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    Claudia Anthony, the overachieving owner of a successful hotel chain, is recruited to take part in the reality TV show Secret CEO.


    Disguised as Jane Ennis, she takes on a job at The Anthony in Aberpentre, a Welsh seaside town that has seen better days. She finds herself working under young, headstrong Rhodri Wynn-Jones, who has no clue of her real identity.


    Soon, passion flares between them, and although Claudia knows there are lines she can’t cross, she just can’t keep away.


    Rhodri is falling in love with Jane – but what will happen if he learns he’s actually having an affair with his boss?

  


  
    Chapter One


    ‘You have to admit, Claudia, it’ll be wonderful publicity for you …’


    Gina paused, and took a sip from her cappuccino, waiting for my reaction. In the chair beside her, Hugo Murray of Wild Card Productions regarded me intently. According to Gina, Hugo had been anxious to speak to me pretty much since the day I’d taken over running the company.


    I glanced out of the window. Three floors below us on St Martin’s Lane, the traffic was its usual Friday snarl-up, and the pavement tables outside the café across the road were occupied by shoppers enjoying the first pleasantly warm afternoon of spring. As I contemplated the familiar scene, I gave myself some thinking time. Why, I wondered again, had I agreed to this meeting? With everything I had on my plate since Dad died, I didn’t have time to get involved with some reality show; even if Gina assured me it would be as good as free advertising for us. When I’d asked her to beef up our PR strategy, I’d expected advertorials in the Saturday travel supplements, maybe being asked to put myself up for a sympathetic profile on the business pages. Not this.


    Turning the chair back to face them both, I said, ‘So tell me exactly what it would involve. What you’d expect me to do.’


    ‘OK, Claudia.’ Hugo smiled, a dimple appearing in his left cheek as he did. ‘Well, as I’m sure you know, the viewing public don’t have a very favourable opinion of the people who run our businesses. The conception is that they’re all smug, uncaring fat cats, creaming off the profits and awarding themselves massive bonuses while their employees struggle by on peanuts.’


    ‘Well, that’s certainly not the case here …’ The man had been in my office five minutes and already I was on the defensive. I couldn’t see anything good coming out of this.


    ‘I’m already aware of that. Gina’s briefed me extensively on your commitment to paying the living wage, the various opportunities for career advancement within the Anthony Hotels chain, and the donations you make to charity. You’re clearly a good employer.’ His words should have mollified me more than they did. I was on edge, waiting for the next barb. It wasn’t long in coming.


    ‘But every business, no matter how successful,’ Hugo continued, his fingers steepled together as he swivelled in his chair, ‘always has areas that are in need of improvement. And for someone in the hospitality industry, like you, it’s important that you get on top of those areas, given how easily a bad review or two on Trip Advisor and the like can influence a potential customer’s choice of hotel …’


    Again, that wasn’t something we had too much to worry about, I wanted to tell him. As part of her duties as head of PR, Gina regularly monitored those review sites, and I couldn’t remember the last time she’d reported that one of our flagship hotels had received a serious trashing. All I said was, ‘Yes, I’m aware of that.’


    ‘Well, the beauty of Secret CEO is that it offers bosses the chance to go into their business at ground level and see for themselves the changes that need to be made. I don’t know whether you’ve had the opportunity to look at the DVD of the last series I sent over to Gina last week.’


    I shook my head. I’d been in Las Vegas for an industry convention, only coming back to London this morning on the red-eye flight. Even though I’d managed to sleep for most of the journey, jetlag still fogged my system, and out of all the tasks I had to catch up on, watching back-to-back episodes of a reality TV show was at the bottom of the list.


    ‘OK, I see we have some catching up to do …’ If I was proving a hard sell on his concept – and I hoped I was – Hugo didn’t show it. ‘What you’d be doing, Claudia, is taking on a job in your own company, but you’d be in disguise, so that the employees you’re working alongside don’t have any idea who you really are.’


    ‘And people really do this?’ I scoffed. I knew television programmes were often built on the most tenuous of premises, but this all seemed particularly unlikely.


    ‘Of course,’ Gina chipped in. ‘Hugo’s been filling me in on how it’s worked for other businesses. On the last series, the guy who founded the Don Giovanni pizza chain worked in one of his own restaurants for a month, taking orders and topping pizzas. After the show was broadcast, the company’s turnover went up 65 per cent. You can’t argue with figures like that, can you?’


    I shrugged. ‘That’s fair enough, but it just feels a bit … gimmicky. I can’t see my father ever getting involved with a concept like this.’


    ‘Which is exactly why when Hugo first approached me about the possibility of you taking part in the show, I wanted you to meet him,’ Gina said. ‘Gus Anthony was a fine man and a great boss to work for, but you’ve got to admit he was very set in his ways.’


    Traditional, I would have called him. Committed to upholding the standards of the family business, and providing the high level of quality and service the Anthony name had come to stand for. But with that had come a certain resistance to change.


    ‘You, on the other hand, are perfect for the show, Claudia,’ Hugo told me. ‘You’re very young to be running a company as big as this, you’re coming to the situation with fresh eyes and a new approach to business management, and I think you’d come across very well on camera. How we see this working for you is that there has to be one of your hotels which isn’t doing as well as the others, whether that’s in terms of occupancy rate or customer satisfaction …’


    I tuned his voice out. At once, I knew the hotel that would be the focus of the programme, should I decide to go ahead with it. The black sheep of the chain, as my father had referred to it on more than one occasion.


    William Anthony had begun to build hotels in the late 1860s, at first in the new industrial powerhouses of Manchester, Liverpool, and Sheffield. The flagship of his chain was on the Strand, a few minutes’ walk from where I sat. It had been the first of the great luxury hotels in Britain, with innovations that were revolutionary at the time, including electric lighting and mechanically operated lifts that would ferry guests to their rooms. As the spread of the railway network had encouraged the concept of the day trip and the seaside holiday, William had expanded his empire into fashionable resorts including Brighton and Bournemouth. All the hotels he’d opened still flourished – apart from the Anthony in the Welsh seaside resort of Aberpentre.


    At one time, visitors had flocked to Aberpentre to sample the sulphurous waters from the local spring, which was supposed to offer health-giving benefits. To cater for these well-heeled tourists, William had built the finest hotel in the area. It commanded a spectacular view across the bay, and its Royal Suite was named for Edward VII, who stayed there when he was Prince of Wales. Now, however, it was a shadow of its former self; its grandeur faded and its rooms in dire need of refurbishment. In the weeks before his death, Dad had been considering an offer from an American property developer who was looking to buy the hotel. Like so many things, those negotiations had fallen apart in the wake of the sudden, massive heart attack that claimed my father’s life.


    The more I thought about it, the more I realised I could use an appearance on Secret CEO to my advantage. If nothing else, it would alert other potential buyers to the fact that the Anthony in Aberpentre was ripe for a takeover.


    ‘Actually, I think we do have a hotel that might be right for your purposes …’ I began, noticing Gina sitting forward in her seat, alerted by the change in my tone. For the first time since we’d begun this meeting, I sounded positive. ‘It’s in Aberpentre. You know where that is, Hugo, right?’


    He shook his head. That simple gesture told me all I needed to know. I smiled at him across the desk. ‘And that’s why if – and I haven’t said I will yet – I go anywhere, it’ll be there.’


    ‘Glad to see you’re coming round to my way of thinking.’ Hugo’s expression was smug. Clearly, he thought he’d already won the battle.


    ‘But I’m not exactly an unfamiliar face within this company,’ I pointed out. ‘If I go undercover, I’m not convinced that someone won’t recognise me.’


    ‘Let me show you one of the makeovers we’ve done in previous episodes. It should help to put your mind to rest on that front.’


    Hugo swiped a finger across the screen of the tablet he’d brought to the meeting with him and placed it on the desk before me. I saw a middle-aged man with greying locks and small, wire-rimmed glasses.


    ‘That’s Michael Corbett, managing director of Move-U,’ he said. I recognised the name of the online estate agency, if not the face behind the company. ‘And this –’ Hugo’s finger moved over the screen again, bringing up a fresh image ‘– is also Michael Corbett.’


    Now, the glasses were gone, the hair was a rich chocolate brown, and the man sported a neat goatee. The transformation had the overall effect of making him look a good ten years younger, and I had to admit that if I hadn’t been told they were photos of the same person, I would have struggled to guess.


    ‘OK, that’s impressive,’ I conceded, still not wanting to commit myself totally to the proposal. ‘But won’t the staff be suspicious when I just turn up out of the blue? Particularly if I have a camera crew with me.’


    ‘We already have a backstory planned for you,’ Hugo explained. ‘We’ll tell the staff that yes, you’re being filmed for a documentary, but it’s about women who are being forced to make a radical career change due to the recession. As far as they’re concerned, you’ll have had a well-paid job somewhere in the finance sector, you’ve been made redundant, and now you have to start again, much lower down the career ladder. Trust me, Claudia, we really have thought of everything.’


    ‘And if I agree to this, how soon would you want to start filming?’


    ‘Well, it’ll take us a couple of weeks to set everything up. We’ll need to find accommodation for you, and smooth everything over with the hotel manager …’


    That was a thought. Who was in charge of the Anthony in Aberpentre these days? The manager we’d headhunted from a rival chain less than a year ago had moved on within a couple of months. He’d come with a string of impressive references, but had left as soon as he’d realised he wouldn’t be able to revive the hotel’s fortunes. The details of his replacement were a blur.


    I stabbed at my computer keyboard, bringing up the personnel listing for Aberpentre and finding the name I sought.


    ‘Rhodri Wynn-Jones,’ I said, my eyes scanning the photograph that accompanied his listing. Dark hair, long enough to brush his shirt collar. Blue eyes, sharp cheekbones, and a hint of stubble on his chin. A tie that looked as though it had been hastily knotted around his neck moments before the photo was taken. The type my friends referred to as “a bit of rough” and my mother would have worried me about falling for.


    Not that I intended to fall for men any more. I’d sworn off them following Gavin.


    ‘Sounds like a local boy,’ Hugo replied. ‘That makes things interesting.’


    I waited for him to elaborate, but he seemed to have addressed that last comment to himself. ‘He’s young, keen, full of ideas …’ I continued. The first part at least wasn’t a lie. Looking at his date of birth, I realised he was four years younger than me at 27. As for the rest, I could only assume that, like everyone who’d taken over the running of the hotel in recent years, he thought he was the one who could make it a success.


    ‘Good, then I’m sure he’ll be open to what we have in mind. Someone can provide me with a contact for him, right?’


    ‘Of course,’ Gina said. ‘I’ll make sure you have that before you leave.’


    ‘Great. Once I’ve finalised the dates for filming, I’ll be in touch with you again.’ Hugo rose from his seat, and proffered a hand, wanting to shake on the deal. He didn’t give me the opportunity to point out that I’d never actually agreed to be a part of the show, just wished Gina and I a pleasant day and left.


    ‘What the hell happened there?’ I asked, as the door slammed shut behind him, leaving me feeling like I’d been picked up and set down by a whirlwind.


    ‘You just signed yourself up for a month working in a hotel in the back end of nowhere.’ Gina smiled and raised her coffee cup to me in mock salute. ‘Enjoy.’


    ‘What do you mean you’re going to be in disguise?’


    I paused for the waiter to remove our plates before resuming my conversation with Kay. We’d made this arrangement to meet for dinner well before the convention in Las Vegas, and originally I’d thought I’d be sharing tales of my trip to Sin City. Now, my days in the conference room and nights in the casino seemed like a very long time ago.


    ‘Have you ever watched Secret CEO?’


    ‘God, yes. Paul loves it. He’s always saying how funny it would be if his own boss went undercover. He reckons he’d spot the guy immediately, but you know what Paul’s like …’


    ‘Well, I kind of got talked into taking part in the show. Don’t say anything –’ I said, as I noticed her lips quirk upwards in a smirk. She was clearly remembering an alcohol-fuelled rant of mine about the morons who put themselves forward to appear on reality TV, happy to be ridiculed and humiliated as long as they got their face on screen. ‘I’d only just got off a long-haul flight. I wasn’t at my sparkling best.’


    The waiter had returned and stood discreetly at Kay’s elbow, ready to present her with the dessert menu. She didn’t even need to look at it before placing her order. ‘I’ll have the chocolate fondant, and my friend will have the tiramisu. Oh, and two filter coffees with warm milk, please. Thank you.’


    ‘Kay,’ I said as the waiter turned in the direction of the kitchen. ‘What if I didn’t want the tiramisu?’


    ‘Darling, how many years have we been coming here?’ she replied. ‘And in all that time, have you ever ordered anything else?’


    She was right, of course. We’d discovered this old-fashioned Italian restaurant, just off Drury Lane, in our university days, back when we’d been sharing a flat and counting the pennies. Even though I’d come into my trust fund at the age of 21 and Kay had married Paul, who earned a six-figure salary as an investment manager, we still came here a couple of times a year to catch up on each other’s gossip over a glass or two of Barolo. I’d eaten in restaurants all round the world, and I’d never had a better plate of pasta all’amatriciana anywhere. As for the tiramisu, it might mean putting in double duty on the treadmill to burn off the calories, but every sweet, creamy mouthful was so worth it.


    ‘Anyway, you were telling me about your impending TV appearance.’ Kay propped her elbow on the table and rested the point of her chin in her hand, waiting for me to go on.


    ‘Oh yes. I’ve agreed to spend four weeks in our hotel in Aberpentre. It’s on the Llŷn Peninsula – the north-west coast of Wales,’ I informed her when she just looked at me blankly. ‘I’m going to be working there as just another employee, at least as far as the staff are concerned, but really the idea is I’ll be looking at what’s going wrong there and seeing how things can be improved.’


    I drained the last of the wine in my glass. No matter how many times I considered the concept, I still couldn’t help thinking that I was setting myself up for a fall. Kay, at least, seemed enthusiastic about the prospect.


    ‘That sounds brilliant. What are you going to be doing, working as a chambermaid or something?’


    I shook my head. ‘No, I’ll be on the front desk. It’s the one thing I’m insisting on. Don’t take this the wrong way, but cleaning rooms is absolutely the last job I’d do. Been there, done that, after all.’


    When I’d been at university, Dad had set me up with a job in one of his hotels every summer. I had always been employed in a menial role, from working in the laundry room to washing pots in the kitchen. It had been his way of giving me hands-on experience in preparation for joining the company full time, and it had made sure I’d never got too full of myself. I’d been part of the housekeeping team at the Brighton Anthony, and I didn’t exactly look back on my time there with fondness. The girls I’d worked with – mostly students like me, or recent arrivals in the country – were a nice enough lot, but I shuddered at the memory of dubious stains on the sheets, clogged toilets, and the items left behind by departing guests, from false teeth to worn underwear. I’d even found the odd sex toy under the bed, no doubt thrown aside at the moment of orgasm, and forgotten about. Some people seemed to think they could make as much mess as they liked, since it would be someone else’s job to clean up after them.


    The arrival of our desserts brought me out of my reverie. I looked at the scoop of vanilla ice cream slowly melting in rivulets on top of Kay’s chocolate fondant pudding and wondered whether I should have been more adventurous in my own choice. As it always did, the first mouthful of tiramisu persuaded me otherwise.


    ‘Don’t make it obvious you’ve noticed him,’ Kay said, pausing with her spoon halfway between the plate and her mouth, ‘but there’s a man at the table in the corner who keeps looking at you. Fair hair, beefy, rugby player type. Not all at all bad looking …’


    ‘Are you sure he’s looking at me? He could just be trying to catch the waiter’s attention. Probably just wants to pay his bill and leave.’


    Kay sighed. ‘When did you become so oblivious to male attention?’


    ‘Not oblivious,’ I told her. ‘Just not interested.’ Turning my head a fraction, I caught a glimpse of the man Kay had been talking about. He sat with a couple of other men, who were braying at a joke one of them had made. Not my type, even if I had been looking for someone. Too blond, too brash, too keen to be noticed.


    ‘It’s been nearly two years since Gavin,’ Kay commented. ‘Are you really going to let every opportunity pass you by because of him?’


    ‘This has got nothing to do with Gavin.’ I stuck my spoon into my rapidly dwindling portion of dessert.


    ‘Rubbish. It’s got everything to do with him. Look, just because he was a slimy little shit who deserves to be dropped head-first off the top of the Shard doesn’t mean every man is the same.’


    ‘I don’t want to talk about this now, Kay.’ The many inventive ways in which she pictured Gavin Elston coming to a gruesome end at her hands could usually be relied on to bring a smile to my face, but not tonight. Somehow, I couldn’t bury the memories of my former fiancé’s duplicity.


    ‘You’ve got to stop thinking any man who tries to get close to you is only after your money,’ she persisted. ‘There are lots of good men out there, men who will value you for who you are, and not what you own.’ Her face brightened. ‘Hey, maybe you’ll meet someone while you’re undercover. Someone who thinks you’re just another employee of Anthony Hotels, not the woman who runs the whole thing.’


    An image flashed into my mind. A face with overlong black hair and blue eyes: a particular weakness as far as I was concerned. All my favourite fantasies revolved around someone with that dark, Celtic colouring and brooding intensity; someone who gave the impression that getting close to him would be a challenge. But when you broke through the defences he had built around himself, his mouth would be as soft as his kisses were demanding. He would take me in his arms and kiss me until my lips were swollen and my body threatened to dissolve beneath the delicious onslaught. Then he would move lower, trailing a path of kisses down my neck and the soft curve of my breast, until the last of my inhibitions were gone and I was begging him to use his mouth where I needed it the most …


    I blinked the thought away, aware that Kay was regarding me with a curious expression. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I snapped. ‘That’s the last thing I’m going to be looking for.’


    She smiled. ‘Stranger things have happened. Who would have thought I’d meet the man I was destined to marry at a karaoke night, of all places?’


    The group of men at the corner table had settled their bill and were making their way towards the front door. As they passed our table, the burly blond dropped something onto the red and white chequered tablecloth by my elbow. When I looked down, I saw it was his business card. I didn’t even bother to read the details, just waited till he and his friends had left the restaurant, then tore the thin piece of card in half.


    Kay said nothing, but her disapproval was all too obvious.


    I let out a sigh. ‘Kay, I know you want me to see me settled down, but I’m perfectly happy being single, honestly. With everything I have on my plate, a man is the last thing I need in my life right now. And even if I were looking, do you seriously think I’d go all the way to Wales to find someone? I mean, there are so many ways this whole Secret CEO thing could go horribly wrong anyway, without adding that kind of complication.’


    Kay said nothing, just gave me a “we’ll see about that” kind of look. I did my best to stifle a yawn, still not fully over my jetlag. It signalled the end of the conversation, as we both seemed to realise how late it was getting.


    ‘Are you going to be OK to get home?’ Kay asked. ‘We can share a cab if you like.’


    I shook my head. ‘No need, I’m going to spend tonight at the Anthony on the Strand. I rang earlier, asked them to keep a room free for me.’


    ‘The perks of being the boss, eh? Well, enjoy it now; there’ll be none of that once you’re in Wales.’ Kay smiled, and turned her body in the direction of our waiter, making a scribbling motion against her palm to let him know she’d like him to bring us the bill.


    ‘Don’t worry, I think I can cope with being one of the plebs,’ I assured her, and hoped my confident words masked the anxiety I felt about stepping into the unknown.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Nearly a fortnight passed without my hearing from the production company, and I’d started to think that maybe Hugo Murray had changed his mind, and decided against using me on Secret CEO. As I was wondering whether this might not actually be a good thing, my phone rang.


    ‘Hi, this is Tanya from Wild Card. Am I speaking to Claudia Anthony?’


    ‘Yes, you are. How can I help you, Tanya?’


    ‘I’m ringing to let you know we’ve finalised your itinerary for the filming in Aberpentre, and I have all the details for you …’


    By the time Tanya ended the call, I had the date and time of the train I’d be taking down to Wales, the address of the apartment that had been rented for me for the duration of my stay, and a suitable cover story. I needed a fake identity, and we’d settled on Jane Ennis – a combination of my middle name and my mother’s maiden name. As far as everyone working at the hotel was concerned, I had been employed as a financial planning manager for a firm in Caernarfon. In the nine months since I’d been made redundant, I had tried and failed to find a similar job, and now I was looking to start a new career in the hospitality industry. A month’s trial behind the front desk of the Anthony would let me know whether I was cut out for such work.


    But before I left for Aberpentre, there was the small matter of the change in my physical appearance to deal with. Tanya had booked me an appointment at a hair salon close to Wild Card’s office in Camden. I’d wanted to visit my regular stylist, who I’d been using for the best part of five years, but Luka had a string of celebrity clients, and Tanya thought my turning up at his premises with a camera crew in tow might not be the best idea.


    ‘You’re going to film me having my hair done?’ I’d asked.


    ‘Of course. How else do you think the viewers are going to see the full impact of your transformation?’


    That’s when I seriously began to wonder what I was getting myself into. But the arrangements had been made. Like it or not, I couldn’t back out now.


    The following Monday morning, I arrived at Mirage, which billed itself as a “fresh and funky hair design studio” and occupied a unit in the revamped Camden Stables Market. Tanya had booked me the first appointment of the day, and it was barely nine o’clock as I crossed the flagstones towards the hair studio.


    Waiting on the doorstep was the two-man film crew who’d been assigned to follow me for the length of the project. The cameraman had been munching on some kind of breakfast burrito. His auburn hair stuck up at odd angles, and he looked like he hadn’t long been out of bed. He wiped his hand on his T-shirt, which bore the image of the Evil Monkey from Family Guy, and held it out for me to shake. ‘You must be Claudia. Dean Parker.’


    His grip was surprisingly firm, the smile that crinkled the corners of his blue eyes warm and genuine. ‘Hello, Dean. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.’


    ‘No, we only just got here. The traffic on the Euston Road was a nightmare.’


    ‘Isn’t it always?’ his companion chipped in. This second man had skin the colour of bitter chocolate and a voice that was pure West Yorkshire. ‘I’m Bayo Diarra, by the way, and I’m the sound guy.’ He gestured to the microphone he held. The fuzzy grey cover made it look as though he had a small terrier in his clutches.


    ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ I said, ‘but I’m trying to place your accent. Is it Leeds?’


    ‘Spot on.’ Bayo looked impressed. ‘How did you guess?’


    ‘Oh, when I left university, I worked in the Anthony Hotel in Leeds for a year.’ It had been the next step in my training, after my various summer jobs. Rising to the challenge of running the place and dealing with whatever problems arose, from staff calling in sick to the kitchen freezers breaking down, had taught me so much.


    ‘I know it well,’ he said. ‘My sister had her wedding reception there, would you believe?’


    It didn’t surprise me to hear that. The hotel, a magnificent example of Victorian Gothic architecture, possessed a function room that had been booked out for wedding parties almost every weekend during the time I’d been in charge there.


    Dean crumpled his burrito wrapper, looked around for a bin to put it in, and failed to find one. ‘OK, Claudia. What we’d like to do first is film you going into the shop. Hugo wants us to get a lot of establishing shots, since they give the editor plenty to work with. I want you to just try and pretend that the camera’s not here, and behave as naturally as you can.’ He raised the camera to his shoulder. ‘Right, if you’re ready, in you go.’


    It was hard not to feel self-conscious as I pushed open the door of the salon and stepped through it; even more so when Dean called me back and asked me to do it again. I couldn’t believe I’d managed to do something as simple as walking into a shop incorrectly, but he explained he just wanted to film me from another angle.


    Once he was happy with his shot, I walked inside the salon. The white-painted walls and large, oval mirrors gave the long, low room a feeling of space. I was greeted by a pixie-featured girl who looked to be barely out of her teens, and whose short, spiky hair was an arresting shade of candyfloss pink.


    ‘Claudia, I’m Maxie. Come through, please.’


    Maxie led me to her station in front of one of the mirrors. Her scissors and styling tools were already laid out neatly, and a trolley holding all the equipment necessary for dying hair stood by the side of a red leather swivel chair.


    She helped me into a loose, leopard print smock, which she tied with a sash around my waist.


    My reflection in the mirror appeared pale and anxious, and I willed myself to relax, aware of Dean taking up a position behind me, his camera on his shoulder. ‘Am I allowed to ask what you’re planning to do to me?’ I said.


    Maxie grinned. ‘And spoil the surprise?’ She ran her hands through my hair, nodding to herself as she registered its condition. ‘Relax, Claudia, I reserve the novelty shades for myself. Let me get you a coffee, and then I’ll go mix up the dye.’


    My fears didn’t recede as she fussed around me, painting a bluish, creamy mixture along my hair from root to ends. Dean filmed for a few moments then, having captured what he needed, he and Bayo went outside for a cigarette break. Maxie called both of them back inside once the dye had worked its magic and she was ready to begin cutting.


    ‘Now, I’m going to take about six inches off the length,’ she informed me. ‘You’re sure you’re OK with that?’


    I wasn’t, not at all, but I nodded and closed my eyes as she snipped away, not wanting to see the wet strands of hair landing on the salon floor. I’d never had a drastic change of hairstyle, not even when Gavin and I had split up – an event that so often precipitates a radical alteration in a woman’s image. And as I didn’t have the faintest idea of the look Maxie was trying to achieve, I had no idea how I’d react when she unveiled my transformation.


    She turned the chair so I faced away from the mirror while she blow-dried my hair and applied a finishing serum. Bayo, who must have spotted the tension on my face, winked and mouthed, “You look great.” I wanted to be reassured by his comment, but uncertainty gnawed at my gut. It wasn’t just down to the haircut; again, I found myself wondering whether taking part in Secret CEO would really provide any kind of fillip for the company. But in a little over two hours, I’d be on a train on my way to Birmingham, where I would connect with the stopping service to Aberpentre. It was too late to back out now.


    ‘Are you ready for the big reveal?’ Maxie spoke as much to Dean as to me.


    ‘As I’ll ever be,’ I murmured.


    ‘Here we go, then …’ With that, she spun me round, so I was confronted with my reflection.


    ‘Oh my …’ My reaction must have appeared cartoonishly comical, my eyes wide as my hands flew to cover my mouth. I’d entered the salon with long, blonde hair, shot through with streaks of honey and caramel. Now, I had a choppy bob in a rich brown with coppery highlights designed to bring out the gold flecks in my green eyes. No one who’d seen me walk into Mirage would believe it was the same woman who left.


    ‘It looks amazing. Thanks so much, Maxie.’


    ‘My pleasure.’ Her eyes sparkled with the satisfaction of a job well done.


    The production company had provided me with a pair of small, black-framed glasses with plain lenses, designed to complete my disguise. At Dean’s request, I slipped them on while he continued filming. ‘They’ll need that so they can splice together a “before and after” shot,’ he informed me.


    I stood up, and Maxie brushed some stray pieces of hair off my shoulders before untying the smock.


    ‘You shouldn’t really need to touch the roots up while you’re away,’ she said. ‘And you’ll have no problems going back to your old colour afterwards, though I really do think this shade suits you so well.’


    With one last, disbelieving look in the mirror, I gathered my handbag and the wheeled suitcase that contained everything I thought I’d need over the next four weeks, then left the salon.


    ‘We can drop you at Euston station if you’d like,’ Bayo said. The plan was that he and Dean would drive up and be waiting to film my arrival when I got off the train at Aberpentre.


    I shook my head. ‘It’s OK, I’ll walk. It’s a nice day, after all.’ And I’m going to be sitting on a train for most of the rest of it, I almost added. At least I would have time to catch up on some paperwork I hadn’t quite managed to complete over the weekend. The day-to-day running of the company would be in safe hands in my absence, but I needed to let people know why I wouldn’t be available to answer my phone for the next four weeks. From the moment I arrived in Wales, Claudia Anthony would cease to exist, and I’d effectively become Jane Ennis. With my gorgeous new hairstyle, and the glasses I’d tucked safely back in my handbag, I was halfway there. Leaving London, and my pressurised role as CEO behind, would complete the process. For the first time since I’d agreed to take part in the programme, I was actually looking forward to being someone else.


    Eight hours later, my newfound enthusiasm for the project had dwindled considerably. The train journey to Birmingham had been uneventful enough, and I’d made my connection at New Street with time to spare. After that, I’d spent over five hours trundling through places I’d never even heard of before, as the stopping service made its way through Telford, Shrewsbury, and over the border into Wales. Stations with names I had no idea how to pronounce – Machynlleth, Llwyngwril, Morfa Mawddach – came and went, some so small they didn’t even have a booking office, just a brick-built shelter for passengers to wait in.


    The railway line followed a coastal course, hugging the shoreline, with the looming shadow of the mountains never too far away. I might have enjoyed watching the ever-changing scenery, but the rain had set in somewhere outside Wolverhampton, obscuring the view. Now, as the sky darkened and evening drew in, all I could see as the train approached Aberpentre station was a collection of industrial units and marshalling yards, signalling the terminus.


    ‘Aberpentre is our next and final station stop,’ came the recorded announcement. ‘This train terminates here. Would passengers leaving the train please remember to take all their belongings with them.’


    By now, I was the only person in the carriage, apart from a young man in army fatigues who’d boarded at Shrewsbury and dozed for most of the journey. I hoped he hadn’t managed to sleep past his stop as he shook himself awake and looked round, but he just grunted as he registered his surroundings and picked up his kitbag.


    I followed the soldier down the aisle, wheeling my case along behind me. Waiting on the platform as I stepped down from the train were two familiar figures. Dean had his camera hoisted on his shoulder. Knowing that he’d be filming one of his beloved establishing shots, I didn’t wave or in any way acknowledge him or Bayo as I walked towards them.


    ‘Was that OK?’ I asked as I reached the pair. ‘You don’t need me to do it again, or anything?’


    Dean shook his head. ‘That was great, thanks, Claudia. Good journey?’


    ‘Not bad, though it took forever. Who knew there were so many stations between here and Birmingham. And there were no buffet facilities on the train, so I’m absolutely dying for a cup of tea.’


    ‘Well, we’ll give you a lift to your apartment,’ Bayo said. ‘It’s only down the road from the Anthony Hotel; couldn’t be more convenient.’


    He led us over to his elderly Ford Focus estate, parked on the station forecourt. He hefted my case into the boot, and I made space for myself on the back seat, most of which was covered with road atlases, bits of golfing equipment, and ketchup-smeared fast food wrappers. Dean sat in the front, his camera cradled between his legs.


    Once he’d fastened his seat belt, Bayo reversed the car out of its parking spot and on to the road.


    ‘And where are you staying?’ I asked.


    ‘The same block as you,’ Dean replied. ‘Tanya thought it would make sense to have us all staying in the one place, plus this time of the year there was no problem getting the two apartments together. It’d probably be a different story in the summer holidays.’


    I doubted that. The rain lashed down with a vengeance, beating against the car windows, but the glimpses I caught of the town told me you’d always be able to find somewhere to stay, even at the height of the season. Assuming you wanted to. Aberpentre looked like a town down on its luck, the days of Royal visits and well-to-do ladies making trips to drink the spa waters long behind it. The high street appeared to be dominated by building societies, bookmakers, and charity shops, giving way to little cafés and shops selling lettered rock and assorted holiday tat as we drew nearer to the promenade. It was too dark to make out more than the outline of Aberpentre Bay as I looked out to sea; the string of coloured lights that hung from ornate wrought iron lampposts did little to illuminate the view, as many of the bulbs had blown and were in need of replacement.


    ‘Here’s the Anthony, coming up on the right,’ Bayo announced. I turned to look at the hotel, with its imposing Victorian façade. From everything Dad had said, I knew the interior was overdue a makeover – something we’d discussed at several of our monthly board meetings but had somehow never got round to placing high on the list of priorities. But I hadn’t realised the exterior had become so dilapidated too. The stonework was a dull, weathered grey, the ironwork on the balconies in need of a coat of paint. Though the lights in the entrance hall gave off a welcoming golden glow, I wasn’t sure that if I were looking for somewhere to stay, this would be my first choice – or any choice, for that matter. The Anthony chain prided itself on providing high-quality accommodation at an affordable price, but I wouldn’t know how far this particular hotel was falling short of that aim until I went inside.


    Tomorrow morning, in my Jane Ennis persona, I would be doing just that.


    ‘Here we are.’ Bayo brought the car to a halt, halting me in my musing. ‘Home sweet home – for the next month, anyway.’


    He’d pulled up in the car park of a low, undistinguished redbrick building. The sign outside said in stark, black plastic lettering, Bay Vista Holiday Apartments – or it would have done, if the “s” in “Vista” hadn’t been missing. A white van with Llewellyn and Sons, Builders and a Porthmadog address written on the side occupied the space next to Bayo’s Focus. I remembered something Tanya had told me when she’d been giving me the details of my accommodation: many of these apartments were occupied outside the summer holiday season by contractors doing work in the area. At least this place had found a way of maximising its revenue streams, to use a phrase that came up so often in the board meetings I chaired.


    Having retrieved our luggage from the boot, we dashed up the steps to the front door. The concierge, a woman in her 40s with stiffly styled blonde hair, welcomed me like a long-lost friend. ‘Miss Ennis, isn’t it? I’m Gaynor Rhys. Lovely to see you.’


    Gaynor walked round to her desk, her plump hips rolling beneath her navy smock dress. ‘You’ll be staying in Apartment 7, on the second floor. It has one of the nicest views of the bay.’ She retrieved a key ring from the top drawer, and passed it to me. ‘The silver Yale key is for the main door, and the gold for your apartment. I’m usually on duty between 9 a.m. and 9 p.m., and there’s a contact number if you require any help outside those hours. This –’ she handed me a typewritten sheet of paper ‘– has details of all the local amenities you might need. The banks, the post office, the supermarket – though I’ve made sure your fridge is already stocked with a few things as I knew you’d be getting here quite late.’


    ‘Thanks, that’s very kind of you.’


    She smiled broadly. ‘All part of the service, dear. We like to make sure all our guests have everything they need.’ As she spoke, I noticed she shot a look at Bayo from beneath her eyelashes. He seemed to be ignoring her attention. ‘Now, if I’ve forgotten to mention anything, just pop down to the desk here before I leave tonight. And do have a lovely stay.’


    ‘She seems nice,’ I said, as I followed Dean and Bayo out of the lobby and up a flight of uncarpeted stairs.


    ‘Oh she is. Very friendly,’ Dean replied. ‘And she’s already taken a shine to Bayo. Which is lucky, seeing as he’s a single guy, and all. Just perfect for a horny Welsh cougar to clasp to her ample bosom …’


    As he spoke, I realised I didn’t know anything about the personal lives of either of these two men. They seemed happy enough to uproot themselves from their own homes for the duration of filming, but I supposed that was a necessary requirement if you were part of a TV crew.


    Halting him in his teasing of his colleague, I said, ‘And what about you, Dean? Have you got a wife or a girlfriend?’


    ‘Boyfriend.’ It hadn’t occurred to me that he might be gay, but I said nothing as he continued, ‘Maurice works in musical theatre, mostly. He’s on the road at the moment, in a touring production of Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. So us being apart for a while is nothing new. Actually, I’m hoping to meet up with him in a couple of weeks, when the tour reaches Chester.’ He grinned. ‘So, babe, you’ll have to promise not to do anything that’s worthy of catching on camera while I’m away.’


    They came to a halt before a white-painted door with the number 4 fixed to it.


    ‘Well, this is us,’ Dean said. ‘According to our notes, you’re meeting the hotel manager at eight tomorrow morning, right?’ I nodded. ‘OK, we’ll see you outside the Anthony at ten to.’


    ‘Don’t tell me. Establishing shots, right? Good night, boys.’


    As I climbed the stairs to the second floor, I could still hear the two men bickering, Bayo’s voice slightly raised as he responded to Dean’s accusations about him being the subject of Gaynor Rhys’s attentions. At least I felt like I had a couple of friends in this unfamiliar town, even before I began trying to ingratiate myself with the locals.


    The apartment was clean, airy, and smelled faintly of vanilla. I left my suitcase in the lounge, and went into the room that doubled as a kitchen and dining area to see what Gaynor had provided in the fridge for me. I retrieved eggs, and set about scrambling them. In the bread bin, I found a crusty white loaf, and toasted a couple of slices, buttering them thickly. Lunch, which had been a pasta salad I’d bought from a concession at New Street station before getting on the train to Aberpentre, seemed like a very long time ago now.


    Outside, the rain still pattered against the windows. I pulled the blinds, and took my supper through to the lounge. Switching on the TV, I flicked through the channels, lingering for a moment on what I realised was the American version of Secret CEO. The hapless chief executive of some theme restaurant chain was working undercover as a waiter, and had almost got himself sacked on the spot for spilling a plate of popcorn shrimp over the customer he was serving. Not wanting to watch any more for fear it would make me think of all the ways my own appearance on the show could go horribly wrong, I found instead some action movie in which Jason Statham, shirtless and glistening with oil and sweat, was fighting half a dozen men simultaneously. The plot didn’t seem to make much sense, but the actor looked pretty good running around half-naked, so I let the images wash over me.



