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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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      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 to 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 jacked 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.
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      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.
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