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			This book is for Katie Fforde, for her faith and friendship 
and with big thanks for the fabulous road trips.

Because it all began with the huskies.

		

	
		
			Never travel faster than your soul.

			Sami saying

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,

			Welcome to my first full-length winter book! As much as I love warm and sunny Mediterranean countries, I also love the winter. I really love snow! I love the ritual; coming in from the cold, stripping off outer clothing, warming up by the fire with hot drinks, filling the house with the smell of slow-cooked foods and gathering around the kitchen table.

			At college, I had a good friend from Iceland and I became fascinated with the winters she experienced back home. So much so that I had to go and see it for myself and I visited Anna and her family there a number of times. I loved the big snowfall, the dark winters and the way life adapted to it. It’s there that I set my short eBook Notes from the Northern Lights. Once I’d written that, I knew I wanted to write another winter adventure at some point.

			The spark of an idea for this book came about when I watched the final of Masterchef, visiting a Michelin-starred restaurant in Stockholm that cooked with just fire. Fire, smoke, heat and utterly amazing creations; going back to basics. It was captivating.

			Arriving in Kiruna in the very North of Sweden, I realised that, like the sea, snow is something to be respected because Mother Nature is much bigger than us. I loved the light it gave, the sense of community it created, how life worked alongside Mother Nature and the challenges she threw up. My favourite memory of being there was when we pulled up on the roadside, the snow falling like glitter, and our Sami guide lit a fire by a frozen river having pointed out recent moose footprints and reindeer in the wild. We sat on reindeer skins, drank amazing coffee and ate homemade cakes, feeling at one with nature. Fire made it all possible . . . that and a good knife! I felt really alive and living in the now. I hope you enjoy Halley’s adventure across the snowy Swedish tundra, out in the wilderness, and feel as alive as I did out there, too!

			With love,

			Jo

			x
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			Chapter One

			‘Fika?! You want fika?’ The voice makes me jump, catapulting me from my thoughts. I look up and see a tall, blonde young woman standing next to me with a stern look on her face. She’s brandishing a long pair of tongs and snapping them, punctuating the ‘f’ in fika.

			She does it again

			Snap, snap!

			I swallow hard. I’m used to discovering new customs. I’m a seasoned traveller. Which also means I am very wary. I mean, not everything is always quite as it sounds, like the all-over body massage in a parlour in Paris, or the moreish cupcakes in the café in Amsterdam.

			I lean back, pushing my shoulders and face away from the painful-looking tongs, wondering what fika could possibly entail. I’m wary, but that’s not to say I’m not up for new experiences. But this . . . those tongs make me think I may have misread the signs coming to sit down here. I look around at the green glass lampshades throwing soft light over the green and white tablecloths and red salt and pepper pots. I’m sitting on a soft green imitation-leather high-backed bench, looking out over the runway. It looks and smells like a restaurant. So what’s with the—

			‘Fika!’ she interrupts my thoughts. Her stern face suddenly breaks into a wide smile as she proudly announces, ‘Coffee and cake!’ and snaps her long tongs at the lines of pastries and cakes behind her on a central island.

			‘You can have coffee,’ she points at the coffee machine whirring and steaming away, ‘and cake!’ She turns back and points at the row of pastries again. ‘Fika!’ she repeats proudly. ‘A very Swedish tradition. Everyone makes time for fika. Workers and bosses alike. It’s where we take a minute to relax and reflect and share our thoughts.’

			I glance up at the departures board and scan for my flight.

			‘Delayed!’ I sigh.

			‘Where are you going?’ she asks.

			‘Kiruna,’ I tell her.

			‘Ah,’ she nods, ‘they will have big snow there. Bound to be delayed. You have time for fika,’ she says seriously.

			But I just want to get going. I only popped into this café to charge my phone, grab a bottle of water and update my journal. I like to do it as soon as I arrive somewhere new. I’m constantly on the move, and it helps me keep track of where I was and when. I look at the board again. I just want to get to Kiruna, as far north as you can fly in Sweden, find the town of Tallfors, even further north, and the hotel, and then get back here to Stockholm and the safety of the city as soon as possible. A bubble of frustration rises in me. I’m itching to be on the move. But delayed means delayed, even if it is only by forty-five minutes, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

			‘Do you have any tea?’

			‘Tea?’ She looks like she’s been asked if she serves chopped liver. ‘Um, let me see.’ She rummages in a basket of tea bags. ‘I have Earl Grey . . . or green tea, or camomile.’ She gazes at me expectantly. I consider the options. No ordinary breakfast tea. Looks like coffee it is.

			‘In that case, fika would be lovely.’ I smile back at her, glad that at least it didn’t turn out to be some sort of Swedish massage involving tongs and hot rocks, and resigning myself to enforced grounding for the next three quarters of an hour. I’ll use the time to finish my travel log entry and catch up on work emails. It’s probably a useful window to do that before getting to the job in Tallfors.

			I take out my travel log and place it on the table in front of me, checking for any spills on the surface first. I open it up and run my hand over the blank page near the back of the book, then I take my pen from the pen holder on the inside of the front pocket, unscrew the lid and start to write.

			Date: 4 January 2018. Location: Stockholm. Destination: Lapland.

			I write slowly, enjoying the feel of the nib moving over the thick cream paper. I rest my hand on the left-hand side of the open book. It’s nearly full – only two pages left. I flick through the notes and photos of the places I’ve been since I started this job delivering precious and unusual items all over Europe, and smile, reminded of all the trips I’ve made over the past two years – Sicily, Sardinia, south-west France – and the things I’ve hand-delivered. A wedding dress, an antique violin bought in an auction, and paperwork for a businessman, for which I was treated to a seven-course meal with family, friends and colleagues before I left.

			I look at the remaining blank pages again and run my thumb over their edges. Just two pages and the book will be full. I wonder if I could add some more pages in, or find another travel journal exactly the same. Maybe I’ll look around the airport. It’s the perfect travel companion, I think, smoothing down the cool page.

			Stockholm is minus two degrees. I adjust my writing so it’s smaller, using up less paper than the notes at the start of the book. And outside the window of the airport café I’m in, snowploughs are clearing the runways. Maybe twenty of them. It’s like watching ballet dancers performing a well-rehearsed routine. Snow is billowing up around them like icing sugar being dusted on mince pies. Who needs Swan Lake when I have this?! I draw a smiley face and some snowflakes, imagining my husband Griff’s face as I tell him every detail of my trip, wishing he could be here with me to see it.

			I snap a picture of the snowploughs, check it and smile again. I’ll print it off and stick it in when I get home, if there’s room. I frown, looking at the last couple of blank pages, running my hand over the textured paper again and finding comfort in its familiarity. I love stationery, always have. My gold fountain pen was a thirtieth birthday present from my husband, with the message Now stop talking about wanting to do it and write! And this book – I caress the page again – this book has been my constant travelling companion for two years, since I started this job.

			I put the pen to my lips and watch the snowploughs, letting the hubbub of the airport wrap itself around me like a great big hug. I love airports. The excitement, the chatter, the expectation. Everyone is going somewhere. There is such a buzz in that constant state of movement: places to go, people to see. I just love it. A contented smile spreads across my face as I watch the snowploughs swoop gracefully in circles and then file off the runway to make way for a departing aeroplane. Even the sight of the planes gives me a happy little feeling of hope, of new cities to be seen, new streets to lose myself in.

			I look at the details of the town I’ve printed off. Tallfors, meaning ‘tall pines next to a fast-flowing river’; population 523. It’s about as far north as you can get before crossing over into Norway. It has a church, a grocery shop and outdoor-clothes store, a post office, a hotel and all sorts of winter activities. I give an involuntary shiver underneath my big-knit woollen scarf with pompoms around the edges, a Christmas present from my sister on hearing that this was my next assignment. No, Tallfors wouldn’t suit me for a holiday. I prefer a good selection of shops, along with restaurants and museums and people.

			To be honest, it’s not a job I’d usually have accepted, but it was a favour for my boss, Mansel Knott, and well, let’s just say Sign-Off Sybil in the office told me that if I deliver the goods safe and sound, I’m next in line for the big jobs: New Zealand, Australia, the Far East. Just perfect! Her name is actually Bev, but we call her Sign-Off Sybil because she’s forever texting us with Remember to sign the job off! Like we’d forget. We don’t get paid until it’s signed off. And because she looks and sounds like Sybil in Fawlty Towers.

			Big long-haul jobs . . . I sigh at the thought. I’ve been hoping for one of them since I started with Wings hand-to-hand courier service, specialists in bespoke, efficient and reliable deliveries around the world. I just had to bide my time and prove myself, and it looks as if that’s exactly what I’ve done. My track record is impeccable – well, apart from the time I let out a pedigree Papillon dog called Lady Gaga to relieve herself at a service station on the M4 and she ended up in a romantic encounter with a Basset hound. There was some explaining to do after that. I just wanted to let her stretch her legs. Instead, I had to prise the amorous couple apart, and she lashed out with all the bitchiness of a snubbed prima donna, unhappy about having her doggy equivalent of a Tinder date interrupted. I still have the scar to prove it. I run my thumb along my chin and the indentation there. I haven’t been near a dog since.

			I just want to deliver the package safely, sign the job off and get back to Stockholm, where I’ve planned a week’s sightseeing in the city. And I’m still on track to do that. In fact, despite the early start and the delay, this trip is working out so far just as I’d hoped.

			I look at my schedule, complete with contact names, addresses and phone numbers, which I’ve printed off and have tucked in a plastic wallet into the sleeve at the back of my travel log, as well as having all the details on my phone, of course. I like to have belt and braces. I glance around at the airport once again. I can’t think of a nicer, busier place to be stranded, surrounded by people making plans on their phones, dreaming of onward journeys. The hustle and bustle all around me once again fills me with contentment. Fika will be great. I smile and look back down at the page in front of me, and start to describe fika and what I thought it might entail before I discovered it was actually about gingerbread cookies and almond cake!

			‘Kaffe,’ says my waitress, putting a steaming cup in front of me.

			‘Tack,’ I say, having spent the flight from Heathrow studying the Swedish phrasebook I downloaded before I left home – just as I do with every new country I visit.

			She smiles and hands me a plate, indicating that I should go and choose from the selection on the central island and snapping her tongs again with a naughty smile. I pick out a couple of cakes, which she puts on my plate almost ceremoniously with the tongs, and I carry them back to my table, where my small black hand-luggage case is waiting. All around me are other travellers with cases standing by their tables and chairs like obedient children joining the grown-ups at dinner.

			I put down the tray, sit down and lean my case against the table leg. It feels like a trusty friend. We’ve been everywhere together over the past two years. My colleagues bought it for me when I left my old job in the sales office of Dionysus Travel, where I’d been working for nearly ten years.

			I sip the coffee and grimace. It’s strong and bitter. I pick up one of the cakes and bite into the flaky pastry, letting 
the sweetness sit on my tongue, reviving me from my silly o’clock start this morning. I brush off the loose crumbs that have landed in my book just as a smartly dressed man indicates to the table next to me, as if asking if it’s free. I nod, a mouthful of pastry stopping me from replying. He slides into the bench seat to my right. I look at my phone and my city guide and start to make a list of the places I plan to see in Stockholm, writing even smaller than before. I love city life, just like I love airports. I love the buzz of people all around me. You know what they say: you’re never alone in a crowd.

			I look back out at the performing snowploughs. I know how lucky I am to have this job, seeing new places all the time. Not that I didn’t like my last one, but this is a long way from the office block I used to work in; a very long way from life back then. I like my life now; a new view every day from my hotel window. New people. Never the same place or face twice. All of them documented here in my journal. I smile and run my hand over the cover. I’ve been to so many places, but there are still so many I haven’t seen.

			Just then, my phone buzzes into life. It’s Sign-Off Sybil in the office. A new job has just come in. Once you sign off on this one, I can assign you to it . . . it’s a biggie. Long haul!

			I put the phone to my lips and smile, then press the book to my chest. I can’t wait to write about that in here. Then I think again about how few pages I have left and vow to make my writing really small. I slide the book off the table and into the front pocket of my case where it lives.

			I open the case and triple-check on the package I’m delivering. It’s there safe and sound, packaged in a velvet-lined box with silver trim. I pull it out. I like to make sure that the goods entrusted to my care are in perfect condition. I open the stiff lid and peek in as if checking on a sleeping child. Not that I’ve ever had to do that other than when I’ve babysat for my nephews. Sara is my older sister. She thinks I need a minder, as do the rest of my family, my stepdad and brother-in-law included, but I don’t. I’m fine. I’m thirty-two, for God’s sake! I love them dearly but they can be a bit overprotective.

			My family does everything together. And when I’m around, they have me organised too, though I’ve barely been there over the past two years, not since my change of career. But they understand how busy I am. I’m here, there and everywhere and very happy. We keep in touch with our family WhatsApp. Now, just for good measure, I send them all a photo of my coffee and cake and type You want fika?! with a smiley face. My nephews will love it!

			Then I return my attention to the box. Opening the lid fully, I put it on the table and look at the two silver wedding rings, shiny and new. The work of a Swedish designer living in London, where I collected them yesterday, they have been hand-made and inscribed. Tentatively I pick one up. On the inside is written Love you forever, my dearest Pru. Remembering with a prickle in my eyes how it felt to make those vows and mean them, I feel an unexpected rush of joy for this couple who have found each other, just like Griff and I did.

			I remember Griff proposing to me just six months after we met. He was going away on a tour of duty and took me to our favourite pizza place. After the pizzas and garlic bread, and before the ice cream and tiramisu, I heard our favourite song playing on the restaurant music system, at which point Griff dropped to one knee in between the tables and asked me to marry him. The entire restaurant cheered when I beamed and said I would. We went to see my mum on the way back from the restaurant. The whole family turned up to hear the news and share Prosecco. I loved that warm June night.

			I sniff and smile and place the ring gently back in its rightful place in the box, next to its other half, then put the box in my case and zip it up.

			‘If you are travelling alone, perhaps I buy you some more fika?’ the man to my right says in a thick accent, maybe south of France, leaning over towards me. ‘Or perhaps, when my lift arrives,’ he checks his phone, ‘a guided tour of the city?’ It happens sometimes, but still takes me by surprise. I must have single traveller tattooed on my forehead. But it’s not like I dress up for travelling, and certainly not on this trip, with my huge puffa coat and very sensible boots.

			‘Married,’ I say with a forced smile and hold up my wedding finger to show him, just as my flight is called. ‘But thank you for asking,’ I add politely, though actually inside I feel flustered. But my wedding ring seems to have done the trick, and he nods, with regret and a gentle smile.

			‘He is a very lucky man,’ he says politely.

			Even more flustered, I run my hand over my shiny cropped hair and turn back to my case, knocking it into his. I don’t know why I can’t accept compliments, but they just make me blush. I grab at my case, trying not to tut at my own clumsiness, and bid an embarrassed goodbye to the smart Frenchman, who is still smiling as he watches me. I quickly turn and head towards Terminal 5 and security, pulling out my phone with my boarding card on it from my handbag. I always wear a little across-body bag with my phone, passport and purse in it, just in case, God forbid, I ever get separated from my case. But that’s never going to happen. I keep a sharp eye on it at all times. It’s what I do!

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It’s cold as we walk through the tunnel to the plane entrance, and the freezing air comes as quite a shock after the warmth of the departure lounge. A dusting of snow lies on the ground and I’m glad of my big winter coat and chunky boots, my bargain buys from TKMaxx January sales.

			In the cabin, all the overhead lockers are chock-a-block. It’s a full flight.

			‘I can take that from you,’ says the air hostess in a thick Swedish accent, reaching for my case.

			‘No, no. It’s fine. Thank you. I need to be able to see my case,’ I tell her firmly, not letting go of it.

			‘There’s room further down the plane,’ she insists and tugs at it, but I don’t let go.

			‘I can make room here,’ I say, and lift it up, shuffling other bags and thick coats along. I exhale with relief and peel off my padded coat, narrowly missing punching the man behind me in the eye, as we all squeeze out of the aisle and into our seats as quickly as possible. I sit down and exhale again. In amongst the tangle of limbs, coats and luggage, I can see a man pushing my case along the overhead locker in order to cram his own bag in.

			I feel myself tense, watching it being moved further down the plane.

			‘Excuse me, I need to see my case.’ I go to unbuckle my seat belt and stand, but the air hostess is beside me.

			‘Please remain seated and with your seat belt on,’ she says firmly.

			The overhead lockers are being closed and everyone is ready to leave. I give my case one last stare, imprinting its location firmly in my mind as she shuts the locker. I know exactly where it is. The man who shifted my bag to make room for his own sits down a few rows ahead of me and pulls off his grey beanie, revealing a mass of blond curls with flecks of red running through them.

			I tip my head back and find myself shutting my eyes as the little plane starts to roll forward, and then, with a ping to tell the cabin crew to take their seats, suddenly shoots down the runway and flings itself into the air like a stone from a catapult. I grip the armrests, keeping my eyes shut, hoping I’m not clutching my neighbour’s forearm like that time in Skiathos. This bit of the job I don’t like; everything else I love, but the going up and coming down and any bumpy bits in the middle I could do without. I open my eyes briefly, catching a glimpse of the city lights we’re leaving behind and the comfort they bring me, then shut them again. I keep them shut for a while, turning down the free tea and coffee. I briefly look out of the window but I can’t see a thing, just cloud. The early start from just outside Cardiff for the 6.30 flight from Heathrow is suddenly catching up with me, and I feel my eyes getting heavy.

			I’m dozing when I’m suddenly woken by another ping on the tannoy. ‘Welcome to Kiruna,’ says the co-pilot, ‘where it’s a cool minus ten.’ Minus ten! I shiver and make a mental note to put that in my travel log as soon as I can get to my bag.

			The plane trundles to its parking place and finally comes to a halt. I look out of the window. Big snow indeed! Everything is white, from the runway to the trees in the far distance. A whole load of open empty space. I freeze, really not wanting to go out there. But the flurry of movement from other passengers pulls me back to reality. The curly-haired guy has his coat and hat on; he has already retrieved his bag from the overhead locker by the looks of it and is halfway down the aisle, practically sprinting to the exit. I jump to my feet, a little bubble of panic suddenly rising as I try and locate my bag and can’t see it. Then I let out a huge sigh of relief.

			‘That’s mine!’ I call, as I spot an older man pushing it back into an overhead locker much further down the plane; it must have fallen out when the lockers were opened. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say, trying to squeeze my way towards it. But I can’t. I’m stuck, other passengers in big coats blocking my path, and I just have to wait my turn.

			The guy in the grey beanie is long gone by the time I reach my bag and pull it out of the locker, keeping moving all the time. At the door, I bid the air crew goodbye and am hit by a blast of arctic air, stinging my face and making me wince. ‘Welcome to Kiruna,’ I repeat the co-pilot’s welcome. It certainly feels like minus ten as I grab the handrail and make my way carefully down the steps, clutching my bag whilst watching my feet at the same time.

			Snow is falling all around me as I crunch, slip and slide my way across the tarmac to the small terminal building, wondering if my chunky boots are actually going to be substantial enough. I look around and spot a board with my name on it, held by a female taxi driver. The woman, who has very little English, smiles and takes my case from me and stows it in the boot of the car, whilst I put my passport away in my little bag, which I’ve hidden under my coat.

			As we drive away from the airport, I see a sign: Dog sledge parking. They can’t be serious! I think. And then I see them, a whole team of husky-type dogs attached to a sled, jumping and barking as a group of grinning tourists heads towards them. I shiver. You’d never get me on one of those. I just couldn’t be that close to all those barking dogs. And I shiver again.

			I feel like I’ve stepped into Narnia as the car pulls out onto the road, which has been cleared of snow but is banked either side with the thick white stuff. It’s dark, like a winter’s evening, and yet it’s only two o’clock in the afternoon. The woman drives off at speed and I grip the door handle in terror and shut my eyes when another car passes us closely. Once again, heading even further north, I’m leaving the lights of civilisation behind. It feels like I’m being pushed ever deeper into the cold wilderness.

			I hold my arms to my chest and let myself fall backwards onto the soft bed, allowing the thick duvet to envelop me. Wrapped in a big fluffy white towel, my skin is tingling from the hot shower. They certainly know how to do warmth and luxury here at the Tallfors Hotel. I look around at the plush purple wallpaper and silver lamps, though I’m not sure about the reindeer hide draped over the chaise longue. There’s a wall of mirrors above a glass dressing table, with shelves either side of it holding beautiful crystal glasses and a small fridge below. I won’t even have to leave my hotel room! Just deliver the rings to the manager to put in the safe and then hole up here for the night with room service and a drink or two from the minibar.

			I stand up and walk to the window, pulling back the thick curtain a tad and looking out, wondering if I’ll see the famous Northern Lights. But all I can see is falling snow, like someone shaking a pot of glitter outside my window. It’s still only the middle of the afternoon.

			I can just make out a glass conservatory at the back of the building. All the rooms are on the ground floor, like a big bungalow, and there are some cabins outside in rows, with bright lights over the red front doors, the little roofs thick with snow. Someone is shovelling snow with a big plastic scoop, and once again the thought of it makes me feel cold to the bone. I really am much happier inside, where it’s lovely and warm.

			I reach for my handbag, pull out my phone and photograph the falling snow and the icicles hanging over my window frame. Then I step away from the window, pulling my fluffy towel tighter around me, and take a picture of the room, smiling as I think about printing the photos to go in my travel log. I think about the next leg of this trip. Back to Stockholm tomorrow, to the buzz of the city and all the places and excursions I’m looking forward to: the Abba museum, the old town and the city hall; a boat trip and a night-time ghost walk.

			I pick up my case and put it on the bed, the corner of my travel log protruding reassuringly from the front pocket. I notice a scuff underneath it I haven’t seen before and run my finger along it. Then I realise my luggage label is missing. It came out of a Christmas cracker – no, really, it did! Griff insisted we swap and he had the puzzle instead. He wanted me to have the label as the first step towards getting to see all the places on our bucket list, just as soon as he finished in the army. It must have come off in all that chaos and my case falling to the floor. Oh, I think sadly. I’ll contact the airline and complain. And I must write about this place, out in the middle of nowhere; about my taxi ride here, and the snow and the dark.

			I can’t imagine who’d want to holiday here, let alone have their wedding here, like the couple I’m delivering the rings for. It’s as far away from my own wedding as you can get. Griff and I had the full works. Me, my sister Sara and Mum made what we could – invitations and place cards, wedding favours and the buttonholes for the men. We’d used all our money for a deposit on our four-bed house on the new housing estate near Mum and my stepdad and Sara and her family. All ready to move into after our wedding and when Griff got back off tour of duty. But it was a still a brilliant day. Griff and his mates were in uniform and we had a registry office service and then a big bash at the pub where Mum worked.

			I wore Sara’s dress that my mum altered. She’s always been brilliant with a needle and thread; she’s had to be. My dad left when I was just eight and that was that. He moved in with someone else, remarried and became Dad to her little girl. Every night I’d go to bed wishing, praying that I’d wake up and he’d be home and things would be like they used to be. But he never did come home. Very quickly contact of any kind stopped. I think it may have been the guilt. But I couldn’t understand how someone you loved that much could leave you, just like that. Love is precious, and you have to hang onto it when you find it.

			For a few years it was just Mum and us girls. She had two jobs, working at the school as a dinner lady and cleaner in the daytime, and behind the bar at the pub at the end of the road in the evenings, which is where she met Bryn, my stepdad. Bryn’s great. He slotted into the family really well, like he’d always been there. But something inside me never lets me forget that he’s not my dad. My dad left. My sister Sara lives on the same road as my mum and Bryn, with her husband and three boys.

			I decide to have a drink before opening my case, to settle my thoughts before I write about my taxi ride from the airport. Don’t want my tale to be full of doom and gloom. I like to keep these thoughts happy, just as if I was on the phone to Griff, telling him all about my adventures.

			I turn to the minibar and look at the list, and then check and double-check the prices, my eyeballs nearly popping out of my head. Just the one drink, I think. I knew it would be expensive, but wow! I open the little fridge and take out a bottle of cold beer, expertly flip off the lid with the bottle opener and take a long draught. There’s a menu there for room service as well. I read it and take a deep breath at the prices. I think the soup might be the best option. I may be relatively okay for money, but I can’t afford to go around wasting it like I’m sitting on a fortune. I need to budget for the trip to Stockholm that I’ve added to my work visit. I love to visit new places, and as long as I’m careful with money, I can keep doing it, delivering my clients’ goods and then staying on for a few days.

			My phone pings with messages on the family WhatsApp, asking if I’ve arrived safely and when I’ll be home. They always want to know when I’m due back, but usually I try and work it so I have a new job lined up pretty much as soon as I get home. If I keep to my schedule, I can get my washing done, repack and be out of the door again within twenty-four hours. It does me good to keep moving instead of moping at home when Griff’s not there. I hate being in the house without him; it feels so empty, so different to his homecomings, when the place would fill with his big personality, his deep laugh bouncing off the newly painted walls.

			All good, I tell them. A quick stopover at some remote place called Tallfors, which is about as far north as you can get in Sweden. Then back to Stockholm for a few days sightseeing before I’m home. Xx I always end with two kisses, one for my mum and one for my sister. Maybe I should start adding them for my nephews as well.

			I smile and toss the phone on the bed. I’ll go to reception and hand over the rings to the wedding planner in the morning. I’ve messaged her and she’s on early shift all this week, so I’ll meet her before breakfast and then be on my way back to the airport. I like to hand the goods over to the right person, not leave them to be passed on by another member of staff. Which reminds me, better safe than sorry. I must put the rings in the room safe overnight. I take another sip of beer, then, bottle in one hand, unzip my case all the way round, hoping my belongings haven’t been too shaken up. The rings, I reassure myself, are in a well-padded box; they should be fine. But my dog-eared travel log may well have taken even more of a bashing, though that gives it character; the marks from the journey it’s been on for the last two years.

			As I’m about to flip back the lid of the case, I realise that something isn’t right. It’s the smell that alerts me first of all. A smell that I don’t recognise. It’s not unpleasant or anything. It’s just . . . not my smell. Cautiously I lift the lid. The smell gets stronger. A mix of earthy eau de toilette and . . . woodsmoke. I open the lid all the way and look down at the contents of the case.

			The clothes inside are all scrunched up, not folded and ironed like I was expecting to see. I don’t recall packing a black hoodie, and . . . my journal? I flip the lid back and yank open the pocket where my travel log should be. It’s been prodding me in the calf, reassuring me, letting me know it’s there all the way from the airport. I pull it out and catch my breath. It’s a book, but . . . it’s not my travel journal! I shove it back, breathing in short, shallow breaths. It’s not my journal! I repeat to myself, with a growing feeling of fear creeping up my neck, tightening around my throat, cutting off my air supply.

			I open the lid again and look at the scrunched-up clothes in the case. If that’s not my journal . . . My mind freezes and my body follows. I pick up a garment in between forefinger and thumb and hold it up. The smell of woodsmoke and men’s eau de toilette is even stronger now. If that’s not my journal and these aren’t my clothes . . . I can barely bring myself to process the information . . . then this isn’t my bag. And if this isn’t my bag . . .

			Freezing-cold goose bumps travel up and over my body like an invading army. Where is my bag? screams a voice in my head. And where are the rings I’m supposed to be handing over?! I reel backwards from the earthy, woody, pine-smelling clothes, and as I do, the bottle slips from my hand, landing on the tiled floor with a crack, shattering into pieces . . . just like my world.

			I get dressed in the clothes I took off earlier, stumbling in my haste, putting two legs into one hole and trying to avoid the broken glass and spilt lager. I have to find my bag; whatever it takes, I have to find it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘’Scuse me!’ I call in the direction of the empty front desk as I launch myself out of the corridor and into the main foyer, where there is a wood-burning stove glowing merrily, big floor-to-ceiling windows, and lights outside them throwing an orange glow over the high drifts of snow. There are two seating areas either side of the reception desk, with round tables and high-backed chairs on a single silver base in yellow and red alternately. But they’re empty. There’s no one here and the panic that’s following me is wrapping around me like a cloak.

			Breathe! I tell myself. It’s just a phone call to the airline. My bag is probably still at the airport. If I hadn’t been so distracted by the cold of this place, I would have noticed I’d got the wrong bag earlier. I’m sure the airline will just drive it to me and pick this one up. It’ll all be fine. This sort of thing happens all the time. It’ll get sorted.

			‘Hello?’ I stand at the front desk and strain to see if there is anyone in the office behind. I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror and I look like I’ve seen a ghost. Frankly, it feels like that.

			I pick up the little silver bell on the desk, its handle the shape of a snowflake, and ring it firmly. A bit too firmly, it seems, as the bottom of the bell falls away and lands on the desk with a clatter, before spinning around and rolling off onto the floor.

			‘Oh no!’ I drop to all fours to retrieve it, the lip of the reception desk masking the soft lighting of the foyer. All the lighting here is soft and really quite cosy, and if I wasn’t quite so . . . distracted – not stressed, I try and tell myself – I’d sit here and enjoy it.

			‘Hej!’ a voice says behind me, and I feel a rush of cold air around my legs and backside. I grab the bell and struggle to my feet, banging my head on the underside of the desk as I do.

			‘Ouch!’ I stand up straight and look at the person standing in the hotel doorway.

			‘Hej!’ he says again, more deliberately this time, rubbing his eyes as if wiping away tears, and then his eyes widen, slowly and fully, as if he’s just seen Santa himself putting presents under the Christmas tree. ‘It’s you!’ He is dressed in a thick padded snowsuit with the hotel logo on its chest, a woollen hat pulled down over his ears and big snow mittens.

			‘Um . . . yes, it’s me,’ I say, a little confused. He’s looking at me as if he’s been expecting me. Maybe he has my bag already. My heart skips happily and finally I start to breathe again. I even manage to smile, widely. ‘Hi, yes, it’s me!’ I hold up my hand and wave, moving the two parts of the broken bell into the other hand as surreptitiously as I can.

			‘You’re here!’ he says, as if I’m the Archangel Gabriel.

			‘I am,’ I agree, wishing he’d stop staring at me and retrieve my bag from the back office, where I presume it’s waiting for me.

			‘You’ve got my bell!’ He points to the broken bell in my hand.

			‘I have. Look, I’m sorry about that, but well, you see, I thought I’d lost my bag and was a bit . . . Sorry, I must look . . .’

			‘Lovely!’ he smiles.

			‘Sorry?’ I’m still a bit confused.

			‘You look lovely to me! And you’re here!’ He throws his arms wide and I’m worried he thinks I’m someone else. ‘The meteor shower might not have shown itself because of the snow clouds, but still, my grandmother always told me to make a wish when the stars were shooting, and I did. And here you are, holding my lucky bell!’

			Your lucky bell, I think, and squirm, feeling the two parts in my hand. I just hope it can be mended easily. I’ll offer to pay, of course, or to replace it.

			‘Yes, my grandmother gave it to me, to bring me luck. She told me that whenever I hear it, it’s a sign that my lucky stars are out there, and to keep wishing for what I want, because one day it will happen – happiness will find me somehow. And now you’re here!’ He beams widely and holds out his arms again.

			‘Yes, um, I wonder . . . Sorry, I don’t know your name.’

			‘Lars,’ he beams, dropping his arms and making his way behind the reception desk. I start to breathe a little easier, knowing my bag and I are about to be reunited. ‘My name is Lars, and you are . . .’ He looks down the reservations list. ‘You need to check in?’

			‘I checked in earlier, with the other receptionist.’

			‘Hayley,’ he confirms, and nods.

			‘Um, actually, it’s Halley, like the comet. Halley Hopkins.’

			‘Beautiful,’ he sighs, staring at me as if I’m some kind of vision teleported into the hotel lobby, and I wonder if in fact he’s been on the vodka already, his wide smile seemingly fixed across his face and his eyes trained on me.

			‘So . . . the case?’ I try and jolt him out of his trance-like state and into action. I need to keep to my schedule. The rings are due to be delivered in the morning and then I’ll be on my way back to Stockholm and out of this place, I look around at the deserted foyer and the possibly drunk concierge, who is still beaming like a fool.

			‘My grandmother told me, wish on the stars, Lars. And here you are, holding my lucky bell.’

			‘Ah, about that.’ I slowly put my hand on the reception desk and open it. The two parts of the bell fall onto the desk and my cheeks colour with embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry.’

			He sniffs and puts the back of his hand to his mouth as if composing himself. I don’t know if his red nose is a sign he’s just cold, or if he’s actually upset. Then he looks up at me with watery eyes and breaks into another big smile.

			‘It’s perfect!’ he says, a crack in his voice. ‘The bell is broken. I don’t need it any more! Fate has brought you to me.’ He shakes his head as if trying to rid himself of a thought. ‘My grandmother is never wrong. I can see that now.’ He nods with conviction. I, on the other hand, have no idea what he’s talking about.

			‘Look, I’m not sure who you think I am, or what fate has to do with any of this, but my name is Halley Hopkins and I’m looking for a man.’

			Lars raises an eyebrow. ‘Good, then you’ve found him. I’m here!’ He holds out his arms again.

			‘No.’ I blush and look at the snowflakes falling outside the huge windows around the lounge, twisting the ring on the fourth finger of my left hand. ‘I mean, the man who’s got my case, the one that’s got mixed up with this one at the airport.’ I hold up the stranger’s case from beside me and point to the office behind the reception desk.

			Lars frowns. ‘I’m sorry? You’ve lost your case? Ah, a bag swap? Yes?’ He beams widely again, as if this is what passes for entertainment up here in the wilderness.

			‘Yes,’ I say, encouraged. ‘This isn’t my case. Someone else obviously has it and I have theirs. So, has the airline sent it on? I have the other one here if they’re sending a courier.’

			He looks at the computer screen. ‘Sorry, there’s no case here, or any message about a courier.’ He shakes his head and my heart plummets again.

			‘But . . . I’ve got to find it. It’s really important, it’s got . . .’ I stop myself. I can’t tell him I’ve lost the rings for a wedding party that’s staying here. My boss’s friend’s daughter’s wedding. Or that I really need to find it because without my travel log . . . well, it just makes me feel safe, that’s all. It’s important to me. Plus, my schedule is inside it, although I do have all the details on my phone as well.

			He’s beaming at me again, his hazel eyes wide open like they’re inviting me into his secret world.

			‘Look, I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I don’t think you understand. I really need my case, it’s got . . . well, everything in it.’ My voice starts to rise and I’m now beginning to panic.

			‘Ah, you’re here for the wedding, yes?’

			‘Yes!’

			‘You’ve lost your clothes in your case?’

			‘No . . .’ My voice cracks.

			‘Hey, don’t worry, Lars is here.’ He suddenly drops his smile and looks concerned. ‘I’ll phone the airline and find out what’s happened and when they can sort it. Or if you prefer, you can speak to them yourself. Come and use the phone in the office,’ he invites.

			‘Thank you, that’s really kind.’ I manage to smile and suddenly feel a little teary at his kindness.

			‘Tell you what, I’ll get you a hot chocolate and then we will go to the office and I’ll ring the airline.’

			‘Thank you,’ I say again, and let him guide me into the back office. He slips out, returning with hot chocolate, then dials the number and begins to speak. Once again I feel a bit of control coming back into the situation. The wedding isn’t until next weekend. Thank God I decided to come here first and then go to Stockholm. Forward planning is why I’m good at this job. Allowing for mishaps. This will be sorted very soon, I think confidently. I hold the hot chocolate, too hot to sip, as Lars talks.

			Eventually he puts down the phone.

			‘So, when are they bringing my case?’ I smile.

			‘They’re not. Unfortunately, they have had a computer problem. All their systems are down. Flights are grounded. They have no information whatsoever!’

			‘What?’ My heart thunders around inside my chest and I’m trying hard not to hyperventilate. If I don’t retrieve those rings, there’s no way the wedding can happen. I won’t get the next big long-haul job, and I need my travel log! The world seems to spin around me, and all I can hear is the blood thundering in my ears.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			‘Some kind of virus,’ I finally hear Lars saying. ‘They can’t trace anything, not a thing.’ I look at him, this complete stranger, realising that for once, all my forward planning and schedules are completely useless. ‘What am I going to do?’

			He smiles his optimistic smile. ‘Well, as my grandmother always said, fate will find a way.’

			‘I’m really sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t believe in fate. All I know is that I need to find a way to retrieve my bag. I need to find the owner of this bag, because if I’ve got his bag, he’s obviously got mine.’

			‘Well, do you have an address?’

			‘I’ll look . . .’ I quickly put the case on the desk and start unzipping it. Suddenly there’s a cacophony of sound from the foyer.

			‘If we hadn’t had to wait for your mother to come out of the toilets at the airport, we might have made it here while it was still light! Who goes to the toilet and locks themselves in for two hours? I mean, I’ve heard of waiting around in departures, but never in arrivals!’

			‘Shh, Nan! She’s upset. She’s had a shock, that’s all. She’s just taking time to adjust.’

			‘Adjust? From the look on her face, I’d say it’s more than adjusting. She looks like rigor mortis has set in.’

			‘The wedding party!’ Lars beams and turns towards the door.

			‘Wait, Lars. I really need your help,’ I say as I take a deep breath and start to rummage through the clothing in the case. ‘Please, don’t tell anyone I’m here.’

			He cocks his head, but agrees.

			‘I’ll be back,’ he says. ‘I just have to check in the wedding party and see them to their rooms. Sounds like they’ve had some problems. But they are here now and that’s all that matters . . . just like you,’ he says triumphantly.

			‘No, wait, Lars, I think you’re mistaking me for someone . . .’ But he’s gone.

			‘Hallå, välkommen to Tallfors, and the Tallfors Hotel. Tallfors means tall pines beside a fast-flowing river’ – he holds out a hand to the snowy trees outside – ‘and I am Lars, your concierge and tour guide for the week.’

			I sigh and stare helplessly at the bag while Lars explains the itinerary he has lined up for the guests, involving a week of outdoor activities for the families to get to know each other before the wedding at the weekend. Sounds fun, if you like outdoorsy stuff.

			Slowly I extend a shaking hand to the bag and lift the lid, standing back holding a hotel biro in front of me in the other like a stick, as if expecting to find a large snake curled in amongst the clothes. I flip the lid back quickly and start to move and lift the clothing with the biro; men’s clothing, I conclude, spotting the dreaded boxer shorts at the bottom of the bag and avoiding them. Once again I am enveloped in the smell of woodsmoke and pine forests – how I imagine a scene from a Christmas card would smell. Maybe how the great outdoors outside this hotel would smell, not that I want to hang around to find out. I want to find my bag and get going. Christmas-card scenes are for people who have something to celebrate, someone they want to be with. I prefer to work over Christmas and take the jobs that other people don’t want. My sister wasn’t very happy about that. Both she and Mum wanted me to spend the festive period with them, but I was happy to work, to keep on the move. The last thing I wanted was time to sit and reflect. Christmas to me feels a bit like life: full of promises that sometimes Santa just can’t deliver.
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