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‘The early bird gets the worm, but the second mouse gets the cheese.’


—willie Nelson




Chapter 27


The weeks following Christmas and New Year’s Eve were a blizzard of activity. Thankfully I had been mostly too caught up with work, eating cheese and sleeping with Gaston to notice how seriously cold it had become in Paris. Even on the occasions I was aware of my nose and toes going numb I didn’t mind, as I was preparing mentally and physically for my inaugural French ski trip.


Gaston had invited me to spend a few nights in a lodge that he co-owned with some friends – because of course he owns a ski lodge – and I’d leaped at the offer. I was beyond excited to see the imposing Alps, throw snowballs and flounce around the chalets. The fact that I hadn’t hit the slopes since a school camp when I was sixteen – and on the much smaller mountains of Australia – didn’t cross my mind until Clotilde asked me if it even snowed Down Under.


*


Gaston and I arrived at the lodge late on a Friday night after taking the fast train to Lyon and driving a hire car through the evening fog. It’d been a long day’s commute, and despite my best intentions to have rampant sex all night on a bearskin rug in the dappled light of a crackling fire, we had crumpled onto the couches, pumped the small foot heater and fallen asleep following a quick glass of wine.


The next morning, after marvelling at the wash of fresh snow from Gaston’s balcony and picturing myself as a veritable ice-queen in my very own whitewashed tower, I was up the mountain with my winter gear on and my skis and poles scattered around me. The blissful feeling of the cosy lodge had gone and I was clearly out of my comfort zone.


We were halfway down a particularly long piste somewhere in Chamonix, surrounded by epic scenery, and I was too distraught to pay attention to anything but the terrifying path ahead.


When Gaston had asked me if I was a good skier, I’d boasted that, of course, I was. I didn’t want to lose face in front of my new beau and from memory, I’d been good enough at navigating the slopes when I was in my teens. But now, a few years on, and maybe a few kilos heavier, my internal satnav seemed to be malfunctioning and I couldn’t seem to coordinate standing up and turning my skis at the same time.


Seconds after tumbling out of the chairlift and landing rear-first in the snow, I was on the brink of my very first ski-holiday breakdown. By my tenth fall – after only managing to successfully move about fifty metres beyond the chairlift – I was ready to pack it all in and retreat to the lodge where I could lick my wounds.


‘I can’t do it. I’m sorry, Gaston. I’m not cut out for this.’ I looked at him, tears welling in my eyes. I tried to hold them back, but that all-too-familiar ball of anxiety in my throat wasn’t diminishing. I felt like a kid with a grazed knee in need of a hug. Instead Gaston looked at me, rather bemused, as he tried to explain – again – how to snow plough and turn. While I understood in concept what he meant, aided by his wild hand movements and dramatic demonstrations, I couldn’t seem to make it work.


‘Just get me down the mountain. Maybe I could take a lesson tomorrow and then I’ll find my ski legs.’


‘What do you mean, “ski legs”, Ella?’ he asked earnestly.


‘It’s a joke,’ I snapped.


‘OK, OK. Let’s get you down to the bar for a break,’ he said, scooping me upright and navigating me down the remainder of the run.


*


‘Let me buy you a drink,’ I said, attempting a smile once we’d finally reached the bottom of the mountain. ‘For getting me down in one piece.’


‘Sure,’ he said, taking off his skis and helping me out of mine. ‘Then maybe we can try again on an easier piste.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ I muttered under my breath.


I walked proudly through the ski chalet and into the bar with Gaston, who was by far the most handsome of all the stunningly dressed skiers lounging around.


‘What do you want to drink, Ella?’


‘I’ll have a vin chaud, please,’ I said, warming up both physically and spiritually to my new habitat.


Comfortably ensconced in the chalet, I recognised that I’d confused my desire for ski legs with a more real desire for chalet legs. Drinking mulled wine overlooking the mountain was what my heart truly wanted. I was a snow bunny on the most fundamental level.


One glass of vin chaud down and I felt like I was slowly beginning to recover from the morning’s trauma. That was, until I heard a woman call out from behind me.


‘Gaston!’ The voice was familiar, but I couldn’t think where I’d heard it before. I turned around to see who was behind it and – dammit! – there was Camille. My mind flashed back to the ‘bistro’ where I’d had the displeasure of meeting the skinny model-slash-waitress-slash-whatever for the first time.


What the hell is she doing here?


I scanned around hoping to find a suave model-slash-boyfriend accompanying her, but no such luck.


We exchanged pleasantries and Gaston asked her to join us for a drink. As they nattered away in too-fast French, I grasped that she’d come to the snow with her dad. Of course, little rich girl with her papa at the resort . . . Still in French, I managed to translate that she’d just broken up with someone named Antoine and had come to the slopes to clear her head. Of course, my excitement at understanding some of the conversation was trumped by the reality of what she’d said. And I couldn’t help but wonder why she was telling something so personal to Gaston, who claimed they were only acquaintances.


They continued chatting and laughing until Camille apologised for being rude and switched to English. Ha! The joke’s on you, Camille. She was clearly unaware that I’d understood most of what they’d said: mostly industry stuff, mostly boring, and all seemingly overlaid with innuendos and flirtation.


As I watched a young boy outside eyeballing me and pelting snowballs at the window, I couldn’t help thinking that this ski weekend wasn’t working out quite as I’d planned.


Polishing off her espresso, Camille suggested we all head out for a few runs and Gaston asked me if I was ready to try again.


Seriously? I thought. I’m not about to go subject myself to that kind of embarrassment, especially in front of Camille.


I mumbled something about having a sore knee from an old injury I’d suffered playing netball at the Commonwealth Championships. I justified the exaggeration, reminding myself that I had easily been the best goal shooter in my Tuesday night league.


‘Do you mind if I go out with Camille?’ he asked, clearly not realising the double meaning of what he was saying.


Of course I do. You should stay here and keep me company, I wanted to say but didn’t. Instead I settled on, ‘No, of course I don’t mind. Go for it and have fun.’


Images of Gaston and Camille making out on the chairlift and then gliding effortlessly hand-in-hand down the mountain surged into my mind, but it seemed like a choice between letting them go alone and having to go with them myself. Self-preservation won out on this occasion.


As they left, I overheard Camille asking Gaston what netball was, to which he shrugged his shoulders.


I watched them saunter out of the bar and towards the chairlift and saw them giggling as they got pushed together into the seat. I continued to spy until their beanies diminished to specks on the horizon before slipping over the mountain. My gut told me I shouldn’t have let them go off together, but I tried to reason with myself. After all, Camille was just an unhappy surprise guest. Gaston had chosen to take me to his ski lodge.


‘Waiter, I think I’ll need another drink,’ I sung out in panicked French. ‘Make it a double.’


I sat in the same seat for the next hour, my muscles already tense from my short but physically demanding burst of skiing. At first, I revelled in the snow-bunny life, checking out the crowd, scrolling through Instagram and reading magazines. But then as the minutes ticked by, I ran out of things to do to entertain myself. I tried calling Gaston’s phone to get directions back to the lodge, but it went straight to voicemail – out of coverage, I supposed.


I started to feel a little helpless. Memories of being in primary school and waiting in the rain at the gate for Mum to pick me up came flooding back. Even the waiters gave me apologetic little shrugs, as if to say, Don’t worry, love, I’m sure you haven’t been forgotten.
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