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			By Emily Stone

			 

			Always, in December

			One Last Gift

		

	
		
			

			Real readers have lost their hearts to
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			‘The writing is impeccable and will leave you wanting more’

			*****

			 

			‘Absolutely beautiful…One Last Gift is a book I haven’t been able to stop thinking about and I don’t see that changing anytime soon’

			*****

			 

			‘An emotional roller-coaster…it reminded me of P.S. I Love You and I adored it’

			*****

			 

			‘A heart-warming, heart-wrenching, beautiful story of grief and love’ 

			*****

			 

			‘Filled with love, friendship, grief, loss, heartbreak, hope, and so much more.’

			*****

			 

			‘Truly a love story, but make sure you have tissues nearby…10/10 recommend!’

			*****

			 

			‘Heartbreakingly beautiful…I couldn’t put it down and finished it in one day’ 

			*****

			 

			‘Represents everything I love about Emily Stone as an author’

			*****

			 

			‘So much love, pain, sorrow and happiness…I couldn’t put it down’ 

			*****

		

	
		
			Your favourite authors adored
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			‘A poignant, heart-tugging, life-affirming story that will wrap around you like a hug in any season’

			Sunday Times bestselling author Josie Silver

			 

			‘Tender and gorgeously romantic. I LOVED it!’ 

			Sunday Times bestselling author Cathy Bramley

			 

			‘Packed with Richard Curtis-style moments. I adored this sweepingly romantic, captivating love story. If you’re looking for a true will-they-won’t-they tearjerker to capture your heart, look no further’ 

			Sunday Times bestselling author Holly Miller

			 

			‘LOVED this emotional story about love, grief and taking the chances life throws at you’ 

			Claire Frost

			 

			‘A sweeping story of love, loss and self-discovery. I LOVED it’

			 Emma Cooper

			 

			‘Kept me reading late into the night. Absolutely gorgeous’ 

			Jo Lovett

			 

			‘Truly an unforgettable and heart-tugging novel’ 

			USA Today

			 

			‘As unforgettable as it is heartwrenching’

			 Publishers Weekly, starred review

			 

			‘A story that will break your heart into a million tiny pieces. Emotional, heartbreaking & definitely tissue worthy’ 

			Real reader

			 

			‘I didn’t want to put this book down. It is a very long time since I felt captured by something so emotionally . . . it is a truly stunning and touching book’

			Real reader

			 

			‘Wow, I’m at a loss for words. It had me crying my eyes out. A truly gripping read from page 1’

			Real reader

			 

			‘Hopeful, poignant and captivating’

			Real reader

		

	
		
			About the Book
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			For as long as Cassie can remember, there had always been the three of them: Cassie, her beloved big brother Tom, and Tom’s best friend Sam.

			 

			Since Cassie and Tom’s parents had died, and Sam’s dad was never around, the three kids had stuck together like glue, getting into mischief, with Tom always looking out for Cassie, and Tom’s best mate put on earth to annoy her.

			 

			Now they are adults and nothing much has changed: Tom is sorted, cocky Sam is going places and Cassie is . . . well, Cassie thinks she’s figured it all out.

			 

			And then tragedy happens and three become two.

			 

			For Cassie picking herself up and moving on seems unimaginable. But then she finds the envelope with her name written on it, asking her to follow the clues to a treasure hunt carefully laid out for her months before. It promises to lead her to one last gift.

			 

			And suddenly what seemed like an ending just might be the beginning of something remarkable, unexpected, beautiful and new . . .

		

	
		
			Epigrph

			‘There is a path from me to you that I am constantly looking for.’

			 

			Rumi

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Cassie woke while it was still dark, her duvet pulled halfway over her head to hide from the cold. For a moment she frowned into the blackness, groggy from sleep, confused as to what had woken her. Then there was a loud snore from the bed next to hers. She gave the sleeping mass that was her brother a sideways look. He was always snoring, and it was so annoying; she’d told him to lie on his side about a million times, because her best friend’s mum was a doctor and she’d once said that helped. Cassie sighed into her pillow. Maybe if he kept up the snoring, she’d get brave enough to sleep on her own at night and he could sleep in his own room, across the corridor, under the glowing stars he’d stuck to the ceiling. But she hadn’t yet worked up the courage, not since Mum and Dad died, nearly two years ago.

			Tom gave another snore, making Cassie start. It was only then that she realised, and her heart gave a little leap as she threw her duvet off and sat straight up in bed. It was Christmas Day. It was Christmas! How had she forgotten, even for a moment?

			Ignoring the chilly air, Cassie stepped down from her bed, careful not to wake Tom, and padded to the window. Maybe there would be snow outside, even though Aunty Claire said it never really snowed on Christmas Day. She moved the curtains aside and peered down into her aunt’s little garden. It was too dark to see anything at all, the world outside still sleeping.

			She turned back to the beds, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. There were no stockings at the foot of the bed because Aunty Claire didn’t believe in stockings. Tom had found out Santa wasn’t real years ago, and so Claire had decided she didn’t want to carry on the ‘charade’ (Cassie wasn’t entirely sure what a ‘charade’ was, but Tom had told her it meant acting), even though their parents used to do it every year. The excitement of the day dulled a little in Cassie’s chest as she thought about her mum and dad, and the fact that they wouldn’t be here to open presents with or make marshmallows on toast for breakfast – a Christmas tradition Aunty Claire hadn’t let them continue. She thought about waking Tom up. He’d be ok with it, and they could sneak downstairs and find some chocolate together, before Claire got up. She was pretty sure there were chocolate presents somewhere, wrapped in foil. One of their neighbours had dropped them round – Cassie couldn’t remember her name, but she was really old and smelt a bit like cocoa and lavender mixed together, and she’d said the chocolates had to be hung on the tree. And there was a tree, even though Claire almost hadn’t got one, because Cassie had cried when Claire had said that maybe they shouldn’t have one this year and even Tom had looked sad and so she’d given in. 

			But even as the thought of waking Tom and going chocolate-hunting danced around her mind, something even better occurred to her. She held in the squeal bubbling inside of her, grinning to herself as she grabbed her fluffy socks, the ones with rabbit ears, and tied her pink dressing gown around her, the one her mum and dad had bought for her, the Christmas before they died. She was getting too big for it now, she knew she was, but she refused to get another one. 

			Cassie crept downstairs as quietly as she could, keeping her hand on the banister to guide her in the dark. Her heart was beating faster with each bouncing step she took. They might not do stockings or mince pies for Santa like the rest of her class, but there was one thing that made Christmas morning just the best morning ever. She padded into the living room, guided by the fairy lights on the tree, yellow and red and green.

			Tom had done it every year for her since she could remember. Well, before that, really, because she didn’t actually remember the first time, though her mum and dad had said it was all his idea, even when they were only tiny, and Cassie believed them because Tom was very clever. 

			She found the first clue under the Christmas tree. It hadn’t been there last night – she’d checked before she went to bed, so he must have snuck down in the night to put it there. She pressed her hand to her mouth to stop the excited giggle. Wouldn’t it be good if she could do it all by herself this year . . . follow the clues and find her present at the end of the treasure hunt before Tom even woke up? He’d be so impressed with that; she knew he would. 

			So, alone in the dark, under the twinkling lights of the tree, she tore open the envelope, and began to read.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Cassie ducked under the low wooden beam of the doorway and into the warmth of the pub, her hands full, clutching a tray of mince pies. In one corner, logs cracked in the fireplace, and the smell of mulled wine, sherry, pine and cheese all rolled into one. She walked towards the rustic bar, nodding to a few familiar faces as she passed, the chatter of what must be nearly the entire village washing over her. It made her smile – everyone out together on Christmas Eve, coming out to an event that she’d help organise and looking like they were really enjoying it. 

			She caught sight of Tom, leaning against a stone wall and laughing as he threw his head back, his blond hair, almost exactly the same colour as hers, flopping to one side. He hadn’t noticed her coming in: he was chatting away to someone who had their back to her, beer in hand. Someone with messy dark brown hair, relaxed posture, a black jacket showing off those impressive shoulders. Her smile got bigger and she tried to ignore the little lurch in her stomach, the way her skin started to buzz. 

			It’s just Sam, she told herself. Sam, who she’d known since forever. Sam, her brother’s best friend. She glanced at him once more – and nearly stumbled straight into the old oak bar, clutching the tray she was holding and throwing it out in front of her to save the mince pies. 

			‘Watch out, Cassie love – we don’t want to see all your hard work ending up on the floor!’ Linda, landlady of The Red House, appeared on the other side of the bar, having come through the double doors that led to the kitchen. She tucked a red and white tea towel through her belt on her jeans and crossed to Cassie, reached out to take the mince pies, then set them down by the coffee machine.

			‘Sorry, Linda,’ Cassie said quickly, slipping out of her coat, ‘I know I’m a bit late, and I—’

			Linda waved her apology away, her many rings glinting in the candlelight from the candles Cassie had helped set up earlier. ‘Don’t be silly. You’re a doll for making them, and they look so good I might have to sneak one away before the rabble get their hands on them.’ She did just that, grabbing one and taking a bite, and groaned in what Cassie thought was slightly overdone pleasure. A crumb of the pastry stuck to Linda’s red lip gloss, and Cassie wondered if she should tell her. ‘I can’t believe you whipped these up overnight! You’re a girl of many hidden talents, I tell you.’

			Cassie shrugged modestly and decided not to tell Linda about the three batches of pastry that had ended up in the bin, the state of the kitchen earning many a tight-lipped look from her aunt Claire. But really, what was the alternative? Linda had suggested store-bought mince pies from Sainsburys for the pub’s annual Christmas Eve event, but Cassie had known that homemade would be better.

			The door to the pub opened again, letting in a blast of cool air that managed to reach even the bar. Cassie looked over to see Hazel, her best friend since the beginning of primary school, coming in with her mum. Hazel spotted Cassie and her eyes – green, not hazel – sparked as she closed the distance between them in a few long, elegant strides. Cassie clocked the heels that Hazel was wearing and tried not to wrinkle her nose. They always looked ridiculous together when she did that, because of the difference in their heights – Hazel tall enough to be a professional model, and Cassie, barely making five foot, still short enough to occasionally fit into child’s clothing. Honestly, Cassie had told Hazel that they looked like some kind of double act and that they should be trying to reduce the difference in their heights rather than accentuate it, but Hazel didn’t care. She was confident in her height and was sure it was going to come in useful one day, if only so that she didn’t have to get married just to have someone around to reach the top shelf.

			‘Happy Christmas Eve!’ Hazel gave Cassie a hug – bending down to do so – then stepped back and pursed her lips as she studied Cassie, who twirled a strand of her hair back into place behind her ear. Hazel nodded approvingly. ‘The dress works,’ she said decisively, and Cassie felt relief wash over her, as she tried very hard not to glance at the head of messy brown hair behind her. Despite repeatedly telling herself that he was just Sam, she knew she’d bought the dress – black, tight-fitting, with silver snowflakes on it – especially for tonight. Because, fine, yes, even if he was just her brother’s best friend, something had changed since he’d gone away for university this year. She’d missed him. More than she’d thought she would. She’d missed Tom too, obviously, even though she still spoke to him all the time on the phone. But she hadn’t expected to miss Sam, his teasing, his easy company, quite so easily. Hadn’t expected her heart to jump at the sight of him, when he came back for the Christmas holidays. 

			Hazel grinned down at Cassie, shaking back her dead-straight black hair – hair that she dyed to make more black, even though Cassie honestly couldn’t tell the difference. ‘Come on then, let’s go see the boys.’ 

			Linda winked at Cassie, who felt herself flush a little. It was like she knew exactly who Cassie had worn the dress for – and the heels, and the brown eyeliner to frame her brown eyes and make them seem warm rather than murky and boring. Not that Cassie had said anything, but Linda had a habit of guessing these things. She might be her boss, but she was more than that too. She was the person Cassie knew she could rely on, no matter what. She’d spent many days growing up hanging out in the pub and sneaking packets of salt and vinegar crisps after school with Tom. When Cassie had hit sixteen, Linda had created a job for her, even though Cassie knew she didn’t really need the help. And before that, Linda had done the same for Tom. 

			Hazel marched over to Tom and Sam, leaving Cassie scurrying behind, trying both to look graceful on her heels, and to keep up with Hazel’s long stride. Tom pulled Cassie to him and gave her a one-armed hug, leaving his arm around her shoulders. ‘Here’s my girl, and her sidekick.’ Cassie smiled, while Hazel waved a hand in the air. 

			‘I’m no one’s sidekick, Rivers.’ True, Cassie thought. She often felt like a sidekick to Hazel, rather than the other way around. Tom grinned, dropped his arm away from Cassie and gave Hazel a quick, tight hug. Cassie, meanwhile, tried hard not to look at Sam directly for too long, even though she could feel his gorgeous blue eyes on her, assessing, as he stood there with his thumbs hooked through the belt loop of his jeans, casual as you like. God, since when did she feel so awkward around him? 

			‘How’s the land of university treating you then?’ Hazel asked. 

			Tom wrinkled his nose. ‘Annoyingly hard work this year.’ Cassie had been treated to many a moan already, Tom lamenting all the work he was having to do in his second year of university, comparatively to being a fresher. ‘Well,’ he clarified, ‘for some of us anyway. Sam here seems immune.’ Sam shrugged, and Cassie shifted to face him, relieved to have an excuse to look at him. She smiled, and he nodded back. 

			‘Looking good, Cass.’ Cassie felt her cheeks grow warm, and she did a sort of shrug-nod thing in acceptance of the compliment. 

			Tom rolled his eyes. ‘She ought to, the amount of time she spent with that bloody hair rod.’ Cassie flushed more, and really hoped it wasn’t as obvious as it felt. She shot Tom a glare, which he ignored. 

			Hazel came to Cassie’s rescue, giving Tom a friendly punch on the arm. ‘It’s Christmas Eve, you idiot, we are supposed to dress up and look pretty.’

			‘Well, you do,’ Sam said, looking at Cassie. ‘Look pretty, that is.’ He glanced at Hazel, almost like an afterthought. ‘Both of you.’ 

			Hazel shot Cassie the briefest of knowing glances that Cassie didn’t dare return, even though the back of her neck was sparking with heat. ‘Well, Rivers,’ Hazel said, ‘I think it’s about time you bought me a welcome-home drink, isn’t it?’

			Tom raised his eyebrows. ‘Surely if it’s me who’s coming home, you need to buy the welcoming drink, Niagara.’ Niagara. Tom and Sam had come up with the nickname, feeling incredibly clever, because of Niagara Falls, and the fact that it was a tall waterfall. Instead of getting wound up by it, Hazel had decided to own the name, and it had sort of stuck.

			Hazel puffed. ‘Details, details.’ She walked away on those long legs and Tom, with a slightly helpless glance back at Cassie, followed, leaving Cassie alone with Sam. She suddenly wished she’d thought to get a drink when she first came in, because then it would have given her something to do with her hands. As it was, they felt useless and awkward by her sides. This is Sam, she told herself again firmly. But her body wouldn’t listen. It was like tonight, the warm lighting of the pub, the smell of pine around them, the fire crackling in the corner, was making her more aware of the looks they’d been shooting each other over the last few weeks. Looks that might not mean anything but, well . . . 

			‘So, umm, you’re staying with your mum for the holidays, right?’ Stupid question, Cassie. She knew he was staying with his mum. For God’s sake, she could do better than that.

			Sam, though, didn’t seem to be aware of her thoughts and nodded. ‘She wanted to come tonight, but she had to work.’

			‘Shame. How is she?’ She liked Sam’s mum – there was something so warm about her. 

			‘She’s great,’ Sam said, and those blue eyes softened, just a little. 

			‘And . . . your dad?’ Cassie asked hesitantly. 

			Sam narrowed his eyes, and the softness was instantly lost. ‘No idea,’ he said harshly. ‘Last I heard he was off in Sri Lanka surfing or something.’

			Cassie twirled that same lock of hair that kept wanting to escape her carefully styled half-up, half-down look back into place. ‘You haven’t heard from him?’

			‘No, and I don’t want to.’ He said it in a way that effect­ively closed the subject off and Cassie bit her lip, wishing she hadn’t brought it up in the first place. She knew how Sam felt about his dad, but she had wondered, what with it being Christmas and all . . . She glanced at the bar, to where Hazel and Tom were still in a queue – too much for Linda to handle solo, as Cassie had predicted. She felt a squirm of guilt – she should have insisted that she work tonight.

			‘Anyway, how are you doing, Cass?’

			Cassie glanced back at him to see that the tension was lost, chased away like it had never been there – back to his easy, casual self. ‘I’m good,’ she said, trying for an easy tone to match his. ‘Finished sending off all my university applications last week.’ She hadn’t meant to say it quite so pointedly but then, what was the harm in reminding him that she wasn’t that much younger than him? Tom and Sam may have taken a gap year together – gone off travelling around Asia and seen the world – but she was eighteen, still, and he was only twenty-one. 

			‘Oh yeah?’

			‘Yeah,’ she agreed. ‘Business studies.’ Working with Linda at the pub had made her realise that she’d love to run her own business one day. And helping to organise the Christmas do had got her thinking about events – she had a knack for it, Linda said. Though when Cassie had suggested to Linda that she postpone university, and that Linda hire her as the pub’s events manager instead, she had flat out refused. Not only did the pub have no need of an events manager, she’d said, but Cassie did not want to be stuck in this town and this pub for ever, according to Linda. Cassie disagreed – she liked the security of the pub, of her home town, though without Tom it held slightly less of the comfort she knew. 

			‘Business, hey? Where are you—’ But he broke off as a group of four vacated the sofa table through the archway, then grabbed her hand, linking his fingers through hers, and sped towards it, tugging her along behind. She laughed at the urgency as he pulled her down next to him on the sofa, her hand still in his. She was still smiling as he shook his head. ‘Can’t let a spot like this go to waste, Cass.’

			It was one of the best tables, she’d give him that. Right by the crackling fire, the Christmas tree that Cassie had decorated tastefully with gold and red in the corner, a lone candle on the low wooden table, surrounded by empty glasses from the group before. There was another group of young people sitting on stools on one of the high tables next to them, and one of the girls was eyeing Cassie and Sam with disgust, clearly having been hoping to bag the table herself. Though her gaze turned a bit more speculative as it lingered on Sam.

			Cassie laughed again as she looked back at Sam. He was sitting very close to her, she noticed now, their legs pressed against one another’s, hands still linked together. He reached out, tucked that errant strand of hair behind her ear, where it stayed, listening to his touch where it had not listened to hers. Cassie’s heart gave an extra-strong beat.

			‘You really do look beautiful, you know,’ Sam murmured, his eyes not leaving hers, and Cassie’s skin sparked. 

			‘Excellent! You nabbed us a spot.’

			Cassie jumped at the sound of Tom’s voice, and Sam dropped her hand. She let her breath out on a whoosh as Tom and Hazel sat down on the sofa opposite.

			Hazel handed Cassie her mulled gin cocktail, a dark red colour with a subtle cherry scent, and gave her a little smirk. ‘So, what were you guys talking about?’ she asked, the picture of innocence.

			Cassie narrowed her eyes at her, though the effect might not be as severe as she’d hoped, given she still felt flushed from the ‘beautiful’ comment. Seriously, she needed to get a bloody grip. 

			‘Cassie was just saying she’d been applying to uni,’ Sam replied.

			Tom made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. ‘Yeah. Business.’ Sam raised his eyebrows at Tom’s tone of voice and he shook his head. ‘Boring.’

			‘Hey!’ Cassie exclaimed.

			Tom turned to her. ‘Well, it is. No passion or excitement in studying business.’

			‘It’s a smart option,’ Cassie said through gritted teeth. And it was – no matter what she decided to do, surely a degree in business studies gave her a good grounding. Fine, it wasn’t the most glamorous or adventurous option – but then, she wasn’t exactly the glamorous or adventurous type. And that was the problem, as far as Tom saw it. 

			She rolled her shoulders to relieve the slight tension, then turned to Sam. ‘What about you? You really want to tell me you’re doing law because it’s your true passion?’ She couldn’t say the same thing to Tom – he really did love geology, though he managed to get away with it and not slip into nerd territory because he was also sporty, good-looking and charming. And, unlike her, he had grand plans to follow in their parents’ footsteps – to go into environmental work, make a difference to the world. That was the second problem, Cassie admitted to herself – her brother, like her parents, would do something important and meaningful, while she . . . Well, her plans were less far-reaching than that. It made her feel a little guilty for getting excited about running events in their local pub.

			‘Nah, but I’m going to be rich, Cass, and then I’ll be able to do whatever I like.’ Sam grinned, first at her, then at Tom, who grinned back in solidarity. 

			‘Money’s not all that matters,’ Cassie said, a little primly, mainly because she thought that was something she ought to say.

			‘No, but it helps,’ Sam said, and though he was clearly trying for jokey, Cassie heard the subtle edge to his voice. She bit her lip. She knew, didn’t she, how hard Sam’s mum had to work, how Sam had spent more hours at work than at school during his A-level year – and still got the grades to get into Manchester. She opened her mouth to say something, to take it back, somehow, but caught sight of Linda practically jogging over to their table, tea towel bouncing in time with her bob.

			Cassie frowned. ‘Is everything—?’

			‘The fairy lights have gone out,’ Linda said, a little breathlessly. ‘Outside.’ Cassie glanced at the window behind her, saw that the lights decorating the windows had indeed stopped shining. ‘And I know it’s not that big a deal, but I—’

			Cassie held up her hand as she got to her feet. ‘I’ll sort it.’ She got it. No matter what Linda said about shop-bought mince pies, this pub was Linda’s baby, and the Christmas event was one of the highlights of the year. 

			‘Thanks, Cassie love.’

			‘I’ll help,’ Hazel declared, setting down her drink on the table and coming alongside Cassie as Linda scurried back to the bar.

			‘So,’ Hazel said as she linked an arm through Cassie’s. ‘What’s going on with Sam, hey?’ 

			‘Nothing,’ Cassie said. ‘What do you mean?’ Her attempt at breezy might have worked better if her voice hadn’t sounded ever so slightly too high-pitched.

			But she was saved from further interrogation by Hazel’s mum, Mel, who grabbed Hazel as they were walking past. Mel pouted, in a way that suggested that might be her second glass of red wine in front of her. 

			‘You haven’t talked to me properly yet,’ Mel said to Hazel. ‘Come on, your dad’s gone to the loo. Keep me company for five minutes – it’s Christmas!’ Hazel rolled her eyes at Cassie, then sighed, as if to say that she might as well get it over with now and Cassie nodded – she could fix the fairy lights alone. In all honesty, Hazel wouldn’t be much help anyway – Cassie had stayed over at Hazel’s once when Hazel hadn’t bothered to replace the dead lightbulb in the overhead light or the bedside lamp and was using her phone light to get around her room in the dark instead.

			‘Where’s Claire, Cassie?’ Mel asked. 

			Cassie shrugged. ‘Probably in bed by now. She’s not really into Christmas.’ Not really into socialising in general – Claire tended to stay locked away during any of the village social events if she could help it. Mel gave a disapproving ‘hmmm’ in response. 

			Cassie left Hazel with her mum, laughing as Hazel grimaced over Mel’s shoulder. She couldn’t help feeling a little pang as she waved and headed for the exit though. At least Hazel had parents to come here with. Mostly, she thought she had a handle on it – the fact that she was, technically, an orphan – but there were times when the loss of it flared up, and Christmas was one of those times.

			She watched her breath mist out in front of her as she stepped outside. It was cloudless tonight, the stars out in force. The chatter from inside was muted through the walls and Cassie allowed herself a moment to look up, to breathe in the cold night air. To imagine that her parents were up there, watching her. She didn’t often give in to that – the idea that they were ‘out there’ somewhere – but tonight, on Christmas Eve, with the stars twinkling above her, felt like a night to allow herself the fantasy of it.

			That moment didn’t last long, though, because it was bloody freezing. She wrapped her arms around herself as she assessed the fairy lights. It looked like it was only a section of the string of lights that wasn’t working – the section that draped over the second window of the pub. So, maybe it was just a faulty bulb, then. 

			The door to the pub opened and Cassie glanced over to see Sam coming out, clutching her leather jacket. Not the warmest, but ‘warm’ hadn’t been the look she was going for. He held it out to her. ‘Thought you might need this.’

			‘Thanks,’ she said gratefully, and slipped it on. 

			‘And I saw Hazel get commandeered by her mum, so just wanted to check if you needed a hand, while Tom gets another round in.’ He stuck his hands into his pockets, rocked back a little on his heels, standing, Cassie thought, a careful distance away from her. 

			She turned her attention back to the lights and tried to ignore the fact that it was just the two of them out here. ‘I think it’s just a bulb.’ She walked closer, frowning as she inspected them. ‘They’re old lights,’ she admitted. ‘Someone tried to chuck them out and I said we’d use them here.’

			‘Feeling sad for inanimate objects again?’ 

			She glanced over her shoulder to see him grinning at her. ‘I just don’t like to see the waste,’ she said, a little defensively. And yes, fine, she also didn’t like to see old things thrown away or stuffed out of sight, just because they weren’t new and shiny anymore. With a bit of work, old things could shine again. 

			She worked a few of the bulbs, smiling to herself at the fact that Sam was content to let her do it, not step in and insist he’d fix it, as Tom most likely would have. She found the problem – a loose bulb – and pressed it firmly into its socket. The lights lit up, a gorgeous white. ‘Et voilà!’ she exclaimed, clapping her hands as she stepped back – stepped back into Sam. She lost her balance, felt his arms come up to her shoulders to steady her.

			She turned, slowly, tilted her chin up to see his face, eyes softly illuminated by the fairy lights and the stars above. His hands stayed where they were and as she hitched in a breath, she felt them tighten their hold, just for a moment, before they dropped to his sides. She made herself take a step back away from him, though the smell of his subtle aftershave stayed with her. 

			She cleared her throat. ‘Shall we . . .?’ She gestured inside. 

			He nodded. ‘Yeah.’

			She tried to ignore the lurch of disappointment in her gut. What, exactly, had she expected? No, Cassie, I want to stand outside with you and make out? She almost snorted to herself as she headed towards the pub entrance.

			‘But first . . .’ She turned back to him to see him flush a little. ‘I, er, got you a present.’ He reached into his coat pocket, drew something out. She took a step towards him, staring at the tiny cardboard box in his hand. Plain, not wrapped. No ribbons. Rustic, she decided. 

			She bit her lip as she took another step. She hadn’t got him anything. Sometimes, they did jokey presents – and the four of them had done Secret Santa for a few years, but they’d said nothing about it this year, and she hadn’t thought to get him something. Ok, fine, that wasn’t entirely true – she had thought about getting him something, but she’d worried it would look weird or he’d be awkward or something, and then she hadn’t been able to think of what to get him, that wouldn’t look as though she’d gone overboard but wasn’t, like, socks or a pen or something. 

			He thrust the box into her hands, not quite making eye contact. ‘Come on,’ he said, a bit gruffly. ‘Open it.’

			‘I didn’t get you anything,’ she admitted.

			He rolled his eyes in a way that diffused some of the subtle tension between them. ‘Just open it, Cass.’

			She lifted the lid from the box. A necklace, she saw, and took it out to examine it, the silver chain cool against her already cold fingers. Her breath caught when she saw the pendant. It was a stone. A stone, from when they’d all gone to the beach together months ago, over the summer holidays. She’d found some beautiful ones and it had felt sad that they were there unappreciated, they’d seemed almost lonely out there on the beach, so she’d collected the best ones and given one each to Tom, Sam and Hazel. 

			‘It’s the stone you gave me at—’ 

			‘I remember,’ Cassie murmured, embarrassed to find that there was a lump in her throat. She traced the stone with her fingertips. 

			‘Right.’ Sam cleared his throat. ‘I just . . . This is making it beautiful, right? Giving it time to . . . whatever.’

			She looked up at Sam to see him running a hand across the back of his neck, looking incredibly embarrassed – more than she thought she’d ever seen him before.

			‘I took it into a shop and they made it into a necklace for me. It’s stupid,’ he continued, words coming quickly, ‘you don’t have to keep it – I just thought . . .’ 

			‘I love it,’ she said, firmly but softly. And then, after a brief moment of hesitation, she reached up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. It was something she’d never done before, and it felt very grown up, like they were both on the verge of something else, something older, something new. She felt Sam go very still, felt the whisper of his breath on her ear as he exhaled. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured. 

			They stared at one another, and Cassie saw the stars reflected in his eyes. She felt like she couldn’t breathe. Like she didn’t dare breathe, in case it ruined this moment. She should smile or squeal and throw her arms around him. Something she’d done so many times before. But she couldn’t bring herself to. 

			‘Cassie,’ Sam said, his voice husky. He reached out to toy with that lock of hair again, and her neck tingled. ‘I—’

			‘There you guys are!’

			Cassie jolted away from Sam as Tom came outside.

			‘Come on. Hazel’s guarding the table, and Linda will be forcing us all to sing Christmas carols soon – you can’t leave us alone for that.’

			Cassie snorted. ‘I hear you practising your singing in the shower often enough – I’m surprised you don’t want a solo.’ Together, Sam and Cassie crossed to where Tom was standing. Cassie didn’t dare look at Sam, though she was still clutching the necklace and the cardboard box in her hand. 

			‘Jealous of my incredible singing voice, Chipmunk?’

			Cassie wrinkled her nose at the nickname he only pulled out when he was being deliberately annoying – referring to her height and the fact that when she was growing up her front teeth had looked way too big for her. Something which she’d been self-conscious about enough without him reminding her of it – not that he ever seemed to get that. 

			‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll show us all up with that squeaky little chipmunk voice of yours.’

			‘I do not have a squeaky chipmunk—’

			‘Ah, there it is.’

			Cassie scowled at Tom, resisting the urge to stick her tongue out at him like a four-year-old. She glanced up at Sam, whose face was carefully neutral – clearly determined not to get in the middle. Something he’d practised enough, she supposed. He was always on Tom’s side really, Cassie knew – he was Tom’s friend before he was hers – but she appreciated the effort he made not to make that obvious.

			‘Ah, come on,’ Tom said, swinging his arm around Cassie and pulling her back into the warmth of the pub. ‘You can’t be too annoyed with me, or I won’t give you your first clue tomorrow.’

			She wrinkled her nose, then sighed, leaning into him. ‘It better be rhyming, that’s all I can say.’

			‘Of course,’ Tom said, putting his hand on his heart dramatically. ‘Do you think I want a repeat of the tantrums of ’03?’

			She ignored the jibe and just said, ‘Good. It’s not a treasure hunt if it doesn’t rhyme.’

			‘So you’ve told me – multiple times.’

			Cassie glanced over her shoulder at Sam. He met her gaze, gave her a little smile, then came up the other side of Tom, clapping him on the back as they reached their table. And as she sat down, Cassie slipped the necklace, and the little box, into the pocket of her leather jacket before she took it off. She didn’t want it on display just yet. She’d tell Hazel later, and no doubt Tom would find out, one way or another, but for tonight, on Christmas Eve, she wanted it to be something that was just hers.

		

	
		
			Two Years Later

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Up high in the Alps, the snow glittered in the sunlight beneath Cassie, spanning out under a blue sky, broken occasionally by wispy clouds. The mountains stretched out around all sides, almost unnerving in their vastness, the white giving way to grey rock in places, where the snow had melted or not quite settled. The nearest pine trees were topped with white, looking like something right out of a snow globe, and a brisk, biting breeze tried to cut through her hefty ski jacket, which did not look quite as effortlessly fashionable as it had on the online model. 

			Cassie struggled to properly take in any of the beautiful surroundings, however, due to the fact that she and Hazel were climbing slowly up the mountain, suspended in air and hanging off what looked like nothing more than a telephone wire in a moving chair. Her legs felt vulnerable, dangling beneath her, and she kept feeling like her skis would drop off and hit an unsuspecting skier below. She was gripping the bar in front of her tightly, remembering the one and only time Tom had forced her onto a rollercoaster when they were growing up, and how much she had hated it – hated the horrible, sickening feeling in her stomach, and the way she’d almost collapsed from the rush of adrenaline after they’d got off. And this time it was worse, because when they got off, she’d actually have to ski down the bloody mountain.

			‘Ready?’ Hazel asked brightly. She took hold of the bar, and Cassie gripped it more tightly, trying to hold it in place. She saw Tom and Sam, two seats in front of them, gliding off the chair lift and onto the snow, both with seemingly effortless grace. 

			‘No,’ she hissed out through gritted teeth. 

			‘Yes, you are,’ Hazel said firmly, and she shoved the bar up, forcing Cassie to let go. ‘You’re going to have to get off, otherwise you’ll be like Bridget Jones and end up doing a loop and heading back down again, and that will be more scary.’

			The launch-off place, or whatever you were supposed to call it, was getting closer now. Cassie swallowed, her throat dry. 

			‘Just stand up, ok? It’s easy. Easier than it looks, anyway, trust me. Ok?’ 

			‘Right,’ Cassie muttered. ‘Ok.’ It wasn’t like she had a choice, was it? She’d only done one of those tiny practice slopes before Hazel had declared her ready to go, which she definitely did not feel. 

			When her skis touched the ground, Cassie stood before she could think too hard about it, and felt the chair lift give the back of her knees a little bump as she did so. Then she was sliding away with Hazel towards where Tom and Sam were waiting. She stumbled, but didn’t fall. Ok, good. Point for her. Because falling on her face in front of Sam as she got off the chair lift would not be in keeping with the poised, confident, sexy vibe she’d planned to portray during this holiday. Because maybe – just maybe – something might actually happen between them this time, now that they had a week together, with the possibility of some time for just the two of them, in amongst the foursome activities. Maybe – just maybe – the last two years of glances and occasional touches that lasted a bit too long to be considered only friendly might finally come to something. Not that she was putting pressure on the holiday or anything. 

			She had a feeling, however, that even though she’d planned the pale-blue ski outfit, she looked more like a pale-blue marshmallow, or a thirteen-year-old girl, given her height, than sexy skiing chic. She’d like to say that no one looked good when skiing, but Hazel was pulling it off in a purple and black outfit, her black hair striking against the white of the snow. Then again, Hazel had had several skiing holidays with her family to get it right. Tom and Sam had been a few times together too. Which left Cassie, who had never been skiing before – Claire wasn’t exactly the family-holiday type, and skiing was expensive. Plus, in all honesty, the concept of strapping wooden slats onto your feet and going as fast as you could down the side of a mountain had never appealed to her. Tom had been insisting that they went as kids once, before their parents died, but she was too young to remember it, so she didn’t think that counted. And how much skiing could she really have done at that age anyway?

			Tom moved his sunglasses onto his mop of blond hair and grinned at Cassie as she approached him, reaching out to grab her arm to slow her to a complete stop. She took a deep breath, which made both him and Sam laugh. 

			‘Don’t look so pleased to be here, Cass,’ Sam said, his eyes hidden by dark, expensive-looking sunglasses, ‘you’ll make the rest of us look like we’re having a bad time.’

			She just rolled her eyes. Partly because, now that they were at the top of the slope, with people darting around everywhere, going over what looked like the edges of cliffs, in her opinion, her mouth was feeling dry and she wasn’t sure she actually could form coherent sentences.

			‘Come on then,’ Hazel said, her green eyes glinting. She grinned at Tom and Sam. ‘Bet you two a pint that I can beat you down the run.’

			Tom pffed. ‘Whatever, Niagara. You’ll be eating my snowdust.’ 

			Hazel cocked her head. ‘Is it called snowdust?’ 

			Tom shrugged. ‘No idea.’ He looked at Cassie. ‘Ready?’ 

			‘No,’ Cassie said bluntly. She was fine here, she decided, standing very still. 

			‘You are,’ Hazel said again, like by saying it she would immediately change how Cassie felt just through force of will. 

			‘I’m not. How about I stay up here, and we’ll all meet up later?’

			Hazel put one hand on her hip, the other clutching her two poles. ‘And how exactly are you planning on getting down?’

			‘I’ll walk,’ Cassie shot back. It had got to be easier than skiing, anyway. 

			‘You did fine on the baby slope,’ Hazel insisted. Though calling it ‘baby slope’ was hardly inspiring confidence. ‘And this is an easy blue run, you’ll be fine.’ There were three different ways to go, as far as Cassie could tell, but Hazel gestured towards the slope that they were apparently aiming for. It didn’t look easy to Cassie, it looked steep, and there were loads of people skiing down already – more people to crash into. She could feel all three of them looking at her, though, so opted for silence, trying to balance acting cool and confident with being genuinely terrified. 

			Hazel moved away gracefully to the start of the slope, glancing back over her shoulder to check that the rest of them were following her.

			‘You’ll be ok, Cassie,’ Tom said softly, starting to move slowly towards the edge and taking her gloved hand in his to drag her with him. ‘It’ll be fun, trust me – you’ll be glad you’ve done it when you get to the bottom.’

			‘On three,’ Hazel said firmly. She was giving Cassie that look you just couldn’t say no to, so Cassie nodded. Tom let go of Cassie’s hand, slid his sunglasses onto his face, and gave her an encouraging smile as he took a pole in each hand. Cassie felt Sam come up behind them, her body always aware of his position in relation to hers. 

			‘One, two, three.’

			But she couldn’t do it. Sam, Hazel and Tom all pushed away, Hazel and Tom heading left, Sam heading right . . . leaving her behind, where she was rooted to the spot, her legs having forgotten how to obey the instruction from her brain to move. 

			‘Come on, Cassie,’ she muttered to herself, and with great effort, managed to push away. She tried to remember what Tom and Hazel had been trying to teach her earlier. Skis parallel and weight down on right foot to turn right, right? She tried it, felt herself speeding up, and her heart lurched. She immediately pointed the tips of her skis together as Hazel had shown her to slow down.

			‘Looking good, Cassie!’ She looked up from where she was staring at the snow to see Hazel give her a thumbs up sign. She saw Tom, his red ski jacket standing out, gliding into action from where he’d been standing at the side of the slope, presumably having been waiting to check that she was following. He raced right by Hazel. 

			‘Hey!’ Hazel shouted, and sped up too. ‘That’s not fair!’ The two of them started zigzagging down the slope, gaining speed until she couldn’t see them anymore.

			Well, great. Just great. She hissed out a breath as she tentatively moved her skis again. She managed to keep moving for a good few seconds this time, before she panicked and jerked to a stop. Behind her, she heard a soft laugh and spun to face the noise. Sam was there, his dark hair rumpled, his navy-blue ski suit putting hers to shame. 

			She narrowed her eyes at the laugh. ‘How did you end up behind me?’ This wasn’t what she wanted – for him to see exactly how ungraceful she was.

			‘I was just taking a minute to admire the view,’ he said easily. His lips twitched as she turned from him to scowl down at her skis, which made him laugh again. ‘Come on, Cass, it’s not that bad.’

			‘Easy for you to say. You can actually do it.’ 

			‘You can too,’ he said easily. ‘We can go slowly, come on.’ He pushed away, looking behind him to check she was following. Grimacing a little, she allowed her skis to slide into motion again, trying to follow exactly where he was going. 

			‘Good,’ he said as she caught up with him. ‘Now try to get parallel and keep turning to slow yourself down – you’ll end up really aching if you snow plough all the way down.’

			‘If I what?’

			‘Look, watch, shift your weight.’ Sam went off again, and Cassie followed, trying to copy. They went through two full turns without stopping, and Cassie felt her lips pull into a smile. She was doing it! 

			She looked up, smiled at where Sam was waiting for her to catch up. He smiled back, eyes still hidden by his sunglasses. And her stomach lurched, the way it always did around him – the way it did around no one else, including the guy she’d dated for three months at university. 

			‘Alright,’ Sam said calmly as he reached her. ‘We’ve got some moguls coming up so . . .’

			Cassie frowned. ‘Some what?’

			‘They’re like bumps on the snow.’ He gestured and Cassie saw – little mounds of snow positioned randomly, taking up the next section of the slope. ‘So try not to go straight over them, ok?’ Cassie bit her lip – she wasn’t sure she’d have much say in the matter. Sam gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Just follow me.’ 

			He set off and she did her best to follow. But after a few more turns, she messed something up. She turned too early, and felt herself facing straight down the slope, heading directly for one of those hill things. Turn, she tried to tell herself, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate, and the mound was coming too quickly. She squeezed her eyes shut, felt herself go straight over it. And she was fine! Her breath whooshed out with relief. She was fine and it was no big deal and . . . No. It was not fine. She was speeding up. She was definitely speeding up. Before she could do anything about it, she hit another one, sped up even more. 

			Don’t scream. Don’t scream, just think. Her heart was pounding, her legs felt weak as she tried to shift her weight. And then she felt herself fall, felt her shoulder slam, hard, into the snow, saw the flashes of someone else’s skis as they sped past her. She rolled twice before she came to a stop, breathing hard. She tried to move into a sitting position, found her hands were shaking, her breath coming in short gasps that were dangerously close to sobs.

			Someone stopped near her and she looked up, blinking into the sunlight. Sam, holding one of her skis, looking like a bloody hero, framed by that backdrop. She hadn’t even noticed losing the damn thing. ‘Are you ok?’ Sam asked. 

			She just nodded, swallowing. In truth, her eyes were stinging, and she felt that irrational urge to cry, like a child who has fallen over and scraped their knee. But she took a breath, controlled herself. She wasn’t hurt, was she? At least as far as she could tell. A bit bruised, maybe, but that was all. 

			Sam bent down, attached her ski back onto her foot. His hand rested on her calf for a moment longer than was necessary, the pressure of his fingers registering even beneath her ridiculous skiing trousers. ‘Come on, we can make it to the pub halfway down, have a pitstop.’

			She nodded again, and took his gloved hand when he offered it, letting him pull her to her feet. They went very, very slowly down the slope. Cassie felt like a complete idiot, and a far cry from that cool, sexy persona that she’d wanted to portray – unlike Sam, who looked like something out of an advert from bloody Skiing Weekly. Not exactly what she’d imagined for their ‘alone’ scenario. 

			Sam was right – there was a pub, or restaurant or something, halfway down the slope. They took their skis off and stamped onto the outdoor patio in their ski boots. It was impossible to walk in ski boots, Cassie realised, and she was grateful when she saw an empty picnic bench, crossing to it and sinking down. Her feet were already sore. How did people do this all day?

			‘I’ll get us a drink, ok?’ Sam said. Cassie looked up at him, but he was already weaving through the people and heading inside. 

			She slipped her phone out of her zipped pocket, grateful for the case she’d thought to put it in, being as how she’d undoubtedly rolled over it at some point. She had a message. She hoped it was from Hazel, apologising for not waiting for her, or in full-blown panic about where she was. But it was Linda, checking in to see if she was having a nice time. Cassie smiled as she tapped out a response – even though she wasn’t sure that falling on your face and being so bad at skiing that it was beyond embarrassing qualified as ‘nice’. Still, sitting outside now in the pub was nice, Cassie reasoned, the sun warm on her face, the sprinkling of green tinsel outside the wooden building, along with the snow, creating a lovely festive atmosphere.

			Linda messaged back.

			Send a pic!

			Cassie obliged, getting in what she could of the mountains. It really was beautiful, she admitted, against the bright blue sky. 

			Amazing! Linda replied. 

			Wish you could be here xxx

			Cassie had invited her, but Linda had protested that she couldn’t come away with the ‘younguns’, as she wouldn’t be able to keep up. Cassie missed her, though, being away at university. She hadn’t seen her properly since the summer. She knew, too, that the real reason Linda wouldn’t come was because she was too worried about leaving her ‘baby’, the pub, in the hands of someone else.

			Sam reappeared at the table holding two glasses of hot chocolate, with whipped cream and marshmallows on top and everything. He handed her one with a smile. ‘Christmas hot chocolate, apparently,’ he said, swinging his leg over the bench to sit next to her. 

			She cupped the glass with her hands, letting the warmth seep into them, blew on it, then took a sip, tasting real chocolate – better than the instant cocoa you got at home – alongside a hint of cinnamon. 

			She gave a little contented sigh, and Sam grinned at her. ‘The best, right?’

			Cassie’s phone lit up on the table and she picked it up to see a message from Hazel on their skiing WhatsApp group.

			Me and Tom going to tackle a black run!! Then we’ll go to a pub at the bottom of the mountain – meet you guys there?

			Cassie made a face. She’d known this would happen, had told both Tom and Hazel that she’d hold everyone up, that it would be awful. But would they listen? No. They’d both just said that she’d learn, that it would be fun anyway, that no one minded slowing down for her. And now bloody look at them.

			She looked up to see Sam scrolling through his phone too, presumably reading the same message, and sighed. ‘You can go and join them, if you want.’ She should offer, she knew, even though she didn’t want to be left alone, really – and how the hell would she get down the rest of the slope without him?

			He shook his head, slipped his phone back into his ski jacket. He’d taken his sunglasses off now, and the deep blue of his eyes was even more obvious than usual up here, surrounded by the blue sky and sparkling snow. ‘Nah, I’ll leave them to it. Fighting it out on a black run doesn’t really appeal.’ She gave him a look, and he grinned. ‘Ok, fine, it does, but sitting here with you also appeals.’ 

			She met his gaze, held it, and offered him a little smile. Cool and confident, Cassie. But she didn’t quite know how to play it. This wasn’t like one of the boys she flirted with at university. Sam knew her. Had known her for basically her entire life. There was no pretending to be someone else with him. He was still looking at her, and his grin had been replaced by that same intense look she noticed sometimes when he watched her – usually when he thought she wasn’t looking. She tried to think of something to say, but nothing seemed right. They’d been edging their way towards this for a while now, but both of them, it seemed, were being careful – ever so careful – not to step over that friend line. Or, more accurately, that ‘sister of best friend’ line, she supposed. 

			Another message popped up on the WhatsApp group, saving her.

			How are you doing Cassie? From Tom.

			Cassie wrinkled her nose as she typed. If I make it down in one piece, I’ll let you know. 

			Her phone lit up immediately, but it was a message from Sam, not Tom. She’s doing great.

			Cassie raised her eyebrows at him, and he shrugged. ‘You are.’

			She ignored him and typed back on the group. I fell. 

			She got back up. 

			She gave Sam a scathing look. 

			‘Well, you did,’ he said firmly. ‘Shows more courage to get back up and keep going than it does to be brilliant at something right off the bat, doesn’t it?’

			That’s the spirit, Hazel had written back.

			‘So how’s London?’ Cassie asked, trying to take the focus off of her. ‘Everything you hoped it’d be?’ He’d started a training contract with a solicitor, she knew, at a pretty impressive London law firm. He was living down there with Tom, who was doing a master’s in Sustainability at UCL, determined to follow in their parents’ footsteps – despite the fact that being environmentalists was the reason their parents had died, crashing in their little plane while they were on a research trip. She hadn’t pointed that out to Tom, of course – he knew just as well as she did, and she didn’t want to ruin something he was so passionate about by voicing her concerns. She did worry, though. Worry that his ambition and passion for his work would take him away from her – and maybe take him into dangerous areas. 

			Sam nodded. ‘It’s hard work, but good.’ Then he let out a little laugh. ‘I love it, to tell you the truth. London is so goddamn glamorous, Cass.’ He cocked his head. ‘When are you coming to visit Tom and me?’

			‘Soon,’ she said vaguely, ignoring the little jolt that he wanted her to visit. She supposed she would go and visit them at some point, but Tom had only just moved there, and she was letting him settle. ‘I hear your place is alright?’

			Sam wrinkled his nose. ‘Alright being the key word there. It’s a bit of a dump, but it won’t be for ever. The first two years at the firm aren’t great money, but from there it’s onwards and upwards and I’ll be able to afford a better place in no time.’

			Cassie chose not to say anything to that. Sam had always been like this, a little obsessed with money. It was probably the thing she liked least about him – though she got it. She knew that his mum had struggled a bit while he was growing up – presumably his dad, who was hardly ever around, didn’t contribute much to the finances. It wasn’t that they were on the verge of homelessness or anything, but she always tried to shop at charity shops for her and Sam, was careful about the food they ate, that kind of thing. Sam had been so self-conscious about having second-hand uniform at the beginning of one school year, that Tom had made him switch, and Tom had used the second-hand stuff instead. Claire didn’t notice, of course – she wasn’t exactly ‘present’ as far as parenting went. Sam got over it after that, but he’d always been aspiring for more. Cassie hoped he’d be happy, once he got there, once he had the money to rent that fancy place in London and buy the type of clothes he wanted.

			‘What about you?’ Sam asked. ‘How’s Leeds? Heard you met a guy . . .?’ His eyebrows shot up in a way that made her lips twitch. 

			‘I’m enjoying it,’ she said. And it was true, she was enjoying university more than she thought she’d do, though the first year had been a bit of a whirlwind – she was very glad she’d chosen a campus university, where everything was all in one place. ‘And yes, I met someone –’ Why, why was she blushing? – ‘but we broke up a couple of months ago.’ Cool and confident, Cassie. Cool and confident.

			‘Oh, sorry.’ He sipped his hot chocolate.

			‘You don’t look sorry.’ And he didn’t – he was smiling.

			He shrugged. ‘You’re too young to be settling down.’

			It wasn’t the answer she wanted, but she went with it. ‘Hmmm, advice I hear you’re taking yourself, according to Tom.’ 

			‘A string of girls,’ Tom had told her once. And she’d tried to control the jealously. Told herself that – maybe – the reason it was a ‘string’, instead of just one, was because he, too, couldn’t find one to stick. Because maybe, just as she was comparing the guys at university to him, he was comparing other girls to her. 

			He cocked his head. ‘Are you disapproving, dear Cass?’

			‘Not disapproving,’ she said primly, ‘though I do feel sorry for the wave of heartbroken girls you’re leaving in your wake.’ Keep it jokey. She could do that – they were on solid ground if she did that.

			‘Ah, you’re giving me too much credit. What if they’re all breaking my heart, hmm?’ He reached out, prodded her teasingly in the ribs, and she swatted him away, then prodded him back. He grabbed her hand to keep her at bay, but held on to it. The cool tips of his fingers sent electricity humming over her skin. He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand. 

			She cleared her throat and, because she wanted to link her fingers through his, because she wanted to lean in, right in that moment, and press her lips against his, she pulled her hand back from his gently, and tucked her hair behind her ears.

			‘So,’ Sam said, finishing his beer and showing no sign that he’d noticed her reaction. ‘Another drink, or shall we brave the rest of the slope?’

			Cassie sighed. ‘If I don’t go now, I’ll probably wimp out for good.’

			Sam laughed. ‘Right you are. Come on then, let’s brave Everest.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Sam unlocked the door to the chalet ahead of Cassie, having declared that it was too late to try to conquer another slope, which she was incredibly glad about – even if she suspected that he might just have said that for her benefit. And yes, she knew, logically, that she had to practise if she was going to get any better, but she’d rather do it at her own pace. There was a green slope, apparently – maybe she’d hire an instructor and do that one, and then there would be less pressure. Or maybe she’d admit that skiing, unsurprisingly, was clearly not her thing, and make the most of the chalet and the fireplace and the books she’d brought with her. For a moment, as she stepped in behind Sam and switched the light on, she imagined a scenario where her parents were still alive, and they’d all come on a family holiday together. Would it just be her, the wimp, staying indoors whilst the others went off up the mountains? Or would it be her and her dad, opting for the quiet time? Her mum had been the brave one, she knew. So like Tom, who was utterly fearless.

			Sam shut the door behind Cassie while she shrugged off her ski jacket and hung it up, trying not to react to his presence right there, so close. The warmth of the chalet cocooned them, Tom having done some fancy setting with the heating so it would be cosy for them when they got back, and Cassie headed for the kitchen, where the underfloor heating made the tiles warm, even on her now-bare feet. The whole place was like something out of a brochure; it reminded her a little of the cottage in The Holiday. It was all wooden-panelled, and actually smelt of that gorgeous musky wood smell. The floor of the living space, right next to the kitchen, was wooden too, with a white, fluffy rug right by an enormous stone fireplace. A giant squidgy sofa with white blankets stood just off the rug, and two smart armchairs faced the centrepiece of the room – a little wooden coffee table, where a candlestick stood. Cassie had wondered more than once how Tom had found a place like this for the money they were paying, which, because of Hazel and her, was definitely not at the luxury end of the scale. He’d refused to tell her how much it cost, just asked for a specific amount, which made her suspect he might be paying slightly more to cover it. That hadn’t surprised her, even though she tried to talk him out of that kind of thing all the time. 

			Sam followed Cassie to the kitchen, and she looked over her shoulder at him. ‘Shall I make mulled wine?’

			‘Sure.’ He frowned. ‘By “make” do you mean “heat up”? Don’t you just buy the stuff from the shop? Do we have any?’

			Cassie rolled her eyes. ‘There’s a better way to make it. And I’ve got the ingredients, don’t worry.’ She took down a bottle of red wine, one of brandy, some cinnamon sticks, a bag of oranges, maple syrup and cloves. She’d picked it all up at the supermarket yesterday; they’d gone on a group outing as soon as they’d arrived here – Tom driving, Hazel and her in the back of the tiny rental car.
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