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      All the cafés in Helsinki airport were crammed with people. Kat spotted a seat in a fancy champagne bar, hoping they served coffee. She’d been awake most of the night, not able to sleep, due to the torturous images in her mind. Her flight from London left at silly o’clock and the worry she would oversleep and miss her alarm had made it even more difficult to relax. She now needed an injection of caffeine to keep her eyes open and to stay alert.

      Setting her rucksack on the floor, Kat perched on a leather seat. Immediately, a waiter approached from the other side of the counter. He looked her over, clad in jeans, a long (second-hand) Uniqlo down coat, and a pair of Doc Martens. It was obvious he thought she was in the wrong place.

      ‘A glass of champagne?’ he said with a sneer.

      Without thinking, and to show him up, Kat replied, ‘Yes, please. That would be wonderful.’

      She didn’t usually drink alcohol before a flight. She might have one of those small bottles of wine with her meal onboard, but she liked to keep a clear head before boarding. She was always late for everything and was terrified she’d lose track of time and miss her flight. Especially now when she was travelling on her own.

      While Kat watched the waiter pop open a fresh bottle and with a flourish, pour a glass, her eyes settled on a guy at the other side of the crescent-shaped bar. He had a deep tan and teeth that looked too white. His blond hair was slicked back, and he wore a dark-blue jumper with a logo.

      ‘Eurotrash.’ She heard Jacques’ voice in her head.

      She shook her head to dislodge her ex’s words.

      Kat smoothed her short hair with her hand, stopping at the nape of her neck. She’d had long hair for as long as she could remember.

      The guy wasn’t her type, the Jacques in her head was right. All the same, she had to admit the stranger was very good looking.

      Yet, Kat was definitely not in the mood for flirting. For the first time in her life, she’d decided to stay single for longer than a few weeks. She had absolutely no interest in men. Not after what had happened.

      Lifting his glass, the guy winked at Kat.

      Who winks at a stranger?

      She smiled briefly to be polite, then took her phone out of her pocket and began scrolling through her emails, pretending to be engrossed in whatever was on the screen.

      In truth, she had been avoiding looking at her phone. She didn’t want to read any more messages from Jacques, or from her. This trip was supposed to be special. She’d arranged the perfect setting so Jacques could give her the perfect ring she’d suspected he’d already bought her. Thinking about it, anger boiled inside her.

      She took a large gulp of the sparkling liquid. My, it was rather nice. The bubbles stayed on her tongue for just a moment, and after swallowing it, her head grew light and her limbs relaxed slightly. This was the break she’d been dreaming about for months. Why not enjoy herself a little?

      Kat leaned back in her chair and took another sip, trying to avoid looking at the guy opposite.

      Scanning the busy departures lounge, she spied a departure screen displaying the flights. She found hers and gasped when she saw a notice next to her flight: Boarding. Please go to Gate.

      Typical!

      Kat drained her glass and indicated to the waiter for the bill. All she’d really wanted was a cup of coffee. While she waited to pay, she cursed under her breath for showing off to the barman. Why was she always so worried about what other people thought? The alcohol was already making her forget herself.

      ‘It’s been taken care of by the gentleman over there,’ the barman said, indicating with a nod across the bar.

      ‘What?’

      Kat looked over at the winking guy again, who was grinning now. She gave him a nod, not able to bring herself to smile at the weirdo.

      She heaved her rucksack onto her shoulder and escaped into the throng of people all hurrying in different directions.

      After negotiating the busy concourses of the airport and finding her gate, she saw two women in Finnair uniforms sitting like statues and the area bustling with people beginning to queue up.

      A piercing shriek alerted Kat to a woman struggling with a toddler. The boy was silently crying, while the mother seemed to be frantically looking for something on the floor and the seats around her. Kat spotted a battered looking brown teddy right underneath the woman’s legs. She hurried to retrieve it.

      ‘You looking for this?’

      The little boy’s tears dried immediately, and the woman gave Kat a weary smile.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said in broken English.

      Kat gave the boy a smile but got an angry stare back, as if it was she who had stolen his beloved toy.

      ‘Can’t win them all,’ someone said behind her.

      Kat knew who it was even before she turned around. The Eurotrash from the bar.

      

      The call to board saved her from an awkward conversation with the guy. As she glanced at her ticket, she saw she was in the second group. Because of the specialness of the trip, she’d decided to treat Jacques and herself to front cabin seats in Economy. She prayed, as she queued up for the boarding card check, that the woman with a blue Finnair uniform and short blonde hair didn’t ask where the second passenger was.

      She’d completely forgotten that she’d already checked both of them in online. At the departures desk in London that morning when she had dropped off her luggage, they’d made an almighty fuss when Kat had told them she would be travelling alone. She’d wanted to shout at them and tell them the whole sorry tale of his betrayal but instead, she’d just apologised and said it had been ‘a last-minute change’.

      Now walking the endless airport corridors to the gate and fuelled by the buzz of the champagne, her thoughts went back to the reason for this holiday to Lapland.

      This was supposed to be a trip of a lifetime. She had wanted to take Jacques to the magical land where her family was from, to a romantic place where he could finally pop the question. She had even imagined the scenario: snow falling outside; a fire blazing; a soft rug where they had just made love. Then from his pocket, Jacques would pull out a velvet box. He would struggle onto his knees and open the box, tell Kat how much he loved her and ask her to marry him.

      Jacques was an old-fashioned man; Kat knew he would want to plan the proposal himself. All she had been doing was giving him a gentle push.

      And look where that had got her.

      How could she have read him so wrong?

      Was it because he was older?

      Kat wondered if having no dad was the reason she’d hooked up with him. Although Jacques wasn’t that old. At forty-three, he was nearly twice her age, but they’d had so much in common that age wasn’t a factor.

      They laughed at the same weird jokes, and they were both foodies. Jacques was a romantic. Whenever he was attentive, Kat felt like a princess under his gaze. The men – boys – Kat had dated before Jacques only wanted to party. They hadn’t held open doors for her or sent her flowers. When she’d hinted at wanting more than just a night out in the pub followed by drunken sex, they’d immediately ended things with her.

      Not that Kat had always been the one who’d been dumped. She’d done a fair bit of breaking off relationships herself. She’d started dating at college – too young, in her mum’s opinion.

      Lying awake last night and not being able to sleep, she had thought back to her relationship with Jacques. Although she was still angry – so angry and hurt – at what he’d done, she’d never been as happy and felt as comfortable with anyone as she had with him. Tears of self-pity had soaked her pillow then, only to be dried by the blind rage she continued to feel.

      

      To her surprise, sitting in what was supposed to be Jacques’ seat was someone else. Kat stopped in the aisle when she saw who it was.

      How is that possible?

      She’d paid for the seat, so how could they have given it to someone else already? On the flight from London to Helsinki, she’d sat alone in her row on an otherwise full flight. At first, she’d felt a lump in her throat at the sight of the empty seat, but was soon grateful that she didn’t have to talk to anyone else. She had needed space to reconcile to her new future without Jacques.

      A young girl with dreadlocks gave her a gentle push, making Kat move forward. She uttered an apology.

      The tanned man smiled widely at her and greeted Kat as she got to her row.

      ‘You the window?’ the guy asked unnecessarily, and got up.

      Kat nodded. As she awkwardly made her way past him along the tight space, she accidentally brushed the guy’s arm with her chest.

      ‘Sorry,’ she said before finally settling in her seat.

      ‘Pleasure is all mine,’ the guy said, and gave her another stupid grin.

      ‘Did you enjoy your champagne?’ he added, after she put her rucksack under the seat in front and fastened her seatbelt.

      Kat recognised his accent.

      He’s Finnish?

      To be polite, she replied, ‘I did. That was very kind of you, thank you.’

      Kat couldn’t help but meet his gaze. She noticed he had blue eyes, and that he was a bit younger than she’d first thought. In his mid-twenties like her, or perhaps only a couple of years older?

      ‘You looked like you needed it,’ the guy said, smiling.

      ‘You think so? I’m not really a champagne person,’ she lied.

      His face fell at Kat’s brush off. To her relief, he turned to face the front.

      ‘I’m not being funny,’ she said, ‘but can I ask you how come you’re in that seat? I thought I’d bought for a friend who couldn’t make it. Still…’

      The guy snapped his head back to her.

      ‘Oh my God, you think I’m a stalker, don’t you?’ He looked embarrassed. ‘I was on standby and they allocated me this seat. I didn’t know it was your friend’s seat, obviously. Isn’t it free?’

      Kat shrugged. ‘It is. I was just curious.’

      ‘Right,’ the guy said, raising his eyebrows at Kat.

      Kat ignored him and took her laptop out of her rucksack, angling it away from the guy as much as she could sitting next to someone on a plane. She tried to concentrate on the article on the melting snowcaps in the Andes but couldn’t. Instead, she gazed out of the small window and watched the suitcases below being loaded onto the hold.

      When she turned back, she came face-to-face with the guy, who was also watching the bags. Their eyes locked and for a moment, time stood still. The guy’s lips were parted a little, revealing his straight, white teeth, which didn’t seem as bright as they had from across the bar. He lifted his hand up to brush his blond hair out of his eyes. Kat followed the movement. Somehow, the gesture made him appear more vulnerable.

      She blinked and concentrated on the article once more, shaking her head to try to break the spell.

      What on earth are you doing, Kat? Didn’t you just decide to stay off men for the foreseeable future?
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      Soon after takeoff, the air stewards started delivering meals.

      ‘Two specials with champagne, one vegan, one with meat,’ the woman said, adding, ‘Are you celebrating a special occasion?’

      She looked from Kat to the Finnish guy while holding the plastic containers out and smiling widely.

      Without a pause, Kat’s neighbour said, ‘Yes, we are.’

      He took the meals from the steward and handed one to Kat.

      He lifted a brow. ‘I presume you’re the vegan?’

      Colour rose to Kat’s face. She’d completely forgotten about the little surprise she’d arranged. The pre-purchase of two meals with small bottles of champagne was another little treat she’d arranged to make this trip special. Another clue for Jacques that this would be the perfect holiday to pose that question.

      Damn you, Jacques!

      The guy lifted the miniature bottle from his tray and, with a mischievous grin, said, ‘I thought you didn’t like this stuff?’

      There was laughter in his voice, and his blue eyes twinkled as he gazed at Kat. For a moment she was transfixed, but when she looked down at his tray, she spied a signet ring on his pinkie. It was silver with a dark violet stone on it.

      Who wears something like that?

      ‘You’re welcome,’ she replied pointedly, and took her tray.

      This stopped the guy in his tracks.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered.

      For a moment he was still, barely breathing. Then he spoke again, ‘I’ll tell them this isn’t for me. Or I can pay you for it? How much was it?’

      Kat looked at him and saw he was sincere. There was an urgency to his words, which only embarrassed her even more.

      ‘No, I should be sorry. It was meant for my friend, who couldn’t come on this trip, so please go ahead. It’s the least I can do for buying me the champagne at the airport.’

      Again, there was a brief silence between them. The guy hung his head over the food, like a dog waiting to be told he can eat.

      She touched his arm, suddenly sorry for him. Kat felt a hard muscle underneath and something in her tummy flipped.

      She removed her hand quickly and indicated to the food in front of him. ‘Please have it. It’ll only go to waste otherwise.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said simply.

      They smiled at each other, and Kat’s heart leapt for a moment. But it faded when she saw the ring again and noticed he was wearing bright-pink socks inside his leather winter boots.

      Could he be more of an upper-class show-off?

      ‘My name is Mikael.’ He reached the hand with the ring towards Kat.

      ‘Katherine, but everyone calls me Kat,’ she replied. Again, she forgot herself for a moment, sinking into the bright-blue pools of his eyes.

      Control yourself, Kat.

      ‘Um, we’d better eat before it gets cold,’ she said, turning away. She peeled off the coverings from the food containers.

      

      Eating brought welcome respite from Kat’s embarrassment over the whole situation. She refused when Mikael offered to open her bottle of champagne. At first, she decided she wouldn’t drink it, to keep up the pretence of not liking the stuff, but then that seemed stupid. It was as if she was so bothered by her lie to the guy sitting next to her that she was refusing to enjoy herself. She was on holiday, after all. She’d decided to come on this trip to get away from the rat Jacques, so she might as well have some fun.

      A little tipsy, she also opened the bottle of wine that was included in the meal.

      After the stewards cleared away the empty trays, she tried not to look at her neighbour or involuntary touch him again. But it was proving difficult because he was hogging the armrest. His legs were too long for the gap between his and the seat in front, so his knees were also wide, brushing Kat’s thighs.

      Manspreading. But then it hit her that it must be very uncomfortable to be so tall that you couldn’t fit into your seat.

      She closed her eyes, trying to sleep, but images of Jacques with her flooded her mind, and her fury at the unfairness of the situation hit her again. The betrayal was so complete that it had taken her two weeks just to comprehend what had happened. She wanted to cry right there, but that would elicit more unwanted attention from her neighbour, so she picked up her laptop and read the same sentence she’d already read three times.

      Her thoughts wandered back to Jacques. She wondered what he was doing right now. Was he thinking of her? Was he regretting what had happened? Was he wishing he could be with her now? Kat concluded that he probably wasn’t, because otherwise he would have made the effort to come to the airport.

      She hadn’t opened any of his messages since she’d left his flat. She had done the classic thing of packing all her belongings into whatever bag she’d found, flinging items in while Jacques had begged her to stay.

      She’d stayed in her best friend Toni’s house, who was away filming in Somerset.

      Before leaving, she had turned around and seen the surprise on Jacques’ face. It had caused her to laugh through the tears that fell down her cheeks. She had banged the door shut with such force that she heard his fine glassware shatter inside the living room cabinets. It had felt as if she was in a badly made TV drama as she ran down the stairs and out of his life for good.

      

      A small cough from the guy next to her – Mikael – brought her back to the present.

      ‘You didn’t like it?’

      He stared down at her food, which Kat had barely touched.

      ‘I’m not hungry,’ Kat said. She immediately regretted her words, because now she was inviting a conversation with the guy. Mikael nodded and looked past her out of the window.

      Kat noticed his strong jaw line and couldn’t help but be drawn in by his rugged good looks. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. She couldn’t be thinking like this. Jacques had only just betrayed her, and she was not ready to move on. Besides, this guy was hardly her type.

      ‘I’m always starving,’ Mikael said, smiling.

      ‘Hmm,’ Kat said, not knowing how to reply. He wasn’t fat; quite on the contrary, he had slim hips and a wide chest. He was at least a head taller than her, and had strong arms. He must work out, she thought absentmindedly.

      Stop it!

      Kat could feel his eyes on her. She tried to ignore him and focus on her article again, but her mind kept wandering.

      She remembered the first time she had met Jacques. He’d been charming and witty, and they’d hit it off immediately.

      They’d been together for two years, and Kat had thought they were happy. But then she’d found him in her bed.
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      Kat managed to avoid Mikael after they’d landed and disembarked from the plane. Because she was in the window seat, he had got up first. She’d pretended to fuss with her rucksack so that she could stay seated until he’d disappeared out of the aircraft.

      When she spotted him in the small arrivals hall, she made sure to stand a little farther away, on the opposite side of the baggage carousel. Half hiding behind a large pillar, she looked out through the open automatic doors to where people were coming in from outside, wearing padded coats and trousers, and stamping their boots to get rid of the excess snow. The light was fading and all she could see was a row of dark pine trees, heavy with snow, beyond the frost-covered car park.

      Memories of a childhood holiday here filled her thoughts. Her Finnish grandparents had accompanied Kat and her mother, and they’d all skied both downhill and cross-country during the fun-filled week. Kat had never seen so much snow in her life.

      One evening, she’d seen the Northern Lights. Her mum had woken Kat up late at night and bundled her into a duvet to watch the colourful display from the porch of their rented cottage. Kat had always wanted to come back and share with Jacques the spellbinding spectacle of one of nature’s most fantastical displays.

      ‘Which resort are you going to?’

      Her neighbour off the plane broke Kat’s train of thought before it went off the rails and ran into Jacques’ betrayal.

      Mikael stood with his hands in the pockets of his open padded jacket with his booted feet apart. His wide smile was infectious.

      Kat’s breath caught in her throat, and she felt butterflies in her tummy. Mikael was annoying as hell, with all his designer gear and perfect teeth, so why was she feeling like this?

      ‘Oh, Y-ylläs,’ she stammered.

      ‘Same here! Actually, I work there.’

      His eyes settled on hers. To keep her composure, Kat had to look away.

      At that moment the luggage carousel came to life, and bags started to appear on the belt.

      ‘I’d better…’ Kat said, and moved closer.

      She didn’t turn to check whether Mikael was following her, but she thought she could feel his presence close behind her. When she saw her bag, she moved forward, but before she could grab it, Mikael was right behind her, taking hold of the handle of her suitcase.

      ‘Let me,’ he said, and flung the heavy baggage effortlessly off the belt and onto the floor.

      ‘Thanks,’ Kat said, quickly fleeing the guy and his eyes. She headed for a woman with long, pitch-black hair who was next to the name of the company she’d booked the holiday with.

      ‘Katherine Wootton?’ the woman asked.

      Kat nodded and the woman looked down at her clipboard. She ticked a line and said, ‘Two of you?’ She glanced behind Kat, her expression a question mark.

      ‘Just me. The other person had to cancel,’ Kat replied.

      ‘Oh,’ the woman exclaimed.

      Kat blew air out of her mouth. Was this what it was going to be like the entire holiday? Would she not be allowed to forget about Jacques at all? Would it be an issue everywhere she went and everything she did?

      ‘Yes, my boyfriend isn’t with me because he is a cheating rat,’ Kat replied in frustration.

      ‘Oh,’ the woman said again. Kat wasn’t certain she’d understood her.

      Just as she was about to ask where she should catch her transport, the woman’s eyes moved to someone behind her. Too late Kat realised Mikael had witnessed their exchange. He said something unintelligible in Finnish to the woman and she nodded.

      ‘Welcome to Lapland,’ she said, turning back to Kat with a smile this time. ‘We will find you a good Finnish man here!’

      Two men next to the woman, also holding lists and displaying various holiday company logos on their shirts, smiled knowingly at her. Kat wished for the floor of the arrivals hall to swallow her.

      ‘So where should I go?’ Kat asked, trying to ignore everyone except for the woman in front of her.

      The woman’s eyes widened. ‘To find a man?’

      Kat sighed. ‘No, to get to Ylläs.’

      ‘The bus is waiting right there. It has all the resort names on it.’ She pointed at the small parking lot, visible through the open sliding doors.

      ‘Thank you so much,’ Kat said in her most British-sounding accent. She ignored Mikael, who was standing right behind her.

      I never want to see that man again, she thought, as she settled on the bus.

      The beauty of the snow-filled scene calmed her, and she inhaled the crisp, clean air. This was going to be good for her. She needed to be able to stand on her own two feet.

      What Jacques had done to her was terrible. To carry on behind her back for such a long time was the worst betrayal she had ever experienced. But compared to what the other woman had done, his deception was nothing. Not only had Kat lost her boyfriend, who she thought was going to be the person she’d spend the rest of her life with, but she had also lost someone who should have loved and cherished her. She was totally on her own now.
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      As the bus drove along narrow, deserted white-covered roads towards the ski resort, dusk settled on the snowy landscape outside. First, a pink glow filled the sky as the sun sank below the horizon. Kat looked at her watch and saw it was only just 3pm.

      The dark light made the high banks of snow glimmer, like tiny diamonds had been scattered on top of them. The trees on either side of the road were weighed down with snow, giving the landscape an enchanted look. Kat craned her neck to see if she could spot any green or yellow Northern Lights in the sky, but when she saw a thin layer of clouds, she knew there would be no Aurora Borealis tonight. The Northern Lights mainly occurred in clear skies.

      Kat was beginning to feel better. Perhaps this holiday would be good for her after all.

      The bus was only about a quarter full. There were two families, a group of young twenty-somethings, and two couples. Kat avoided looking at them, their heads close to one other.

      That should have been Jacques and me.

      She couldn’t escape the images playing in her mind. Was Jacques with her right now? Were they talking about Kat, laughing at her naivety, at her youth?

      How could you have expected a man like Jacques to want to spend his life with you? You are a child compared to him!

      These words haunted Kat as she surveyed the landscape, which, with the intensifying darkness of the skies, had become even more spellbinding. They passed a small hamlet with a group of houses topped with fresh snow, soft blankets of white covering their roofs. Their little, lit-up windows suggested warm, cosy interiors. Kat imagined open fires and comfy sofas covered with blankets.

      She closed her eyes for a moment and, once more, resolved to forget about Jacques and enjoy this holiday.

      That’s when her phone pinged with a message.

      How are you, hon?

      It was her friend Toni, who was also her current landlady.

      Kat had begged her to take Jacques’ place on this trip, but Toni had just started working on a new reality show, Farmers on the Hunt for Love. Leaving the set and the production without its newly promoted assistant producer would have been a career-breaking decision.

      Kat and Toni had met two and a bit years ago when they’d both been runners on another cookery show set in a seaside town. They were both green and eager to work their socks off. They’d felt lucky to have the chance to work in the glamorous (or what they’d thought then was glamorous) TV world. The hours they’d put in were ridiculous.

      Even now, when they both had proper titles and designated responsibilities in different production companies, the days were long. The competition was fierce, because there was always someone else ready to take their place if they didn’t work their asses off.

      In more ways than one.

      As the bus stopped to let a couple sitting in front of her out, Kat typed a reply.

      I’m OK. Regretting coming a bit, to be honest. But it’s beautiful here.

      She snapped a photo of the sunset which was now a line of pinks and purples against the darkening sky and white snow.

      Wow! You need to have a good time, girl! Find yourself a handsome rebound guy to help you forget about you-know-who. You’re better off without him.

      Kat smiled at the message.

      If only it was that easy.

      She gazed out of the window again just as the bus came to a roundabout. She could see the signs for Ylläs.

      I’m nearly there. Call later?

      A reply came quickly.

      Got it, girl. We’ve just finished for the day so I’m chilling at the hotel.

      Kat misjudged the amount of travelling left. As the bus made its way along the dark, snowy landscape, her thoughts went back to that first year of her TV career.

      Her second job had been on The Culinary Kingdom. Jacques had been the presenter on the hugely popular cooking show where, each week, contestants faced various challenges to ultimately win the title, King Chef.

      Originally from France, Jacques was a bit of a celebrity in the UK. Before The Culinary Kingdom, he’d been a chat show host on morning TV, and had even written several books about food. One of them Maman’s Kitchen was a bestseller. In it he recounted the dishes his French mother cooked.

      Kat gave a snort.

      She remembered how he’d told her that he had invented the stories in the book. His own mother, a selfish Parisian ex-model, hadn’t prepared anything more complicated than Croque Monsieur in their tiny one-bedroom flat in the less-well-to-do suburbs of Paris. It was his dad who was the foodie.

      Jacques had left Paris for the ‘culinary wasteland’ – as he called the UK – on a whim after meeting an English girl. He’d followed her to London, but the relationship had ended soon after.

      ‘We found we had nothing in common,’ he’d told Kat.

      Before London, after leaving school and from the age of sixteen, Jacques had worked in various kitchens in Paris. He was following in the footsteps of his father, who was a chef in a small brasserie in Le Marais district.

      ‘The arrondissement wasn’t as fashionable then as it is now,’ Jacques had said, his mouth turning down and giving a Gallic shrug.

      Kat had been quiet, eagerly waiting to hear more about Jacques’ past, which he had always been very tight-lipped about.

      ‘I have a new life in your beautiful country,’ was all he’d say whenever Kat asked what his life in Paris had been like.

      She’d been to the city twice while studying at art college and she’d loved the city. She’d desperately wanted him to take her there, and couldn’t think of anything better than have a Parisian show her the secret places to visit and eat, but Jacques never did.

      Kat could never understand why he didn’t want to go back. Now, she wondered if he’d ever even lived there. She couldn’t trust anything he’d told her.
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      Mikael was excited to be back in Lapland. The call to return a week early had been a relief. He was getting tired of his mother Ulla’s not-so-well disguised hints about his future and how he was wasting his time as a skiing instructor.

      Or ‘ski bum’ as she’d put it.

      Words that were not hers, Mikael knew, but his fathers. Erik Andersson rarely spoke to his son about anything important, preferring to use his wife to communicate his displeasure of his children.

      Instead, his father preferred to talk to Mikael about ice-hockey, and the latest wins of his team, the Helsinki HIFK. He never once mentioned Mikael’s latest job, or the fact that he’d wanted his son to join the family firm. Mikael had learnt all this from his mum. Ulla was originally from Lapland, but for the past thirty years, she had lived in Helsinki after meeting and having married his father.

      It was being half-Lappish that had pulled Mikael to the north – he was sure of it. He also knew that his father blamed Ulla for Mikael’s love of skiing. Not that Erik had anything against the sport itself. Slalom was – in the rest of Europe, at least – a rich man’s pursuit, but working with one’s hobby as he, through her mum, put it, wasn’t right.

      It was selfish.

      ‘It’s time to grow up, Mikael,’ his mother had said. ‘Look at your brother. He’s got his own apartment and a girlfriend. He is being such a support to your father and the business.’

      Mikael had raised his eyebrows at the mention of his brother’s girlfriend. Victor was a serial philanderer, picking up women with his flashy car and designer clothes, and dropping them as soon as there was a whiff of a serious relationship on the horizon.

      Mikael hated that his mother would compare him to Victor. Although she was just repeating what his father had told her to say.

      Still, it hurt, especially when Mikael was nothing like his brother. Two and a half years older than him, Victor was the golden boy. Everything he did ignited praise from his parents.

      It had always been that way.

      Mikael loved skiing, and was good at it, but he was not sporty. He’d never been any good at ice-hockey or baseball at school. He’d always been the last to be picked, whereas his brother excelled in everything that moved. (Nowadays this included the sport of dating as many women as he possibly could).

      Surely his parents must have noticed how different Mikael and Victor were?

      When Mikael had first learnt to ski at an early age, he immediately understood this was his sport. He’d loved the crunch of the snow under his skis, the wind in his hair, and the rush of adrenaline that came from going downhill at breakneck speed. It was something he’d never experienced before, and it was addictive. But his parents had never tried to understand him. They’d always thought it was a phase that he’d eventually grow out of. That skiing would be something he’d do on holidays. Not something he’d want to make a career out of.

      His parents’ large apartment in the older part of Helsinki, Ullanlinna, which his brother had long since escaped, had become stifling to Mikael, after having been forced to spend days there before this trip. He felt sorry for his colleague up in Ylläs, a local guy who’d injured his knee while descending the mountain. But his misfortune meant that Mikael’s forced holiday at home had been cut short. So, he was glad for himself.

      Mikael hadn’t been able to breathe in Helsinki. The city and the large apartment (his chalet in Ylläs would have fitted into his parents’ bedroom) had made him panicky.

      After waking up in his old bedroom, he’d tiptoe into the kitchen and listen out, to hear if his father had left for the office. Once certain the coast was clear, he’d pour himself a coffee from a thermos his mother always left out for him.

      Except for one morning, when Erik Andersson had returned without warning. His entering the kitchen had made Mikael jump.

      He had nearly poured the hot liquid onto his lap when his father had barked, ‘Day off, is it?’

      Erik stood in the doorway, with his heavy, woollen ulster buttoned up and his briefcase gripped tightly in his gloved hand.

      Mikael glanced at his own T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms.

      ‘I’m on holiday. Going back to work next week.’

      His father harrumphed and after giving his son a steely gaze, turned on his heels and left the apartment.

      His mum came into the kitchen right after to find Mikael still staring at the doorway where his father had stood.

      ‘You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,’ Ulla said, pressing her hand to his back.

      Mikael sat down at the kitchen table and muttered,’ Oh, just Dad giving me his usual death stare.’

      Ulla peered at her son’s face and sat opposite him.

      ‘He only wants what best for you, you know that.’

      Mikael lifted his eyes to his mum’s. ‘More like what he has decided is best for me. For him and the company. He doesn’t give a crap about what I want!’

      His mother’s face fell and Mikael felt bad. He didn’t mean to upset her, but he was so fed up with his father’s attitude.

      He took Ulla’s hands into his and said, ‘I’m sorry, Mum, but it’s so frustrating when he refuses to even talk to me about it. You know I love skiing, and being able to teach people is my dream.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, brushing his cheek briefly, and continued, ‘You father is an old-fashioned man, but I believe he is acting in your best interests. What you are doing isn’t really a career. You can’t make a living out of it. Besides, what will happen when you get older and you can no longer ski? You’re young now, but you must think about your future.’

      ‘But I love it up there. The snow, the pure air, the wilderness …’ Mikael smiled at her. ‘It’s your half in me that makes me love Lapland, I’m sure of it.’

      His mother pulled her hands out of Mikael’s grasp.

      ‘Don’t say that! Your father is already blaming me for your obsession with the Sami culture.’ She rose from the table abruptly.

      On her way out of the kitchen, she said, ‘There’s some homemade granola in the cupboard and fresh milk in the fridge. Help yourself.’

      Mikael had sat at the table for a long time after his mum had left. Amid the repressive stillness of the apartment, he heard her close the door to his parents’ bedroom.

      It was always stifling being at home and in the city. He’d missed the pure air and quiet of the mountains and he missed the snow. He missed the vast skies that seemed to touch the snow-topped cliffs.

      That’s why he’d been in such good mood at the airport and had bought the glass of champagne for that miserable-looking girl with the cropped hair in the bar. It wasn’t something he made a habit of doing. He wasn’t like most of his classmates in the School of Economics in Helsinki who’d try to impress any pretty female they came across.

      All he’d wanted was to spread his good cheer, but she didn’t seem to appreciate it. Instead of having a quick conversation with him, she gave him a look as if he’d spat in her champagne. That’s why he’d laughed when she had struggled to find her transport to take her to the resort. It wasn’t the nice thing to do, but the girl had been so serious. She needed to lighten up.

      He hoped experiencing the wild beauty of Lapland would make her relax a bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The chalet hotel was a wooden, two-storey building, which looked magical in the twilight surrounded by blankets of white snow. A few other people alighted from the bus who were staying at the same hotel with Kat. All of them were couples. Then she spotted the annoying guy, Mikael.

      Kat swore under her breath. She couldn’t understand how she’d missed seeing him on the bus. Not that she had been looking for him. He must have got on while she was putting her luggage into the hold.

      Not only did she feel out of place as she walked into the hotel lobby with the couples who were oohing and aahing, but she felt awkward in his presence.

      When she looked around the hotel, Kat could see what the fuss was all about. The space was filled with low-slung seats covered with reindeer skins. There were chandeliers made from what she guessed were reindeer antlers. The lighting was low, showing off a large open fire in the centre of the room.

      There were a couple of friendly looking receptionists behind a long desk set against the back wall, standing in front of a picture of the snowy landscape they had all just travelled through. The other holidaymakers formed a queue in front of each receptionist.

      Mikael didn’t join the queue but stood to one side of the reception desk, nodding to the woman closest to him. He leaned on the desk and spoke in a low voice to her. They seemed to know each other. They exchanged a few words in Finnish, while the woman checked in a couple in front of Kat. Kat purposely chose the other queue, but regretted it, as the couple in front were taking forever. They asked hundreds of questions about their holiday and booked several excursions.

      Kat shifted from one foot to the other, releasing a long sigh and trying to catch the receptionist’s eye.

      ‘You can come over here. Salla can check you in.’

      Mikael was suddenly next to her, gesturing towards the woman he had been chatting to. His eyes, however, were on Kat. There was a smile twitching on his lips.

      She gave the desk in front of her another glance, but the older couple were still deep in conversation with the receptionist.

      Kat could hardly refuse.

      With a sigh, she went to grab her suitcase, but found that Mikael had already moved it. She walked slowly towards the smiling woman.

      How more in your face can this guy get?

      ‘Hi, welcome to Ylläs!’ the receptionist said.

      ‘Thank you,’ Kat replied, and tried to return the woman’s warm smile. She glanced at Mikael, who also smiled at her.

      Kat addressed the receptionist.

      ‘I had a large chalet booked for two but it’s just me.’

      ‘Oh yes, her friend couldn’t make it,’ Mikael added, his eyes shining with mischief.

      ‘You know each other?’ the receptionist asked, clearly surprised.

      ‘Not really,’ Kat replied. ‘We sat next to each other on the flight from Helsinki and shared a glass of champagne.’

      Mikael grinned at her, and Kat couldn’t help but smile back.

      

      When Kat saw the huge bed in the middle of her chalet, a pang of longing tugged at her heart. The sight of the inviting mattress, overlooking the snow-covered woods, reminded her of the romantic getaway she had planned with Jacques. It was meant to be a shared experience, a celebration of their love and a step towards a future together.

      But as she dropped her bags and lowered herself onto the soft mattress, a sense of desolation engulfed her. The weight of loneliness settled heavily in her chest, squeezing her heart with a pain so piercing that she wanted to double over. She longed for the solace of tears, but they refused to come. It seemed that she had exhausted her tear reserves, having squeezed them dry in the tumultuous two weeks leading up to this trip.

      Unpacking her belongings, Kat’s mind drifted unchecked, filled with images that she couldn’t escape. Visions of Jacques entangled in bed sheets with her haunted her, coupled with a cocktail of anger, betrayal, and heartache.

      As she had done for the past two weeks, Kat frantically tried to piece together the timeline in her mind, torturing herself with the thought that Jacques had never really been hers, and hers alone.

      With Toni away, Kat had no one to talk to about the betrayal. At work, she had carried on as normal, supporting Jacques as the show lead as she had always done. She’d felt numb, but was secretly glad that no one in the company had known about their relationship. Jacques had wanted it that way.

      Had it been because of the affair with her?

      They had shared intimate moments, laughing, whispering secrets that had once been reserved for Kat and Jacques. The knowledge that it had probably gone on for almost as long as her relationship with Jacques was unbearable. A sharp pain pierced her gut.

      Unable to bear the weight of her heavy thoughts any longer, Kat pushed herself off the bed and walked to the window. The soft flakes of snow were falling gently from the sky, blanketing the ground and covering treetops in a pristine white. The serenity of the scene contrasted sharply with the turmoil in her heart.

      She spotted stars glimmering in the now clear night sky, their distant light offering a glimmer of solace. Closing her eyes, Kat took a deep breath, attempting to find a sliver of peace amidst the chaos within. She reminded herself that this trip was not about Jacques or his new lover.

      It was about Kat’s healing, her growth, and finding a sense of self that didn’t rely on the presence or approval of others.

      With a new determination, she dragged herself away from the window and undressed herself. She’d seen a sauna in the corner of the bathroom, and decided to allow herself the luxury of a relaxing steam. The warmth lulled her exhausted body into submission, wrapping her in a cocoon of serenity. The low lighting inside the sauna created an atmosphere of hushed introspection.

      In the sweltering embrace of the sauna, Kat let her mind drift back to her life so far, the journey that had led her to this point.

      Her grandparents were from Finland, but Kat, born in London to their only daughter, had only seen them once, when she was very little. Her mum had taken her to Finland before her pappa died and her gran, mummi, had ended up in an old people’s home. Kat didn’t even remember her grandparents. She only had a vague memory of a funeral, but she wasn’t certain if it was because of her mother’s stories and the photographs she’d occasionally dug up and showed her. Kat had only been six at the time.

      After her grandparents had passed, Kat’s mum seemed to lose all contact with her home country, concentrating instead on her translating business. Simona was a single mum of three, and always working, so Kat and her younger sister and brother had spent their childhoods being looked after by her mum’s friends and her English grandparents.

      Her dad was another missing person in Kat’s life. He’d disappeared when Kat’s mum had been expecting her younger brother.

      Memories of her childhood with her single mother, Simona, flickered through her mind like an old movie reel. The struggles Kat had faced head on with her siblings; the laughter they had all shared; and the unbreakable bond that had cemented their family’s foundation.

      But a bitter realisation cut through those cherished memories. The betrayal of Jacques struck at the core of her being, threatening to unravel the very fabric of her identity. Her father’s abandonment had already left a void within her, and now, the infidelity of the man she loved felt like a second abandonment, a reopening of old wounds.

      Kat’s fists tightened as she felt anger and pain surge through her. She had vowed to herself that she would rise above this. She wouldn’t let the actions of others define her. This trip was her opportunity to rebuild, to find strength within herself, and to forge a new path forward.

      Kat stepped out of the sauna, took a shower, and wrapped herself in a warm robe. She resolved to make the most of the days ahead. She would immerse herself in her surroundings by learning to ski, and experiencing the beauty of Lapland and its breathtaking landscapes. She would find solace in the serenity of nature and the exploration of new adventures.

      She stared at her reflection in the mirror, seeing only a flicker of determination in her eyes. Fresh tears fell and she swiped them away. She refused to let Jacques’ actions interfere in her happiness any longer.

      As she slipped into the warm embrace of the huge bed, she looked out the large window once more. The snow was still falling, a reminder of the cleansing purity that could come if she let go.

      With a deep breath, Kat closed her eyes, ready to embrace the possibilities that lay ahead and to forge a new chapter in her life, one defined by her own choices.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Of course, you’ll be able to ski. You’re just being a scary cat as usual. You’re half Finnish, for goodness’ sake. Act like it.’

      Kat’s mother’s words reverberated in her mind as she trudged up the small slope, burdened by heavy skis and poles. She couldn’t help but feel a mixture of frustration and defiance at her mother’s comment.

      If she’d been given the opportunity to experience Finland and its winter wonderland more than once, then perhaps she would have been more confident about the lessons ahead. A surge of resentment bubbled within her as she recalled the brunch with her mother and Jacques at the expensive coffee place in Hampstead.

      ‘Ma petite chérie, I will take care of you. I have been skiing since I was a small boy!’

      Simona’s remarks had made Jacques laugh.

      Jacques had put his arm around Kat and kissed the top of her head. She had felt special then, looking forward to their magical trip together.

      Of course, that was before.

      But now, in the wide-open landscapes of Lapland, Kat would have to look after herself. Which she was fully capable of doing.

      She heaved her skis onto her shoulder, the edges digging into her skin, even through the insulation of her jacket and salopettes. She clenched her teeth, reminding herself that these fleeting discomforts were nothing compared to the emotional pain she carried.

      As she caught her breath and took in the slope ahead, Kat’s heart skipped a beat. The piste loomed before her, wide and steep, filled with confident skiers gliding effortlessly across its surface. Doubt crept in, whispering that she would never be as skilled as these seasoned skiers, that she will only embarrass herself or worse, get injured. But there was a flicker of determination within her, too, a resolve to prove herself, not only to Jacques but to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          London, before

        

      

    

    
      The piercing shriek of car horns shattered Kat’s reverie as she gazed out the window of the double-decker bus rumbling through London. The traffic had come to a standstill and many drivers were protesting.

      As if that ever made any difference.

      With Kat’s stop only a few yards away, she moved towards the door and gave a pleading glance to the bus driver. His eyes met Kat’s through the rear-view mirror and suddenly the doors flew open. Kat gave him a wave and a quick smile while securing her canvas tote of vegetables, nuts and spices on her shoulders. She hopped off and opened her umbrella. Just as it had every day that week, it was raining hard. As Kat walked towards the massive warehouse that housed the set of The Culinary Kingdom, she wondered if the sun would ever show its face again.

      Passing a row of shops, she spotted a thin, little dog, tied outside Tesco, shivering and whimpering. The sad creature kept glancing at the doors of the store, waiting for its owner to remerge. Kat glanced at her watch. She was running late, but the pleading eyes of what she thought was a miniature whippet stopped her in her tracks.

      ‘You poor little thing,’ she said, as she moved closer to the dog. She knelt down and extended her hand for it to sniff while covering the dog’s head with the umbrella. The creature gave Kat a grateful lick, then lifted a wet paw and placed it on her knee.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ An older woman came out of the shop and gazing at the wet mark on Kat’s jeans, put a hand over her mouth.

      ‘That’s OK,’ Kat said. Smiling, she added, ‘He’s lovely.’

      ‘I don’t usually leave him outside, but I just had no choice. The manager wouldn’t let me take him inside.’

      When the woman kept on speaking, Kat had to stop her.

      ‘It’s OK, really! I must go, I’m late for work.’

      

      Once inside the studio, Kat switched to work mode. Blocking out the cacophony around her, she chopped the cabbage, julienned the carrots, and toasted the quinoa. Her hands moved swiftly and precisely, as they had so many times before.

      ‘Rolling in thirty seconds!’ The panicked voice of the producer crackled through her headset. Kat nodded, not looking up from the cutting board.

      The familiar sounds of the show’s dramatic theme music began to play as the host strode onto the set with his usual bravado. Kat kept her eyes down and continued slicing, though she couldn’t help listening to the host’s booming introduction.

      ‘Welcome to The Culinary Kingdom! Our contestants will face their biggest challenge yet – creating a gourmet, three-course vegan meal with only locally sourced organic ingredients and one hour on the clock!’

      One hour. Kat breathed in the earthy scent of the vegetables, took in the cool sleekness of her knife, and began to chop faster. Thirty minutes to get the ingredients prepped. Fifteen minutes to help the contestants. Fifteen minutes to clean the set.

      The timer was running. The kingdom awaited.

      Kat risked a glance up as Jacques fronted the set, smiling and waving to the live audience. His piercing blue eyes scanned the kitchen, landing on Kat for a brief moment. She looked away quickly, focusing on the mushrooms she was slicing.

      Though they had been together for over two years, Jacques still made her nervous. His presence dominated the room, a larger-than-life personality who demanded perfection from his staff and the contestants.

      ‘Mademoiselle!’ Jacques barked, making Kat jump.

      She looked up to see him glaring at one of the contestants, a young woman with shaking hands who was attempting to make pastry.

      ‘Your dough is too dry! Did you not follow the recipe?’

      The contestant stammered an apology, cheeks turning bright red under the hot studio lights. Jacques sighed – the picture of Gallic impatience – and shoved her aside.

      ‘I will do it myself, as always,’ he muttered, snatching the rolling pin from her hands. Kat winced in sympathy and returned to her mise en place. Jacques’s temper was legendary, and she didn’t envy the contestants one bit.

      As Jacques began rolling out the dough, Kat finished prepping the ingredients just in time. The host was announcing the start of the cook-off, the dramatic music was rising to a crescendo, and the contestants were rushing to claim their stations.

      Kat handed them baskets of ingredients, wishing them luck, and then began cleaning up the prep area. Through it all, she kept an eye on Jacques – and on the timer ticking down to the end of another chaotic day in The Culinary Kingdom.

      

      Kat wiped the sweat off her brow. Taking a moment’s rest, she leaned against the stainless-steel counter of the prep kitchen on the far side of the set. The on-set kitchen was a flurry of activity, with contestants shouting and pans clanging, and the aroma of shallots, wine and freshly baked bread wafting through the air.

      In the midst of the chaos, Jacques glided with preternatural grace, correcting contestants and charming the studio audience with equal aplomb. But Kat noticed something odd; he kept glancing over at the door to the pantry, a small smile playing on his lips.

      After the take, when Kat was helping set up the next cook-off and Jacques went missing, she remembered his strange behaviour during the show. Her heart beating too fast, she crept towards the pantry to investigate.

      Peeking through the door, her worst fears were confirmed: Jacques had cornered one of the new interns there, a pretty blonde girl who was barely twenty. He was whispering in her ear and running a finger down her arm in an unmistakably intimate gesture.

      Kat reeled back, bile rising in her throat. She had suspected Jacques was unfaithful, had ignored the signs, but to see the evidence so plainly before her eyes shook her to the core. How could he do this – and right in front of her, on the set of their show? It was a betrayal too far.

      In that moment, Kat realised the truth she had long denied: Jacques did not care for her at all. She was merely a convenience, another ingredient in his recipe for success and fame. Their relationship, like so much else in his glamorous world, was artifice.

      Kat curled her hands into fists, rage and sorrow warring within her. She had given him her love, her loyalty, her life, and this was how he repaid her.

      For a moment, all Kat saw was white light in front of her eyes. It was as if Jacques’ latest betrayal had tipped her over the edge and blinded her. Heat rose in her throat, reaching her face; it felt flushed as if the blood running around her veins was literally boiling over.

      Kat went back to The Culinary Kingdom prep kitchen. She took a couple of deep breaths and her vision gradually returned to normal. She began chopping vegetables again, this time with quick, angry strokes.

      Through the window she saw Jacques. He was now filming at the judge’s table, laughing and preening for the cameras. His eyes met hers for a brief moment, and she saw a flicker of guilt pass across his face. But then he turned away, playing the charming host for the viewers at home.

      Kat’s hands clenched around the knife handle until her knuckles turned white. How dare he? How dare he pretend that nothing was wrong?

      One of the sous chefs approached her nervously.

      ‘Kat? Are you alright?’

      She rounded on him, eyes blazing.

      ‘Does it look like I’m alright?’

      The sous chef backed away, hands raised in surrender. Kat exhaled sharply through her nose, trying to calm her frayed temper. She couldn’t afford to lash out – not here, not now. She needed to keep it together until the cameras stopped rolling.

      Through the window, Jacques looked at her again. Their eyes met and she saw a flicker of unease in his gaze.

      Good. He should be worried.

      Kat returned her attention to the mirepoix in front of her, dicing the carrots and celery with quick, precise strokes. To any outside observer, she would have appeared completely calm. But inside, she was seething. The rage bubbled just under her skin.

      Knowing she had to keep her emotions at bay, she put all her emotions into her work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘There you are! We were beginning to worry.’

      Mikael stood in front of the other would-be skiers as Kat finally reached the ski lifts.

      Oh no!

      The others were sniggering at her lateness, but one of the women, whose husband was as round as he was tall, touched Kat’s arm and said, ‘Don’t worry, dear, he’s exaggerating.’

      Kat gave the woman a weary smile but didn’t lift her eyes to Mikael’s. She should have guessed he would be their ski instructor.

      She was close to regretting this trip. What had she been thinking, going skiing alone, trying to catch the Northern Lights, staying in a huge chalet obviously meant for romantic getaways for two, all the way in Finnish Lapland?

      But standing at the bottom of the pistes, she suddenly appreciated the splendour before her. The Ylläs Fell, a regal giant, reached towards the heavens, its majestic peaks bathed in the golden rays of the sun. A stunning contrast unfolded between the snow-capped summits and the azure sky.

      The ski slopes, meticulously cared for, danced like ribbons of pure-white silk, inviting adventurers to embark upon an exhilarating journey. Several skiers were already traversing the mountainside with a grace that mirrored the elegance of a waltz, leaving temporary imprints on the virgin snow.

      All around Kat, laughter mingled with the soft crunch of boots on snow, as skiers descended upon the slopes, their movements as fluid as poetry in motion. In this winter haven, time seemed to stand still, granting respite from the bustle of the world.

      Up ahead, Mikael paused a moment, as if waiting for her to speak or to acknowledge the joke. But she pretended to busy herself with her ski boots. The woman in the rental shop had told her not to do them up until she was about to take the lift, so, with difficulty, she was now trying to get the bindings fastened.

      ‘Here, let me.’

      Suddenly Mikael was in front of her. He knelt down and with practiced hands, locked the first two binds, but when he came to the third, which was just over her ankle, he struggled.

      ‘That’s a bit too tight, I think,’ he said, and smiled up at Kat. His eyes were clear-blue against the orange-coloured jacket and the white snow piste behind him.

      ‘Yeah,’ she replied, trying not to blush. They were so close that she could smell his cologne.

      That’s when Kat remembered that she hadn’t taken a shower that morning. For years now, she’d restricted herself to one shower per day lasting just four minutes, to save the earth’s resources. The sauna in her chalet last night had been too tempting, so she’d decided not to waste any more water or energy on herself today.

       She had then trudged up the hill, her skis and boots making a clumsy racket against each other. Even though the temperature was below freezing, she now felt like she was melting inside all the layers of clothing. Now, Kat couldn’t help but worry what she smelt like.

      Jacques had once asked her if she had showered that morning during the early stages of their relationship. When she responded she hadn’t because of her concern for global warming, he’d given her one of his familiar shrugs. In alarm, she had asked him if she was sweaty. To which he had just replied, ‘I love your scent.’

      But she hadn’t been able to shake off her doubts, and after that embarrassing episode, she always made sure to shower before seeing him.

      And now, here she was again thinking about Jacques, even when it no longer mattered what he thought about her, because, in reality, he was an upper-class guy and she was never in his league.

      Mikael adjusted something on her boots and expertly got the last bind closed on both.

      ‘Lean forward a bit and bend your knees,’ he said. ‘The boots will be more comfortable to wear.’

      ‘OK, thanks,’ Kat muttered, blushing. Even though it didn’t matter what the guy thought of her, she felt embarrassed enough to worry about it.

      Mikael turned to the rest of the group. ‘That goes for all of you. If you need any help, just let me know. Now, let’s go over to the lift.’

      To Kat he said, ‘I think you’re with me. All the others are paired up.’

      

      ‘Just relax,’ Mikael said, when they were seated either side of what appeared to be a flimsy T-bar, moving up the snowy mountainside.

      ‘I’m trying,’ she said, giving him a sideways glance.

      Mikael had shown her how to hold her skis against the ground. As the lift began to jerk forward, Kat had nearly slipped off the seat. That had prompted Mikael to put his arm around her waist. Of course, that made her tense up even more, but at the same time, his strong grip had made her feel safer.

      Mikael tightened his hold on her.

      ‘It’s OK. You should have seen me when I first tried to get on an anchor lift. I think I fell about ten times.’

      ‘That’s a lie right there. I bet you were born with skis on your feet.’

      At that moment, Kat’s left ski started to veer against her right; tendrils of panic began to creep into her chest.

      Mikael squeezed her waist and said, ‘It’s OK, just keep them pointing up. No big movements.’

      Kat made a small adjustment to her feet, and soon they were on a level course again.

      ‘How old were you?’ she asked him.

      ‘Oh, when I had my incident with the lift? I can’t remember.’

      ‘Another lie.’

      When Kat glanced at Mikael again, she saw he looked embarrassed.

      ‘OK, I was three.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘I don’t really remember it, but I’ve been told I caused a terrible scene. The story goes that I decided to ski downhill about halfway up the mountain while the anchor lift was still moving. My dad had been sitting next to me on the T-bar. He fell over because he was taken so aback by my move, which caused all the people behind him lose their balance. Apparently, it was like a set of dominos falling. My dad was so angry with me. I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me.’

      Mikael fell quiet for moment and Kat took a quick look at him. He appeared deep in thought. Perhaps he was ashamed of having shared too much with her, a perfect stranger?

      The lift stopped abruptly.

      Mikael turned to look down the hill, causing Kat to nearly fall off the slippery bar.

      ‘Hey!’

      The word escaped from Kat’s mouth before she had time to stop herself.

      ‘Sorry, I was just trying to see what’s happened,’ said Mikael. ‘I think someone missed the bar down at the bottom. But they’re OK.’

      Mikael smiled at her and pulled her closer to him.

      ‘Right,’ Kat said, trying to sound casual. But her heart was racing.

      She didn’t know if it was flimsy seat, the unfamiliar sensation of the skis on her feet, the skiers moving fast downhill on the piste on Mikael’s side, or his proximity.

      How would she manage to ski if she was this hopeless just going up the hill in a lift?

      The bar moved again and this time, Kat managed to keep herself in balance and stay quiet.

      ‘Skiing is much easier than getting used to these anchor lifts,’ Mikael said, as if he had read her mind.

      ‘Huh...’

      Mikael’s smile was wide and lighting up his face. Despite herself, she returned the smile.

      He was really good looking.

      No, no, no. What am I thinking! No thoughts of Jacques, or other men.

      ‘By the way, I’m digging your retro look,’ Mikael said with a wink.

      Before she could answer, they’d arrived at the top of the mountain. Mikael took her hand and told her to do exactly as he did.

      ‘Most important thing,’ he said, ‘let go of the lift, but don’t let go of my hand.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting next to Kat, Mikael had wanted to ask her more about herself. But he was annoyingly tongue-tied. Then she’d somehow made him tell the story of when he had embarrassed his father, which was the last thing he wanted to talk about.

      Once they had reached the top, Mikael led her to the beginner’s slope and began the lesson. It was clear that she had never skied before, but she caught on quickly. Soon, she was making her way down along with the other beginners.

      When Mikael skied ahead of his group, he couldn’t help but enjoy the familiar rush of adrenaline that came with it. The cold air brushed against his face, sending shivers through his body. He smiled to himself, content in the knowledge that he was where he was meant to be.

      The thoughts of his father, and the pressure that was being put on him to ‘do the right thing and join the family business’ fell away like the snow beneath his skis.

      His thoughts returned to Kat. She was quiet and reserved, but there was an air of mystery about her that intrigued Mikael. He couldn’t quite put his finger on the attraction, but he felt drawn to her in a way he hadn’t in a long time. Her large brown eyes, which were made more piercing by the short, chestnut-brown hairstyle, were noticeably sad, but he’d also seen a glint playfulness in them.

      As they made their way back up in the anchor lift, for a second run on the nursery slope, Mikael couldn’t help but sneak glances at her. Her eyes were fixed on the mountain ranges around them, and he wondered what she was thinking about. He cleared his throat, breaking the comfortable silence between them.

      ‘So, what did you think of skiing?’ he asked.

      She turned to look at him, her eyes meeting his. Mikael was taken aback by the intensity he saw there.

      ‘It was exhilarating,’ she said, her voice low and husky. ‘I never knew skiing could be so freeing.’

      Mikael’s heart raced at the sound of her voice and the obvious passion that skiing had awoken in her. There was something about the way she spoke that sent a jolt of electricity through him. He found himself leaning in, wanting to be closer to her.

      As he took the group down the nursery slope again, Mikael struggled to keep his focus on the task. His mind kept drifting to the woman behind him. He wondered what her story was, and what had brought her here alone.

      

      By lunchtime, Kat was hot and exhausted. With Mikael’s help she and the other beginners in her group had managed to make their way down the nursery slope more than ten times. Flanked by children of various ages speeding past her, Kat had learnt to do a very basic, but terrifying, turn on her skis, while holding them in an inverted V shape – or plough as Mikael called it.

      ‘Tomorrow we will begin parallel skiing,’ he said enthusiastically to the group.

      At the bottom of the run Kat leaned on her poles. She couldn’t remember being this tired ever. She was amazed she hadn’t broken some part of her body. Her legs felt like jelly and beads of sweat ran down her back.

      ‘You have great balance and internal control,’ Mikael had told her at the beginning of the last run, giving her that same flashy smile as he had in the Helsinki airport bar.

      Kat had lowered her eyes and pushed off gently, skiing down the hill. However much she tried not to, the compliment made her smile, as she glided down the piste.

      Looking at the group now, Kat realised she was the youngest of the women by some margin.

      That’s why this guy is hitting on me.

      The others were in their forties at least, if not older. All had their partners with them, so that left her as Mikael’s only choice.

      What is it with men? Why can’t they communicate with women without making it sexual?

      Not that older women had ever been a problem for Jacques. It seemed he preferred them.

      Kat shook her head, trying to make thoughts of him vanish. She was here to learn how to ski, to observe the Northern Lights, and to have some fun. Moping over her ex wasn’t part of the plan.

      Neither was discovering another man. Kat was done with the opposite sex.

      Forever.

      ‘We’re having lunch over there, care to join us?’ The woman who had spoken to her earlier in the day pointed to a spot by the lifts. While clutching Kat’s arm, the vibrant woman with silver hair gave her a gentle smile. ‘I’m Pat, by the way, and this is Reg. I reckon we all deserve some refreshment after all that, don’t you agree?’

      ‘Let’s have a drink!’ her husband, a short man with grey eyebrows and moustache, exclaimed. Reg gestured wildly with his pole. ‘Come on love, I’m parched.’

      ‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ Kat said, needing a little breather after the last run.

      She turned around to gaze with pride at the slope she had just skied down. The darkness was beginning to settle upon the fell again, and Kat inspected the skies for any signs of Northern Lights. It was too early, but the skies were clear, so there was hope.

      With a sense of satisfaction and anticipation building, Kat followed the others to the large building by the lifts.
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      Kat joined the other skiers at one of the larger restaurants by the lifts. She made her way clumsily through the restaurant with her bulky boots, which she had unbuckled like the girl in the shop had instructed her. Still, her progress was slow and seemingly even more difficult than navigating a slippery, snow-covered mountain.

      Pat waved at her from a large table by the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Kat walked over and added her jacket to a pile of clothes on a settee. She slumped down, allowing the exhaustion from the morning’s skiing lesson to settle in her bones. Her muscles ached and her eyelids were heavy from the exhilaration of conquering the nursery slope. She glanced around the bustling restaurant, taking in the sight of skiers and snowboarders enjoying their well-deserved break, as the weariness, both physical and emotional from the experience, began to ebb away.

      ‘Can’t be that bad, can it?’ Reg stood next to her, carrying a tray of drinks. The skin around his eyes was creased, and his lips were upturned into a smile. He put a bottle of beer in front of Kat and added, ‘Didn’t know what you wanted, so I thought I’d get you the local brew. It’s supposed to be excellent.’

      Kat’s eyes lit up at the sight of the cold beer. It was exactly what she needed after the emotional rollercoaster of the past couple of days. Gratefully, she took the bottle and glass offered by the older man and thanked him with a smile.

      ‘To a great day’s skiing!’ Reg exclaimed, lifting his glass.

      Kat clinked her glass against his, and they both took a sip. The beer tasted refreshing and helped to wash away some of the lingering bitterness from her recent heartbreak. As she glanced at one of the menus strewn on the table, she noticed there was a great selection of vegan food available, further putting her at ease. With the drink and the promise of a satisfying meal, she felt herself relax.

      Glancing around the table and her group, Kat saw that all the other skiers looked equally exhausted but were still invigorated after their morning’s activities. Laughter and chatter filled the air, as if they had been friends for years rather than mere hours. She couldn’t help but inquire, turning to Pat, who was seated beside her.

      ‘Did you all know each other before?’ Kat’s voice carried genuine intrigue.

      The question caused laughter from the entire table, though it was a friendly reaction.

      Pat smiled and leaned in closer. ‘Heavens no, dearie, but trying to make it off that wretched mountain has made us best pals for life!’

      Reg chimed in too, raising his voice to be heard over the din of the boisterous group.

      Pat added, ‘We’re all in the same boat here, figuratively, and literally. We’ve bonded over shared triumphs and hilarious wipe-outs.’

      Kat smiled at the others and the camaraderie with this group of strangers-turned-friends filled her heart. The boisterous energy at the table drew the attention of other diners, as their gazes lingered on the animated skiers clad in colourful winter gear.

      Throughout the meal, the group regaled each other with stories of their ski adventures, mishaps, and near-misses. The tension of the morning’s lesson dissipated, replaced by an atmosphere of warmth and mirth. Kat found herself genuinely enjoying the company, their shared laughter easing some of the burdens she carried within.

      As the meal wound down and plates were cleared, Mikael walked into the restaurant. His eyes scanned the room until they locked onto Kat’s. He smiled and made his way to their table, his presence commanding attention. There was an air of confidence about him, accentuated by his perfectly styled hair and his designer clothes.

      Mikael slid into an empty seat next to Kat.

      ‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked, his voice smooth and accented with a hint of playfulness. His eyes held a twinkle, a subtle invitation for Kat to let her guard down.

      Charm radiated from his every pore.

      She studied Mikael for a moment, taking in the Rolex on his wrist and the air of privilege that surrounded him. A part of her resented his opulence and his seemingly carefree existence.

      But another part of her was intrigued by his confidence.

      Then she remembered that it had also been Jacques’s pluck and belief in himself that had first attracted her to him.

      She drifted back in thought to the day she’d first encountered Jacques, a bittersweet memory that lingered like an ache in her heart. It had been at a bustling food market in London with a vibrant tapestry of flavours and scents. The vivacity of that day was in stark contrast to the current wintry surroundings of Lapland, where she was now alone, tangled in an unexpected web of emotions.

      Kat recalled the electric connection she’d shared with Jacques, the way their conversations had flowed effortlessly, the excitement that had coursed through her veins...

      

      A sudden burst of laughter roused Kat from her thoughts. Mikael had made a joke involving a sports car he had run off the road. As she watched him engage in lively banter with the other skiers in the group, she couldn’t help but feel a growing disdain for him.

      Mikael’s obvious privileged upbringing and the expensive cars he drove represented everything Kat despised. He embodied a world of excess and a life of not caring about the consequences for the planet. Her heart, bruised and battered, saw him as the epitome of everything wrong with the world – a stark contrast to her values of green living and sustainability.

      As Mikael caught her gaze, a mischievous smile playing on his lips, Kat’s eyes narrowed with resentment. How could he be so carefree, so blissfully unaware of the damage his lifestyle was inflicting on the environment? Here they were in the lap of unspoilt nature, and he was joking about his escapades with his sports car! Her frustration simmered beneath the surface, ready to explode.

      Kat unleashed her animosity, unable to contain it any longer.

      ‘Do you know what driving your gas-guzzling car and living a life of excess is doing to the world, Mikael?’

      Her voice was punctuated with bitterness and she added a touch of scorn to his name.

      Mikael’s playful demeanour vanished, replaced by shock and defensiveness.

      ‘Hey, I was only making a joke.’

      ‘Yeah, on the back of poorer people who can’t afford your extravagant lifestyle. They’re the ones who suffer the most from floods and storms caused by the warming of the planet. Have you seen the news lately?’

      He stood up. ‘You don’t know anything about me.’ His voice was laden with frustration.

      The tension between them crackled with hostility; their words clashed like opposing forces.

      Kat refused to back down, anger fuelling her words.

      ‘I know what I see. I bet you’ve never taken a train to here from Helsinki. Do you realise how much more environmentally friendly it is? Instead, you live a life of indulgence while the rest of us strive to make a difference.’

      Mikael’s face contorted with anger.

      ‘You think you have it all figured out, don’t you?’ His voice matched the intensity of their clash. ‘I seem to remember that you are here on holiday and that you flew here, too!’

      ‘That’s different...’

      ‘Really?’ Mikael snorted.

      ‘Yes. I’m vegan and I don’t have a car. I take public transport where I can, but I didn’t have enough time to take the train up here. Instead, I planted a tree and paid into the airline’s green fund. Did you do that?’

      Their heated exchange spiralled into a full-blown argument, words flung back and forth like daggers. Their voices rose above the ambient noise of the restaurant, drawing the attention of fellow skiers and instructors.

      ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to you,’ Mikael said, ‘but obviously you have some serious issues to work through. Just leave me out of it!’

      With that said he turned on his heels and walked out of the restaurant.

      Kat’s cheeks flushed with mortification at her outburst. She glanced around the table at the faces gawping at her.

      ‘Are you alright, dear?’ Pat said, reaching across Reg to touch her arm.

      She couldn’t comprehend what had come over her.

      ‘I-I apologise if I ruined your meal.’

      Pat waved off her very polite – and very English – rejections, indicating that she hadn’t done anything of the sort.

      ‘I’m so sorry, I really don’t know what came over me.’

      Pat gazed at her and after a brief silence which extended around the table, she said, ‘I think it may be Mikael who you need to apologise to.’
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      Back at the chalet, Kat threw herself onto the vast bed, her frustration and disappointment overwhelming her. She wanted to scream, to release the pent-up anger coursing through her veins. Why had she allowed herself to be drawn into a conflict with Mikael? Why did she even care?

      As she lay there, her mind swirling with conflicting emotions, Kat realised that her anger towards Mikael had little to do with him personally. He had become a symbol, a representation of everything she resented and feared in the world. Her outburst had been born out of her own pain and insecurities, and she had projected onto him her frustration and disappointment.

      But deep down, beneath the layers of anger, Kat also acknowledged a flicker of something she refused to name. It was a spark of a connection, an attraction that brought butterflies to her tummy and made her heart beat faster when she was close to Mikael. She pushed the thought away, unwilling to explore the possibility that she might be developing feelings for someone so different from her.

      Besides, she had decided she was not going to have anything to do with the opposite sex for the foreseeable future.

      Convincing herself that she felt nothing for Mikael, Kat resolved to distance herself from the man. She decided to request a change of ski groups, certain she could find another instructor who wouldn’t stir up such anger in her. She reached for the phone, and dialled the reception of the chalet hotel.

      ‘Hello?’ a polite voice answered.

      ‘Hi, this is Kat Wootton. I would like to request a change of ski groups. Is that possible?’

      She injected a hint of hope into her words. She wished to make her desire to escape the turmoil clear.

      There was a moment of silence before the receptionist responded.

      ‘I’m sorry but due to an instructor being off sick, there are no available spots in other groups at the moment. Unless you wanted to stop the lessons altogether, you’ll have to stick with your current group.’

      Kat’s heart sank and disappointment washed over her. She had hoped for an easy way out, a chance to avoid any further interactions with Mikael. But fate seemed to have other plans, and was determined to test her resolve.

      ‘I understand,’ she managed, her words tinged with resignation. ‘Please let me know if any changes become possible in the future.’

      As she hung up, Kat realised that she had no choice but to confront her feelings and the complicated dynamics unfolding between her and Mikael. She couldn’t run away forever, especially not in the midst of this winter wonderland that had become the backdrop to her personal journey.

      Taking a deep breath, she rose from the bed, determination replacing her previous self-pity. She refused to let the pain in her gut devour her, caused by the betrayal of those she should have trusted the most, or her anger at a stranger to hinder her experience in Lapland. This was a holiday, a chance to learn to ski, to witness the magic of the Northern Lights, and find some semblance of peace.

      With her newfound resolve, Kat decided to rise above the irritation Mikael had provoked in her. She would try to tolerate him, just as she would overcome the despair Jacques’ infidelity and her deception had inflicted on her. It was time she stopped pushing her anger and pain onto a stranger.

      She decided to allow herself another hot sauna. It went against all her principles, but the day had been a disturbing and tiring one. She’d have to pay to plant another tree when she got home. She would also re-join the ski group later for the evening meal and face the consequences of her previous outburst.

      Relaxing in the warm steam, sitting by the window with views overlooking a snowy landscape, Kat watched the snow falling. As it brightened the darkened pines outside her window, she came to the realisation that she didn’t want to see or talk to Jacques ever again. The brief disappointment she’d felt at the airport at him having not joined her on this holiday was turning into satisfaction.

      She could learn to ski and have more fun without him – without any man.
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      The second day on the slopes was much easier. She kept out of Mikael’s way, heading for the lifts first, so that she could partner with someone else. Apart from a few furtive glances in her direction as he gathered the group at the bottom of the mountain, Mikael left her alone.

      After a few pointers at the top of the piste, he told the skiers to follow his lead down the slope.

      With a deep breath, Kat pushed off, letting her skis glide along the snow. At first, she felt wobbly and unsteady, her body tensing with each small movement, as if it was her first day on the slopes. She was last of the row of skiers but she preferred it that way. It was the farthest she could be away from Mikael.

      With each passing moment, she gained a semblance of control; her muscles relaxed and found their rhythm.

      Kat’s focus narrowed until her attention was solely on the piste ahead. She immersed herself in the joy of skiing, enjoying the wind as it whipped against her face and the exhilaration of each turn. The worries and anxieties that plagued her mind began to fade into the background, as she lost herself and found solace in the act of surrendering to the mountain.

      As she descended the slope, she realised that she wasn’t alone in her pursuit of freedom. The skiers around her zipped past, their movements fluid and graceful. Even with an array of backgrounds and experiences, they all shared a commonality: everyone wanted to challenge themselves, to push beyond their comfort zones.

      Kat reminded herself that this journey was about more than simply proving herself to others. She wanted to embrace her own strength, uncover new passions and rewrite the narrative of her life. She would refuse to let the decisions and desires of others dictate the path she would take.

      As she reached the bottom of the slope, a surge of exhilaration coursed through her veins. She had done it. She had conquered her fear and found joy in the simple action of skiing. It was a small victory, but it was a push forward on her path of self-discovery.

      Kat stopped to catch her breath, her cheeks flushed from both exertion and elation. She glanced around to see her fellow skiers were applauding each other, their smiles warm and encouraging. It was a warming moment of companionship that reminded her she wasn’t alone on this expedition.

      ‘Well done, everyone!’ Mikael said, beaming.

      Kat smiled back and gave him a slight nod of acknowledgement.

      Pat grinned. ‘That was fun, wasn’t it?’ Both she and her burly husband had been surprisingly quick coming down the slope.

      Kat smiled at the couple, who, with the other skiers, were making their way towards the ski lift once more.

      Mikael said, ‘We’ll do this run one more time and then we’ll move on to a slightly more challenging piste.’

      His gaze was locked on Kat.

      With a grin she held his eyes, and for a moment forgot how she resented everything the privileged guy represented. The elation she felt had wiped away her bitterness. Then she remembered their argument from the previous day. Should she apologise? It didn’t seem the right time with their ski group standing around, taking a well-earned break between runs. Perhaps she would talk to him privately later.

      With a newfound purpose, she switched her focus back to the mountain.

      

      That same evening, her group of novice skiers gathered in a vibrant après-ski bar to celebrate their triumphs on the mountain. Her new friends, Pat and Reg, asked her to join them, their eyes shining with a new zest for life.

      ‘You have to live life to the fullest, Kat,’ Pat said, her hand tightly clasping Reg’s.

      Kat smiled gratefully at the older couple, appreciating their joie de vivre.

      The French expression brought up thoughts of Jacques, but Kat pushed them firmly back. Tonight, she’d take a leaf out of Pat and Reg’s book and let her hair down.

      Earlier in the day, amidst the flurry of laughter and camaraderie, she had learnt of their respective losses. Pat’s husband, her partner of more than two decades, had passed away suddenly from a heart attack at the young age of fifty-four. And Reg had endured the pain of watching his wife battle cancer before she’d eventually succumbed to its relentless grip in a hospice.

      Yet, despite their lingering pain and grief, Pat and Reg had made a conscious decision to look forward rather than back. They had chosen to honour the memories of their previous partners by embracing the future and cherishing the time they had left on this earth.

      Their pain had resonated deeply with Kat, stirring a mix of emotions within her soul. She understood the reason for their choices; life was fragile and unpredictable, and it was essential to seize every moment of joy and connection that came her way.

      It was for that reason that Kat agreed to join the celebration. The vibrant bar pulsated with music and laughter; the air came alive with joyful togetherness.

      As her skiing group settled into a cosy corner, Kat found herself seated next to Pat and Reg. Kat told them about her TV career, and even let them know that she’d recently suffered a heart break. She didn’t – couldn’t bring herself – to offer them any details, but Pat was sympathetic all the same, pressing her hand on Kat’s arm and squeezing it gently.

      ‘I could tell you had a sadness in you. But life goes on. You’re so young, beautiful and obviously very intelligent. You will find someone decent and kind to love, I’m certain of it.’

      Pat and Reg’s zest for life was contagious, and it was gradually eroding the walls that Kat had built around her heart.

      As the night unfolded, Kat caught sight of Mikael chatting with his ski instructor friends across the bar. She had managed to avoid him for most of day and the evening, but now their eyes met briefly, and a flicker of something passed between them. Curiosity and trepidation stirred within her, but she quickly averted her gaze, determined to focus on the present moment and the new connections she had formed.

      Pat must have witnessed the look Kat exchanged with Mikael, because she caught Kat’s eyes and said, ‘He’s gorgeous. If I was a few years – or decades – younger I wouldn’t say no to him!’

      Kat smiled, but replied sharply, ‘He’s arrogant, though.’

      ‘He’s just confident and young, that’s all.’ Pat nudged Kat and, getting close to her ear, whispered, ‘I know you two haven’t exactly hit it off, but wouldn’t he be perfect for a little holiday romance?’

      Kat laughed at Pat’s comment, but the type of emotion Mikael aroused in her was not the romantic kind. He was annoying, yes, infuriating, and trouble, yes. Despicable times three, yes.

      What she didn’t tell Pat was that if she wanted a holiday romance – and she definitely did not want one – Mikael would be the last person she’d turn to.

      The hours slipped away; the drinks flowed and the laughter intensified. The barriers that had once separated the group of beginners were now replaced by friendship and shared accomplishment. Kat was surrounded by people who had faced their own struggles and losses, yet had chosen to embrace the beauty of life.

      During the revelry, Kat’s heavy heart felt lighter than it had in a long time. She danced, she sang, letting go of her inhibitions. The weight of her past reduced.

      As the night drew to a close, Kat looked around at her new friends with gratitude. They were more than just fellow skiers; they were a support system, a reminder of the resilience of the human spirit.

      Pat leaned in, her voice filled with warmth and affection.

      ‘Life is a tapestry of moments, my dear. Weaving together the highs and lows, the triumphs, and tribulations. Embrace it all, for it is what shapes us into who we are.’

      Kat nodded, her eyes heavy with unshed tears. She realised that coming to Lapland had allowed her to not only learn a new skill, skiing, but also to understand herself better, and to try to enjoy life without a man. She alone was enough, but if she wanted to share her life with someone, she would need for them to be genuine and share her beliefs.

      All her life her mother had told her what she should do: use her youth and beauty before it vanished to trap a rich man. Not fall in love and be stupid enough to get pregnant with the wrong kind of man (a poor one), like she had. And always, always be watchful for signs that the man was about to leave her.

      Her mother’s poor choices had turned Kat into a people pleaser. Kat had rebelled against it by believing in good causes her mum openly despised. Despite all that, she had found a rich man in Jacques, but as it turned out, she wasn’t very good at making him stay.

      Or, rather, not stray. After all, it was Kat who had left Jacques. Her ego was somewhat bolstered by that.

      From now on, she was determined to enjoy herself and take each day as it came, rather than worry about what others thought of her.
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      As the après-ski bar slowly emptied, the group of new friends made their way back to their chalets, their laughter echoing in the crisp night air. Kat walked briskly with Pat and Reg along the snowy pavement in the bitter cold of the Lappish winter. Despite the chill, the warmth of the evening in the bar still enveloped her, and as she glanced up at the bright stars in the sky, for the first time since arriving in Lapland she felt something close to happiness.

      Outside the hotel lobby, Kat hugged Pat and Reg goodnight.

      Just as Kat was about to head towards her own chalet she heard a voice.

      ‘Hey, wait!’

      She turned around and saw Mikael running towards them.

      Of course, he had to come along and spoil the evening.

      ‘Ah, Mikael, the best ski instructor this side of the North Pole!’ Reg smiled and hugged the younger man, patting him on the back with hands encased in thick mittens.

      Mikael looked embarrassed. But she must have seen wrong, because up to then all she’d witnessed the guy display was cockiness. Mikael looked down at his feet and kicked off a bit of snow with his boots.

      He clapped his hands together and said, ‘A bloody cold night, isn’t it? I think the temperature has really plummeted tonight. It might be a bit cold on the slopes tomorrow, so wrap up warm, will you?’

      His blue eyes locked on Kat, and she nodded.

      A silence followed.

      Pat said, ‘Er, well, I think we’d better hit the sack – we’ll need our sleep if we’re going to manage another day of trying to kill ourselves on those pistes! We’re not as young as you two.’

      Reg gave a wave and Pat smiled at Kat, her eyes glinting with mischief. Remembering their conversation from earlier, she felt her cheeks flush. Luckily, they were outside and it was dark, with only the lights from the hotel reception and the stars above enabling them to see each other. Confident Mikael wouldn’t notice her embarrassment, Kat nodded at him, unable to bring herself to look at him properly.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ she said.

      As she trudged through the snow towards her chalet, she couldn’t help but feel relieved that Mikael hadn’t tried to make conversation after Pat and Reg had left them alone. She’d had wanted to apologise but at same time, she didn’t want to continue the argument from the day before.

      She was fumbling with the key to her chalet, when she felt someone behind her. Turning around, she saw Mikael standing there with a smirk on his face.

      ‘What do you want, Mikael?’ she snapped.

      ‘I just wanted to see you to your door.’ he replied smoothly, his blue eyes glinting under the moonlight.

      Kat was trying to find the words to say sorry for what he said to him, but before she had time to open her mouth, Mikael added, ‘I didn’t want you to get into an argument with a wolf or a bear. You might come worse off with them than you did with me.’

      His eyes were peering at her in the dark and his lips were pulled into a wide grin.

      Kat was fuming. Was he making fun of her?

      ‘I have nothing to say to you.’

      The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. She owed him an apology, but how could she do that when he was being so arrogant as to follow her to her chalet and mock her with his stupid jokes?

      Mikael took a step closer to her, and Kat could smell the scent of his cologne. It was musky, masculine, and completely irritating.

      ‘Are you sure? I think you have me all wrong.’

      Kat took a step back, her heart racing. She hated the effect Mikael was having on her, hated the way her body responded to his proximity. She was determined not to let him get the upper hand.

      ‘I’m sure,’ she said firmly. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to bed.’

      As she twisted the key and pushed the door open, Mikael remained on the path.

      ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘but I would like to talk to you properly some time. I’m not the person you are making me out to be.’

      His words sounded sincere; Kat could feel her resolve slipping.

      They stood facing each other for what felt like minutes.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mikael, I’m tired,’ she said firmly and took a step back.

      Mikael looked disappointed, but he didn’t argue.

      ‘Okay, see you tomorrow by the lifts.’

      With that, he turned and walked away, leaving Kat standing alone in the doorway of her chalet. She watched him go with a mix of emotions.

      It was clear that Mikael was interested in her, something that had surprised her after their heated argument yesterday and the cold shoulder he given her on the slopes all day today. He could have come to talk to her in the bar too, but he seemed intent on not being anywhere near her. Which was more than fine by her.

      She’d have to be careful around him if she wanted to avoid any further complications or arguments. But even as she closed the door and locked it behind her, she couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if she had let him inside her chalet.
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      Mikael lay in bed thinking about Kat. Why had he followed her to her chalet tonight? He had acted without thinking. It was a stupid move that bordered on stalking.

      Laughing and dancing all evening, she had shown him a different side. At one point, when she’d been sitting down talking to Pat and their eyes had briefly locked, he’d considered asking her to dance. But he hadn’t wanted to take the risk of being turned down in front of his instructor mates. Besides, he never got involved with pupils, even if many of his friends did. His brother did enough womanising for the entire family. Mikael didn’t want to be like Victor.

      So why had he accosted Kat afterwards?

      He already knew the truth. What she’d said to him the previous night had hurt him deeply.

      So what if he was from a well-to-do family? At school, he’d known that his father ran a large and important mining company. He was not the only kid to have rich parents at the Norsen Swedish language school, but his were not only wealthy but also famous. His father was interviewed by the press often, and his views on the economy were sought out by government ministers.

      Another reason why Mikael could not afford to step out of line.

      Although Victor had no such qualms. Mikael earning his living as a skiing instructor was bad enough for his father; he didn’t need to add #MeToo behaviour to his list of wrongdoings.

      How the playboy Victor managed to keep his record clean and his father’s approval ratings sky high was a mystery to Mikael. His brother was lazy, incompetent, and just using their father to get a free ride in the company. But it had always been like that. Victor could do no wrong.

      Perhaps Mikael was simply jealous of his brother and afraid that if he did join the family firm, he’d be constantly compared to Victor. No, being like Victor made him sick to the stomach. As did joining the family firm.

      What he wanted was to live here in Lapland and help as many people conquer the mountains as he could. He felt such a connection to the land, a real kinship to its people. Not to mention the pleasure he got from skiing. Whenever he wasn’t teaching, he’d go off piste and revel in the quiet and magnificent beauty of the unspoilt nature.

      But was that selfish of him to live his dream? His mother’s reaction after he’d told her it was her ancestry that kept pulling him back to Lapland made him incredibly sad.

      His father would silence Ulla whenever she began talking about her parents, in particular her own mother, who had Sami blood in her. Thinking about it now, it all made perfect sense. How could Mikael have missed his father denying such an important part of Ulla’s heritage?

      Anger surged inside him over how his father had and continued to treat his mum.

      Growing up, both he and Victor had sneered at their father’s old-fashioned ideas about marriage. They’d thought it odd that Ulla did not have permission to work; Erik would cite the excuse of the boys being too young. She was needed at home, Erik would say, even when Mikael and Victor were teenagers. And when Victor left home at eighteen to do his military duty as a conscript, Ulla had continued in her role as a homemaker. And after Victor chose to get his own place while he studied engineering at Aalto University, Ulla’s role never once changed.

      When it was Mikael’s turn to enter the army, Ulla had cried, until Erik told her to stop.

      ‘The army will make a man of him, just as it did with Victor. Just as it did with me.’

      Mikael had no idea how his mother had filled her time after both her sons had flown the nest.

      It was obvious to him that Kat had grown up in a different kind of household. Perhaps that was why Mikael was so drawn to her? But it was clear his feelings were not reciprocated.

      He tossed in bed, trying to stop his thoughts from wandering. But he couldn’t block out the image of Kat having fun on the dance floor. She’d been wearing a short black skirt and a tight-fitting jumper, showing off her sexy figure. She’d been laughing as her head bobbed to the music, and her eyes had sparkled.

      Mikael had been transfixed by the sensual nape of her neck, visible due to her short-cropped hair. It had looked so sexy and kissable. Mikael had wanted to slow dance with her, to pull her body close to his and to stroke that lovely neck.

      Stop it!

      He shook the thought from his head and got out of bed, to get a glass of water.

      The girl didn’t even like him. In fact, she despised him. Once again, his family – or more correctly, his father was spoiling everything for him.
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          London, before

        

      

    

    
      ‘But chérie, you are overreacting. Nothing happened.’

      Jacques yawned and poured himself a glass of the red Bordeaux Kat had opened.

      He took a sip and grimaced, then went over to the sink and spat out the liquid.

      ‘Qu’est-ce que c’est?’

      Jacques peered first at the bottle label, then at Kat.

      ‘I picked it up from Tesco Express on Heath Street,’ Kat replied. She felt the usual dread in the pit of her stomach. She was useless at choosing wines, whereas Jacques was the expert. The bottle had been the most expensive the store stocked, so she had felt sure it would pass muster.

      ‘How many times have I told you? That place is no good. You need to go to Jeroboams!’

      That evening, in their Hampstead apartment – or more correctly, Jacques’ three-bedroom penthouse – overlooking the Heath, Kat was once again chopping vegetables.

      It was their daily routine. Kat would leave the studio as soon as she’d finished clearing up the prep kitchen with the two assistants and the occasional intern while Jacques would stay on to discuss the day’s filming and plan the following day with the production manager, Richard.

      Kat usually went home via the shops, making up a menu in her head as she browsed the vegetables in her favourite greengrocers on Heath Street.

      Jacques had told her that since she didn’t eat meat or dairy, it was up to her to prepare their meals. It made sense. As the celebrity on the show, he worked much longer hours and had so much more responsibility than her. And Kat didn’t pay rent on the flat, which was just as well, since her salary was a fraction of Jacques’.

      Jacques often wanted their evening meals at home to pass in silence. He would say he needed calm to collect his thoughts after dealing with the busy and noisy studio.

      But tonight was different. After witnessing what had passed between Jacques and the pretty intern, she had challenged Jacques as soon as he stepped inside the door.

      ‘You are tired, chérie, and you are seeing things where there is nothing.’

      Kat angrily stirred in a cupful of apple vinegar into a red-pepper goulash at the stove. She just couldn’t contain her fury.

      Jacques came over to her. ‘It was nothing. Rien!’

      Kat was no longer sure; perhaps what she had seen was nothing after all. Jacques began to rub the nape of her neck with small, circular movements. The sensation was wonderful. Jacques knew exactly how to touch her.

      ‘I’m here with you, not anyone else, Katherine. Je t’aime.’

      His words relaxed her. She leaned back into Jacques arms, but as soon as she did, she felt his body tense. Jacques stretched over her shoulder to take in the aromas of the meal she was preparing.

      ‘Mon Dieu, what are you making?’

      Her vegan diet had been the cause of many arguments between them. Kat had tried repeatedly to convince Jacques that the environmental reasons alone were enough to stop eating meat and dairy. Added to that the health benefits of cutting down on animal produce, and a change in diet was indisputable.

      She found herself explaining to Jacques that the goulash would taste wonderful once the vinegar had cooked off, but Jacques only huffed.

      ‘Not only are you accusing me of all sorts, Kat, but now you are going to poison me with your – your, silly, dishes!’

      His hands were no longer touching her. He gesticulated wildly at her and the pot she was stirring.

      This was the point Kat where would normally apologise, because she knew that no one should be told how to live their life, or what food to eat. But tonight, something else stirred in her. She began to argue her case.

      ‘I’m always the one who shops for and cooks the meals. You never lift a finger! And now you are flirting, and goodness knows what else, with young interns during the show – our show.’

      For a moment, Jacques stood in front of her, speechless.

      Then, he crossed his arms over his broad chest and, lifting his chin up, said, ‘If I am so horrible to live with, perhaps I should leave you to your disgusting red-pepper mush.’

      With these words, he stormed into the hallway, put on his coat, and left the apartment.

      Kat was stunned. She wanted to cry, alone in the middle of the beautiful kitchen with a wooden spoon in her hand, but no tears appeared.

      It wasn’t the first time Jacques had stormed out in the middle of a fight, but usually it was after a far more serious argument.

      Kat had seen him once having lunch with a female producer. Their heads were close together and her lips were a little swollen, she could have sworn they had just kissed. But Jacques had told her she was imagining it. Kat had no proof, and the producer then moved out of London a few weeks later, so Kat had surmised that was the end of it. If it had been anything at all in the first place.

      She could be insecure when it came to men. One former boyfriend had accused her of having ‘father issues’, to which Kat had scoffed. The relationship had ended soon after. It was true that Kat’s father had abandoned his pregnant wife and two children when Kat was a child, but she was over that disappointment now.

      In a way, life had been calmer since her had dad left. There were no more arguments waking Kat and her little sister up in the middle of the night, and her mother cried a lot less than she had when her father was still around.

      Kat was glad she didn’t have anything to do with him anymore.

      Jacques had been different from any of Kat’s other boyfriends. For one, he was fifteen years older than her. He had seemed so wise when they’d met, and Kat had been swept off her feet with the romantic gestures. He had treated her to red roses sent to her flat share, dinners in private corners in the best restaurants in town, and late-night walks along the Thames.

      He’d also made Kat feel safe and loved. When he was in the mood to do so. Which he seemed to be less and less interested in these days.

      She waited until nine o’clock for Jacques to return before reluctantly tidying away his place-setting. She sat at the table and began to pick at the now-cold goulash.

      Jacques had several friends in the restaurant business, many of whom he had trained.

      He was probably out enjoying a meal in one of their fancy eateries all over London, so that he didn’t have to suffer Kat’s ‘mush’.
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      When Kat woke up the next morning, after a disturbed night of dreaming of her dad of all people, there was still no sign of Jacques. She reached across the bed made up with silk sheets, but his side was exactly as it had been the night before.

      Kat sat up in bed and heard the shower running.

      Had Jacques been out all night?

      She slid out of bed and carefully opened the door to the bathroom.

      ‘Hello chérie. Did you sleep well?’ a familiar voice said.

      Jacques was standing in front of the mirror, drying his muscular body with a large, white towel.

      Kat studied his face, but saw nothing unusual in his expression. It was as if last night’s argument hadn’t happened.

      ‘When did you come in?’ she asked.

      Jacques switched to brushing his teeth with an electric toothbrush, the noise of which drowned out Kat’s words.

      Facing the mirror, he lifted his eyebrows questioningly. ‘Quoi?’

      ‘I just wondered what time you got in last night?’ she repeated, wringing her hands, suddenly uncertain whether she should be questioning Jacques’ movements. He absolutely hated her doing it.

      His response was his usual Gallic shrug, one that Jacques had perfected.

      ‘You were asleep, chérie. Anyway, I’m running late. I have a meeting with Richard at eight.’

      He gave her a light kiss on her cheek and left her alone in the steamed-up bathroom. Richard was the series producer, and effectively both her and Jacques’ boss, although nobody on set was unaware of who held the real power.

      When Kat returned to the bedroom, she sat down on the untouched side of the bed. She brushed the perfectly tidied corner of the light-grey quilt, wondering if Jacques had slept in the bed at all, or if he had been lying to her. What if he hadn’t come home last night but this morning?

      He hadn’t actually told her when he’d returned.

      Kat shook her head to banish the thoughts. They were in the middle of filming a high-rated cookery show, and that must be the priority. She needed to get going too – she had million things to do that day.

      

      The days on the set always got more hectic as they neared the end of filming. On the last day, Kat was counting down the hours of her final shift in the test kitchen. She hadn’t slept properly for the past four nights.

      On the morning of their big fight, Jacques had behaved as if nothing had happened. But in the days since then, Jacques was sulking more. As much as Kat wanted to tell him she loved him, this time she couldn’t forget what she’d seen pass between him and the young intern.

      Usually, after a disagreement and to ease her guilt, Kat liked to prepare something intricate and delicious Jacques liked, as her apology. They would share a bottle of wine that she’d taken the trouble to go to the best wine shop for. She’d drop Jacques’ name and get a recommendation for something that complimented the meal she had planned.

      But today, when she entered the kitchen and was told that her helper for the day would be the very same intern who’d been flirting with Jacques, Kat’s blood began to boil again.

      Surely this was some kind of hell that she was being put through?

      But always the consummate professional, due to her two years working for the same TV company, Kat began prepping for the three remaining contestants. The final challenge was to prepare a five-star meal for a guest celebrity judge and Jacques. Hence, Jacques wasn’t on set yet.

      That morning, she had left him snoring in their super-king bed. Giving him a last glance as she tiptoed out of the room, she remarked privately how handsome he was, stark naked in bed, lying on his tummy, with the sheet covering just a third of his body. Kat took in his muscular arms and back, his well-toned thighs and calves. She wanted to run her fingers down the backs of his legs and over the half buttock on show, and press her lips to his skin, to wake him up.

      Jacques loved being woken up for sex – it was the other guaranteed way she would be forgiven for what he called her frequent bouts of jealousy.

      But this time felt different. Kat was in the right. She’d seen with her own eyes what Jacques had been up to. That morning, she’d fought every molecule in her body not to wake him up. So, she’d turned on her heels and left him to sleep.

      Now, she ordered the pretty intern to start preparing the globe artichokes one of the contestants was going to be using in his final dish. Kat began slicing radishes for another contestant who wanted them as thin as paper. But the small, round vegetables were hard to grip. Suddenly, her hand slipped; her thumb went through the sharp edge of the mandolin.

      A scream escaped from her mouth and then everything went blank.

      

      Kat woke up surrounded by people. She was lying on a couch in the reception area of the film studios.

      ‘Are you OK, dear?’ One of the older members of the production team who oversaw the washing up, Carol, was standing over her.

      ‘Yeah,’ Kat said uncertainly. She tried to sit up but was stopped by a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Take it easy, girl.’

      ‘But the show …’

      ‘Don’t worry about that. Sheree, the new intern, took over and she’s doing quite a good job, actually. Your instructions were excellent, which helped.’

      Carol gave her a kind smile.

      Kat lay back down and closed her eyes. Had Carol noticed that Jacques had been flirting with the intern? But before she could think any more about it, she touched her thumb and winced. The sharp physical pain overrode the emotional one that she’d been suffering since the beginning of the week.

      ‘Now, you know I’m the first aider, right?’ Carol said. ‘So, you can rest assured I know what I’m doing. I’ve bandaged your cut. It’s quite nasty, but I don’t think you need stitches. You just need to keep the dressing dry and perhaps go and see your GP if it gets too painful.’

      Kat stared at Carol.

      She added. ‘I’m just going to take your pulse now because you fainted.’

      The older woman placed two fingers on Kat’s wrist while gazing at her watch.

      A short moment later, she said, ‘All good. Just rest a while. I’ll bring you a cup of tea.’

      Kat closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe that she’d fainted. It had only happened once before during a school concert, when she was sixteen and her period had been particularly heavy and painful.

      She was grateful that Jacques wasn’t on set yet because he would have thought her a lightweight. It was not the first time she had cut herself during her time working in TV. Once, when she had complained about how much it hurt, Jacques had told her not to be such a baby. He’d given her a bright-blue plaster and told her to carry on prepping the food.

      ‘The show must go on,’ he’d said.

      What would he have said now if he’d seen her faint? Especially that they were on the war path with each other. Kat couldn’t be certain he wouldn’t have laughed out loud at her feeble reaction to a small cut on her thumb.

      She draped her left – healthy – hand across her eyes and took a breath in and out to prevent the tears she could feel welling from falling.

      Stupid, stupid Kat.
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      Despite her protests, Carol insisted Kat go home.

      ‘It’s a nasty wound – and painful, I bet. It’s the last day of filming and we will manage.’

      She also made Kat wear a sling.

      Standing outside the studios, still a little wobbly, Kat decided to treat herself to an Uber. Getting on a bus with the sling and a painful thumb didn’t appeal to her.

      When she got inside the car, instead of Jacques’ address, she gave the cabby a different one. She decided to surprise her mum, who lived close to the studios in Camden. While she wouldn’t be able to complain about Jacques’ behaviour, because her mum worshipped the ground he walked on and never wanted to hear any criticism levelled against him, she would at least let Kat rest and might even fuss over her a bit.

      

      ‘Mum?’

      Kat let herself into her mum’s one-bedroom apartment. She was surprised not to see her sitting at her desk as usual. Working as a freelance translator, Simona was often at home during the middle of the day.

      She spotted her mum’s red winter coat and her trusted Louis Vuitton handbag in the small hall next to the floor-length mirror, so reasoned she must be in. As her eyes caught her reflection, Kat saw the door to her mum’s bedroom just off the open-plan kitchen was ajar. Through it, she could see a set of feet.

      Fixated by the image through the glass, she worked out they weren’t her mum’s.

      She turned away from the mirror and, as if on autopilot, she made her way towards her mum’s bedroom.

      But what Kat saw froze her in the doorway. She stared in shock at the sight before her.

      Simona was lying naked on the bed, her legs spread wide, with a familiar body lodged between them. The pair were moving rhythmically and moaning while the bed creaked.

      A wave of nausea hit her as she looked at Jacques. The man she loved, the man who she thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with, was having sex with her mother.

      Simona shrieked suddenly when she spotted Kat standing in the doorway.

      Kat stared at them, her eyes flicking between her mother and her boyfriend. She felt numb, as if she was floating above the room, watching the two of them tangled in her mum’s satin sheets.

      What was happening?

      ‘Kat, I’m sorry...’ Jacques climbed off the bed, found his trousers, and pulled them up. She stared at his strong body but couldn’t comprehend what he was doing here.

      Naked. In. Her. Mum’s. Bed.

      Jacques took a step towards her and placed his hands on her good arm.

      ‘It’s not what you think.’

      It is precisely what I think.

      Kat couldn’t believe it.

      ‘Kat,’ Jacques said again. When she didn’t respond, he whispered in her ear, ‘I adore you, only you. This was a mistake.’

      She couldn’t speak. He reasoned her brain must be paralysed by shock.

      Simona sat up on the bed and wrapped the sheet around her. Then she shuffled across the bed and out of the room without looking at Kat or Jacques.

      Kat watched her disappear and then moved her eyes slowly back to her boyfriend, who was still in front of her.

      ‘Kat, please, say something,’ Jacques whispered, moving his fingers down her arm. He stopped and frowned. ‘What happened to your hand?’

      Her body was shaking, she noticed, as she watched herself during her out-of-body experience.

      ‘Why?’ Her reply was so faint, she wondered if Jacques had heard it.

      It seemed he had.

      Remorse and regret appeared on Jacques’ face.

      Suddenly, she was back on earth. Back in this room – her mother’s bedroom, clearly.

      As if a veil had been lifted from her eyes, Kat also saw Jacques clearly too. Saw who he really was.

      She tugged her arm out of his grip.

      You are a liar. And a womaniser.

      She wasn’t a fool. She knew now he was acting. Had he been pretending to love her for years? Of course, he had.

      How can I have been so stupid?

      ‘You disgust me,’ she spat.

      Despite her anger, or perhaps because of it, her eyes filled with tears. She felt the outrage flare inside her, but she didn’t know what to do with it. She wanted to scream, but her lungs were empty. Instead, she began to gasp for air.

      He frowned. ‘Are you OK?’

      When she didn’t reply, Jacques gazed at her for a moment then looked away.

      Her mother returned, dressed in a bright-coloured kaftan. She ignored Kat, giving Jacques a look that Kat could only interpret as a glacial stare.

      Jacques turned away from Kat and mouthed something to Simona.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered again, giving Kat all his attention again. He placed his hand on her cheek.

      She wanted to slap his hand away, but was so upset that all she could do was burst into tears.

      ‘Please don’t cry, chérie. This was a mistake,’ he said, taking hold of Kat’s good arm again.

      ‘Don’t touch me.’ Kat took a step back forcing his hand to drop.

      Her eyes flitted across his face. She gazed at his mouth, knowing what it felt like to kiss him. Knowing how he had looked at her whenever they made love.

      She shook her head as tears fell onto her cheeks. She wiped them away with the back of her good hand and lifted her head.

      ‘Don’t do this to me,’ she said. It was a plea more than a statement.

      Jacques took a step towards her, but Kat backed away from him.

      ‘No, no, no!’ she said, holding her hand up to stop him from coming closer. Her back hit the wall behind her.

      Jacques stretched out both hands for her. Kat shook her head again and that made him stop.

      ‘You need to go,’ she said, turning her back to him. She felt her mother’s proximity before she saw her.

      Simona came up next to her and put a hand on her back.

      ‘Don’t worry, Kat. We’ll sort this out,’ she said soothingly.

      Kat half turned to her mum.

      ‘No, we won’t. What you have done here is –’

      Her voice cracked with the pain. She couldn’t find the words to describe what she had seen.

      Simona turned to Jacques and muttered, ‘We’ll talk later.’

      ‘Goodbye, Kat,’ Jacques said and left.

      Kat didn’t reply. She was too busy trying to pull herself together.

      She heard the front door open and Jacques’ footsteps echo outside as he made his way out of the apartment and out of her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Her head was spinning. She felt sick.

      ‘Come and sit down.’

      Simona brought her into the lounge, a place so familiar to Kat from her childhood. She was too exhausted to resist and followed her mum to the old leather sofa, worn from years of use.

      Simona settled next to Kat, who stared at her mum’s face.

      Simona’s makeup had smudged underneath her eyes. Her hair was mussed up. Her lips were swollen from kissing Jacques.

      She shuddered, suddenly very cold. And her finger was throbbing.

      ‘I don’t understand how …’ The tears were again threatening to fall, but Kat held them back. She swallowed hard and continued. ‘How you could do this to me? With him? We’ve been together for two years! I thought, I thought, he was going to …’

      She stopped talking as her words fell away. Her mum was too calm.

      A realisation dawned on Kat.

      ‘This wasn’t just a one-off mistake, but something else?’

      She stared at her mum. She wanted answers.

      ‘We’ve been in love for a while.’ Simona took Kat’s good hand into hers.

      ‘What?’

      Her mum touched Kat’s sling. ‘What happened to you?’

      Kat looked down at her mum’s hand then up at her face again. ‘Don’t even try to act normal. As if you care what happened to my thumb, or what happens to me at all. Look what you have done!’

      Simona pulled her hand away and said desperately, ‘Oh, God, what a mess!’

      Kat simply gazed at her mum in disbelief.

      Simona said, ‘All those times he told me he adored me, it was a lie. It was all a lie.’

      She threw her head back and laughed, but stopped as abruptly as she began.

      ‘How could you?’ Kat said, not able to give words to the betrayal she felt at that moment. ‘All those things he said to me, all those things he said to you –’ She stopped when her breath came in short gasps.

      She composed herself and stared at her mum, seeing her with new eyes. ‘How could you do this to me?’

      The anger within Kat was so acute, she could see white spots in front of her eyes. She stood up and began pacing the room, coming to a stop in front of her mum.

      ‘Well?’

      Simona was looking at the floor and hugging herself.

      ‘I know, I know. I’m sorry, Kat. I’ve been a terrible mother. You mean everything to me. You always have. As much as I love Jacques, you’re my daughter.’

      Kat’s anger flared hot red as her mum tried to defend her actions.

      ‘You betrayed me! My relationship is over... And what about you? Look me in the eye and explain this to me.’

      Simona met her eyes but said nothing.

      Kat felt as if someone was pulling the ground from under her feet. She stepped away from her mum.

      ‘Kat, Jacques and I love each other,’ her mum finally said, her voice thick with emotion.
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      On the third day of her holiday when Kat was not only mastering the skiing but also enjoying it, she got a message from her younger sister, Lily.

      Phone me!

      Kat was five years older than her. Simona had told Kat later that the marriage to their father was already on the rocks then. A year later, her mum had another baby, Daniel.

      Because Kat had been so much older than her siblings, and with her father gone, she had become a second mother to them.

      Even now, with Lily twenty-two and Daniel twenty-one, Kat often got impatient messages from the pair demanding an immediate response or assistance of some kind.

      When they were all growing up, Kat had liked how her two younger siblings had treated her as an adult. When she’d picked Daniel up from school her younger brother would run to Kat, telling her what had happened that day. When her little sister was being teased for having flame-red hair, again it had been Kat who had told the bullies to shut their mouths.

      She considered replying immediately, but decided to ignore the urgent request to call Lily back. It usually wasn’t as important as her little sister made it out to be. Lily could wait, she decided. Instead, she was going to enjoy the snow and skiing.

      She didn’t pick up the phone to call Lily until she was back at the chalet.

      ‘You have to make it up with mum!’ Lily demanded. She sounded close to tears.

      Kat’s heart hardened. This was not the conversation she wanted to have right now.

      She took a deep breath and tried to keep her voice calm. ‘What’s happened? Why do I have to make it up with mum?’

      Kat prayed that Simona hadn’t told Lily anything. She didn’t want her little sister to get involved, or to learn about the disgusting entanglement of her mother and Jacques. Kat abhorred her own involuntary part in it all. She imagined how it would look from the outside to her sister and brother. How they would turn on their mum and pity Kat. No, she would never talk about the affair to either of them. It was a secret she was willing to keep forever.

      ‘She’s been really upset since she spoke to you last. She feels like you don’t care about her anymore,’ Lily reported.

      There was deep emotion in her sister’s voice; Kat tried to ignore the pang of guilt filling her chest. Simona had called her a few days before she’d left for her skiing trip, and Kat had been short with her. At the time, she’d felt gracious for even agreeing to speak with her mother after what she had done.

      ‘But you haven’t talked to her in days, Kat. She’s our mum. You need to make things right with her. Please?’

      ‘Lily, don’t get involved in this. It has nothing to do with you.’

      There was silence at the other end of the line.

      Lily spoke. ‘But she was crying when I spoke to her. And I’m up here in Edinburgh and can’t do anything about it. I’m sure if you just called her and sorted out whatever it is you’ve fallen out over, it would all be OK.’

      Kat sighed. Her mum wasn’t a stranger to histrionics, and the worst was generally preserved for Kat. At least Lily hadn’t been told what had happened between Simona and Jacques.

      ‘Please Lily. It’s nothing. Mum is just using you. Don’t let her.’

      ‘Gosh, Kat, you sound so cold. What did happen between the two of you?’

      ‘Don’t worry. It’s my business and mine alone. Please stay out of it. I’ll sort it out when I’m back in London.’

      Lily tried to prise the truth out of Kat a few more times, but Kat remained firm. It was too raw, too horrible for her to think about, let alone talk about.
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      The next morning, as Kat was having breakfast with the rest of the skiing group, there was another message, this time from Daniel.

      What’s up, big sis? Got a call from mum in hysterics, saying you have abandoned her.

      Kat sighed.

      She could see what Simona was trying to do, but she was surprised that she would go as far as to phone Daniel, who was studying engineering at Birmingham University. Her brother never got involved in any of the family arguments, and her mum, who usually started them, rarely included Daniel in her rants. He was her mum’s golden boy.

      It’s nothing. Usual mum stuff. I’ll deal with her when I get back from Lapland.

      The reply, just a ‘K’ arrived swiftly.

      This made Kat smile. Her brother was a man of few words. She was certain he didn’t know that Kat was away or where, yet he didn’t ask why she was in Lapland. Some might have mistaken Daniel’s lack of interest in other people’s affairs for arrogance, or coldness, but they’d be wrong. Kat didn’t know anyone as warm and generous of spirit as her little brother.

      Kat grinned.

      Daniel wasn’t so little anymore. Six feet four and sporty with broad shoulders, he towered above the women in the family. He had inherited the blond hair and bright-blue eyes of their Finnish grandmother, and the height from their father.

      Kat remembered when she had been in the sixth form and Daniel was still only thirteen. Even then, girls in her year had thrown admiring glances at her brother as he sauntered past in his rugby shirt and shorts. In his own final year, he had been voted the heartthrob of the year, something that had made Daniel laugh with embarrassment when Simona, Kat and Lily had found the description next to his photo in the yearbook.

      Kat hoped that her mum would leave Daniel alone to concentrate on his studies. She didn’t want to talk to her. She would have to at some point, but now it felt as if she didn’t want to see her ever again. It was as if she didn’t have a mother at all.

      ‘Ready for the slopes?’

      Mikael’s question shook Kat out of her thoughts. He was standing at their table, smiling down at her.

      Kat didn’t reply, nor did she return the smile. She really didn’t want to encourage the guy. Instead, she snapped, ‘Just finishing my breakfast.’

      Mikael, startled by her answer, lifted his hands up in surrender.

      He gave a nervous laugh and looked at the other members of his group in the small breakfast room.

      Addressing Reg and Pat instead, who were sipping their coffees at the same table, he said, ‘No rush, except we’ll be meeting by the lifts in ten.’

      ‘Right you are,’ Reg said and gave Pat a nudge. ‘Better get going, dear.’

      Kat swallowed the last of her orange juice and got up to get the rest of her kit from the chalet.

      As she was walking through the snow-covered path, she thought about how different two guys could be. Here was Mikael, the embodiment of an entitled rich boy with the diplomacy of a charging bull, while her dear little brother was warm and loving.

      Charm personified.

      Why couldn’t she find someone like Daniel?

      Of course, she thought she had found someone exactly like him in Jacques.

      Arriving back to her chalet and sitting on her bed, Kat shook her head.

      No more moping about what has happened or what could have been.
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      The next morning, as Kat trudged with her skis and boots from her chalet to the meeting point of a new lift, the sun was blinding her. It was a beautiful February day, and the temperature had soared to nearly 0C. The better conditions and sun were a relief from the chilly, overcast weather the day before.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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