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To my three children, Savannah, Bodhi and Huxley.
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JOLIE


‘Gable, please don’t just throw your soggy salopettes on the floor,’ Jolie called after her nine-year-old son as she looked at the trail of water on the wooden floor of the lodge. She cast her eyes across the rest of the space in front of her, the large open-plan sitting area and kitchen, and wished she had asked for a maid to be included in the cost of the holiday. Maid, that’s what they called them up here now. It was nothing like when Jolie was here, working in Cil del món, which was named after the high mountain that made you feel as though you were on top of the world.


Just as his mother had asked him to, Gable trudged back, lifted the soggy trousers from the floor, and took them to the bathroom, where Jolie had put a clothes horse with a huge towel underneath as a makeshift drying station. She didn’t really feel as though she were on holiday, with the constant feeding, tidying up and drying clothes. Gable walked out, and she winked at him. He gave her a wry smile, and Jolie felt her heart expand; her little boy was growing up. Just a year away from double digits and already wavering between trying to be cool in front of his mates and still needing his nightly reading book and cuddles before bed.


Jolie went to the kitchen to prepare a snack for them. They would eat out for dinner again later, as they had every night, but the children would be hungry now after their many hours on the slopes and would need to bridge the gap.


When she had worked here twenty years ago, the maids were called hosts, which sounded a lot more dignified. Jolie had never imagined that two decades would pass and she would return to the same resort where she had worked in her twenties, for two reasons. One: she was a terrible skier and snowboarder, and no matter how many lessons she’d had, she had remained flat on her back, adding further injury to her already incredibly bruised coccyx. The second was far more complicated and involved many poor decisions and painful memories she had attempted to bury, but which of course would surface from time to time. She had hoped when her husband, Idris, dropped it on her that they were heading here as a family on an all-expenses-paid business trip, those memories would stay where she had filed them, that she could somehow keep them from returning, as though the messy experience she’d had here years ago had all been a bad dream, and not a very harsh reality. And she had done well so far. She was enjoying being with her husband and children, albeit only having limited time with Idris; this was a work trip after all, and amongst all the mountain adventure and après-ski, work had to be done.





It had been the thought of what happened here that had distressed her the most and she had never recovered from it. She doubted she ever would. As they had travelled here, Idris had taken her hand during the coach transfer, thinking she was having one of her anxiety attacks that she experienced and managed occasionally, but she had shaken it off as quickly as it arrived, and things had been okay since. She knew she needed to stay strong and focused in front of her family.


Now, in the lodge they had been gifted for the week, she was amongst the same mess she remembered when she had worked as a host. Some mornings she would come to work and gasp at the disorder. It was always unbelievable; it was as if the guests had completely forgotten who they were and had become animals, leaving every little thing in their wake for her to clean up. Jolie did not want her two children to think they could leave their rubbish and mess for someone else to tidy away; come to think of it, she could add her husband to that. When they’d left the mountain today, Idris had gone for a final run with the colleagues who had joined them for the first half of the trip and were leaving the next day. Jolie had brought the children back to the lodge as the weather began to turn. She had hoped that the visceral effect of the claustrophobic weather had not been obvious to her two children. The mountain didn’t give her the same comfort or thrill that it gave others, and when the sky had turned white, she had fought past the memories that had threatened to terrorise her, gathered the children and headed back down to the village where she felt instant comfort from the smell of the log fire and the sight of the red wine. She had detested the mountains the first time, and she was not going to love them this time.





When Jolie had worked here, she preferred shopping or going to a nice bar or café after work. However, this was a free work trip, a little bonus for Idris, and it presented a good opportunity for the children to try skiing for the first time. Many of her and Idris’s friends visited the mountains several times a year. But Jolie had never caught the bug. You had to love the mountains to feel comfort in their presence and she did not love the mountains. And she could feel that they did not love her either.


When Idris told her they would be going to Cil del món, her mind had become a jumble of emotions. Once it sank in, she realised that, of course, one of the most luxurious skiing resorts on the planet was precisely where Idris would be sent for a work retreat to bond with his colleagues and future partners. As Idris was just months away from securing a partner position at his firm, this perk was the company’s way of demonstrating how well he would be looked after once he was in. Depriving him of that would have severe repercussions for his career, and Idris had looked after Jolie too well for her to repay him with such a blow at this stage. The firm was all about ‘the family’; they were included in everything from the Christmas parties to naming some of the newest software they used.


So she had smiled and said that it would be amazing. She had never been skiing before, she told him, a little white lie to make the whole trip that much easier for her. How could she possibly have told him about that time of her life? Jolie barely knew how to deal with the weight of the daily guilt she carried from back then, and there was just no way she would find the words to talk about it with Idris. So here she was, a novice on the slopes. And when she appeared overwhelmed by the sheer size and encompassing feeling of the mountains around her, to her husband, it seemed as if this was the first time she had been here. It had literally taken her breath away to be back here again, to be reminded how much the mountains could make one feel so small and insignificant.


At dinner last night, Idris had put an arm around her and whispered how well she was doing. Idris knew that sometimes life was challenging for Jolie. Of course he didn’t know all the reasons. When he met her, she was on antidepressants. But Idris had breathed life into her otherwise stagnant world. He’d provided her with a home, a place of safety and security, and she had been allowed to come out of herself again, slowly, and the tiny spark that Idris had recognised as the real Jolie had reignited. The death of her father a year into their relationship, then the death of her mother six months after that, was a much-needed cloak that disguised her nerves.


‘Muuuum,’ came seven-year-old Vita’s voice from the bedroom she was sharing with her brother for the duration. She was more than happy to be bunked up with her big buddy.


‘Yeeees,’ Jolie called back.


‘I don’t have anything else to watch.’


Jolie let out a sigh. There was no Wi-Fi in the lodge – a technical issue had prevented them from downloading films. Now Vita had finished her last one.


‘Can you just come out here and have your snack and we’ll do colouring?’ Jolie called again.


‘Yeeesss! Colouring!’ Vita shouted, running in from the bedroom, her damp hair curling in the heat of the chalet. Jolie smiled and pushed a colouring book and pens towards her daughter.


‘We’ll download some more films at the restaurant tonight, yes?’





‘Are we eating at the Italian tonight?’


‘Yes, we are.’


‘Yippee!’ Vita put her hand into a fist and pulled her arm downwards. Jolie laughed inwardly at her daughter’s innocence, not realising how sweet and funny she was, but knowing she hated it when her mother giggled at her.


Jolie had the children bathed and dressed, ready to eat out, when Idris came through the lodge door at six. His hair was wet around the edges, his face ruddy and pink from the fresh air, or perhaps from a cheeky beer on the top of the mountain.


‘The children are starving,’ Jolie whispered as he headed to the bathroom.


‘I’ll have a really quick shower and we’re out of here.’


Vita sat on the stool at the kitchen counter. She and her mother exchanged a glance and both rolled their eyes.


Half an hour later, the children were tucked up at a table, huge white napkins stuffed down their collars, the restaurant buzzing with music from a guitar duo. Jolie had seen the lads a few times, and a gentle reminder returned to her of when she was working in the resort and would come out to Mak’s bar. It was a fond memory of the band that had played out at the bars each night, one she held and cherished. But she knew she couldn’t cling to even one happy memory as everything she knew of here had been tarnished with the same brush of fear and guilt. She had come here the first time, with a purpose: to prove to her parents that she was more than what they thought she was and to build her character, to become stronger. But what had happened in the end had only made her weaker.





Jolie must have been staring intently at the band because Idris’s voice came through her thoughts a little too loudly as though he were repeating himself.


‘Pip and Austin are off tomorrow.’ He leaned in towards her.


‘I know,’ she said, picking up her wine and taking a slow sip.


‘So I was thinking, I might go back with them.’


It sounded to Jolie like a question, yet she knew it wasn’t. Her heart picked up speed. He definitely said ‘I’ and not ‘we’. She swallowed but her throat was dry. He was going to leave her alone here.


‘Go back to London? Tomorrow?’ Jolie said to him, the heat rising through her chest into her cheeks; her mouth was now so dry she took a long glug of water to lubricate her tongue. She had just about managed being back here knowing that Idris was always close by, but if he left, she would be alone and the memories would reach out and grab her. The guilt would resurface; it would be too overwhelming. How would she keep all of that from the children? How would she cope?


‘Yes, it’s the bloody Wi-Fi, Jo. We have this presentation, and I can’t get a thing done. I was hoping I could have worked evenings, but I’ve done nothing.’


‘Except to enjoy your wife’s company,’ she said, arranging the napkin in her lap, trying to add light to the dark that had filled her up.


Idris kissed her gently on the cheek.


‘Of course, there is that, and I have enjoyed it. I don’t want to fall behind; the other two have worked so hard to get us where we are already, and this was supposed to be a half-work and half-leisure trip.’


Jolie nodded. ‘I know.’ The Wi-Fi had failed in multiple areas around the resort and even for those lodges who had it, it had been very up and down. It had been a constant source of frustration; she had seen how it had bothered her husband. At least there was plenty to do to distract Gable and Vita.


‘They think they can switch my flight; Pip’s been talking to Angie.’


An image of the company secretary popped into Jolie’s mind. She was competent and could always deal with any situation at a moment’s notice. Idris worshipped the ground she walked on. Jolie felt the jab of envy towards a woman she barely knew but who’d raised her children by herself after her husband had walked out on them after the birth of their second daughter. She always felt that Idris might compare her incapability to the wonderful ways in which Angie could handle any situation and was always so calm in any crisis. But he never did.


‘Of course she’ll be able to sort it. She always can,’ Jolie said haughtily.


Idris looked at her and blinked slowly. He either pretended he didn’t hear the contempt, or he didn’t suspect that – now and again – she felt as though she were not the most important woman in Idris’s life. Or at the very least, not the most capable. There had been occasional jibes from Jolie in the past about the glamorous woman who practically ran the company and was adored by all. But Angie, who had been in Jolie’s company on a few occasions, had always been incredibly kind and gracious, and of course Jolie had no reason to think she had anything to worry about. Idris had been the one who allowed her to grow again. She knew he wouldn’t ever do anything to crush her, like the limpet he had discovered clinging to the glass of vodka and tonic in the bar that day they met.





‘So you’re okay if I go? The kids are making great progress, coming on leaps and bounds.’


‘They are children, not kids,’ Jolie scolded. It was pathetic, a little bugbear she clung to, and it felt like the right moment to mention it again. She had no other control over the situation. ‘They’re children, Idris, not baby goats.’ It was a phrase she had heard her mother repeat countless times during her childhood. She berated herself for adopting that expression from a woman she had not regarded particularly highly in her youth. Yet, it had stuck, and she found it irritating when people referred to her two beautiful children as ‘kids’.


‘Children,’ Idris dragged the word out to mock her. ‘Listen, it’s only three days without me, and the children will be pro skiers by the time you get home. And the firm will be so happy that you stayed and enjoyed the rest of the trip. They are generous, but they hate waste.’ He rubbed her shoulder, a subtle way to tell her she could do this without him and that she would be okay. But already Jolie felt as though she were tumbling. She couldn’t imagine being here without Idris. What could she do? In Idris’s mind, she had come on leaps and bounds these last few years. But he didn’t know what she kept locked away in the deepest crevices of her mind, the memories that were sure to take their grip once he was gone.


‘I can’t believe we haven’t done this before.’ Idris picked up his wine and knocked it back before leaning in front of Jolie for the bottle and topping up both their glasses. She brought a smile to her lips, and kept it there to appease her husband, hating how he could relax when she was the one who had to continue on here for three more days.


Jolie glanced at her children as their food arrived: two steaming bowls of spaghetti Bolognese. They had raved about it and would no doubt expect the same quality at home; she could already feel the weeks of comparisons any time she cooked it or they ate out at a restaurant. She managed to smile, and now it was genuine. The children were making core memories. Jolie was proud of herself for getting through four days. She made a decision to take away these fond memories of Cil del món and hope they would keep away the dark memories of the past. Because being here would always be marred by the tragedy on the mountain that day. It was one of only a few secrets she kept from her husband. Essentially, it wasn’t a lie – it was just one of those things she had just withheld from him about her past. After all, didn’t everyone have secrets?
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RONA


Rona stood outside lodge 44. She had just watched the last guests leave and had opened the door to begin airing the rooms. There was a level of expectation with these five-star lodges and guests anticipated having nice things around them when they arrived. That was what Tranquil Lodges stood for and had been drummed into her since she began working here twenty-three years ago. A home-from-home experience for those whose houses resembled boutique hotels. These people had money and paid the highest prices for the most luxurious lodges in the village close to the lifts. Cil del món was a resort located at the highest peak in the Pyrenees mountains, featuring only a few restaurants and hotels in the village. In all of these places, the service was impeccable and the customers were given the five-star treatment.


But Rona hadn’t needed it drummed into her. It was part of her daily mantra to keep things tidy. She was adept at tying up loose ends, especially at a moment’s notice. Always going the extra mile, and never leaving anything out of place. Her aim was to leave a place looking like she had never been there, as though perhaps a mythical brownie creature had come in and done all the work for her and left without a trace.


Rona loved the remote lodges the most, the ones that were only used a few times a year. She enjoyed going out there, feeling the emptiness, letting the nothingness embrace her. She found it quite healing. The way the mountains opened up a little, further up the road, was sometimes exactly where she needed to be to escape the claustrophobia of the village.


It was January and the busiest time of the year. Everyone was getting away after the madness of Christmas. How these people ever had the money to spend after the most expensive time of year was never a mystery to Rona. She was surrounded by wealth every day, and even though she had come from a very different upbringing, her eyes had become accustomed to another way of life. Money was not spoken of here; it was just something that the guests who entered the resort every week had.


She had arrived from Birmingham as a lodge host in 2002 and never went home. After she was promoted to manager, she didn’t have to worry about getting her hands dirty, but she liked to come down and check on the girls from time to time. She had been known to step in and roll her sleeves up when someone called in sick. It had happened a lot, but Rona wasn’t afraid of hard work. Rona was always where she was needed, at the exact time she was needed. To Rona, there was no other way to exist. In the same way the money kept appearing in these rich clients’ bank accounts, Rona kept turning up to work on time.





‘Okay, we’ll take it from here, Rona.’ A girl in a blue polo shirt barged past her into the lodge. Rona looked at her watch.


‘You’re ten minutes late,’ she said as a second girl walked in after her and began hurriedly unloading her caddy. The first girl rolled her eyes whilst the second girl eyed her nervously. Bloody cheek, thought Rona. These girls have no clue, no clue at all about five-star service. They rush through the job and try and get it done as quickly as possible. That hadn’t been the way before Rona was promoted to manager. She took her time, and then checked and double-checked and didn’t leave until every inch of the lodge was perfect.


‘Thanks for stopping by,’ the eye-roll girl said and both girls started laughing.


‘Well, just make sure you get it looking five-star, please. Five-star. Are you familiar with what that means?’ Both girls eyed one another but said nothing.


‘As I thought,’ Rona said as she walked away.


On her days off, Rona liked to relax with TV shows and magazines and do some tax-free shopping in the valley.


Occasionally, Mercy would turn up and meet her so she supposed she could call her a friend now. Rona preferred her own company, but occasionally, she would see Mercy and listen to her chatter on. Mercy didn’t badger Rona with questions, and Rona had grown to like the familiarity of it. The notion that she would take coffee with Mercy, enjoy the cake from the local bakery, without the underlying worry that Mercy might suddenly wish to delve into her past, try and discover who she really was. It gave her an enormous sense of structure, something Rona craved. It made her feel normal. The role of manager for Tranquil Lodges, whilst it had few career prospects, brought focus and a daily routine. There was nothing like the satisfaction of closing the door on a perfect lodge before the guests arrived or when she read the five-star reviews online. Which Rona did often, most nights before she went to bed.


It was a good enough life for someone like Rona; it had its advantages and kept her occupied. Rona needed to be kept busy, or her mind would whirl out of control. She rarely let it happen, but when it did, it would come from nowhere like an avalanche. Such things couldn’t be predicted, and sometimes, Rona would find herself once again alone on the edge of the mountain where everything had changed forever.
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JOLIE


‘Wave bye-bye to Daddy,’ Jolie said, gathering Gable and Vita at the lodge’s front door. It was 8 a.m., and they were both still in their pyjamas, their hair tousled, and their eyes half closed. Jolie pulled her thick cardigan around her and shaded her tired eyes from the brightness of the morning sun as its rays began to hit the snow-drenched mountains that hugged their lodge which nestled among them. The mountain was already coming to life. In the distance she could hear the sound of the ski lift starting up and the high buzzing sound of a skidoo. Jolie spotted a few hosts in light blue logoed polo shirts under their heavy jackets, their boots crunching through the snow as they headed to some of the other lodges to begin cooking breakfasts.


The memory of when Jolie was the one doing that grabbed her and, for a moment, she was back there, walking up the hill to greet the family she’d been assigned to and make their space clean and tidy again. And then that memory was once again stamped out, and she felt the fear and the loss of someone she had cared for return.


‘I’ll see you all in a few days.’ Idris’s voice pulled her back to the present. He bent down and kissed both children tenderly on their cheeks.


‘I can’t believe Angie managed to get you a flight within a few hours,’ Jolie said as he stood back up. The children were yawning and rubbing their eyes. However, Jolie was merely making conversation, as of course Angie would have sorted it. A flutter of nervous energy built in her stomach, threatening to consume her entire body if she didn’t manage it.


‘Gable, Vita, you can go back to bed if you like,’ Jolie told her children, and they slowly turned and walked back to their bedroom.


‘Bye, Dad,’ Gable called back, and her heart tugged at the way he said it so sweetly.


‘You’ll be okay,’ Idris said with a hint of a question in his voice, but not enough that she thought he was that worried about her. She always managed to get it together. He knew she had her problems, but nothing that ever stopped her functioning day to day.


‘No racing down those black slopes now I’m gone,’ he added for some light relief. Jolie noted he had not responded to her comment about Angie. Good old Angie, who’d saved the day again. She knew she had probably sounded churlish, and it was good that he didn’t engage with her. She would only regret Idris leaving on a sour note. She couldn’t stop the recurring thoughts that she was being abandoned on the mountain once again; someone she loved dearly was leaving her behind.





‘See you in three days, then,’ he said, bending down and picking up his suitcase and cabin bag. He leaned in and kissed her on the lips.


‘I love you,’ he said.


Jolie took a moment before she repeated it back to him. ‘I love you too.’


He opened the door, and a skidoo was ready to take him to the main road where he would meet Pip and Austin.


‘At least you’re not travelling alone,’ Jolie said as he reached the door.


‘We’ll get some work done in the business lounge,’ he said.


She nodded. ‘See you in three days.’


Just three days, she told herself.


‘I’m a phone call away; don’t forget to do your breathing if—’


‘I know.’ Jolie cut him off. She didn’t need to think about breathing. She had managed so far and was now two-thirds of the way through the trip. He was right. She had done well. Under exacerbating circumstances, which Idris had very little knowledge of. Sometimes Jolie wished he did know, that he understood her more, so that she had someone to share the burden with.


‘The kids are having an absolute riot. Thanks for staying for them.’


Jolie tutted and rolled her eyes.


‘Sorry, the children,’ Idris said.


She didn’t have much choice but to stay with them. She didn’t want to ruin the children’s holiday or chase after her husband. Just three more days. She would be on that plane and back home before she knew it.





Idris stepped out into the snow, and a man jumped off a skidoo and attached his luggage to the back. A small gust of wind rushed at Jolie and grazed her cheek. She looked up at the sky. White clouds were already blocking the recently risen sun, and she felt her stomach grip. She really didn’t fancy another day on the mountain.


Idris blew her a kiss, mounted the back of the skidoo and was away.


She watched their backs for a moment until they were at the top of the hill leading to the road.


The thought of going out again and climbing the mountain today was weighing on Jolie. But Vita was already dressed and waiting for her in her bedroom.


‘I said go back to bed, not get dressed!’ Jolie longed for a coffee, another hour in bed undisturbed then a long hot shower.


‘I’m dressed, Mummy.’ Vita swung her legs as she lay on her back.


‘I can see.’


She wished she could have gone home with Idris, but he was right: Gable and Vita had taken to the snow like ducks to water and it would have been cruel to deprive them three more days on the slopes because of her own selfish desire. But was it truly selfish to want to leave somewhere with such bad memories, to have not wanted to come here in the first place? Jolie didn’t honestly think so, but she had been suppressing her own feelings and emotions for years now, what difference did a few more days make?


She looked up at the mountain just outside the window. She had felt safe within the boundaries of the nursery slopes this week, but the top of the mountain was not far enough away. It was always there, watching her and reminding her, judging her. How on earth had she ended up here, so close to the same place she had been all those years ago? Of course, Cil del món had changed considerably and grown, with more accommodations, a new hotel and plenty more bars and restaurants. But the very thing that made it what it was, that surrounded her wherever she turned, the mountains, they had never moved and it disturbed Jolie how they had seen everything yet remained silent. 


The lodge she had once served in was just far enough away that she didn’t need to think about it, but they hadn’t spent any time in the village yet. The lodge she had been staying in this week was right on the slopes, like a hotel with a swim-up pool; you just threw on your salopettes and off you went. Each day was so busy: skiing, eating lunch and then more skiing, then après-ski, then back to the lodge, then dinner. Each day took it out of Jolie, but she had been glad of the distraction. Maybe she needed to just go to the village, be closer to the lodge she had worked at. If she went with the children in tow, they would distract her from any negative thoughts. Sometimes, all it took was one of her children to touch her and any unpleasant feelings would disintegrate. Jolie wondered if being closer to everything might help her with closure.


Perhaps a trip up the mountain was what she needed as well. Maybe she just needed to embrace it all, face all her fears at once. But no sooner had Jolie considered it than she realised it would be a step too far; she could easily push herself too much, and how would that affect the children? She was intrigued to see the bar, Mak’s, she had frequented when she worked here and maybe her lodge and the café she had eaten breakfast in, hungover and hungry for grease and salt. It had been a comfort, in a way, that she hadn’t had to pass the places every day. Yet deep within her was a yearning to visit it. Just briefly, to see how it looked through the eyes of a woman twenty years older. Perhaps now Idris had gone, she could do so without any questioning. She could have a visceral reaction and she wouldn’t have him ask if she were okay, if she needed to do her breathing exercises. She and the children could eat at one of the restaurants there, and they would relish a new adventure.


‘Mummy.’ Vita sat up.


Jolie turned to face her.


‘I’m hungry.’ Vita hugged Pooky, her teddy. A beautiful, shaggy bear that Vita took everywhere.


‘Of course, darling, let’s make some breakfast.’


The children excelled later that morning and they took their lunch break in their favourite haunt to the side of the nursery slope. Jolie got herself and the children comfortable at a table on the balcony overlooking the rest of the resort, which stretched out behind it, slopes of varying difficulty going off in different directions. She could see three other large cafés and bars situated around in a semicircle and a few smaller food vans. The sun’s rays reflected off the snow, and the surface sparkled like diamonds. Jolie put her sunglasses on to shade her eyes from the glare. The clouds that had threatened to stay earlier had long passed and the whole morning’s skiing had taken place under a bright blue sky. She looked at Gable and Vita in their glasses she had bought them specifically for the mountain. She hadn’t even prompted them to wear them.


Jolie addressed the children. ‘Instead of going back on the slopes, I thought we could go to the village. There are shops and cafés there; we haven’t done any shopping since we’ve been here; we’ve been so busy skiing.’


‘We’re so good – that’s why, Mummy,’ Vita said, echoing her father’s words of praise.


‘That you are.’


‘Can we buy Daddy a present?’ Gable asked and Jolie noted how Idris was ‘Daddy’ again in his absence.


‘We sure can. We can buy everyone presents. And you two can choose something to take home too.’


‘Oooh really?’ Vita asked. ‘Like what?’


‘Well, we can look and see. It could be clothes or more sunglasses or a teddy.’


‘I love Pooky too much.’ Vita squeezed her bear, which came in her rucksack each day to the slopes.


‘I know you do.’ Jolie stroked Pooky’s soft brown arm. Vita didn’t know that this was the third Pooky bear she’d had. He had been lost twice and had to be rebought twice, each time being told that he had been miraculously rescued and refreshed. Pooky the third had joined their family, and Idris had said firmly that it was the last time, but how would he know? Jolie thought, thoroughly expecting to pay the high cost of the vintage-looking teddy bear again.


After lunch, Jolie and the children walked the short distance into the heart of the village. It took less than ten minutes, her heart raced and she began to sweat profusely. She was surprised at the strength of the involuntary response to the places she had lived and socialised all those years ago. But she needed to do this. Perhaps if she normalised it in her mind, she could go home to England and finally come to terms with the past.





As they stepped out into the bustle of the village through the snowless paths that had been trodden by so many, Jolie felt a strange sensation come over her. Was it nostalgia? she wondered, as she remembered the walks she took each day from her flat to the lodges.


Immediately, she saw it: Mak’s, the bar she had gone to regularly. It had a different name now, but she peered through the window. It was closed. Back in the day it would often open at lunchtime, or maybe that had been just for staff like Jolie. She noted it would open this evening and a part of her longed to go in there and sit at the bar, to remember it all, maybe conjure up some happier memories, to balance out how she felt about Cil del món.


She strained to see through the glass into the place where she had spent so many nights – the layout was the same, and she felt her stomach flutter at the memory of it all, the long nights after a morning working, an afternoon up the mountain, then another shift in the lodge, before heading off to this place to meet her friends.


Their names drifted through her mind now, but she was too scared to let them come too close to the surface. She had kept pushing them back down to the depths; that was all she could do. It was so long ago. But one name always remained there, no matter how hard she tried to push it away. And their face, the sound of their voice, when they knew it was all over.


Christ, Jolie. She pulled herself away from the window and brought herself back to the present. It was all in the past, yet the ghosts seemed to echo around her.


Why had she allowed Idris to bring her here? She could have dug her heels in and said no, but Idris would have questioned it. She was never one to say no for the sake of it. She would have had to have given him a plausible excuse, or told him the truth.


What could she have said to deter him from allowing Angie to book the flights? If she had said that skiing was not for her, he would have suggested she stay in the spas and cafés all day and hire a nanny to care for the children on the slopes. Jolie would have hated that. She would have wanted – no, needed – to be around her children. She could never have let them be up on the mountain without her.


‘What are you thinking?’ Gable asked and Jolie almost laughed at the way he sounded just like Idris when he said it. But her stifled laugh was quickly followed by the sudden realisation that maybe Gable wasn’t just mimicking his father, he had actually begun to sense when Jolie was feeling not quite herself. Had he begun to see the signs? She felt sick at the thought of her little boy having to deal with things that were far beyond his years. She turned and placed her arm around his neck and ruffled his hair.


‘I am just fine. I was thinking how this place used to be such a popular resort, even back then . . .’ She trailed off. She had almost started to tell her children about when she had worked here.


Gable looked at his mother with confusion.


‘I read all about it before we came,’ Jolie added and she knew it would be enough for Gable. ‘I think there is a lovely little café down here somewhere. I bet they do yummy food. Who’s ready for a chocolate milk?’


Both children whooped and trotted off in front of her.


That was too close for comfort. She had thus far managed not to get herself into trouble, but now that she was nearer to where she spent most of her time, it had all become too much to contain.


‘Is that the café, Mummy?’ Vita asked.


‘Yes, it is. Let’s cross over the road; be careful of the buses and cars,’ Jolie said, realising that both she and the children had already become accustomed to the quietness of the mountain with only the odd skidoo to navigate around whilst the village was much busier.


She looked across the street and there it was: the very first café she had gone to when she had arrived here in early 2004. Her hand went automatically to her chest as if to try and steady its rapid beating.


You’re fine, she said to herself. Why not go in and see how it’s changed.


She took Vita’s hand, and Gable followed, walking across the road to the café.


Jolie pushed open the door, eager to be inside, but equally terrified of going back in time. She ushered Gable in front of her and pointed out an empty seat to the children, and they raced over to it.


Her skin tingled at the sight of the place. A memory of a friendly face shot through her mind, and then it was gone, the same way she had gone in real life. The café hadn’t changed much at all. She gazed at the pictures on the wall – skiing scenes, all faded but very much the same ones she had often stared at while hungover. The counter remained in the same spot; the only difference she noticed was that the coffee machine was bigger and fancier.


She glanced at the menu behind the counter. It seemed familiar, too, with some additions of bagels and paninis. The seating had changed, though. Where before it had been canteen-style chairs and tables nailed to the floor, these were round tables and comfy-looking bistro-style chairs.


Jolie joined Gable and Vita at the corner table by the window. It was a spot where Jolie had often enjoyed sitting and observing the passers-by as they made their way to the bank and the pharmacy. People-watching had always been one of her favourite pastimes. However, she had not realised in those early days that she would soon need to start watching her back as well.


A waitress approached her table and smiled down at them all. She ordered café con leche for herself and hot chocolate for the children.


Gable and Vita bickered over the number of their marshmallows, eventually wandering over to the games and bookshelf. They both returned, thrilled to have found Connect 4, and began playing together without any further fuss.


That would keep them quiet for twenty minutes, Jolie thought, but no sooner had she taken her first sip than her mind began to wander again, and those names she had so wanted to suppress managed to squeeze themselves into her conscious thoughts. All the people she had known before were there in the room with her. And she saw the beautiful face of the one person she had thought she would remain friends with forever. Before she knew what was happening, Jolie was transported back here, twenty years ago.
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JOLIE


TWENTY YEARS AGO


Jolie dragged her two suitcases off the busy path and into the café, perching them in the corner. She didn’t want to upset the locals by taking up too much space with her luggage. And she had brought a lot. Two full suitcases and a backpack; it was an embarrassing amount, really. She had wanted to appear free and bohemian, arriving with just a beanie hat and a rucksack, but Jolie couldn’t deny who she was and where she came from. She was not the type to throw a few belongings into a bag and set off without knowing when she might return or having a big plan.


This trip had been planned meticulously; she was going to stay for the full five months of the ski season. She hadn’t ever thought she would want to go somewhere like Cil del món. It was a luxury resort that was far out of her comfort zone, not the kind of place she felt she would fit in at all. But once she realised she had to go, that she was no longer welcome at home, she began her research. She read up about Cil del món online and discovered that there would be an eclectic mix of staff staying and working there; some traveller types who live out of a rucksack for years between here and hotter places in Europe during the summer, and people like her, whose parents had paid for this experience. But not in the kindly way that some people’s parents do when they are excited to see their children off into the big wide world to begin their life experiences. This was more of a payoff. Thank you for your time; that will be all now.


‘But where will I go?’ Jolie had asked.


Her parents must have presumed she would use the money wisely, put it down as a deposit on a rented property plus her first month’s rent.


But Jolie was mad, and her anger fuelled her to begin researching places where she might go to get away from it all. Start again, become someone new. Where was the best place to go and have an adventure? were the words she had googled in the end.


Cil del món was fairly high up on the list. Come to the top of the world and forget all your cares.


She began looking for jobs and found a lodge host position. It sounded perfect, working mornings and early evenings with one day off each week, plus every afternoon to tackle the slopes. Jolie had wanted to learn to ski, as so many people she knew could already do it. Her parents had never taken her on a skiing holiday. They had flown once to Spain when she was nine but had never been back again, opting instead for camping holidays in Norfolk and Wales. Those had been quite nice, but Jolie always remembered feeling cold at night and her back aching from the hard ground. Then she went to college and university, and somehow the last few years just slipped by. She had spent her weekends and all her money in pubs and nightclubs at university. However, she ultimately didn’t come out with that degree. And that wasn’t because she failed the work. It was as though her parents had always been waiting for the moment when they could use their constant disappointment in her and direct it at one thing. And on this occasion, she had no excuses to give.


At twenty-two, she needed to gain some direction. This job would be a good start for her, look good on her CV, and demonstrate she could stay somewhere for longer than a few weeks. Who knew where she would be drawn to after that? The world truly was her oyster. She had taken the leap; she just hoped she was up to it. She had the money in her account from her father, but what had been lacking were the words of encouragement. Where had been the ‘go get ’em, kid’? Wasn’t that how parents saw their children off when they left home for the first time? But her mum had popped her head around the door the night before and told her they would be letting out her room, so not to expect it back. It was their way of making it permanent without actually saying so. But Jolie was determined to make this work, to show her parents she was strong and capable. But most of all, now the time had come to show them that she didn’t need them.


A lady approached her table and asked her something. She could have been speaking Spanish or Catalan; she wasn’t familiar with the language yet. But she hoped to be.


‘Erm, coffee?’ Jolie asked and the lady let out a sigh. It was the beginning of the season, and Jolie expected the lady came across many who were completely unprepared or unable to speak the language. Jolie felt stupid and ill-prepared. If she’d had more notice, perhaps she would have taken some time to learn some of the basic language. But then she reminded herself that she was never one for studying. She hadn’t done very well in school, and university had its challenges, and learning was one of them, especially when there were so many other distractions. But already, despite the language barrier, Jolie had a feeling about this place; she felt like it was the sort of place someone could become accustomed to living. It was smart, clean, there was plenty of work by all accounts, there were nice bars and restaurants, it was a tax-free haven, and then there was the lure of the mountains. Although right now, there was barely any snow, just the high, imposing bare mountains all around, towering over the village, staring down at her, making her feel just a little bit claustrophobic. But she would get over that; she was sure.


‘Café con leche?’ the lady asked, pointing to a picture on the menu that resembled a milky coffee.


‘Yes,’ Jolie said. ‘Sí,’ she corrected herself.


Jolie spied a picture of eggs and bacon and pointed to it. ‘Sí?’ she asked the woman.


‘Sí.’ The lady scribbled on her pad and swept away back to the counter.


Five minutes later, Jolie was tucking into a plate of eggs and bacon, washed down with a delightful cup of coffee.


She had just finished her food and pushed her plate away when the café’s door burst open. A young man and woman bustled in, talking loudly.


‘I just don’t see why you had to do it, that’s all,’ the woman said, with what Jolie thought sounded like a Spanish accent. Jolie thought she looked about her age. She had long, dark hair, a beige coat with a fur hood, and what appeared to be pink, sparkly leggings and beige, furry-trimmed boots. As it hadn’t snowed yet down here in the village, Jolie was going to get away with trainers for a few more days, but she knew she would need to buy herself a good pair of snow boots to get around in.


She tried to avoid looking at the couple who were clearly having an argument, as the woman had taken a seat very close to where Jolie was sitting. The man was also roughly Jolie’s age and didn’t seem as vocal as the woman; he was attempting to calm her down, and his voice wasn’t as raised. But this woman was furious.


‘Sometimes, I think you don’t even care at all, Adam. I came out here to support you.’


The man, Adam, looked forlorn, but the woman continued. Jolie stared back down at her table.


‘It’s just not good enough; I want a bigger apartment, not to be cramped in that one-bedroom place.’
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