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Chapter One


JEN


Jen pressed ‘confirm Uber’ with one hand while untangling her pants from her jeans with the other, a humiliated sob forming in her throat. Meanwhile Nathan, her ex-boyfriend of ten minutes, was already settling back down to sleep. As far as he was concerned their casual relationship had ended with no hurt feelings on either side, so what else was there to remain conscious for? Jen was madder at herself than with him. He’d just been who he was; it was her who’d spent ten months pretending to be fine with no commitment.


She checked her phone. The Uber was a minute away. She gave up on her jeans and pulled them on with her knickers still knotted in the leg, hitting Maxie’s number as she edged her way out of the bedroom. Nathan might have grunted a goodbye as she closed the door, but then again he could just have been snoring.


One ring, two . . .


‘If you’re not dead, I’m pissed off,’ her best friend’s voice husked down the line, as Jen shivered outside Nathan’s flat in the chilly mid-October morning.


‘Max?’ Her voice quavered and her cold breath clouded in front of her as she spoke. ‘I know it’s 6.30 a.m. Can you meet me for a coffee before work? I can come to you.’


Thirty minutes later they were in a café in Leyton that was marketing itself as a hipster hangout by virtue of charging £7.50 for a round of toast. ‘What happened?’ Maxie asked.


‘I was lying in bed worrying about what would happen when we got to Vancouver, so I woke him up and asked him if we’d be moving in together when we got there.’ Jen rubbed a rough recycled napkin over her tear-swollen cheeks. Her long blond hair was unbrushed and had been hastily pulled into a ponytail-cum-bun, while her blue-grey eyes were red-rimmed and underlined with dark circles.


‘And?’


‘And he looked like he was about to wet his pants.’


‘Right.’ Maxie seemed concerned and knackered, but she didn’t seem surprised. Her three-year-old son Noah was across the room poking a cactus artwork with his Dr Who Sonic Screwdriver. Single mum Maxie had had to bring him with her on a diversion to preschool. ‘But what did he actually say?’


‘He said, “Sure, we could totally crash together at the start if you need a place.” ’ A bitter snort-slash-weep emerged from Jen’s throat.


‘Fuck.’ Maxie glanced over at Noah to check he hadn’t heard.


‘And then I told him he obviously didn’t want to go out with me any more.’ Jen forced a laugh, even though it wasn’t funny. ‘I broke up with myself, Maxie, BYOB dumped.’


‘That’s shit. I’m sorry.’ Maxie fixed her brown eyes on Jen and smoothed down her usually curly, but now, after Jen had forced her out of the house too early to undertake her usual grooming regime, frizzy, dark hair. A second passed. ‘Do you think though,’ she said carefully, ‘that it might actually be a good thing?’


Jen picked up her tiny flat white and chugged it in one. It was cold. She grimaced. ‘I thought he could be The One,’ she said miserably.


Jen could have sworn she caught an eyeroll. ‘What?’ she demanded.


Maxie’s voice had a hard edge. ‘You thought he was The One? You’d know. And did you ever say you wanted anything more than something low-key?’ Her head tilted to one side as she scrutinised her best friend. ‘He was nice enough, Jen, well, aside from the man bun, but he was just some bloke. Which, as we know, is kind of your thing.’ Jen felt her face collapsing; she was under attack. Maxie swiftly moved on. ‘I hate to see you sad, but think, will you actually miss him or just miss having a boyfriend?’


Jen started to protest and then absorbed what Maxie was saying. That this break-up could, really, have been any of her break-ups from the previous fifteen of her twenty-nine years. But she was too upset for self-analysis. What she needed right now was unbridled sympathy. ‘Please don’t tell me that this is an opportunity to grow, Max. I just want you to tell me he’s a shit and that I will be happy again.’


‘You will be happy again. But – don’t freak out – you have to make you happy again.’


Jen ignored her, instead crumbling up the remains of her artisan croissant and inspecting the pieces.


‘Don’t pretend you can’t hear me because we’re getting to a tricky bit,’ Maxie said, raising her voice. ‘I’ve said this to you before, but maybe it’s time to address why you’re never on your own. I can’t remember the last time you were sing—NOAH!’ Her son’s tiny hand was dangerously close to the succulent installation. The barista gave her a pointed look and she stared him down. ‘He’s not actually touching it,’ she muttered. ‘Keep your ’tache on.’ She turned back to Jen, looking as though she wanted to say something else.


Jen rested her eyes on her warily. She’d lain awake for two hours before plucking up the courage to wake Nathan, and now her eyelids burned with tiredness and humiliation. ‘What?’


‘You stick at relationships that are rubbish, you turn flings into boyfriends, and you end up going out with people who should have been, at best, a one-night stand. You’re such a boyfriend girl.’ Maxie said the word ‘boyfriend’ the way other people might say ‘The Taliban’ or ‘Mumford and Sons’. ‘When you’re with someone, you don’t really ever seem to be anywhere near in love with them, but then you seem devastated when they’re not invested in the relationship either. All these non-relationships are stopping you from finding someone you actually are into, or from being happy on your own.’


There were tiny stabs at the back of Jen’s eyes that she wouldn’t allow to surface as tears. Maxie was so together, even with the responsibility of being a solo parent to Noah. But for Jen, having a boyfriend, even a rubbish one, made her feel safer. It proved that she knew how to make someone stay.


‘By this age I thought—’ she tried.


‘What? That you’d have met your soulmate and started popping out babies?’ Maxie’s voice was scornful. ‘Newsflash – sometimes you pop out a baby and the “soulmate” turns out to just be some dickhead. There’s no guarantee.’ Maxie’s eyes flicked to Noah, who was munching on a pastry that she definitely hadn’t paid for. ‘I’m in no position to tell you how to choose a man, but at least take it from me that no man is better than the wrong man.’


‘I know.’ Jen pressed her lips together as Maxie reached for her hand. She sighed. ‘It’s just . . . why can’t I find the “you complete me” sort of love you hear about?’


‘No one needs someone to complete them,’ Maxie retorted instantly. ‘They need someone who recognises you’re enough by yourself. But for that, you have to recognise it too.’ She squeezed Jen’s hand. ‘This is one hundred per cent the best thing that could happen, I promise, and if you commit to being single for a bit, you’ll see it too.’


Maxie was stronger than her. She had sworn off relationships when Leo – Noah’s dad – had bailed, saying she was better off on her own. And with her it was true. She was so much herself, she didn’t need anyone else. But seeing how sad her mum was after her dad left when Jen was thirteen made Jen feel like being single was the booby prize. Without a partner, her mum had withdrawn from the world, as though she should only be allowed to participate if she was part of a pair, and Jen had absorbed the message. Over the years, Jen had tucked her own personality away and become whatever her boyfriend at the time wanted her to be, prioritising boyfriends above everything else, even female friendships, aside from Maxie. She didn’t know who she was on her own any more.


And despite her knack for metamorphosis, she still kept getting dumped. Each time, her self-confidence crumbled a little more, along what was left of her backbone. It had become a vicious circle.


‘Is that your pep talk?’ Jen said. ‘No more boyfriends.’


Maxie rolled her eyes. ‘It’s seven in the morning and I have to get my kid to nursery before I go and work a ten-hour shift, so yes. My advice is to stay single for long enough to learn who you are and what you want.’


‘How long does that take?’


Maxie widened her eyes in exasperation.


‘No, seriously,’ said Jen. ‘What timeframe are we talking?’


‘I don’t know!’ Maxie barked. She gave a disbelieving laugh. Jen still had her eyes trained on her, expecting a reply. She shook her head. ‘OK, for you, I’d say take the biggest gap you’ve had between relationships and triple it. And then add another month. That’s a bare minimum. But I can’t remember the last time you were properly single to even be able to work it out.’


‘Five months,’ Jen replied, quickly doing the maths in her head.


‘Is that all! It took me that long and several ill-judged online orders to truly accept that midi dresses don’t suit me, so I’m not sure you can expect top-to-toe self-acceptance in the same timeframe. Round it up to six months and that’s a start. Can I go to work now?’


Maxie was a paramedic, working long hours and never knowing what each day would bring. There was a chance she would save someone’s life that day, leaving a patient dazed but eternally grateful. Or she could get abused by a staggering drunk. She treated both in the same caring but matter-of-fact way.


‘Remind me again why I need to be single,’ Jen said. Theoretically she knew why. But theories were as slippery as cheap tights. And just as likely to be binned.


‘You’re better than a dead-end relationship with someone who’s not arsed about you, and your serial monogamy has so far been with people that aren’t worth trying to cling on to,’ Maxie affirmed. ‘If you want love – actual love – then it’s better that this relationship has ended because now you’re free to find it. But what you need is time to work out what you want – and, yes, I’m going to say it – to love yourself first. No one needs to pick you, Jen. Pick yourself.’


‘I’m getting you another coffee before you go.’


Jen got up as Maxie called after her. ‘Something that’s not served in a champagne glass or a jam jar or a bloody hanging basket, please.’


Jen returned with two more drinks; Maxie’s was in a dainty china teacup. ‘Sorry,’ she said, putting it down in front of her.


‘I’ll let you off,’ said Maxie, picking up the cup with both hands. ‘If you agree right now to stay single for a minimum of six months.’ She held the cup out to induce Jen to ‘cheers’ her, and thereby pledge her commitment.


Jen’s blotchy face crumpled in a pout. ‘Fine,’ she agreed, smashing her latte-filled mason jar against it. ‘Six months of singledom. Who’d want to go out with me anyway?’


‘Shush! That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’re brilliant, you just don’t know it. And with all this in mind, let’s talk about Canada. You’re still going, right? It’s not like your visa is dependent on him.’


‘Of course it’s not.’ Nathan had behaved like it was a happy coincidence that she had a year-long visa to work in Canada, and Jen had never corrected that misconception. Even though she’d always wanted to go, she would never have applied for one of the working visas issued to under-thirties if ten months ago she hadn’t started dating a Canadian. ‘But I can’t follow my ex-boyfriend to Vancouver.’


‘So go somewhere else in Canada, then!’ Maxie almost shouted. ‘You’re always telling me you can’t believe you’re still stuck in the first job you got after graduation and that you want to travel more. This is your chance and you’ll be too old next year.’ Maxie was right. Jen’s thirtieth was next June. ‘I can’t think of a better time or place to put a “staying single” vow into practice. Go to Canada and have some fun that doesn’t involve having to crop out some placeholder boyfriend from the photos when you get back.’ Her eyes searched again for Noah, who was now under a table playing with an upended bowl of sugar sachets. ‘I’d bloody go,’ she muttered.


The thought swooshed around Jen’s head. Canada, but by herself.


Maxie was right. Because of that visa, the whole of Canada was up for grabs. Ten million square kilometres of possibility. The thought of it made her feel a bit sick. She’d had no particular hankering for Vancouver, but that was where Nathan was heading back to when his UK visa ran out, so she’d settled on the same. She still could. It was surely big enough that she wouldn’t run into him if she went there?


Then another place crossed her mind. A chocolate-box impression of a ski resort two hours away from Vancouver that she’d stumbled across while Googling.


She’d fallen in love with the pictures of Whistler that showed it blanketed in snow, giving it a snowglobe-meets-Disney look. It had exactly the sort of small-town, festive feel she sought out in made-for-Netflix movies, and she’d daydreamed about heading up there for weekends from Vancouver, she and Nathan learning to ski before tumbling into a café for a hot chocolate.


Nathan might have evaporated but the resort was still there.


‘Whistler,’ she found herself saying to Maxie now. ‘I want to go to Whistler.’


Maxie grinned back at her. ‘I have literally no idea where that is, but it’s the first autonomous decision you’ve made as a single woman and I’m proud of you. Whistler it is.’ She held up her china cup again and Jen clinked her tumbler with it, echoing, ‘Whistler it is.’ A flutter rose up in her stomach.


She couldn’t work out if it was panic or excitement.


Either way, she was going to Whistler, alone.










Chapter Two


ART


Art stifled a yawn and took a sip of the coffee he’d brought with him in his flask. At the front of the conference room, Graeme – or ‘Gram’ as all the Canadians pronounced it – the Head of Outdoor Operations, was pointing at a wall-sized projection of the mountain terrain. Orientation day. Again. Art knew this stuff like the back of his hand. His good hand. The one without a crooked knobbly bit where his hand met his wrist that still didn’t look quite like it belonged to him, almost four years later.


He’d been in this conference room three times before, and the lecture didn’t change from season to season. In the years before he’d been aware of Graeme and his homilies about piste boundaries, muster zones and radio channels, Art had been dedicated to the opposite of everything he was now being taught: exploring hidden runs, ducking under boundary ropes and building off-piste jumps well out of sight of the manicured slopes and safety patrols. He stared at the projection now, all that space, with dotted lines to separate the official pistes from the backcountry and the unknown danger. He couldn’t keep his eyes from an area that was unmarked on Graeme’s map but in Art’s mind would always have a big fat ‘X’ scrawled across it.


No.


He massaged his right wrist with his other hand. It was giving him jip today. It always did when the weather transitioned. It started as an ache and then spread as a series of twinges through his entire body. Phantom pains or muscle memory? Whichever it was, his body burned with it. The only way to combat it was to live inside each second, and focus, keeping control of every single thought and movement, right down to the expression on his face.


Art looked around. There were at least three hundred people in the room for this lecture, all ski and snowboard instructors, some freshly qualified and straight out of university, and some decades-long veterans with craggy faces and perma-goggle tans. They all wore the regulation red polo shirts and sweaters above their jeans, leggings or trousers, and some faces were familiar, but most not. He’d stopped paying attention after the first year, staying deliberately lukewarm with colleagues, and keeping to himself. The older ones already had their own cliques and paid him no special attention, but the younger ones were all so sociable, so mingly, so nosy. Here for gap years and to have an experience. Occasionally one of them approached him, either after a shy enquiring glance that registered he was on his own and wrongly assumed he wanted to make friends, or – and these were the worst ones – people who recognised him from before. From past TV coverage or the archive of some snowboard brand’s Instagram feed that still existed even if you switched your personal account to private and deleted your old photos. Those people would accelerate from a polite hello to a meaningful ‘where did you work before here?’ in thirty seconds flat. He’d found that if snapping ‘all over’ didn’t shut them down, walking away usually did. They’d scuttle back to their just-this-second-made seasonal mates, complaining he was an arsehole, but he didn’t care. This course was a mandatory pre-requisite for anyone working on the mountain – as it should be – but his day-to-day was private clients, which brought him into very little contact with the general rabble. No shared changing rooms or required work ‘mixers’. It was the way he liked it.


Graeme switched the slide and started his mountain safety refresher segment.


‘You all studied first aid and avalanche awareness in your instructor courses, which for the new recruits among you were only weeks ago,’ he was saying in his thin nasal voice. ‘But you need to pay close attention to everything we cover here.’


Art sat up a little straighter and arranged his expression into one of hyper-alertness, in case anyone glanced over and studied him for a reaction. But inside his mind he zoned out. He trained his eyes straight ahead, repeating David Bowie lyrics in his head to provide a focus. After exactly thirty seconds he allowed himself a small frown of concentration. The room was airless. Stale. He couldn’t tell if it had been like that all along or if the oxygen had suddenly been sucked from the room. His palms tingled with nervous sweat.


What was the first line of ‘Rebel Rebel’ again?


He only had to get through a total of two minutes, because he knew from experience that that was how long Graeme spent refreshing the instructors on what to do in the unlikely event of the mountain splitting and tonnes of powerful snow plunging towards their students. In just one more minute, they’d be listening to the protocol for dealing with complaints, and what was and wasn’t acceptable to post on social media about their jobs.


His phone vibrated where it was resting on the notepad on his lap. He waited for Graeme to say ‘TikTok’ – a word that sounded absurd coming from his mouth – before he let himself safely have a look.


 


Dinner on Tuesday?


 


Yeti.


It must be that time of year again.


Such an innocent question and only three short words, but ones loaded with the weight of the previous three years. If he didn’t reply, Yeti would show up at his house one day unannounced. Then his mum might start calling. His phone would light up with the ‘might be useful’ website links she hoarded, and she would collude with Yeti to come up with ‘a plan’. He tapped out a reply.


 


Sure.


 


Two ticks appeared immediately, and the bubbles started dancing on the screen. Art raced to beat him to the next word.


How about The Powder Room?


 


No one local went to The Powder Room. That was exactly why Art had picked it. A location popular with tourists was far preferable to a bar full of locals where someone he knew – had known – might drop in for a post-work beer and sit down for a chat. The bubbles stopped. He imagined Yeti looking at the message, knowing what Art was doing and then deciding what tactic to try. Whether to cajole or to accept; he’d deployed both in the past to the same failed effect.


The bubbles appeared again, and Art found himself hoping Yeti would wheedle, even though he’d pushed away all his efforts to do so in the past. Art gave so little of himself that it was to Yeti’s credit that he kept trying at all. Still, the response when it finally came gave Art a flicker of disappointment.


 


I’ll book a table. 7pm.










Chapter Three


JEN


‘How long are you going to be in Canada and what is your final destination?’ A grim-faced immigration officer flipped through her passport to her visa.


Jen knew her paperwork was in order; she’d checked it twenty times on the way to the airport alone. She felt guilty all the same. ‘Whistler,’ she said in a hushed tone. ‘For a few months. But my visa is for a year, so I can go somewhere else after. Or not. It depends if I get a job.’ She was babbling and couldn’t stop.


Her sole aim had been to get on the plane without bottling it, and now she had landed at Vancouver airport she was forced to focus on the fact that there was no turning back. Over the last six weeks, Jen had Polyfilla’d the holes in her rented London room and quit her Human Resources job; there was nothing to go back to. When she’d originally been hired at Proctors as a graduate in the HR department, and at the height of the recession, everyone had told her she was lucky. But she hated her job. Actually, that was a lie, she didn’t. It was just something she did. She showed up, she got on with everyone and she worked hard. In seven years, she’d had two pay rises and the word ‘junior’ knocked off her job title. To most colleagues at the mid-sized engineering company, she was a faceless name on an email who clarified their holiday allowance or sat in on their exit interview when they left. When they gave their reasons for leaving – to a bigger company, for a dynamic step up the career ladder, or to change direction – she was envious and wished she had the impetus to do the same. Then she duly went back to her desk, typed up their exit notes and did nothing about her own situation.


That changed today. She’d applied for an HR job in Whistler that she’d seen online, and she had an interview tomorrow. If she got it, she’d also get free staff housing to live in. If not – well, she couldn’t think about that now.


‘If you hate it, just spend the money you’ve saved up on an amazing holiday,’ Maxie had told her when they’d said goodbye. ‘You learn to ski or snowboard and come back after six weeks as though that was the idea all along.’


Six weeks. She could think in terms of six weeks.


‘But don’t go there and end up going out with someone,’ Maxie had reminded her. ‘You’ve done over a month’s cold turkey already. Totally single, making your own decisions and not even looking at the apps. I’m proud of you.’


Jen had avoided making eye contact with her. ‘I thought I might reinstall some apps when I get there.’


Narrowed eyes. ‘What?’


Jen had shifted awkwardly. ‘Just to meet people,’ she said. ‘Not to find a boyfriend.’


‘No, Jen! No Tinder, no Bumble and no Raya.’


‘I’ve never even heard of Raya.’


‘You’re not famous enough anyway. Promise me you’ll stay single for the whole six months, like we agreed. Until April. That’s basically an entire ski season, right?’


Jen nodded. It was the end of November now. The first six weeks had been easy: even Jen would have been hard pushed to make time for dating amid the whirlwind of getting ready to leave the country. But with five more months stretching ahead of her, in a country where she didn’t know a soul (except Nathan, and even Jen knew that staying in touch with him was a terrible idea), the temptation to download an app made her thumbs itch just thinking about it.


‘So, until the spring, when the snow melts and the resort becomes whatever the hell a ski resort becomes when there’s no snow,’ Maxie pressed. ‘Every decision should be by you and about you. The only love I want you to find is—’


‘Oh God, please don’t say self-love.’


‘OK, I won’t say it.’ But she nodded sagely, before hugging her tight. ‘Noah and I will be out to see you as soon as we can afford it.’ The chance of Maxie being able to afford a holiday to Canada was slim to none. ‘This is going to be the best adventure ever . . .’


‘Ma’am, can you move along, please.’ The poker-faced immigration officer didn’t share Maxie’s excitement or respond to any of her burbling about job dilemmas. He merely stamped Jen’s passport and gestured for her to go.


 


Winding past Horseshoe Bay on the bus from the airport to Whistler, Jen peered out of the window. Mountains and hills spread as far as she could see in the distance. A ferry was starting to cruise over to Vancouver Island, which lay on the opposite side of the water, and on her other side a looming rock face spat out a waterfall as a bird of prey circled above. The first big snowfall of the season hadn’t happened yet – it was due any time around now, in late November – so the road was wide and clear. She couldn’t imagine it blanketed with so much snow that Whistler was cut off from the city, but she had read that it used to happen before the new highway was built.


Her phone beeped. Maxie.


 


Progress report.


 


On the coach to Whistler. Jetlagged and cacking it. Will text again when I have wi-fi.


 


Jen turned off her iPhone. Before she’d got on the bus, she’d bought a cheap flip-up Telus mobile, both to save money and because without a smartphone she’d be incapable of cyberstalking Nathan or reinstalling those apps. She set it up now, sliding the SIM card into the back and trying not to dwell on the fact that she didn’t have one person’s phone number in this time zone to enter into it. She thought of her mum back home. After Jen’s dad had left, her mother had never taken any risks, even small ones. She’d never put herself out there again – and had kept her world small, terrified of getting hurt. Jen was determined to be different, but while she made half-formed plans, she was always too wimpy to follow through on anything properly. Not on her own, anyway. Mum had just about accepted Jen going away when it was supposed to be with Nathan, even as she fretted about her daughter leaving her ‘good job’ and solid flatshare. When it turned out Jen was going alone, she’d tried to talk her out of it. It had been the same when Jen had left Leicester to go to university in London, which was the last time she’d ignored Mum’s voice in her head and done anything remotely adventurous.


Ten years ago.


The bus turned off Highway 99 and into an alcove in the shadow of Creekside’s Whistler Mountain. The panorama was familiar to Jen from the 2010 Olympic coverage she’d been briefly obsessed with back in sixth form. She recognised the wide green downhill ski run with fir trees lining its perimeter, and ropes of gondola cable that snaked up as far as Jen could see. The carriages were static now, with the wink of ice so high up Jen had to crane her neck to spot it. At the top the peak nudged cloud. At the bottom, neat apartment buildings and upmarket hotels were dotted around the lower edges of the mountain.


The bus’s doors opened, and Jen jogged down the steps, the only passenger getting off the half-empty bus at this stop. A blast of cold, fresh air hit her, and a middle-aged woman walked past with a husky so large it made all British dogs seem pointless. Jen stopped to admire it for a second and a flash of something – homesickness, panic, fear, longing – whooshed through her head. She hauled her backpack out of the bus’s cargo hold, straightened up, disguised the waver in her step and crossed over the road to the hostel she’d booked for the night.


 


‘This is you.’ The hostel manager Donna, a tight whip of a woman in sagging leggings, gestured at a small, utilitarian and very empty room. Four bunks lay undisturbed around her. The whole place smelled vaguely of damp.


‘Do I have a specific bed, or is it first come, first served?’ Jen asked, looking around. She took off the brand-new white Roxy snowboard coat she’d bought expressly for this trip. It was too hot in the poky room.


Donna unfolded a slow, languid smile. She had the voice of a heavy smoker. ‘We got another couple of bookings later in the week, but for now you got the dorm to yourself.’


‘Great,’ said Jen. Relief. Talking to fellow hostel dwellers in the kitchen was one thing, but despite the independent traveller vibe she’d been channelling when she booked a shared dorm, she didn’t actually want to share a bedroom with strangers.


Donna rattled through the house rules. ‘Kitchen’s communal, bathrooms are down the hall, phone’s free for local calls, no unauthorised visitors, no smoking inside. If you need anything’ – Donna mimed taking a drag on a joint – ‘ask me at the desk.’


‘OK.’ Was this the stoner hostel? Jen guessed that if you needed to ask that, you didn’t belong in the stoner hostel.


‘Is there free wi-fi?’


‘Yeah. Password’s SWEETASS.’ Donna handed her a key and shuffled through the door.


It was so quiet. No traffic noise, no voices, just hush. Back in London there was always something: teenagers shouting as they walked down the street or night buses whooshing down the main road. Jen went to unpack her pyjamas and a wave of anxiety broke over her. She was almost thirty. What was she doing in a stoner hostel in a town where she had no job and no friends? Her hands itched to call Maxie and say she was coming home, but instead she forced herself to pick up her coat again. Her jet lag exhaustion had mutated into a jangling anxiety. She needed to get out of this unwelcoming room.


Outside, her eyes followed a line of dense trees that stretched as far as she could see down the road, before snagging on a neon sign winking ‘Bar’.


She pulled open the heavy wooden door.


Inside were dozens of mismatched tables and chairs, with a few people scattered around them. At 4 p.m. it was far too early for the deafening tones of Aerosmith booming out from the vintage jukebox that stood next to the doorway, but it helped to drown out the thought that she was a loser, sitting in a bar alone. The exposed wooden floorboards were scratched and there were overstuffed sofas dotted around the room, along with band posters, moose antlers and other knick-knacks nailed haphazardly to the walls. Again, there was a smell of damp.


A lanky guy in his mid-thirties was hunched on a stool behind the bar, fiddling with his phone. He was good-looking in a surfery sort of way, with scruffy dark hair and a deeply ingrained tan on his cheeks. The skin around his eyes was pale where he was obviously well used to wearing ski goggles.


‘Welcome to Canucks. What can I get you?’ the man hollered over the music, standing as Jen approached the counter. His voice had an Australian inflection.


Jen hesitated. She always had whatever anyone else was having; it was easier. Nathan’s drink was rye and ginger, so she’d drunk a lot of that over the last ten months, but she hadn’t actually liked it that much. White wine? That was her go-to, but it seemed safe and boring.


‘What do you recommend?’ she asked.


The barman laughed and pushed his hair out of his eyes. They were hazelly green, with long dark lashes the same colour as his hair. Maxie would have shouted at her for noticing.


‘I could do you a beer and clam.’


Jen had no idea what that was. ‘OK, yes, thanks.’


The barman stood up, revealing just how gangly he was at full height. At least 6’4’’, with limbs sticking out at all angles from a giant Guns N’ Roses T-shirt and baggy jeans.


‘Just arrived?’


Jen shrugged off her coat for the second time in twenty minutes. She nodded. ‘I’m here for the season.’


‘You don’t seem like the gap-year type.’


Jen prickled. ‘Because I’m about ten years too old?’


The barman grinned. The skin around his twinkly eyes crumpled a bit as he did. ‘Pretty much.’


‘I know. I’ll see how the next few weeks go,’ she said, trying to sound more peppy than she currently felt. ‘I need to get a job, somewhere to live, and to make some friends. Currently I know no one and am wondering what I’m doing here.’


He set down a pink-tinged pint glass in front of her. ‘Well, now you know me. I’m Rob,’ he said. Was he flirting with her?


‘I’m Jen,’ she replied, imagining Maxie watching the exchange, and avoiding his eyes. She looked around the bar. ‘Is it always this empty in here?’


‘You wait. In two weeks it’ll be rammed with people coming off the mountain and heading here for après.’ Rob gestured at a small, raised stage at the far end of the bar. ‘The band will be playing over there. You’ll be lucky to get a seat.’


Jen couldn’t imagine it, but she nodded politely and took a sip of her pint.


Fish. The drink tasted of fish. She gagged right there at the bar, eyes streaming and saliva dripping out of her mouth.


‘What have you put in it?’ she choked out.


Rob’s laugh was even louder than the jukebox. ‘Clamato juice. It’s a mixture of tomato and clam juice. A Canadian speciality. You said you wanted one.’


‘I didn’t know what it was!’ She pushed the pint to one side, still gagging. She clawed at her tongue to get the taste out, not caring what she must look like.


Rob was still laughing. ‘Lucky for you, it’s happy hour. Buy one, get one free. I’ll get you another beer without the clam juice.’


The front door slammed and Rob looked up. ‘SNOWY,’ he called, his voice at once ten shades more Aussie. ‘Pint radar in operation, mate? There’s a spare one here.’


A short, squat man with tiny eyes and a shock of white-blond hair ambled over, contemplated Jen, and picked up the pint. Jen put him in his late twenties, like her.


‘It’s poisoned with fish,’ Jen muttered darkly as he swigged half the pint down his throat in one swallow.


‘This is Snowy,’ said Rob. ‘He works here too. He’s the chef. Jen’s just arrived for the season.’ He put down Jen’s new pint and then went over to clear glasses from some tables.


She took a tiny experimental taste before deeming it safe to drink.


‘Where’re you working?’ Snowy asked, swigging down another enormous mouthful.


‘Hopefully at The Redwood Resort. I’ve got an interview tomorrow.’ She realised her carefully chosen interview outfit was still crumpled in the rucksack she hadn’t yet unpacked.


‘La-di-da.’ Snowy whistled. ‘Good luck.’


Rob reappeared with a tray of shot glasses filled with a nuclear green liquid. ‘Let’s get the season started properly, people,’ he called, addressing the whole room. ‘On the house.’


A middle-aged couple in hiking gear came over before Snowy picked one of the shots up. This was not the way Jen’s afternoon should be going. If there was one thing working in HR had taught her, it was how to prepare for a job interview. This was not it.


Rob could sense her reluctance. ‘Want to be less fun than them, Jen?’ he said, nodding at the couple in waterproofs. He winked at her. A clear challenge. Jen snatched a glass from the tray. Another Aerosmith song started playing as Rob did a quick circuit of the room with the rest of the shots, and returned with the tray empty but for one. ‘EVERYONE READY?’ he boomed. ‘GO.’


The crowd – such as it was – cheered and knocked them back. Jen followed suit, some sort of apple-flavoured liquor burning all the way down, but thankfully annihilating all residual trace of the clamato juice as it did.










Chapter Four


ART


Yeti’s real name was Russ, but everyone called him Yeti because he looked like one. At sixty years old, his height and bulk were still solid with youthful muscle and he had shaggy grey hair that grew from every area of visible skin on his body. His beard was grey and bristly, and he had piercing blue eyes that peered out astutely from a thick fringe. Right now they were fixed on Art as he lowered himself into one of the velvet bucket chairs in The Powder Room.


‘Hi Yeti,’ he muttered. They were both glazed in the sickly neon-pink glow of the signs that picked out the bar’s name across its mirrored walls.


‘Jedi,’ Yeti gruffed back, and Art paused, halfway between sitting and standing, before continuing to sit down. Yeti was the only person Art still saw who called him that. The joke had started years ago when he was Yeti’s most promising protégé – the Luke Skywalker to his Obi-Wan Kenobi – and at one time everyone had known his nickname.


Before.


These days he actively hid the fact that at one time he was Art ‘Jedi’ Jenkins, Great Britain’s most promising Olympic snowboard slopestyle prospect. After a school trip to Castleford snowdome in secondary school had revealed a natural talent, he’d soon got hooked on the sport and started entering competitions. Winning them had got him hooked on success, and then he’d been scouted by Yeti, a born-and-bred Canadian who coached a small squad of up-and-coming Brits back in his hometown of Whistler, where there were the world-class snowpark facilities to train them in.


Once Art finished his A levels – which his mum had insisted he complete in the face of a sporting passion she didn’t understand – he’d moved over, using Whistler as a base while travelling all over the world to compete. Under Yeti’s tutelage, Art got to within a whisker of Team GB for Sochi. Three years later, he qualified for PyeongChang and was ready to go.


Right up until the Christmas before the Games.


Yeti leaned over the hot-pink table that separated the two chairs and looked down at Art’s left leg, as though he could see through his black jeans to the ugly five-inch scar on his ankle. The table juddered as it bore his weight.


‘How’s that doing?’ he asked, jutting his chin.


‘Fine.’ Something about these coerced meetings made Art revert to the sullen fourteen-year-old Yeti had first met in Leeds.


‘And that?’ His eyes flicked up to where Art had his left hand clamped unconsciously around his right wrist, rubbing the bone as he flexed his fingers in and out.


‘It gets stiff when it’s damp.’ Art gave a practised shrug. ‘But it’s as fine as it will ever be.’


Yeti was nodding, his wiry hair dancing in the fuchsia glow. ‘Are you still seeing the physio?’


Art suppressed a sigh. ‘No. There was nothing else she could do for me. I have to stay mobile and follow the exercises at home, you know the drill.’ They both knew his ankle wasn’t the problem. Nor was his wrist. They had both healed, to a degree.


‘And what about—’


‘What can I get you?’ A waiter appeared to take their drink order, cutting Yeti off. Maybe now he would stop prying.


‘Beer, please,’ Yeti replied. ‘Art?’


‘The same. Thanks.’ Art knew he had to be careful about how much he drank around Yeti. One beer was fine, normal even, as were two, but any more than that and he’d get sloppy and it would be harder to keep a lid on everything. Yeti knew Art better than anyone; he’d spent months and years coaching him. He could interpret every squint and jaw clench, knowing what each meant about Art’s state of mind.


That was why he’d learned to control every expression.


The waiter withdrew, and Art looked around the bar to avoid Yeti’s eye. But Yeti didn’t give up easily. It was why he was so good at coaxing people to a personal best or to get back up after their fiftieth wipeout of the day.


‘You ever see our guy?’ he said gruffly.


‘Our guy’ was code for the eye-wateringly expensive sports psychologist who Yeti had enlisted after Art’s physical injuries had healed. Art had only gone along with it to keep Yeti quiet.


‘His job is to help elite athletes overcome mental obstacles and get them back to optimal performance.’ Art flicked a hand at his leg, the one he didn’t even like to look at in the shower. ‘I’m never going to be an elite athlete again.’


‘OK,’ Yeti conceded, nodding slightly. They both knew his injuries had been too severe for him to make a comeback on the international stage. ‘I just thought he’d help with the other stuff.’ Another euphemism that hung there. The ‘other stuff’ he wanted ‘our guy’ to help with was mental health.


‘I couldn’t afford him even if I wanted a shrink,’ Art said bluntly. ‘Besides, he’s too in demand with people who actually stand a chance of winning a medal at the next Games.’


‘Someone else, then,’ Yeti said, as the waiter silently put their beers and a bowl of nuts down in front of them. ‘Someone more suited to the everyday.’


‘I’m fine,’ Art said politely, taking a sip of his beer and trying not to shrivel under Yeti’s stare. He looked around the room. The bar was almost empty aside from a few dressed-up couples. Early-season tourists, hopeful that their best snow days were ahead of them.


‘If you need money, there’s always a job for you with me,’ Yeti started. ‘You’d make a great assistant coach. I’ve caught sight of you tutoring on the mountain and how patient you are. Plus, you have insight into competing at an international level. That’s a real asset.’


‘I like teaching little kids,’ Art replied. That, at least, was true. He did. The vicarious joy he felt when one of them nailed it and started whizzing down the nursery slope was as close as he got to the freeing buzz he’d once felt himself. Plus, he was completely in control with under-nine beginners. Most snowboarded no more than once or twice a year, and were happy to be taken down the easiest green and red runs, with a few rudimentary tricks thrown in for good measure. After that, they graduated to a tutor who could guide them down the black runs and half pipes, while Art patiently started again with a new set of tiddlers. To do what Yeti did, to coach people who stood a chance of making a national squad, you needed an element of the daredevil inside you. That was how you encouraged people to push their boundaries and how they progressed from being merely good to being excellent. Art did everything he could to avoid being a daredevil these days.


Yeti was staring at him over his drink and picking at the bowl of nuts. ‘If you ever change your mind—’


‘If I need money, I’m better off where I am,’ Art chimed in before he could finish. ‘My regulars book me in for their kids’ next holiday before they’ve finished their current one. Didn’t you once tell me that coaching pays less than minimum wage if you work out the actual hours involved?’


It was a low blow but Yeti took it with a sanguine grin. ‘It’s more than a job to me, you know that.’ He took another sip of his beer, froth fizzing on his whiskers. ‘Besides, one of these days I’ll train someone that not only wins medals, but has the sort of face every advertiser wants on a billboard. Then I can forget the cold and buy a place in Hawaii.’


Even Art had to smile at that.


Yeti had practically come out of the womb on skis and would never leave the mountains, they both knew it. He’d had moderate success as an athlete, but after he retired, he found his true calling as a coach. He was nurturing but no-nonsense, his work ethic matched only by his enthusiasm for the mountains. Why else would he spend long hours of his life training teenagers in freezing conditions?


‘Your mum called,’ said Yeti, abruptly changing the subject. ‘She asked me if you were going home for Christmas this year.’


‘What?’ Art’s smile dimmed. ‘Why did she ask you?’


‘Because she said she’d messaged you a few times, and you hadn’t got back to her.’ Yeti lowered his glass. ‘She’s under the impression I see a lot more of you than I do.’ That hung in the air too. Art managed to swerve most of Yeti’s invitations, but the pre-Christmas meet-up was one he dutifully accepted in order to avoid this exact conversation.


‘I’ll give her a call.’ Guilt pulsed through Art. It had been so long since he’d talked to her properly, he no longer knew what to say. It was easier to suppress any feelings that threatened to bubble up. If he allowed himself to miss her, a cascade of missing people could flood him.


‘Do.’ Yeti’s eyes flashed, his unruffled façade dropping for a moment. ‘She worries about you.’ His voice lowered. ‘We all do.’


‘Well, there’s no need,’ Art snapped impatiently. ‘I’m twenty-eight years old and holding down a well-paying job. What is there to worry about?’


Yeti’s look said it all. You know. What he said was: ‘You haven’t spent Christmas in the UK for three years, nor will you let her come over here to you.’


‘She knows that Christmas is my busiest time of year. Families want a perfect white Christmas on the slopes, which means the parents want me to take their children off their hands so they can ski in peace.’


‘But you haven’t been home at all since—’


‘I’m just busy! An athlete’s career is short, so stockpile the cash while you can. Who taught me that? You.’


Yeti made a gesture that said, ‘OK, you win’. ‘Well, if you can’t get home for Christmas, come to us. You’ll be done working at around three.’ Art knew he couldn’t argue with that. Yeti knew the rhythms of mountain life more intricately than anyone. Lessons stopped just before the light dropped and then families went back to their plush accommodations for a five-star, fully-catered Christmas dinner that the seasonal hospitality lackeys had spent the day preparing. That was the reality of a ski resort. For every holiday of a lifetime, there were dozens of underpaid people who were desperate to finish their shift so they could catch one run before the lifts shut for the day. It was the whole reason they’d moved to a resort to start off with.


‘Maybe.’ Art tried to shrug him off. ‘Thanks.’ He didn’t want to go to dinner with Yeti and his lovely but inquisitive wife Lori. He planned to spend Christmas the way he’d spent it for the previous three years. Alone.


‘You shouldn’t be on your own,’ said Yeti as though reading his mind.


‘I won’t be! I told you, I have back-to-back lessons and then after that I’ll be exhausted. Have you ever taught a stream of children on Christmas Day when they’re hopped up on chocolate?’ That exhaustion was exactly why, aside from the money, Art agreed to work every year. The vigilance required to look after children on the mountain, combined with their endless pull for attention, meant that some years he’d fall asleep by 7 p.m. Then the day was done.


But Art could tell Yeti didn’t believe him.


‘Besides,’ he said, changing tack. ‘There’s the Misfits meal every year, remember. I might go there.’


‘Like you did last year.’


‘Yep.’ The lie slipped out easily. Last year, he’d told the Misfits that he’d gone to Yeti’s. He’d tell them the same thing this Christmas.


‘You don’t need to decide now,’ Yeti was saying. ‘Just turn up if you want. There’s a place for you, anytime, but especially at Christmas. I know it’s a hard time of year . . .’


Art tuned him out, concentrating on the neon sign again until the light burned white spots onto his eyes.


 


A snowmobile had loosened the snow. That was what had set off the cascade. As they’d hiked up that morning, Art had seen the pair of snowmobilers and Shauna had tutted about the reckless turns they were making, but Art had just ignored them. He was too busy plotting his line before they set off. Shauna had soon forgotten and gone back to fiddling with the camera attached to her helmet. She always wanted to film everything to stick on the YouTube channel she had big ambitions for. It drove Art nuts. The sensation of soaring weightlessness couldn’t be done justice on film, but he knew if the channel took off it would be a revenue stream, which would in turn stop them having to beg brands for kit because they’d have their pick of sponsors. Besides, the videos did look cool. A few of the bars in town had started playing her edited reels on their big screens during après hours.
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