imagining the scene. I can’t even remember if I was wearing one of my good bras or one of my ever-expanding collection of grey ones.


    Jake pulls something out of his back pocket. ‘This came for you by special delivery,’ he says. ‘Good thing too. I’d slept through the alarm.’


    And he hands me the letter that will change my life.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Christmas passed in the usual manner, the most lingering effect being the tightening of my waistband. The weather was cold, wet, and miserable and I felt much the same. Jake and I had been at odds since that blessed letter arrived.


    I sat in the warmth and cosy familiarity of my favourite coffee shop and nursed a sugar-ridden cup of coffee.


    ‘So he wants you to go?’ said May, all long platinum blonde locks and smoky eyes. A dozen silver rings, bearing everything from roses to snakes, intertwined on her long fingers. Her orange crochet top has slipped to one shoulder, revealing a lacy black bra strap. Jake hates May.


    May is my best friend, despite returning Jake’s feelings in full. We were at school together and shared crushes on pop stars, leg- (and worse) waxing experiments, and generally rode the back of normal teenage traumas together. Then May went to art school and I went to study English. The mediocrity of our results meant that we had both ended up at Edinburgh University and not the Glasgow School of Art and Oxford as we had respectively intended. So instead we trawled student bars together, hung out in the sunny meadows under the cherry trees in summer, and whispered to each other of our first sexual experiments – a step on from waxing, which we had both now mastered. Not surprisingly, neither of us ended up with particularly good degrees. We were each other’s bad influence and proud of it. Now May was a poverty-stricken artist living in a tenement flat so shabby I didn’t know if she was squatting or actually paying rent. I hadn’t had the nerve to ask. May can be quite prickly about some things. Not least the fact that her parents have money with a capital M. As Jake is often pointing out, May can afford to slum it because one day she’s going to be rolling in cash. Unlike me. My parents do try to be supportive of my abortive attempts to find myself, but in reality they can only offer to be vague emotional props. I’ve always known I would have to make my own way in the world. Which is why the letter has blind-sided me so completely.


    ‘He wants you to head into the Highlands while he buggers off several hundred miles south? Is there something he’s not telling you?’ May lent forward both indigent and hopeful.


    ‘We are not splitting up,’ I said, putting my mug down with just a little too much emphasis on the wooden table. Frothy milk spilled over the side.


    ‘Hmm,’ said May and gave a little snort through her nose. ‘Tell me what the deal is again. I want to make sure I’ve got this right.’


    ‘Well, Jake said it would be good …’


    ‘Bugger Jake,’ snapped May. ‘Tell me about long-lost Uncle Calum.’


    I shook my head. ‘He wasn’t lost, he was cut off.’


    ‘Oooh, a black sheep. Sounds like my kind of guy. What did he do?’


    I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Mum won’t talk about it and Dad leaves the room if his name is even mentioned.’


    ‘And he’s left you a hotel?’


    ‘Apparently. The Mormaer Inn. But I have to run it as a going concern for six months or it will be sold to endow a donkey sanctuary.’


    ‘But after the six months you could sell it, right?’


    ‘Well, yes, but I don’t know anything about running a hotel.’


    ‘How hard can it be? Where is it?’


    ‘In the middle of nowhere. Up north in Argyle.’


    ‘That’s hardly nowhere,’ bristled May. ‘My family have a holiday home up there. They have electricity coming in next year.’


    I blanched.


    May threw up her hands. ‘I’m kidding. They even have supermarkets in the Highlands now.’ She paused, ‘Although I don’t know where the nearest one of these is.’ She gestured around at the coffee shop.


    ‘You’re still kidding, right?’


    ‘Oh your face, hun,’ chortled May. ‘They’re too canny up north to pay this price for a coffee. And as for your favourite nail bar …’


    ‘Oh well, it will only be six months,’ I said, caressing my mug and admiring the French manicure I’d had done this morning. ‘I certainly intend to sell as soon as I can. And Jake is going to come up for the first three months before he moves down to London.’


    ‘And when you sell up, you’ll join him?’


    ‘It’s our dream, May,’ I said gently. ‘To be at the cosmopolitan heart of things. To really make a name for ourselves in the business while we’re still young. You’re welcome to visit any time.’


    ‘Ha!,’ said May. ‘I can just see Jake putting up with that.’


    ‘Well, with the new promotion there will be a fair amount of European travel …’


    ‘And you were hoping I could visit when he was away?’


    The blood rushed hot into my face. ‘It’s not as if you like him either.’


    ‘And it’s not your dream. It’s never been your bloody dream. It’s his dream. Everything you do is what Jake wants.’


    ‘Look, May, when you’re a couple you make compromises,’ I began.


    ‘Jake’s idea of compromise is to have everything his own way.’


    ‘That’s not fair!’


    We glowered at each other over our cinnamon mochas. As usual, I backed down first.


    ‘Let’s not argue. I’m not even sure if I’m going anywhere yet. I haven’t see the lawyer. It might all be one giant mistake.’


    ‘Then you’d be heading down to London, so it’s goodbye either way.’


    I shook my head again. ‘Jake and I have agreed it’s important for my self-esteem that I pay my own way. I don’t have a job to go to in London, so without the money from the hotel I can’t go.’


    May’s look spoke volumes. I did my best to ignore it. ‘I’m going to the Edinburgh office of the law firm next Thursday. Do you want to come?’ I offered an olive branch.


    ‘Will Jake be there?’


    ‘No, he’s got a big presentation to give to a new German client he’s taking on.’


    ‘That wouldn’t be the client you were telling me about, would it? The one you did all the groundwork for?’


    ‘It makes more sense for them to have a London-based account manager. Besides, I’m still a data analyst.’


    ‘Only because you keep giving Jake your best leads.’


    ‘We’re a team,’ I said with dignity. None of May’s relationships have ever lasted beyond three months.


    May gave another snort. This one was distinctly scornful. I swallowed my scalding coffee, told her where we could meet, and made my excuses. I’d had enough of being picked on. I hurried home to Jake, thinking of him wrapping his warm arms around me and telling me it would all be all right. In his arms I always felt safe.


    The thought of taking on the hotel terrified me, but with Jake at my side I knew I could face almost anything. He was just so good at sorting things out. He always knew the right thing to say, the right person to flatter to get a job done, and unlike me, no matter the emotional turbulence he was always charming. Really, he was the only person I knew who didn’t have emotional baggage. I loved May like a sister, but, as Jake had accurately remarked, she hadn’t moved on much since I’d known her at school and since I had spent less time in her company I had been promoted twice. OK, they were only little promotions, but I was moving in the right direction. Why, Jake and I had even gone rug shopping together in the January sales and found a snappy little wavy blue piece that was perfect in the bedroom. How much more mature and couplesome than rug shopping can you get?


    The meeting with the lawyer was not an enormous success. May proved surprisingly acute when it came to legal matters. I guess she knew her trust fund inside and out. After I had shown what felt like several hundred examples of my ID it turned out the lawyer couldn’t provide any more details of Uncle Calum. He could only tell us that the conditions I had already told May. ‘There’s nothing else?’ I asked. ‘No personal message or anything?’


    The lawyer sat immobile, as if he was afraid of crumpling his perfectly creased silk suit. Or maybe he was simply scared of May. Many men were.


    ‘Nothing, Miss McIntosh.’ He shook his head slowly. Not a single hair quivered. ‘He simply named you. It took us a little while to track you down as he didn’t give an address. I’m afraid,’ he said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, ‘that will add to the estate fee.’


    ‘But she’s not liable for that,’ snapped May.


    ‘No, it will have to come out the estate residue.’


    ‘So there is money,’ said May, pouncing.


    ‘Not for Miss McIntosh. She only inherits the hotel.’


    ‘Never mind, May,’ I said quickly. ‘ Even a little B&B in the Highlands must be worth something. It really is very generous of Uncle Calum,’ I said, turning to the lawyer. ‘I had no expectations.’


    ‘You sound like something out of Dickens,’ muttered May none too quietly.


    For the first time the lawyer moved. He sat back in his chair sharply and splayed his hand in front of him. ‘You appear to be under a misapprehension, Miss McIntosh. This is a sizeable property. There are currently twenty-two rooms for hire, plus staff quarters, a bar, and all the usual facilities.’


    My jaw dropped. The room went black.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    A handsome man was bending over me with an expression of great concern on his face. I was obviously dreaming. ‘That’s a really good haircut,’ I said groggily. ‘Are you a natural blonde? Or is it highlights?’


    ‘Pregnant? Prone to fits? On medication?’


    ‘She’s not going to sue you,’ said May’s voice waspishly. ‘She’s just had a shock, that’s all. Now get away and give her some space. Come on, Lucy, get up, you nincompoop.’


    Nobody in my dreams says ‘nincompoop’. I don’t think anyone in the world says it now except May. I struggled upright. I appeared to have slid off my seat. My skirt had ridden up and my tights were as wrinkled as a little old lady’s. I tugged at both unsuccessfully. Ever impatient, May hauled on my arm and yanked me back into my seat.


    ‘Did you say twenty-two rooms?’


    The lawyer, who was smoothing down his broad tie much as one might soothe a nervous cat, nodded. ‘I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, Miss McIntosh. I would not say the property represented a great monetary value. I haven’t seen it myself, but the few enquiries I was able to make suggest that that the hotel is long past its heyday. You must understand it was a member of staff in our Glasgow office who always dealt with your uncle. He may be able to tell you more.’


    ‘So I’ve inherited a ruin?’


    ‘Not quite that, but let’s just say it’s not as much of a going concern as it was say fifty years ago. I believe the bar, The Clootie Craw, remains popular with the locals, but the hotel itself depends on coach parties of foreign tourists, which I don’t need to tell you are much fewer in this economic downturn.’


    ‘Clootie Craw. I like that,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘It sounds awfully …’


    ‘Twee,’ interjected May. I scowled at her, but the lawyer was still talking. ‘The thing is, Miss McIntosh, I’m assuming you haven’t worked in the hotel trade before?’


    ‘Not unless you count waitressing in the summer holidays when I was at high school.’


    ‘Exactly,’ said the lawyer, and began to pet his tie again. ‘I don’t think you can possibly appreciate how very difficult it will be to make a go of the hotel.’


    ‘Oh she’s going to sell it as soon as the six months are up,’ said May.


    ‘Ah, good, very wise,’ said the lawyer. ‘I would certainly advise selling. In fact, I might already have found a buyer.’


    ‘But I thought if she didn’t run it for a six months the donkeys got it?’


    The lawyer stroked his tie several more times. ‘The thing is, there is always a way around these things.’


    ‘But these were my uncle’s last wishes,’ I said.


    ‘You never even met him,’ said May. ‘So what is this scheme you’re dying to tell us about?’


    My glance flickered between both of them. I might not have been in the room. I knew May was trying to do the best for me. But The Clootie Craw. I could imagine it, all open fires, ancient whiskies, and the locals, from the old men playing dominoes to the younger lot relaxing after a hard day’s doing whatever it was they did in the Highlands.


    ‘Well, there’s a local man, Graham Sutherland, a real estate investor and venture capitalist, who’s been looking at planning permission for turning the hotel into local housing.’


    ‘Really?’ said May, ‘Tell me more.’


    ‘If Miss McIntosh took possession of the hotel, moved up there for a little while, but business called her back to Edinburgh, the local staff could …’


    ‘Carry on running it into the ground,’ finished May.


    ‘Exactly. The planning officer has already given Sutherland the nod that he’s going to get the permission to build, so he could start getting his plans in place now. He’s made what I consider a very generous offer, considering the state of the place.’


    ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said loudly. ‘You’re saying this Graham Sutherland has applied for and been granted planning permission on a building that is technically mine?’


    ‘He is the local laird,’ said the lawyer, looking a little sheepish.


    ‘But you can’t get planning permission on someone else’s property,’ I persisted.


    ‘I don’t think you understand how tight these communities in the Highlands can be,’ said the lawyer. ‘He’s an important figure to the local people.’


    ‘Well, he’s not important to me,’ I snapped.


    ‘Come on, Luce,’ said May. ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’


    ‘No,’ I said, ‘No. I want my uncle’s hotel. I want to run The Clootie Craw. I want to give it my best shot.’


    ‘Since when did you want to run a hotel?’ asked May, startled. ‘Did you hit your head when you fainted? He’s right, you know nothing about the business. Why the hell would you want to take on a crumbling wreck of a hotel in the arse end of nowhere?’


    And the thing was I had no idea why I wanted to do it. I had been all ready to sell the place as soon as I could and set off for London with Jake. I don’t know if it was some primitive territorial idea of defending my uncle’s property from some hairy-arsed Highlander or the casual way May and the lawyer had talked about getting around my Uncle’s wishes, but I was as certain about this as I had ever been in my life. ‘I’m taking the hotel,’ I said. ‘Hand over the papers.’


    May and I got into the external glass elevator of the slick black office block and rode down in silence. I focussed on the city view. Through the rain I traced the familiar spires and towers of my home city. I felt an intense pang of impending homesickness. What the hell was I doing? Round the corner was a glass square of an independent book and coffee shop combined. It wasn’t my usual place, but the coffee was good. Tentatively I suggested to May we went for a coffee. She snorted softly. It hadn’t been the reply I was hoping for. ‘That lawyer,’ I said with forced cheerfulness, ‘he really had a thing about his tie, didn’t he?’


    ‘He was nervous,’ said May. ‘He knew he was breaking the terms of the will, but he was trying to do you a good turn.’


    This time I snorted, though when I did it I sounded more like a pig than a disgruntled aristocrat the way May managed. ‘Trying to do Graham Sutherland a good turn more like. I bet he’d been paid off.’


    ‘No way,’ said May, ‘these guys are the best solicitors in town. I’m surprised your uncle could afford to use them.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you. It’s like you’re trying to make things difficult.’


    ‘But the cheek of the man …’


    ‘Why couldn’t you just accept it was a good deal for both of you? Since you’ve been with Jake you’ve spent your life kow-towing to him, doing everything he asked, with no sign of an independent mind and now suddenly when a nice guy tries to do you a favour.’


    ‘Are you saying I’m … I’m,’ I was lost for words.


    The lift reached the ground floor and opened into the a large white, hallway with a very bored concierge sitting at a desk. I pushed May through the revolving doors. Outside, standing under the grey concrete awning, I took a breath. ‘I know you don’t like with Jake,’ I began.


    ‘Jake’s fine,’ interrupted May, ‘shallow, self-centred, but no worse than anyone else who works in marketing and sales.’


    ‘It’s digital media …’


    ‘What I don’t like is what you’ve become round him. Quiet, lacking in confidence, never able to go anything for yourself …’


    ‘But that’s exactly what I’m trying to do with this hotel!’ I could hear my voice rising.


    ‘Yeah, a token rebellion, and a stupid one.’


    ‘Funny,’ I said, ‘that’s how Jake described you, a token rebel. We all know that in a couple of years your trust fund is going to kick in. It’s alright for you, slumming it, doing your hip thing in that squat of yours, but some of us are always going to have to work for a living. What if this is my one chance to make something of my life?’


    May hissed between her teeth. ‘It isn’t a squat. I pay rent. And for your information I’m thinking of turning down my trust fund.’


    ‘Yeah, right. Don’t tell me you don’t go running to Mummy and Daddy for handouts. You can’t survive without cash. Cool silver rings on your fingers? They’re platinum. What struggling artist can afford that?’


    ‘You’ve always been jealous of me, haven’t you?’


    A man in a long cashmere coat, carrying the kind of briefcase you could hardly get a notepad in, stepped round us to reach the doors. He gave us a hard look. Suddenly, I saw us through his eyes, two women acting like bickering teenagers. I felt the blood rush into my face.


    ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m in a bit of funny space right now. What with Jake going off to London in a few months, but that’s no excuse. We’ve both said things we didn’t mean …’


    ‘I meant every word,’ said May. ‘You have no idea how boring you have become since you hooked up with Jake. It’s like you don’t have a mind of your own any more. It’s Jake says this and Jake says that. And it’s all of it out-and-out BS, you do know that don’t you? The man’s IQ is smaller than his shoe size.’


    ‘I don’t understand why you’re so angry about all this,’ I said, deliberately trying to keep my tone level.


    May’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m angry because I’ve lost my best friend,’ she said, and stalked off.


    ‘I suppose I could have gone after her,’ I said to Jake back at the flat when I filled him in on all the gory details. ‘But I felt I’d made enough of a spectacle of myself.’


    ‘I always said she was on the weird side,’ said Jake, filling up my balloon glass with just the right amount of red wine. ‘You’ll be better off without her.’


    I took a sip. Perfect. Jake knew his wines. ‘Oh, she’ll come round,’ I said with more conviction than I felt. Jake raised one eyebrow in that sexy way he has and came to sit with me on the sofa. He slipped his arm around me and I snuggled in. ‘She’s just jealous because I have you and she has no one,’ I said. ‘I think we’re going to have a lot of fun in the Highlands together. It will be romantic.’


    Jake pulled away and looked down at me sorrowfully. ‘About that, love. It seems they are going to need me earlier than expected in London.’


    ‘I did think it was asking a lot for them to let you come with me for three months,’ I said as bravely, as I could. ‘So how long have we got? Two months? A month?’


    Jake winced. ‘Thing is, honey-bun, it seems they can’t spare me at all. But I’ll be right on the other end of the phone any time you need me.’


    ‘You’re not coming,’ I said flatly.


    Jake placed a consoling hand on my arm. ‘But I think you did the right thing. If you’re on the ground I bet you can get a much better offer out of this Sutherland bloke. Then you can come down south and join me.’


    ‘But I wanted to run the hotel,’ I said in a very small voice.


    ‘Honey-bun,’ said Jake, leaning in to kiss me on the nose, ‘what do you know about running a hotel?’

  


  
    Chapter Four


    I have a long discussion with HR. Not surprisingly they aren’t keen on my taking several months off. Especially as everyone knows I’ll be bailing on them and heading down to London as soon as I can. ‘It’s still the same firm,’ I tell the uber-smart HR woman we seem to have inherited from our German merger.


    Her perfectly pink nails tap lightly on her desk. ‘I think you are missing the issue,’ she says in perfect unaccented English.


    I smile, tug my smart black top down, and say brightly, ‘I think if you look over the information I have prepared you will see I have been a major contributor to the company’s successful campaigns in the last six months.’ Really, people only care about the last three months in this business, but six months sounds very solid. It also happens to be true. I may not have been in the high-profile talks or face-to-faces, but I’ve been ploughing away at the coal face providing our ‘faces’ with the info they need to bring a dozen new accounts, including the Bobbo-Bobbit doll, a tension de-fuser for angry housewives, that no one thought we’d win.


    One perfect nail is held up. I watch it mesmerised as the finger bounces to the point she is about to make. ‘No one doubts your ability, Lucy.’ Bob. Bob. Waggle. ‘It is more your decision to sideline your career to your boyfriend’s.’ Waggle. Waggle. Bob.


    ‘What? That’s ridiculous.’


    The finger scolds me. ‘Tut! Tut! Jake has made a decision to further his career by moving to London and you are following him. This not only displays a lack of loyalty to your local office, but I must say as a career woman myself, I feel you are doing us all a disservice. I cannot condone changing positions within the business based on personal relationships. Jake didn’t think twice about accepting the post in London.’


    I look past the finger. ‘He didn’t?’


    ‘No, he even asked if he could be moved down there earlier to take over the Bobbo-Bobbit project.’


    ‘The one I was instrumental in winning!’ I exclaim.


    The wretched finger is still wagging at me. ‘As I said, no one is disputing your skills or your achievements.’


    I think if she waves that finger once more in my face I am going to bite. I take a deep breath. ‘So what are you saying?’


    ‘I am saying, regretfully, that we will have to let you go.’


    I want to grab her by the finger and judo-flip her across the room. I don’t because firstly, I don’t know how, and secondly, I appear to be frozen to my seat in shock.’


    ‘I am afraid that when you return from the six months in the Highlands I can guarantee there will be no vacancies here or in the London office.’ She gives me a consoling smile.


    We both know this is absolute BS. By the very nature of our work positions come and go all the time. What she is saying is for reasons I don’t fully understand is that I am no longer welcome at SkyBluePink. And if I’m no longer welcome here then all the other agencies will, like a gaggle of cliquey teenagers, shut their doors in my face.


    Lots of phrases flood through my brain. I’m surprised at the internal vitriol I have boiling inside me. I try to summon the right words to pour my acidic, destructive thoughts over this perfect career woman and dissolve her into a pile of goo. Only I can’t. The will is there, but I know every argument I make will be perfectly countered. This isn’t right. It isn’t fair and it probably isn’t legal, but my pink-enamelled nemesis is paid a great deal of money to deal with and win encounters such as this. If she were a pile of data I could roll her up in a spread sheet and make her say anything I liked, but as a social manipulator she has no equal. Violent rage roars through me and for a moment I think I see her wince. Has she ever gone far enough that someone has placed their hands around her pretty tanned neck? Because today she is coming closer than she knows.


    Except I’ve never been violent. Not even at primary school when half suffocating your playmates in the sandpit was the equivalent to a cheery hello. I stand up with as much dignity as I can muster and announce my intention of giving my four weeks’ notice. She tells me to clear my desk at once. ‘I’ll tell payroll to get your wages out asap. Where shall I send your P45. I assume you’re giving up the flat?’


    I look at her blankly.


    ‘Jake put it up on the inter-office website as a let from next month.’


    ‘I know,’ I lie, and totter to the door.


    That night when I’m talking to Jake his letting the flat seems the most reasonable of the things that are happening. He is completely right that I couldn’t manage the mortgage on my own. In fact he’s sure he talked to me about it. Besides I’ll be up in the Highlands. Renting out the flat, so we still have a base here is the most sensible option. Of course it tugs at the back of my mind that the flat is only in his name, but it’s never mattered before. I’ve paid half the mortgage since he bought it.


    What takes me by surprise is that Jake is shocked about by lack of job. ‘You can’t come down to London if you don’t have a job. How will you support yourself?’


    ‘I’ll have the money from the hotel,’ I offer.


    ‘Yes, but that was meant to be a game-changer. Not something to be frittered away on jollies. If you don’t have a job we are going to have to rethink a lot of things. Maybe you could stay with your parents for a while?’


    ‘What
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