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Chapter One

Fiona Gillespie wiped a damp
cloth half-heartedly over the surface of the bar. It was a
pointless exercise. The pub’s fittings and fixtures were so old
that no amount of scrubbing would remove the grime that had been
ingrained in the wood over the decades. That and the next time she
served one of the old drunks who frequented the place, it’d just
get beer spilled on it again.

Glancing at her surroundings in
distaste, Fiona stifled a derisive snort when she caught sight of
the swinging pub sign through the window. It had never really
registered before, but The Royal Oak? There was nothing
remotely royal about the pub in London’s East End where she worked.
If an actual royal—even a minor one—so much as stepped foot across
the threshold, they’d run screaming in the other direction. A
shame, really, as a chance to try to woo Prince Harry would not go
amiss. She was sure those mischievous eyes and smile hid a
multitude of sexy sins. His grandmother would not approve.
And besides, he was spoken for now.

Abandoning her cloth with a
sigh, she reached for a newspaper one of the patrons had left
behind. There was hardly anyone in, as usual, so no glasses to
collect, tables to wipe, or bowls of nuts to refill. A flick
through the paper was her only source of entertainment. Or at least
the only thing to stop her going completely out of her mind with
boredom.

It wasn’t quite where she’d seen
herself when she’d decided to take a chance and move to London
after graduating from university. But while she figured out her
next career move—or any career move—this would have to do.
It served a purpose—paying her a paltry wage, just enough to cover
the rent and bills on her scummy flat, and food. There really
wasn’t much left after that, so her social life mainly consisted of
vegging in front of the TV with her flatmates.

They’d club together their
miniscule amount of disposable income to buy some cheap,
supermarket own-brand lager and swap stories, either about their
pasts or about how their current situation was just temporary—just
a stepping stone on their way to success, to high-flying,
ridiculously well-paid jobs in the banking world, the publishing
industry, in PR, advertising, acting, production, tourism… The list
went on.

Fiona was absolutely determined
to get a foot on the career ladder. She’d rather scurry back home
to her parents in Birmingham with her tail between her legs than
stay in this dump for much longer. The only trouble was, the others
at least knew what they were aiming for, which particular ladder
they were trying to grab hold of. She’d graduated with a first
class honours in creative writing and didn’t have a clue what to do
with the damn degree now she had it.

Nobody got approached just for
having a degree in creative writing, then were given a ton of money
and told to sit down and write a book. It simply didn’t work like
that—more was the pity. Even the world’s most famous and successful
writers had had to start somewhere. And she wasn’t sure fiction
writing was the way to go, anyway.

A cough, accompanied by a whiff
of stale smoke and booze, alerted her to the presence of a
customer.

Fixing a smile on her face, she
turned to him and said politely, “What can I get you?”

A white-haired, grizzled old guy
with yellowing teeth—the teeth he still had, anyway—squinted at
her. “Pint, if you’re not too busy reading the bleeding
newspaper.”

Holding the smile so firmly in
place it hurt her now-gritted teeth, she took the proffered glass
and filled it. After placing it back on the bar, she picked up the
money that had been left. The exact right amount. This guy bought
enough pints to know. She murmured her thanks as she deposited the
money in the till, but she needn’t have bothered. The grumpy old
sod was already halfway back to his table, precious beer in
hand.

She rolled her eyes. Then, after
double checking there was nothing that needed doing, shifted her
attention back to the newspaper, figuring it was better than
wondering about a career she couldn’t even imagine.

As it happened, the paper wasn’t
all that engaging. It was several days out of date, so she knew
about all the big news pieces already, and the weather and TV
listings were now obsolete. But her interest was piqued when she
reached the jobs section. She’d never looked in this particular
publication for jobs before, thinking the online searches she did
on various websites were more targeted, more relevant. But then,
how could you target a role you didn’t even know you wanted?

Skimming through the ads, she
immediately dismissed many of them. She had no wish—or the
qualifications—to drive an HGV, look after sick or old people, cold
call, sell advertising, work in retail or become a model. But
amongst all that was something interesting. Something that maybe,
just maybe, she could do.

She wasn’t entirely sure what
being a PR assistant entailed, but it sounded like a very posh job
title, and she could sure as hell tick the box of the phrase in the
ad that had caught her eye in the first place. We’re looking for
someone with creative writing skills.

As she read through the
information again, excitement bubbled in her stomach. The role was
at a top London hotel—in Mayfair, no less—offered live-in
accommodation, a generous starting salary, access to all the
hotel’s amenities and, best of all, career progression. It was
clear they wouldn’t employ just anybody and, if Fiona was honest
with herself, they were probably looking for someone with more
experience than her—which wasn’t difficult—but she had to give it a
go. She had nothing to lose. If she didn’t get it, then she’d have
gained some valuable interview experience—if she even got that far,
that was—and if she did, well, then she’d have well and truly
grabbed the bottom rung of the career ladder she’d been striving
for.

It was only on her third
read-through, when she was mentally picking out key words and
phrases she could use to help tailor her CV to the role and to
write a spectacular covering letter, that she noticed the closing
date for applications.

For fuck’s sake! How
typical was that? The only job advert she’d seen since arriving in
the capital that had got her genuinely fired up, and she’d missed
the bloody date by one day. One. Single. Day.

Barely stopping herself from
screwing up the page and throwing it across the room in a fit of
temper, Fiona stepped away and took a long drink from the pint of
Coke she had stashed behind the bar. Just as she replaced the
glass, another customer came up—one of the few she actually
liked.

“Hello, Bob,” she said
pleasantly, her smile genuine this time. “How are you?”

“Fine and dandy thanks, love.
And yourself?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, I’m all
right, thanks.”

Bob narrowed his eyes. “Well,
that didn’t sound very convincing. Want to tell me about it while
you’re pouring my pint?”

Unable to help the grin that
took over her face, Fiona replied, “Subtle, Bob, very subtle. Being
nice on the surface, but underneath it all you’re really saying,
‘Hurry up and pour my drink, wench!’”

Clutching a hand to his chest,
Bob widened his eyes and shaped his lips into a perfect ‘o’ shape.
“What, me?” After a beat, his expression morphed into a
good-natured grin to rival her own. “What can I say? I am a nice
guy, but I like my beer. Seriously, though, tell me what’s
wrong.”

As she slotted the pint glass
into place beneath the pump and began filling it, she found herself
wanting to tell him. She wasn’t in the habit of chatting with the
customers, and they weren’t the sort who wanted to prop up the bar
all day and regale her with their life stories—thank God. She was
more accustomed to pouring pints, handing over packets of crisps
and pork scratchings, taking money, and giving change with nothing
more than basic manners and a smile.

But what harm could it do? She
didn’t know the guy beyond these four walls, didn’t know what he
did for a living—though by the looks of him he was getting close to
retirement age. Maybe he could help, give her some advice? And even
if he blabbed to her boss, the pub landlord, Cyril, it wouldn’t
matter. He probably wouldn’t care either way. Bar staff were ten a
penny—he’d have the role filled within a day.

Plus, underneath all that gruff,
abrupt bluster, she had an inkling that Cyril was actually
human—and smart. He’d have known from day one of taking her on—from
the moment he interviewed her, even—that she wasn’t in the job for
the long haul. And as long as he had someone at least vaguely
competent behind the bar, it didn’t make the slightest difference
to him.

Fiona jerked her head in the
direction of the newspaper. “Just found a great job in that crummy
old newspaper.”

“Why’s that a problem?” he
replied with a frown.

She slid his pint onto the bar,
then wrinkled her nose. “Emphasis on old. It’s a fantastic
bloody role, but the closing date for applications was yesterday.
I’m gutted. I’ve been treading water a bit since I’ve been in
London because I didn’t know what direction I wanted to go,
career-wise, and that could have set me on the perfect path. Reckon
I’d have been good at it, too.”

Bob handed over the money, then
took a sip of his beer and swallowed it. After a moment, a
thoughtful expression on his face, he said, “Wouldn’t hurt to send
your application anyway, would it? I’m guessing you can send it by
email? Send it today and explain you only just saw the
advertisement and know the closing date has passed, but you’re so
interested in the role, you thought you’d apply anyway. Who knows?
Maybe they’ll be impressed by your enthusiasm and put you in the
running. For what it’s worth, I reckon you should try. You’ve got
nothing to lose.”

“Yeah.” She ran a hand through
her hair. Then she punched numbers into the till, opened it, put
Bob’s cash in the drawer and retrieved his change. “I was thinking
the same thing myself about the job before I realised I’d missed
the closing date. I think I will. After all, if I don’t apply, I
won’t even be in with a chance. And even the tiniest of chances is
better than nothing!”

“Better than working here,
too.”

Passing over his change, she
said, “How do you know? You don’t even know what the job’s
for.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s got to be
better than here. Besides, I’ve always thought you were too good
for this place. Too damn smart to be pulling pints—though you’ve
got that down to a fine art, I must say.” He took another sip and
winked at her over the rim of the glass. “Still,” he added, “if you
do end up getting that job, or any other, I will be sad to see you
go. Brighten up the place, pretty girl like you does. Anyway, let
me know how you get on. Good luck!”

With another broad grin and a
wink, Bob stuffed the coins into his pocket and sauntered over to
take a seat by the window.

She watched him for a moment or
two, pondering what he’d said. Then, her mind made up, she grabbed
the newspaper and tore out the advert before folding it carefully
and putting it in her pocket. There were only a couple more hours
of her shift to go. As soon as she got home, she’d dust off her
creative writing skills, tart up her CV, craft an awesome covering
letter and ping them over on an email.

The Portmannow Hotel wouldn’t
know what had hit it.



Chapter Two

Fiona spent the next few days in
a blur of working, doing her share of chores in the flat—which this
week included shopping and cooking—and catching some sleep when she
could. She also spent an inordinate amount of time checking her
emails, hoping for a reply from The Portmannow Hotel.

When it came, just three days
after sending the application—which to her felt like three
weeks—she was too scared to open it. She was so sure it was going
to be a very polite thanks, but no thanks that she let out a
squeak and quickly shut her laptop lid.

One of her flatmates, Gary,
glanced at her from the other easy chair in their shared living
room and raised an enquiring eyebrow. “What are you squeaking at,
Fi? It sounded like you just squashed a mouse in your laptop.”

As heat bloomed in her cheeks,
she shook her head and tried to adopt a nonchalant tone. “Oh, it’s
nothing.”

Now both of Gary’s eyebrows
inched towards his hairline. “Really? I’m not convinced, ’cause
usually you’re as cool as a cucumber. Come on. What’s got you all
het up?”

She sighed. This was the exact
reason she hadn’t told anyone—except Bob—about the job application.
Her flatmates would undoubtedly have been supportive, but rejection
was bad enough without the humiliation of them knowing about it
too. Then coming out with the usual “oh, there’ll be other jobs” or
“you’re too good for them anyway” or even “well, it’s their
loss”.

“I applied for a job.”

“Uh, yeah? Isn’t that kind of
the point of being here?”

“Well, yes, but this one’s
special. Or it was, anyway. It’s a PR role at a swish Mayfair
hotel. I saw the ad in a newspaper a few days ago. Trouble is, I’d
already missed the closing date for applications by the time I saw
the ad, but I sent my CV and a covering letter anyway.”

“Good for you. But I’m still
failing to see the problem.”

“Well, they’ve emailed me.” She
crept her hands across the laptop and gripped its edges, as though
it would spring open by itself if she didn’t.

“So read it!”

“I can’t! They’re bound to have
said no. I was late sending in an application, and I’ve no
experience.”

Gary shook his head, unfolded
his lanky frame from the chair and came to perch on the arm of
Fiona’s. “They may also have said yes, but you’ll never find out
while you’ve got your frigging laptop in a death grip. Come on.
Open it up. Or give it here and I’ll read it for you.”

“No!” She cradled the machine to
her chest, then reluctantly placed it back on her lap. “All right…
I’ll look. But if it’s a no, can we just move on and forget about
it, please? No sympathy. Just go back to what we were doing before
this conversation even started? And please don’t mention it to the
others, either.”

He held his hands up in
supplication. “You have my word.”

Nodding slowly, Fiona carefully
lifted the laptop lid and waited for the screen to flicker back to
life. After a second or two, her inbox reappeared, now with that
particular unread email sitting at the top, seeming to scream at
her to open it.

Taking a deep breath, she did
just that. It took all her effort not to squeeze her eyes shut as
the words filled the screen. She felt the heat from Gary’s body as
he leaned in closer to read it, too, but she forced herself to
ignore him and focus on the message.

 


Dear Ms. Gillespie,

Thank you for your recent
application for the PR assistant’s role at The Portmannow Hotel.
Having read your covering letter and CV, we would very much like to
invite you to attend an interview at our premises. Are you
available at 2.30 p.m. on Wednesday?

We look forward to hearing from
you.

Kind Regards,

Jane Cresswell

Human Resources Department, The
Portmannow Hotel

 


Gary reacted before her brain
had even processed what she’d just read. “Wow, that’s fantastic,
Fiona. Well done! See? There must have been something in your CV or
letter they liked, because despite you missing the deadline, they
still want to see you.”

“Th-they want to see me.” She
blinked dazedly. Then it suddenly hit her. “Holy fuck, they want
to see me!”

“Yes! Come on. Pull yourself
together, woman, and email them back, letting them know you’ll be
there on Wednesday.” He nudged her in the ribs with his elbow,
grinning.

As she playfully nudged him
back, she was aware her own face had broken out into an enormous
smile too, but she tried to rein in her excitement. Just because
she had an interview didn’t mean she had the job. Not even close. A
job like that, at a place like that, with those benefits and career
prospects, was incredibly desirable. She’d have a ton of
competition—and tough competition, at that. But it was all good
interview experience and, there was that sentiment again—she had
nothing to lose.

 


Dear Ms. Cresswell,

Thank you for your email. I
would be delighted to attend an interview with you at 2.30 p.m. on
Wednesday. Thank you for the opportunity.

Kind Regards,

Fiona Gillespie

 


“Does that sound all right?” She
turned the laptop so Gary could read her reply more easily.

After a moment he replied, “Yep,
looks great to me. Enthusiastic but not desperate, polite and
professional. Damn, you really know how to work that degree of
yours, don’t you, gorgeous? I think I’m gonna have to get you to
have a look at my CV.”

“Let me just send this, and I’d
be happy to.” After reading the email through one more time, just
to make sure she hadn’t made a silly mistake or a typo, she gritted
her teeth and hit send. Okay, it was gone. She was officially going
for an interview for a job—a brilliant job! One that could launch
an exciting and lucrative career—

Shaking her head to rid herself
of all the thoughts bubbling around in her mind, she looked up at
Gary. “I mean it, you know. I could do with something to distract
me now, I’m so bloody excited. Do you want to email me your CV and
I’ll go through it with you? I’m sure there are some improvements
that can be made.”

“Yeah, sure. Hang on. I’ll grab
my iPad. Shall we celebrate with a cup of tea?”

“Oh yes, good idea. Go on. You
get your iPad and email me the file. I’ll make the tea.”

 


***

 


Fiona stepped carefully from the
Tube car and scurried over to the wall to avoid being pushed and
shoved by the rushing crowds. She’d deliberately left plenty of
time to get from her dump of a flat in Leytonstone to Mayfair,
determined not to arrive at The Portmannow Hotel sweaty, stressed
and flustered.

After emerging from Bond Street
Station, she stood out of the way of the throngs as she retrieved
the map she’d printed out to get her from here into the heart of
Mayfair. It wasn’t an area she knew, aside from having done some
shopping—mostly window shopping, but also a smidge of the real kind
on Oxford Street, Bond Street and Piccadilly—and admired the luxury
hotels on Park Lane. It was barely a ten-minute walk to the hotel,
nestled in a spot between Grosvenor and Berkeley Squares, and she
still had fifty minutes until her interview—ample time to get
there, have a little look at the adjacent buildings and get a feel
for the area, then head inside and announce herself.

Tracing the route with her
finger as she memorised it, Fiona nodded, then put the piece of
paper back into her handbag.

Right. Time to get this show on
the road.

She looked up and around, as
well as ahead, as she walked, admiring the beautiful, regal-looking
buildings, exclusive boutiques and restaurants and garages selling
high-end luxury and sports cars. It was like a complete other
world, particularly when compared to the grimy, run-down area of
the city she’d just come from.

God, what would the
interviewers—she assumed there’d be more than one—make of her, a
recent graduate with a broad Brummy accent? Yes, she’d made a
serious effort with her appearance. She wore a beautiful outfit
she’d splashed out on when arriving in London, seeing it as an
investment in her career, in her future, but she couldn’t hide who
she was—just a regular girl from the Midlands. How was she supposed
to fit in with the other staff, never mind the clientele, who would
all be filthy rich and speak in posh, upper-class British
accents?

Pausing on the opposite side of
the square from the hotel, she chastised herself for being so
ridiculous. For one, they knew perfectly well where she was from.
It was there on her CV in black and white. Secondly, the very idea
that all the hotel staff and clientele would sound the same was
ludicrous. Both the employees and the patrons would come from all
over the world. It was bound to be a veritable melting pot of
appearances, backgrounds, voices and accents. One slim, blonde
Brummy was not going to stand out, not even a little bit.

Her silly ideas knocked on the
head, Fiona moved across the square, drinking in the lavish sights
before her. Damn, she hadn’t even crossed the threshold yet and
already she was impressed. The square was quiet—especially by
London standards—since it was well off the beaten tourist trail,
and it was full of beautiful red-bricked buildings with white stone
window frames, balconies and porticos.

The hotel itself was the epitome
of style from pavement to rooftop, in the same red and white as the
surrounding buildings, with elegant railings at the very top,
suggesting a roof garden. Maybe even a pool, though she felt that
was unlikely, given they were in England, not Ecuador. But then
again, maybe it was a heated swimming pool.

Smiling, she stood in the shade
of a large tree with an artistic-looking fountain built around it,
and watched as a sleek, gunmetal-grey Mercedes purred its way up to
the front doors. It had barely stopped when a smartly-attired
attendant zipped over and opened the rear car door. Following a
gesture, another attendant scurried around to the other side and
opened that door, too.

Fiona shouldn’t have been
surprised, not really, but her mouth dropped open as she realised
just who was getting out of the car. After glancing around to make
sure no one was paying any attention to her, she watched the
world-famous footballer and his equally famous wife emerge from the
vehicle. They came together at the base of the steps up to the
entrance, where the wife took her husband’s arm and they entered
the hotel, without a second thought for the luggage they’d left in
the car.

They didn’t need to give it a
thought, Fiona realised, as the hotel staff had it well under
control. The designer luggage was placed carefully onto a trolley
and taken inside. It would no doubt be whizzed up to the penthouse
suite in a service elevator and be in the room before its owners,
maybe even with snappily-dressed, highly-efficient housekeeping
staff unpacking it for them.

Fiona shook her head, glad she’d
allowed herself this extra time in order to simply observe.
Only now had it really sunk in precisely what a lavish world she
was about to enter. Yes, this place was cosmopolitan, but they’d
still expect the very highest standards from their staff—even those
who didn’t have regular contact with the clientele. She’d have to
tread carefully, do her very best to impress, show she was keen to
learn, determined to get it perfect. Let them know she was a good
choice for the role.

This was an amazing opportunity,
and she wanted to give herself the best chance at success.



Chapter Three

Fiona opened her bag and pulled
out the bottle of water she had stashed in there. Holding it away
from her body—she didn’t want to end up with splash marks on her
gorgeous clothes—she twisted off the cap and took several long
swallows of the cool liquid. It probably wouldn’t stop her throat
going dry with nerves once she got inside the interview room, but
at least she wouldn’t get dehydrated.

She replaced the bottle, then
whipped out her compact mirror and did a quick check of her makeup,
which was fine. Finally, knowing she didn’t have any more time to
waste, she tugged at her clothes to make sure they were straight
and crease-free, and walked towards the hotel.

One of the door attendants she’d
seen buzzing around the Mercedes was there, and he moved to open
the door for her, giving a polite nod.

“Thank you,” she said, flashing
him a warm smile and passing through into the lobby.

The first impression that hit
her was one of space. Damn, this was just the reception area
and it was cavernous. And yet it was far from sparse. Off to the
left side was what appeared to be a sitting area, which was
probably also used for informal meetings. It was carpeted in a lush
dark purple, with round, very stylish, light wood tables and
comfortable-looking black leather chairs.

To her right were a couple of
elevators and a large archway, which, according to the sign over
it, led to the spa and gym facilities. She suspected it was
situated just inside the main doors because it was open to
non-guests too.

The flooring was marble, and
large potted plants and trees were dotted around, drawing her gaze
to the beautiful wooden panelling on the walls, and the paintings
hung at what she suspected were far from random intervals. The
whole place had an authentic, old-fashioned feel to it, but more
like it had been decorated to look that way, rather than because
the décor had been like that for decades. It all appeared fresh and
immaculate, and she didn’t envy the no doubt huge team of people
employed to keep it that way.

Finally, she turned her
attention to the reception desk. It was set in an alcove, with a
wooden surface that matched the wall panelling and had stunning
flower arrangements perched at each end. There was still plenty of
room between, however, and no less than three pretty receptionists
waited there to deal with guests—or should she say two pretty ones
and one handsome one, since there were two women and a man.

Pulling in a deep breath and
straightening her posture, she moved from where she’d been
loitering off to one side of the main doors and walked to the
desk—aware how easy it would be to tumble off her shoes on the
smooth surface beneath her feet. It was the sort of place where
people would rush to her aid and make sure she was okay, rather
than laugh their arses off, but still, that was not the kind
of first impression she wanted to make. Plus, she wasn’t sure her
ego could take the humiliation.

“Hello,” the nearest
receptionist, a redhead, said as Fiona approached. “Welcome to The
Portmannow Hotel. How can I help you?”

She’d obviously clocked that
Fiona didn’t have any luggage or a bellboy hovering nearby, which
was why she’d not asked if she was checking in. Smiling, Fiona
replied, “Hello. I’m here for an interview. My name is Fiona
Gillespie.”

“Oh right. Just bear with me a
moment, Ms. Gillespie, I’ll let them know you’re here.” She picked
up the telephone receiver nearest to her and punched in a number.
After a beat, she spoke. “Hello, it’s Isa from Reception. I’m just
calling to let you know Fiona Gillespie is here for her interview.”
A pause, then, “Yes, of course. No problem. Thank you.”

Putting the phone down, she
smiled at Fiona and said, “Do you want to go and take a seat in the
area over there? Someone will come and get you shortly.”

“Great, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. And good
luck!”

“Thank you.”

Isa’s smile seemed genuine.
Fiona returned it warmly, then made for the area with the comfy
leather chairs. Choosing one near to the edge, so she was easy to
spot when someone came to collect her, she tugged at the hem of her
skirt a little before settling down onto the cool material and
subtly angling her body so she could see all around her.

A quick glance at the stylish
clock on the wall opposite her, with its huge face and roman
numerals, told her she still had fifteen minutes left before her
interview. She could relax a little. She was here. She was ready.
All she had to do was get up when someone arrived, put one foot in
front of the other until she reached the interview room, then do
her best to wow them. Broken down into small chunks like that, the
whole thing didn’t seem nearly so daunting.

Determined to try to take her
mind off her nerves, she looked around some more. She hadn’t been
able to see it from the door, due to the angle—which was likely
deliberate—but from her new vantage point, she could sneak a
glimpse into the restaurant. One of the restaurants, anyway. This
one was probably the more casual one, for want of a better word—one
which allowed non-guests to book tables—though it’d still probably
be well in advance—and was more suitable for daytime dining.

The super luxury restaurants
were probably tucked away in more secluded corners of the building;
not that the one she could see was exactly a greasy spoon,
but still… Her research had told her the head chef had three
Michelin stars—one of barely a handful of chefs in the country who
did. So no matter which part of the hotel one ate in, a serious
gastronomic delight was a given. She’d never been much of a foodie,
but spending time in this place would be enough to change anyone’s
mind, she was sure.

Immaculately-dressed staff
whizzed back and forth between the tables, delivering food and
drinks, taking away empty plates, swapping cutlery, bringing new
linens… The tasks were myriad, and endless, and they were all
performed with quiet efficiency. By the looks of it, patrons would
have water carafes and coffee cups refilled before they even
realised they were empty. Nobody, not even the pickiest, most
awkward diva-ish folk could find this place anything but utterly
amazing.

What’s more, the members of
staff looked happy, too. There was a difference between smiling
because it was what was expected of you and was polite, and smiling
because you actually enjoyed your job and wanted to be there. The
door attendant, the receptionists and the whizzing waiters and
waitresses in the restaurant all appeared to be in the latter
group. Of course, they could just be very good at faking it, but
Fiona doubted it. The warmth behind Isa’s smile and her tone of
voice when she’d wished her luck had been real.

Well, so much for distracting
herself and trying to keep the nerves at bay. Yes, her observations
had given her some interesting insights into the place, its staff
and the way it was run, but they had also driven home for her just
how much she wanted this role. She hoped like hell the aching need
she now had in her stomach would aid her performance in the
interview, because she knew if she didn’t get the job, the ache
would turn into a big, heavy ball that would sit in her tummy and
make her life very unpleasant.

“Ms. Gillespie?”

The voice startled her out of
her thoughts, and a gasp escaped her lips before she could prevent
it. She smiled and rose from the seat, turning to face the owner of
the voice. “Hello. I’m so sorry I didn’t see you there. You
startled me. I’m Fiona.” She held out her hand.

The woman, a tall, curvaceous
brunette maybe ten years her senior, took her hand and they shook.
“Sorry,” she said, smiling. “I didn’t mean to make you jump. I’m
Sophia Lowrey, PR Manager. It’s lovely to meet you.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I thought you
were Ms. Cresswell.”

Sophia shook her head. “No.
She’s in the interview room, making a few notes on the last
applicant. We’ll both be interviewing you.”

“I see. Okay, great. Sorry. It’s
lovely to meet you, too. I’m sorry, I’m a little nervous.”
Bloody hell, Fiona, stop saying sorry!

The older woman smiled again,
then held out her arm to indicate that Fiona should walk with her.
“Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Just be yourself. That’s all we
ask.”

Even if ‘myself’ is a penniless
graduate with no experience whatsoever in PR? You’d be better off
sticking me behind the bar. Though, even there I’d be no good—not
much call for champagne and cocktails at The Royal Oak, but I pull
a mean pint.

Instead, she smiled back, picked
up her bag and followed Sophia out of the lobby, past the elevators
and through a discreet door tucked into the far corner of the
space. Once through the door, Fiona could immediately see why
someone came to fetch the interviewees—giving directions to someone
who’d never set foot in the building before would be a recipe for
disaster. It was like a labyrinth—albeit an incredibly clean,
stylish one.

That really showed what
standards The Portmannow Hotel strove for. Even the areas not open
to the public were awe-inspiring. As she was half a pace behind
Sophia, Fiona allowed herself to drink in the lavishness around
her—the beautiful paintings, stunning sculptures, the fact that the
carpet was so deep it felt a little like quicksand. The glimpses
she caught out of a couple of windows they passed were impressive,
too. It seemed there was a central courtyard nestled amongst the
stately walls, and it housed a gorgeous haven of greenery.

As if sensing her curiosity,
Sophia said over her shoulder, “Once your interview’s concluded,
Ms. Gillespie, I’ll give you a tour of the building. You’re the
last person we’re seeing today, so I can take you myself.”

“Wow, that would be wonderful.
Thank you. This place is beautiful.” She meant every word, but also
couldn’t help thinking it was a little cruel to show each applicant
around the place, knowing only one of them would get the job. It
was a bit like look at what you could have won.

But, on the other hand, for the
person who was lucky enough to land the position, every
glimpse would be worth its weight in gold, because she was sure
whoever it was would spend their first day—probably their first
week, actually—getting lost. She’d been paying attention to where
they’d been going, and yet she found herself hoping she’d be
escorted back to the lobby when she was done. Otherwise, she’d
still be wandering these corridors days later, trying to find her
way out.

After what felt like a couple of
miles, Sophia stopped at a door marked PR & Marketing
Suite.

Bloody hell, even the
behind-the-scenes places have posh names. Suite? Not department,
but suite!

“Okay,” Sophia said, resting her
hand on the door handle and half-turning to Fiona, “we’re here.
Just remember what I said. Be yourself. And please try to relax.
Neither of us bites.”

With a shy smile, Fiona nodded.
“I will. Thanks.”

They passed through the doorway
into a reception-type area, where a girl around her age sat behind
a desk, clicking away on her keyboard. Sophia nodded politely to
her, then led Fiona through another door into a huge, open-plan
office, with a handful of diligent staff working away on their
various tasks. In one corner was a private office with glass
walls.

Okay, kiddo. This is it. Knock
‘em dead!



Chapter Four

Sophia entered the office
without knocking, Fiona following close behind.

“Please take a seat, Ms.
Gillespie. Can I get you a drink of anything before we start?”
Sophia said.

“N-no, I’m fine. Thanks.” As
Sophia closed the door, Fiona moved to take a seat, smiling and
nodding at the woman on the opposite side of the table—Jane
Cresswell, she presumed. “Hello.”

“Hello, Ms. Gillespie. Thank you
so much for coming along.”

“Thank you for asking me.”

By now, Sophia had taken a seat,
too. As the two women looked at notes and paperwork in front of
them, Fiona got her water from her bag, as well as her notebook and
pen. Placing the items on the table, she waited for the two women
to begin the interview.

Glancing up, Jane said, “Okay, I
think we’re ready to start. Thank you again for coming, Ms.
Gillespie. You’ve already met Sophia, obviously. I’m Jane Cresswell
from Human Resources. Sophia is the PR Manager and would be your
line manager, should you be successful.”

Fiona smiled. “It’s lovely to
meet you. I’m very grateful for this opportunity, particularly
since I sent my application in after the closing date.”

“Yes…” Jane peered down at her
notes, then back up with a smile. “You didn’t see the advert until
it was already too late, correct? But you applied anyway.”

Making a huge effort not to pick
up the pen and start fidgeting with it, she remembered what Sophia
had said about being herself. “I did. I was flicking through a
newspaper that was a few days old and came across the advert. As
soon as I saw it, I was really interested in the role, and it
wasn’t until I’d read through the information a couple of times
that I realised the closing date for applications was the previous
day. I was disappointed, but decided to apply anyway, just on the
off-chance you might call me in. I’m really glad I did.”

Now both women smiled, and
Fiona, feeling more confident, smiled right back.

“So,” Sophia said, taking the
lead now, “why were you interested in this position?”

No sense in being anything
but honest, here. “Well, I did my degree in creative writing,
but didn’t have a definite idea of what I wanted to do,
career-wise. I moved to London a few months ago, as this is where
most of the opportunities seem to be. Up until now, though, despite
scouring websites, newspapers and magazines, I haven’t seen
anything that really called out to me. I just didn’t know what I
was looking for. But when I spotted the line in your ad about
looking for someone with creative writing skills, my interest was
definitely piqued. Then, when I got online and researched The
Portmannow Hotel, I was totally enthused. It seems like an
excellent hotel and chain to work for, and I’m very interested in
the fact that there are career advancement opportunities.”
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