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Snowflakes fall gently onto the already white surface of the highway. Mont Blanc and the surrounding mountains are blanketed in snow. Tourists from all around are driving steadily along, their skis and snowboards packed onto roof racks. No doubt the ski resorts will be rubbing their hands together in glee.

I smile as I catch sight of the safety information displayed on the overhead sign:


FEEL FREE TO USE THE RIGHT LANE, SANTA HASN'T BOOKED IT.



Not that Mom needs to worry about the message; she’s driving as if the engine had been capped at a speed of 50 mph. It’s driving me nuts… At this rate, spring will have arrived before we do.

“All I Want for Christmas Is You” is playing on the radio for the umpteenth time, the little velvet bulldog wearing a Christmas hat is bobbing its head on the dashboard, and trucks honk furiously as they pass us, but Mom, eyes fixed on the road ahead, is completely unfazed.

A tiny sigh creeps out of me, and I concentrate on the scenery. We should get to Morzine in about an hour, where I’m staying with my dad until Christmas.

It’s been ages since I was there last, almost three years. And to think that’s where I spent every single winter vacation until the age of sixteen.

Until the accident.

Until my heart gave out, and I was told I couldn’t do any kind of physical exercise. It was only three years ago, but it feels like centuries ago.

“Do you want me to stop at the next gas station for a bit of fresh air before we leave the highway?… Hello? April? I’m talking to you!”

“What’s that? Oh, sorry, Mom, I was dreaming.”

“Do you need to stop for a bit? This is our last chance before we leave the highway.”

I smile at her, and she relaxes a little.

“No, you can keep going.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

She’s looking at me weirdly. She’s not convinced, I can tell. I know her like the back of my hand.

“I really don’t mind stopping. Truly.”

“Mom, if you’d like a break, that’s cool. But I’m fine.”

She focuses on the road again, but her strained little smile doesn’t fool me.

Her overprotectiveness isn’t a new thing; she’s always been like that. I was born with a defect in my left ventricle, so I’ve spent my whole life being careful, and she’s spent her whole life protecting me. There’s no such thing as coincidence—if you have parents who watch over you as closely as my mother does, then you can be sure there’s a weighty medical file around somewhere.

It’s not a complicated story. I had a heart attack when I was sixteen, and a pacemaker was put in. I had to be really careful and take it easy for a few months, but then, overnight, I was told I wasn’t allowed to walk more than twenty steps at a time. My heart was giving up on me. I had to wait in a hospital until one became available for a transplant, which happened eight days before my seventeenth birthday.

In April it’ll be two years since the operation. April, just like my name. A month that must have been predestined for big things.

I unlock my phone and start scrolling through TikTok and Instagram—anything to take my mind off the situation. If you have a heart transplant at my age, in the best-case scenario your life expectancy is around fifteen years. Then you have to get a new heart and cross your fingers it works.

I think about that every single day.

The videos I’m watching are incredibly stupid, but I can’t tear myself away from them.

And then, as if expressly intended to save me from yet another culinary disaster on Chefclub, I get a beep from WhatsApp.



Have you left yet?







An hour ago. You? Still in Grenoble?







Yeah. I’m so bummed I can’t come til the 10th. My project summary’s due in Jan and I haven’t finished taking photos of the museum collection. I’m stuck here…







Don’t worry, I won’t miss you!







Yeah right!!





Eva is my best friend. Before my operation, we had met up in Morzine every year since we were six years old. She was born there; her parents own the biggest sports store in town.

She’s in her second year of an archaeology degree, and although she’s trying to make me think she’s pissed off she can’t come earlier, she actually loves studying all those old artifacts.



Think you’ll go out?







Yeah…







Whatever! You’re such a recluse!







We’ll see what happens.







OK. Anyway, I’d better go, I have so much work to do! Love you!
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Mom takes the Nangy exit and gets in line for the tollbooth. I can see from her expression that she’s managed to read some of our messages. I hate it when she does that.

“You can still change your mind, you know.”

I pretend not to understand what she means.

“And stop in a gas station?”

“No. I can turn around and we can go home.”

I haven’t left the house much since my operation. I built a kind of protective bubble around myself to avoid infection and make sure I stayed as healthy as possible. Buying time until my next heart procedure. I finished high school online and started college a year late, from home.

I’m definitely not going to win any prizes for social interaction, so three weeks in Morzine is going to be a test. And here is Mom giving me an out, so I don’t have to go through with it.

It would be so easy to say yes and not take any risks, but I don’t want to back down now that we’re almost there.

I’ve decided I want to be stronger than that.

“No, it’s fine, Mom.”

“You don’t seem fine.”

“Maybe. But I want to spend time with Dad. We haven’t had many opportunities over the past three years.”

She purses her lips and bites back what she was going to say. She doesn’t like talking about my father.

My parents separated just before my heart attack. The pressure got to them. As time passed, they had been drifting farther apart anyway. They fought all the time.

Mom has always been really overprotective, but Dad just wanted me to make the most of life. They officially got divorced two years ago, and they still have polar opposite views on things, so today Mom is stressed because while I’m with Dad, she won’t be able to control anything.

I turn and look at her as she stops at the tollbooth.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Everything will be OK, you’ll see. I’ll be really careful.”

She tries to smile, briefly caresses my cheek with the tips of her fingers, and lets out a big breath.

“Almost nineteen,” she says as she gets out her credit card. “You’ve grown up so quickly.”



It’s half past four when we arrive, and the sun is already going down.

Morzine is at an altitude of only 3,280 feet, but there’s a lot of snow here, too. Everything is white, from the mountain slopes down to the roofs. There’s not a square inch of grass or sidewalk to be seen. All the Christmas decorations are up, and there are so many of them! Some things never change; it’s exactly how I remember it.

My father’s chalet is on the Route des Nants, at the southeastern edge of the township, just outside the main center.

Mom stops at the bottom of the snow-covered drive and makes a face.

“Can you send a message to your father and tell him where we are? I’d rather not drive up. There’s too much snow.”

“Even with snow tires?”

She sighs.

“Just do it, please. I don’t feel comfortable.”

I pull on my wool hat and parka, and get out of the car.

I take a deep breath. The air is piercingly cold, and I can smell the pine trees. The mountains…

I’ve missed them so much.

My heart beats faster as I look around at the winter resort of my childhood, the wooden chalets dotted along the hillside, bunched up against one another, the cable cars, the clock tower of the Sainte-Marie-Madeleine Church. There’s something truly magical about Morzine in December.

“Hey!”

My father has already seen us and is almost running down the hill. His unruly brown hair is sticking out from under his beanie, and despite the layers of fleece-lined clothing he’s wearing, he’s still as trim at forty-five as he was when he was twenty.

When they were still married, Mom often said she hoped I’d inherited the same genetic makeup as him. She’s blond, not very tall, and as it’s turned out, I’m kind of a mix—not too tall nor too short, well, maybe a little on the short side, I guess. But at least my feet touch the floor when I’m sitting down. I have my dad’s brown hair and my mom’s blue eyes. The perfect combination.

“Hi, princess,” says Dad as he pulls me in for a hug. “You look good.”

“Hi, Dad.”

I can hear the emotion in his voice.

It’s been so long since we spent a vacation together. It makes my head spin just thinking about everything he must have done to make sure I’m happy.

“Hello, Etienne,” says my mother. “Thank you for coming to meet us.”

“Hi, Amélie. Of course, no worries.”

As he leans over to give Mom a quick kiss on the cheek, she politely avoids it. She likes to be formal. She doesn’t think there should be too much familiarity between her and Dad. But you can tell it’s not natural for her. For example, she never wears makeup, except when she knows she’s going to see him. As if it were still important. Sometimes I wonder if she really is as indifferent as she makes out.

“So, what do we have here!” he says as he checks the open trunk. “Is that all?!”

He looks at the lone, medium-sized suitcase I brought with me, in addition to the bag I have slung over my shoulder.

He’s either disappointed or surprised, I’m not sure which.

“I’m only staying three weeks.”

“I know, but you need more than usual in the mountains. Did you bring waterproof clothing?”

I shrug my shoulders. I didn’t plan on going skiing anyway.

“Never mind,” he says. “Maybe the gear you wore three years ago still fits. And if worst comes to worst, we’ll just buy something.”

“April needs to study for her exams,” says Mom, as if to shut down any adventurous ideas he might have. Me scrambling through snow isn’t really what she has in mind. “And can I remind you that she has just had a major operation.”

Here we go again…

“As if that’s something I could forget,” Dad replies. “And actually, she hasn’t just had her operation; it was over a year and a half ago. Can I remind you that we’ve been told it’s important for April to get back to a normal level of physical activity?”

“Normal, yes. But for you ‘normal’ seems to mean endless treks, extreme skiing, and athletic warm-ups in the snow. Everything that April should avoid.”

“And who decided that? You, not the doctors.”

“April is on immunosuppressants to protect her transplanted heart, which means that her immune system is compromised and that she needs to be monitored on a daily basis. Etienne, I don’t want to…”

Oh, come on. They’re already starting up?

“Hey! I do have a brain, you know. So if you both don’t mind, I’ll decide what I do each day.”

“April…” says Mom.

But that’s not going to work anymore; I’m too old for this now!

“Dad, as Mom says, I have exams in January that I need to study for, which will keep me busy for a few hours every day. Mom, if I feel like going outside, I will dress warmly, but I will not fill out three copies of an authorization form for you to sign.”

My parents look at each other a bit sheepishly, while I scowl. It’s unbelievable how much they bicker, as if I weren’t there, as if I hadn’t already had a hard time, as if I weren’t able to think or make decisions by myself.

I grab my suitcase, push past them, and start walking to the chalet at a speed that is bound to make Mom break out in a rash. Even five minutes is too much to hope for before the two of them get started. It goes off the rails in no time, and frankly, I’m over it.

“Sweetheart, wait!”

Dad rushes up to take my baggage. But I don’t stop.

“Go and help Mom instead. She has a huge bag of food in the trunk.”

“Food?”

“Yes. You know, for the girl with the lousy immune system who might die if she eats a square of chocolate. Or has one gram of salt too many, who knows?”

Stunned, my father comes to a stop in the snow, but I keep going.

I’ve had enough, damn it!

Even though for the past twenty months I’ve been walking and breathing normally, my life could be summarized by the words “caution” and “restriction.” I’m careful about everything, absolutely everything. So I would really like my parents to stop adding to it and not ruin my Christmas vacation with their own fears.

As I reach my father’s old Savoyard chalet, my bad mood starts to fade. The facade is decorated with a row of cowbells that belonged to my grandfather, and on the first floor, the carved balcony and windows with wooden latticework give a 360-degree view across the village and the neighboring mountains. It’s one of the biggest chalets in Morzine, and to be honest, I’ve always thought it was one of the prettiest, too.

Dad almost never locks it, so all I have to do is push open the door. I hang my backpack up on the coat hook with a smile.

The entrance opens up into the living room, which has timber walls from ceiling to floor. The stone fireplace is lit, the armchairs and suede couch haven’t budged, the rug is still just as worn, and in the corner, majestic and as yet untrimmed, there is a tree waiting in a bucket. Dad hasn’t forgotten.

He always used to wait for me to arrive before decorating the Christmas tree.

There’s even the plastic container I used to rummage through to find all sorts of treasures to put on the tree when I was little.

“Its name is Norbert,” says Dad as he follows me into the chalet.

“Norbert?”

“Yeah, because there are Nordmanns everywhere nowadays.”

My smile grows. Dad has always had funny ideas.

“Would you like a coffee? Or tea?” he asks Mom, who has barely come more than two steps inside.

And yet when I think about the amount of time she has spent here…

“No, thank you,” she says, with a look at her watch. “It’s already five o’clock, and I’m going to Thonon to see Cathy. I’d better not hang around. I don’t like driving at night.”

My father nods. I know exactly what he’s thinking. He’s never really liked Cathy; he always found her too raucous. I turn to my mother, who’s staying with her friend for a few days.

“OK, Mom. Be careful!”

If she says “You too,” I’ll scream.

But she doesn’t. She walks over, hugs me for a moment, and looks at me with glistening eyes, as if she’s not going to see me for months.

“I’ll be back on the twenty-fifth. Don’t forget to call me regularly, OK?”

“I promise!”

We give each other a last hug, and then she heaves a great sigh.

“All right, then. I’m off! Have fun.”

“Shall I walk you to the car?” asks Dad.

“No, don’t worry, I have the right footwear,” she says, pointing to her winter boots. “See you in three weeks!”

The door closes behind her, leaving my father and me alone.

“So, now what?” he asks.

I pretend to think and look over at the passage through to the kitchen. I know exactly what to say.

“A hot chocolate and an old movie!”

His face lights up.

“I hoped you’d say that. You’re on!”
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The next morning I wake to the sound of my phone beeping. Surprise, surprise, it’s Mom.



So, how was last night with your dad?







We watched some movies. And you?







Perfect! What are you doing today?







Studying. Don’t want to fall behind.







Good idea, all your hard work will be worth it! xxx





I put my phone on the bedside table and stretch like a cat.

My bedroom hasn’t changed. There’s still the same small double bed, unvarnished wooden desk, traditional wooden wardrobe, and the curtains and duvet with kitschy red and green checks. The room is just the same, and I slept just as well as I always used to.

I leave my warm bed and pull on a fleece, before opening the shutters. The bay window looks out over the balcony I share with Dad, whose room is just next to mine. The incredible panorama that stretches out before me takes my breath away, as usual. Our chalet is nestled against the mountainside, slightly higher up than the others. From where I’m standing, I can see the whole village, snow-covered fields, evergreen forests, and the Alps to the west, lit up by the morning sun’s rays. I’m in boxer shorts; it’s freezing. Mom would have a fit if she saw me. It’s time to get moving! I put on some thick wool socks, put my hair up quickly in a bun, and go downstairs for breakfast.

The fire is roaring, and Dad is standing at the kitchen table drinking a coffee, dressed in his winter gear, ready to brave the cold.

“Ah! Hi, sweetheart! Sleep well?”

“Not bad at all.”

I give him a kiss and open a cupboard to get out a mug.

“My Italian coffeepot is being repaired, but I found the old filter machine if you want.”

“Thanks, Dad, but I drink green tea in the mornings. It’s better for you on an empty stomach. You should try it.”

“As if! I have a big snowshoe trek that starts at nine, but I should be finished early. Midafternoon, I think. My clients are a bit tricky. You don’t want to come, I suppose?”

I give a forced smile.

“No, no. Thanks, though!”

“You’ll find everything you need for lunch in the fridge, and tonight I’ll take you out for dinner!”

“Oh… OK.”

For someone who can’t eat normally, restaurants are such an ordeal.

“What are you going to do today? See Eva?”

“No, she doesn’t arrive until the tenth. I’m going to study.”

Dad frowns.

“You’re meant to be on vacation.”

No point reminding him that law school is not an easy run, especially the first year. He has a fair idea, but Dad and school have never been the best of friends. I raise my eyebrows as I notice the time on the clock and see Dad getting another cup of coffee. It’s 8:55.

“You sure you’re going to be on time?”

He looks at his watch.

“Holy moly, I’d better go! See you later, sweetheart, and don’t forget to put more wood on the fire!”

He downs his coffee in one gulp, grabs his backpack, and leaves the chalet like a shot. My bedroom isn’t the only thing around here that hasn’t changed… Dad is still always late!

I swallow my pills—the ones I’ve got to take for the rest of my life to prevent my body from rejecting the transplant. The same ones that trash my immune system and make me get sick more easily than everyone else. I put the kettle on, get out a tea bag of green tea, two rice cakes, and a clementine, and go and sit down by the fire with a banket and my laptop.

My plan for the day is simple. I’m going to stay inside and convince Dad not to go out for dinner tonight. He’s bound to want to eat raclette, tartiflette, croziflette, or some other cheesy “-lette” business that I haven’t been able to touch since my operation. We can decorate the tree instead!

I turn on my laptop and settle in for some serious studying. I’m on my third cup of tea, my head full of information about family law, youth law, divorce, marriage, and civil unions, when I hear a loud knock at the door. I look at my watch. It’s almost midday.

Damn, I’m still in my pajamas, my hair is a mess, and I haven’t even showered! I wrap the blanket around my shoulders and open the door.

Argh… It’s Augustin Favre, Eva’s brother. I’m so shocked to see him here, I almost drop the blanket. But given what I’m wearing, I manage to keep a hold of it. Now’s not the time to show off my amazing fashion sense.

“Hi,” he says with a smile.

His voice is much deeper than I remember.

The last time we saw each other, I was about to turn fifteen. He was almost eighteen and was covered in pimples. But not anymore… The two of us never really talked much. He spent all his time on the slopes—he wanted to become a ski instructor—and I spent all my time with Eva, setting the world to rights. We had nothing in common. Then after high school he left to study sports in Grenoble, and we haven’t seen each other since.

“Hi.”

“Is your father around?”

“No, he’s out with clients and won’t be back before three.”

“Oh. Did he leave anything for me?”

Slightly puzzled, I instinctively look toward the table and the sideboard.

“I don’t think so. What are you looking for?”

“An itinerary. Can I come in? He usually leaves it in his office.”

“Um… I… Yeah, sure.”

I step aside and close the door after him. He takes off his red beanie, revealing a mop of brown, wavy hair that’s in need of a pair of scissors.

I can see that he’s changed without really changing. He still has the same brown hair, the same dark eyes, and the same tanned skin, but he doesn’t wear glasses anymore. And he’s grown at least seven inches. He’s really tall and is wearing an official ski instructor outfit. Obviously, Augustin has achieved his goal.

“Take a seat in the living room. I’ll go and see if I can find it.”

“Thanks, and… uh… you have something in your hair.”

“Huh? What?”

He points to the top of his own head.

Oh, great. I have a piece of rice cake caught in my bun.

“Thanks, I’ll be back in a minute!”

Oh, that is so typical…

I’m mortified and quickly go up to my room. I pull on whatever I can find, jeans and a hoodie from yesterday. I do my hair and then go straight to Dad’s office. Just as Augustin thought, there’s an envelope on the table with his name on it. When I get back to the living room, he’s just finished lighting the fire. The large flames are already giving off heat.

“I got it going again—it’s cold outside. Although now that you’re dressed, you’ll probably feel a bit warmer,” he adds with a grin.

Kill me now!

He brushes his hands on his trousers and takes the envelope I hand him.

“It was in the office. What kind of itinerary is it?”

“My friend Jimmy and I like getting off the beaten track.”

“Backcountry skiing?”

He nods.

“The ski resort doesn’t mark these trails, and the guides don’t go there even with more seasoned tourists, so it’s really quiet. Your father knows all the best spots to snowboard safely.”

“I see.”

“What, you’re the kind of person who gets scared?”

“No, the kind of person who is careful, especially after so much snow.”

“We know what we’re doing,” he says with a wink. “Anyway, I’d better go, otherwise I’ll be late. Thanks for the envelope.”

“And thanks for lighting the fire!”

He heads to the front door and grabs the door handle, then hesitates and turns back toward me. Not that I’ve moved at all.

“You’re looking well.”

I want to smile at him because I can tell he’s being genuine.

“Thank you.”

“How long are you here for?”

“Until the twenty-fifth. I guess you’re around all winter?”

“Yep! I’ll be here until mid-April. Right, this time I’m going. Eva arrives on the tenth. We might catch up before then?”

“Um… yes, maybe… Oooh, shit!”

As I step back, I knock the coffee table with the back of my leg and lose my balance. I just manage to stop myself from falling over. My face goes bright red.

“You OK?”

“Yep, I’ll just see you to the door!”

Augustin smiles—the way you do when you think back on all the embarrassing things someone has done.

Come on, April, a little dignity.

I walk up, chin held high, and open the door for him.

“Goodbye, Augustin.”

I can see he’s holding back a laugh.

“Goodbye, April,” he says, just as formally.

I close the door without further ado and lean against it with my eyes closed.

You are such a klutz, April Hamon!

When I open my eyes again, I see Augustin’s beanie on the table. Damn! I grab it and rush outside. I’m not even wearing shoes.

With his long legs, Augustin is already partway up the road.

“Hey! You forgot your hat!”

He turns around, raises his arm, and jogs back to get it.

“Thanks! But now you’ll have to change your socks…”

I look down. Of course, I’m standing in almost eight inches of snow.

“See you soon,” he says in a warm voice, looking down at me from his not-inconsiderable height.

Is he flirting?! With me? Fine, then.

I answer just like Eva would: clear, simple, cut-and-dried.

“See you!”

Once Augustin has gone, and I’m sure I’m well and truly alone, I burst out laughing. I haven’t experienced anything like that since… well, ever! As Eva would say, you’ve got to try everything once. Sure, but not with her brother… How embarrassing!

I reach for my phone and sit in the armchair.

Your brother just stopped by.



Really? What did he want?



An itinerary my father left him.



He’s such a pain in the ass with his backcountry skiing! What are you up to?



Studying. And you? Making progress?



Not really. Can’t wait to be on vacation.



I leave it for a minute or two, hesitate, and then go for it.

Your brother has really changed.



You think so?



It’s been almost four years since I last saw him, so yeah!



True, that’s ages! There’s one thing that hasn’t changed though, he’s still totally reckless…



Reckless or brainless? [image: Emoji: Winking Face]



Both! Mom freaks out about him.



I can still remember how he loved doing crazy tricks and would compete in all the extreme freeriding competitions. Even though Eva and I adored skiing, it still annoyed us because it was all he thought about. Though in hindsight, I’ve got to admit he was super talented. And cute.

At least, he is now!

Does he have a girlfriend?



Probably several… I pity the girls who fall for him. You’ll have noticed he’s quite good looking.



I reply, but not entirely truthfully.

Sure, but he’s not exactly Chris Hemsworth!
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I smile, get myself a plate of pasta, and then flop back into the armchair and turn on the television.

It’s time for a break.



Dad gets back in the late afternoon, once it’s already dark. I wasn’t worried because that’s what trekking is like. You know the departure time, but not when you’ll get back. The usual story.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” he says as he removes his parka and hat, which are covered in snowflakes. “My client twisted his ankle but didn’t want to call the emergency services. We weren’t even very far from the village, but the snow was starting to fall. It took us ages to get back. Then I had to take him to the doctor. Anyway.”

“Don’t worry about it!”

“How was your day?”

I point to the empty plate still on the table, my laptop, and the pages I’ve been studying. “Less active than yours but still busy.”

He collapses onto the couch. He looks exhausted.

“That guy was so draining. I’ve never seen anyone who talks so much. I have such a headache.”

I should be ashamed of myself, but the opportunity is just too good to miss…

“What if we stayed at home tonight? We could decorate the tree and have dinner in front of the TV?”

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to spend all your vacation locked up inside.”

Well, I do…

“No, don’t worry about me. I’ve only been here a day.”

“OK, thank you, darling. We’re just postponing dinner out. Right, I’m going to have a hot shower, and then we’ll decorate Norbert! While I think about it, did Augustin Favre stop by?”

“Yes, I gave him the envelope I found on your desk.”

“Good work, thanks!”

Oh man, I just can’t help myself. I have so many questions.

“Has he been a ski instructor for long?”

“He officially started this year, but before that he was a trainee. He’s one of the very few instructors to have completed the national sports instructor certificate in only four years. That’s unusual, but he’s really talented.”

“Is that why you give him routes for backcountry skiing?”

He can hear the tone of reproach in my voice.

“Good grief, you sound just like your mother! Sweetheart, I’m sure it’s not news to you that legally, in France, backcountry skiing can’t be banned because that would go against our right to the freedom of movement. However, your good old dad has been a mountain guide for twenty-five years, and the last thing I’d do is send this boy to his death.”

I can tell he’s annoyed.

“That’s not what I meant, Dad. Eva and her mom think Augustin is a bit too reckless.”

“They’re not totally wrong, which is why I’d rather he come to me for advice than just set off somewhere that isn’t safe.”

I nod. I’m sure he’s right.

“Actually, while we’re on the subject, we’re invited to dinner at the Favres’ on Sunday night.”

The day after tomorrow? At his house?

Augustin didn’t mention it. Probably because he didn’t know yet!

“Right, a shower! And then we’ll decorate the tree!”

I watch my father head off, and my pulse accelerates.

So, we’re having dinner at Augustin’s parents’ house, and he’ll be there? Well, how about that. Let’s hope this time I don’t make a fool of myself.

Annoyed with myself, I shake my head and go into the kitchen.

Dad has a principle that he only drinks strong alcohol on special occasions. But he’s still quite happy to have a glass of good cider, and he always has a bottle in the cupboard. I rummage through the fridge and prepare some taramasalata on toast, a few cherry tomatoes that are most definitely not in season, some pickles, some Tomme de Savoie cheese, a packet of veggie chips I grabbed from home, and, because Dad loves it, a few slices of dried sausage that he’ll be the only one to eat.

I arrange it all on the coffee table, and when Dad gets back, he is delighted.

“Hey! That’s a great idea! It’s so good to have you here with me, my girl.”

I give him a hug and smile.

“I’m happy too, Dad.”

“Shall we do the tree first? It was December first yesterday, so Norbert should already be decorated!”

Outside, dusk has fallen, and the snow has taken possession of the night. Inside, in front of a blazing fire and the table waiting for the two of us, Dad and I continue one of the loveliest traditions ever to exist. And even though the decorations are the same we used when I was ten, our Christmas tree is the most beautiful in the world.

In the universe, even.




[image: A festive illustration featuring holly leaves, pine branches, berries, and pinecones arranged in a decorative border on a dark blue background.]



[image: A festive illustration of a red heart ornament with a yellow ribbon reading December 3 on a dark blue background with stars.]
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It is so cold, there’s steam coming out of my mouth.

It’s 23 degrees out, and I would much rather have stayed inside in front of the fire, but today we’re planning to buy some winter trekking clothes and shoes for me. To stop my father from pestering me, I agreed to go on a walk with him for an hour or so tomorrow morning. There’s no way I’m getting out of this one.

I didn’t tell Mom when we spoke on the phone this morning before I left the house; otherwise she would have made a huge deal out of it. Nor did I go into any detail about my plans for the day. Not that that stopped her from giving me the following advice: Eat well, sleep well, and… think carefully before doing anything with my body. She’s always had a sixth sense.

“Do you mind waiting? I’ll be ten minutes max!”

While Dad goes into the information center to see what group bookings he has, I sit myself on a bench out front, pull up my neck warmer, and scrunch up my face. It’s so cold!

All around me the chalets are bedecked with Christmas decorations, fir tree branches hang from the balconies, and lights twinkle from the roofs. Every single store is playing the game. Even the trees at the bottom of the slopes are lit up. There are lanterns hanging from facades, and it looks like an ice-skating rink is being set up in the village square, next to the old wooden merry-go-round. I can’t believe it—in two weeks there will even be an outdoor rink! Christmas is such a special time; the whole village is transformed. I love the atmosphere, and I’m not the only one. It’s still the low season, and the resort is already overrun with tourists.

“April?”

I turn around and frown as I see a tall guy with long brown hair smiling at me.

“Jimmy?”

“Hey, I didn’t know you were here—it’s been ages!”

Three years. Yep… it looks like Augustin isn’t the only one to have changed since then. The last time we saw each other, Jimmy had a shaved head, and I was a good seven inches taller than him. I feel like I’m the only one who’s still tiny.

“I got here on Thursday. And you?”

“I’m staying with my folks for the season. You need a barman, I’m your man! Can I offer you a coffee?” he says, pointing to the bar behind him.

“Um… I’m waiting for my father. He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

I glance through the window into the information center. Dad is deep in conversation with the manager and probably won’t be finished straightaway. It’s true, I do tend to look for excuses.

“We have plenty of time. Come on!”

I wasn’t expecting to bump into anyone so early in the season. And I hate surprises. Come on, April, make up your mind! He’s not going to eat you.

I take a deep breath and glue a smile on my face.

“OK, I’ll come.”

The Blue Yeti is your typical ski resort bar. The walls are lined with timber planks and decorated with old wooden skis and vintage sleds, and of course, since it’s December, there are Christmas decorations everywhere. There are elves in every corner—big ones, small ones, red ones, green ones—and in the middle of all this, there’s a giant, six-foot-high blue Bigfoot.

“Sugar with your coffee?” asks Jimmy.

“No, thanks, but a bit of milk if you have any.”

“Your wish is my command!”

The machine does its thing, and he puts a huge mug on the counter before me.

“So, what’s new?”

“A heart… and you?”

I don’t know why I came straight out with it like that, but it was worth it to see his face.

Back when I used to come to Morzine regularly, Jimmy and I didn’t have the same circle of friends. So he doesn’t know what happened to me. The first time Eva and I met him, we were fourteen, and it was here, in the Yeti. He was helping his dad. She got a crush on him and wanted to see him all the time, and because the Pléney ski lift was only five minutes away from the bar, she would make sure we came and ate crepes at the end of each day skiing. Jimmy was sixteen. He wasn’t interested in her at all, but that didn’t stop Eva.

I look him straight in the eye and smile before explaining it to him.

“I had an operation.”

“A heart operation?”

I nod.

I can see he’s shocked. He takes a step back from the bar and runs his fingers through his hair. An unconscious habit apparently.

“Whoa. I didn’t know. Was it serious?”

No, dude, they swap people’s hearts out just for fun…

“Yeah, kind of, but I’m good now.”

He stares at me as if seeing me properly for the first time. He looks a bit embarrassed.

“You look it. I mean, you look good. Augustin told me you had a few health issues, but…”

What? I’m not able to hide my surprise.

“Augustin told you about me?”

“Yeah, in passing. It was a while ago.”

He rummages through a drawer and pulls out a business card for the Blue Yeti, before scribbling something on the back and handing it to me.

“Hey, tonight a few friends and I are going to the Tibetan Café—come and join us! I put my telephone number on the back.”

“Oh, I… I’m not sure, I won’t know anyone.”

“You’ll know me!”

The entrance bell chimes, and a group of about fifteen people come in looking for a table.

“I’ve got to leave you, sorry, but I’ll see you tonight, OK? Nine o’clock?”

I finish my coffee in one go and get ready to leave.

“Don’t expect too much; you’ll probably be disappointed…”

Jimmy gives me a cheeky, sidelong glance.

“I have a feeling I won’t be! And my feelings are never wrong!”

I leave the Blue Yeti with a sad smile. I’m going to end up disappointing him, I know.



What do you mean you’re not going? Are you feeling sick?



Hey, you’re the one who likes him, not me!



I know! I haven’t seen him for over two years, and I want to find out what he’s like!



Two years?



Every time I went back, he wasn’t there or… Anyway, we never crossed paths.



And so you want me to check him out?



Exactly! I want to know if he has a girlfriend. Make sure you find a way to tell him I’m great. And take a photo of him!



Huh? You want me to send you a photo of him?



Not just one, heaps!



Girl, you’re crazy!



I never said I wasn’t! So are you going to do it?



Wait, you’re not serious!



Of course I am!



What the…



I’m relying on you! Right, I’d better get back to work or I’ll never get there by the 10th. See you!



I don’t want to do this. It feels like more than I can handle. But Eva has never let me down, not even over the tiniest thing. She was there when I couldn’t imagine doing something on my own. She spent hours on the phone listening to me and so many weekends at my house because I didn’t want to go out. She’s always been there for me.
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