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Dedication

For anyone who’s scared to follow a dream, here’s your push.

(also for anyone else who faceplanted the first time they put on skis)
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All I wanted tonight was a mindless shag. The sort that would distract me from the shit that is my life for ten minutes, maybe longer if I’m lucky. But whatever it is that’s happening right now, it’s not that. I didn’t realise it could take a guy this long to take off a bra.

‘Nearly got it, strong with the force this one is,’ Tim says, his sentence warped in an imitation of Yoda while his arms wrap awkwardly around me, underwire digging into my chest.

‘Bingo! Be vanquished!’ he says, whipping off my lacy lingerie and chucking it unceremoniously onto his bedroom floor. I wonder how my night got to this stage – straddling this odd-speaking stranger in his studio flat in Tooting Broadway. If you’d told me two weeks ago I’d be here, I would never have believed you. That everything was going to go up in flames so quickly. But it did, and here I am.

I’m drawn back to my unfortunate reality when he starts lowering me onto my back, trailing sloppy kisses down the side of my neck. I shut my eyes, reaching for anything to remind me why I found him attractive in the club. He was very timid, standing at the other end of the bar, occasionally glancing in my direction. It was David who’d figured out he was working up the courage to come and ask if I wanted a drink, so I cut to the chase and approached him myself. He’s averagely attractive, tall and clearly not a fuck-boy, so I thought screw it. Plus, I hate dancing, so I was willing to do anything to get away from the club floor for five minutes.

Earlier this evening I’d made the rather spontaneous decision that tonight was the night I’d have my first one-night stand. It’s not very ‘me’, doesn’t really fit with my ‘must always have a clear plan’ mindset. But I tried doing the conventional thing: meet a guy, take it slow, fall in love, and that all went to shit.

Besides, everyone else I know had one at uni while I was holed up in a long-term relationship. Maybe I’ll be pleasantly surprised by it. Or maybe not and I’ll never do it again, but at least I’ll finally be able to say I’ve tried it. Only now, as Tim’s mouth is starting to move lower, I actually think dancing in a club might be preferable to this. Or even better, being at home watching Grand Designs, which strikes me as a very sad, yet frequent, thought I have as a twenty-seven-year-old.

His weight disappears from my chest, and I prop myself up on my elbows to watch as he scrabbles towards a vinyl collection next to the bed.

‘Everything okay?’ I ask, relieved to have a moment of physical distance to rethink whether this is a good idea or not.

‘Oh absolutely,’ he replies, letting the needle of the vinyl player drop. ‘Thought we could add a little mood music.’

He wiggles his eyebrows at the penultimate word, and now I’m really running out of reasons why I’m still here. Don’t get me wrong, he seems wholesome, but that’s not what I need right now. If I’m going to do this once, I want it to at least be with a guy who turns me on. Someone who will help me forget about the absolute hell that will be the upcoming two weeks, preferably through the power of orgasms. Something I’m not feeling hopeful about here.

Either that or I need to be back in my own bedroom downing a litre of melatonin tea and praying it knocks me out.

It takes a second for the music to start, but when it does, I recognise it as Mozart, Symphony 40 in G Minor. It’s a piece of music I often have on in the background when I’m painting and trying to channel that fancy, tortured-artist vibe.

That’s it, I think, moving myself up and off the bed.

‘Could I use your bathroom?’

‘Uh yeah, sure, it’s over there in the corner.’

He points and I follow his arm to the far corner of the room where there is indeed a toilet. Separated from the rest of the studio flat by only a curtain.

I make my way over to it, pretending to trip on the pile of our clothes on the floor so I have an excuse to bend down and retrieve my phone before scampering to the other side of the room. I hide myself behind the blue curtain, cursing the inadequacies of London housing, as I unlock my phone. A string of messages immediately pops up from Tilly.


Have you slept with him yet, you cheeky minx? ;)




OMG David’s got with his ex from first year uni, you remember Polly?
The one who used to clap at the end of lectures? You’re missing out on
some major drama here.



I rapidly text her back.


HELP! Why did you let me leave with this guy??



I worry that she won’t hear her phone ping, but luckily it’s not long before three blue dots appear at the bottom of my screen.


Um, it’s not my fault you decided tonight was the night you became a
raging slut and embarked on mission shag-a-thon. Who was I to stop you
when I was glowing with pride?



Ugh, I am not after a ‘shag-a-thon’. But I can’t deny I threw myself headfirst into my newly single life tonight. Who could blame me when it’s the first time I’ve been single in seven years? Aside from several periods where I was sort-of single for a week or two following ‘break-ups’ that I saw more as ‘breaks’ – though it seems Adam saw them differently. I look back down at my phone and try not to think more about my new relationship status.


Yes well, I wish you had stopped me from pursuing this particular one
further. How do I escape? I need an excuse NOW.




Ah, you’re in luck as that happens to be one of my areas of
expertise. Is he within listening distance?



On the other side of the flimsy gauze of the curtain, I can hear Tim trying to hum the violin section of the music.


Yes.




Okay, I’m going to call you in about twenty seconds. Put me on
speaker.




Have I told you how much I love you? Xoxo




Nowhere near enough. Now go act like you still want this guy to stick
his dick in you for twenty more seconds and then you’ll be free and I’ll
buy you a Jägerbomb.



I do what she says, flushing the toilet and washing my hands to keep up the ruse, then stepping out from behind the curtain. Tim is crouched next to the bed, sorting through more records. The floorboards creak as I cross them, simultaneously scanning the floor to locate my clothes in preparation for a hasty escape.

‘Ah, there you are, I’m selecting something a bit saucier. And nothing says naughty to me like Bach, don’t you agree?’

He’s sitting there crossed-legged and smiling, and I have no clue how to respond to that statement. Unsurprisingly, I can’t say I’ve ever spent much time considering which classical composers I find ‘naughty’.

‘I—’

I’m saved from having to speak by the ringing of my phone, and I try not to show how relieved I am.

‘So sorry, but I’m going to have to take this,’ I say, swiping across the screen and holding it up in front of me.

‘Hello, oh my god, Lottie are you there? I need you to come back right now, it’s an emergency!’

Tilly’s voice is high-pitched and hysterical on the other line, and I’ve never been more grateful to be best friends with a drama graduate.

‘Yes, I’m here, what’s happened?’ I ask, trying to sound a convincing mix of surprised and concerned.

‘I’ve been attacked!’

‘Attacked?’ Tim appears at my side, eyes wide. ‘By what?’

‘Uh…’ Tilly pauses, clearly not expecting Tim to get involved and ask any questions.

‘A… magpie!’

Oh lord. I take it back. Three years at drama school and that’s the best improv she can do? I bet she saw one flying outside the club. And it was probably a pigeon, but her knowledge of birds is distinctly below average.

‘A magpie?’ Tim’s face screws up and I start worrying this won’t be the slick escape I had hoped for.

‘Yes! A whole flurry of them, or is it a flock of them?’

‘A tittering,’ Tim says, and the fact he knows that doesn’t make me any more inclined to stay and sleep with him.

‘That’s it, well, one of them has pecked at my eye and I think I’ve been blinded – I need you here right now to take me to the hospital. Do magpies in London have rabies?!’

‘I’m on my way,’ I say, hanging up before she can say anything else more ridiculous. ‘Sorry, I really do need to go and help her out.’

I hurriedly chuck my white bandeau back on, shove my bra in my bag to save time and shimmy into my red mini skirt.

‘No, no, of course, go be the hero. Maj ram.’

I stare at him as I slip on my heels and throw my jacket over my shoulders, wondering if he mispronounced something.

‘It, uh, it means “good night” in Klingon. I tend to quote Star Trek when I’m nervous.’

‘That’s, um – you’re very sweet, Tim.’

I pat him on the shoulder, hoping he won’t take too much offence as I take the fastest route towards the door.

‘Maybe I could have your num—’

I don’t hear the end of his question as I speed down the stairs and push through the door to his flat, instantly hit with the cold, heavy air of London. I push my arms through my sleeves as I walk back towards the tube.

As I’m leaving the station I text Tilly to let her know I’m on my way. I’d rather not go back – as there are few things I find as intolerably awkward as clubbing – but if I get a few more Jägerbombs in me I’m sure it’ll be bearable, and I really don’t want to go back to Tilly’s flat by myself. I’m young, newly single, and it’s barely midnight on a Saturday night. I should be out, not playing solitaire on the sofa while choosing between a cup of camomile or peppermint tea.

When I click off my messages with Tilly, my background photo comes into view and my stomach drops. I haven’t changed it since Adam and I ended things two weeks ago and this snapshot from our recent holiday to Greece makes me feel like I could throw up. We were on a private sunset cruise in Santorini that I don’t want to know how much he paid to arrange, and it was one of those perfect nights you know you’ll never forget. It’s stupid of me. I should’ve changed it as soon as I’d packed up my things and left, and yet…

It might be what any sane person would do, but we were together for seven years and changing my background feels like finally acknowledging it’s over.

Maybe over.

Part of me thinks it can’t really be finished between us, and in another month I’ll end up back at our place, which I guess isn’t really ours at the moment. That hurts too much to think about. I want to stop thinking about Adam, but I can’t drag my eyes away from the picture and how happy we both look. Because we really were happy. And even though at times I questioned whether we were the right fit, I worry that I might never be happier than I was right there. With him.

I’ve always had a plan, a clear picture of how I want my life to pan out. And in every version, Adam’s been there. And despite what he’s done, a big part of me would like to keep it that way. To attempt to stick to the plan and allow myself to be pulled back into his orbit, with all the history we’d built up together. The life we’d built together.

I’m so busy staring at the photo I don’t realise I’ve walked all the way to Clapham South. The fresh air has left me feeling completely sober, which makes the idea of going back to the club even less appealing.

As I round the corner, I’m still so distracted that I don’t notice the man in front of me until I feel the cold splash of liquid hitting my chest.
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I squeal as brown droplets spill down my front and onto my phone. I jump backwards, but it’s too late to avoid whatever damage has been done to my top – although my leather jacket is waterproof, the drink managed to get through the one part that was unzipped.

‘Shit, I’m so sorry, let me help.’

I hear the male stranger’s apology, but don’t pay attention to him as I assess the stain that’s growing across my chest. That’s going to need more than soap from the club bathroom, I think, as I zip up my jacket fully.

I shake my phone and a puddle of drips forms on the pavement. Watching it pool, I start panicking about the fact I need to put it in rice or something, and they likely won’t have any of that behind the bar of London’s shittiest nightclub.

I look up as the guy in front of me starts to pull something out of the McDonald’s bag balancing in his hand, but I don’t notice what it is because my attention is solidly plastered to his face.

Holy hell, where on earth did he come from?

I know Clapham’s full of rich people probably splashing obscene amounts of money on gym memberships and perfectly tailored clothing, but this guy. He’s something else.

He reaches an arm towards me and I’m too busy watching the way his biceps stretch as he moves to notice the napkins in his hand. He waits as I drag myself away from any indecent thoughts and accept his offering.

I reach down my jacket to dab the paper against the top part of my chest, knowing it’ll do absolutely nothing to get rid of the Coca-Cola stain that’s only growing beneath. There’s a depressingly slim chance I’ll be able to attempt to get it out until I’m back at Tilly’s later, but there’s nothing I can do about it now.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he repeats, but I quickly reassure him.

With a face like that, I’m not mad about the way this night has panned out, ruined top and all.

‘It’s fine, it’s not your fault. I was the one who wasn’t looking,’ I say, which is kind of ironic because now I can’t stop looking at him.

‘I still feel awful though,’ he says, guiltily eying the now-empty paper Coke cup that lies on the pavement between us.

His dark brown eyes move from the cup back to my face, but not before taking a slow journey up my body, and I feel myself blushing, wondering if he’s thinking any of the same thoughts about me as I have been about him.

‘My place is across the road, and I was heading back there anyway. How about you come up and I can lend you something to wear, and we can try and get that out before it stains too badly? Really, it’s the least I can do.’

The fit, six-foot stranger points over my shoulder and I follow his finger towards the white-pillared townhouses across the street. They’re the kind of beautiful buildings my friend David does viewings for all the time in his job as a high-end estate agent. I’ve always wondered what they might be like inside.

I do a double-take, flitting back between him and the place he’s pointing at to confirm he really means he lives in one of those. I pause before answering, trying to give the impression that I’m deliberating, when really, there is no way I’m turning this down. Say no and head back to the club with shit all over me like I threw up on myself, or say yes and get to follow this gorgeous man into his swanky house? Maybe it isn’t too late to get this night back on track and commit to having my first one-night stand.

Of course, there’s always the chance he could be an axe-murderer, but given the fact he’s wearing a University of Durham hockey team hoodie, I’m going to take my chances. I nod down at the brown Maccies bag still clutched in his right hand.

‘Throw in a few of those fries too and we have ourselves a deal.’

He smiles, and I didn’t realise his face could become any more attractive. He walks up to my side and looks both ways before leading me across the street, his hand placed on my lower back to guide me safely to the other side. My pulse jumps, and I wish we were crossing a seven-lane junction and not a one-way road so I could keep feeling it there a little longer.

‘This is me,’ he says once we’ve reached the opposite pavement, removing his hand to pull out a key and open the door to number twenty-two.

I follow inside and try not to gawk at the size of the entryway, the ceiling stretching for miles above me. A glass chandelier hangs down in the centre and there could be over a hundred shimmering pendants dripping from it.

‘Are any of your housemates in?’ I ask, peering into the rooms that border the hallway as I take off my jacket.

‘No housemates. It’s just me and Daisy,’ he calls over his shoulder, walking ahead and throwing his keys into a ceramic dish on one of the hall tables.

Ah, I sigh at the mention of a woman’s name, my stomach sinking. So, he’s just being a decent guy and offering to help clean me up, that’s all, given his girlfriend Daisy is prowling around somewhere. Well, that sucks.

I’m thinking about the fastest route back to the club when I feel something warm and wet brush up against my leg and I yelp as a black labrador licks my calf.

‘Daisy! Daisy, come here! No, she doesn’t want any kisses.’

He crouches down, whistling to try and drag the dog’s attention away, but has no luck.

‘Oooh, so you’re Daisy,’ I say, reaching down to stroke the top of her head. The guy moves closer as if to pull her away, but I bat my hand through the air.

‘It’s cool, I’m a dog person and she can probably smell the Coke on me. Isn’t that right, cutie?’

I crouch down and scratch her under the chin, only for her to stalk forwards and start licking the stain on my top. Right in the crack between my boobs.

‘Daisy, no, Daisy!’

This time he does take hold of her collar and slowly drags her backwards, only she springs free and this time gives my face a good clean.

‘Daisy! I’m so sorry. Again. But on the plus side, I think she likes you.’

I smile but keep my mouth closed so I don’t give Daisy the opportunity to make these kisses any less PG. When she’s finally deemed me clean enough, she trots back over to his feet of her own accord. His stern-parent face fades and he gives in and pats her head when she wags her tail at him, practically dusting the floor.

‘Come on, you little rascal, let’s get you a toy to play with instead. And you,’ he says, pausing, his eyes briefly flicking down to where my top is now wet with both Coke and dog slobber, ‘let’s get you changed and away from my furry menace.’

I wait while he pulls Daisy into one of several living rooms before gesturing up the stairs. I hang my jacket on a coat rack and follow him up two flights.

As I take in the marble staircase and the sporadically placed pieces of art that wind up the wall, I can’t help wondering what this guy does for a living. I figure he’s barely older than I am, so the more likely question is, what do his parents do? I hope it’s their money at least – it’s too depressing to think someone my age could afford this on their own.

We reach his bedroom and while he rummages through his wardrobe I try to look for clues about the kind of guy he is through his decorations, but there’s barely anything hanging on the cream walls in here. Only a few dramatic landscapes of lakes, and forests, and – shit. Hanging behind the bed is a massive canvas with a snowy mountain range.

So much for being distracted from where I’m going tomorrow.

I turn away from it and lean against a big wooden chest of drawers as I wait for him to finish searching. He selects a couple of T-shirts and lays each one out on the bed behind him.

‘Feel free to try on some of these and take the one you want. I’ll head downstairs so you can change. I’ll be back up in a minute with some stain remover.’

As he leaves, he pauses in the doorway, his eyes darting down once again to my chest. Something in his jaw tics, before he heads out of the room.

I pick a T-shirt and don’t think any more on it until I head into his en-suite, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror and witnessing the full extent of the damage to my top. And my nipples, which it turns out are now completely visible through the drenched fabric. I’d forgotten that in my haste to leave Tim’s I’d opted not to put my bra back on, and now that I’ve gone jacketless, the wet white fabric is doing nothing to hide them.

I giggle as I realise exactly what he was trying not to stare at. I pull the useless top off and throw on the plain black T-shirt. It’s huge on me but I bunch it up and loop a hairband around the excess fabric to keep it in place. I fill up the sink and leave my top to soak in some soapy water until he comes back up with something a little stronger.

I take the opportunity to assess my hair, which has lost all the curls I spent an hour doing this afternoon and now falls in lacklustre straight lines down past my shoulders. I bunch my balayage-blonde mane into a bun, trying to decide whether that’s any better, before sighing and letting it go again. Natural it is. I turn back towards the bedroom, and when I do, I realise that mountain painting sits directly in my line of sight.

I glare at it, a proper death stare as if that might make it disappear. When it doesn’t, I turn around and perch on the edge of the bed. If I can’t make it disappear, I can at least face the other way. What makes it worse is that it isn’t even a good painting. From the small glances I’ve taken at it, I can tell the proportions are all wrong. There’s no depth, and I bet those mountains aren’t all arranged in a line side-by-side in real life like the painting is making them appear.

I hear him coming up the stairs before I see him, but I happily let him pull my attention away from further dwelling on the painting. He settles in the doorway, one hip leaning against the frame with a bottle of stain remover under his arm and a small bowl cradled in his hands.

‘I believe I promised you these as an extension of my apology,’ he says, holding the bowl of fries out towards me. I take it as he heads into the bathroom, taking the bottle in with him.

‘You know, if I’d known you were this rich, I might’ve tried to get something a little better than soggy fries. Maybe a bottle of champagne? Or some priceless antique vase you’ve got lying around?’

‘No antique vases lying around,’ he says from the other room, before his head appears poking around the doorframe. ‘Although I do have one displayed on a marble podium in the hallway.’

His lips curve up into a smirk and I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or not. I keep munching in comfortable silence until he comes back and looks out of the window towards the street outside.

‘Did I drag you away from something?’ I ask, trying to peer in the same direction.

‘No, I was heading home from my friend Kevin’s place. We flew back for the week for his dad’s sixtieth birthday, but I’d already called it a night when I, uh…’ he trails off.

‘Artfully decorated my top with Coke?’ I finish for him.

‘That’s one way to put it, yeah,’ he chuckles. ‘Do you need me to call you a cab? I’m not sure where you were heading, but it’s late and you probably shouldn’t be walking there alone. London and all.’

‘Is that your way of telling me you want me to leave already?’ I ask, meaning it as a joke.

His expression stays cool as he takes in the way I’m sitting, the bend of my legs off the edge of the bed causing his shirt to hitch higher, leaving my red mini skirt peeking out of the bottom. The muscles of his jaw tense, and I take it as another hint that he’s feeling the same energy in the air that I am. It’s like something snapped when I looked up at him in the street, and that feeling of curiosity, that pull, has stayed there lingering between us since.

‘Is that your way of saying you want to stay?’

His question and the way his voice deepens when he asks it feels like confirmation, and it sends my head spinning. Am I really going to do this? Am I reading the message behind his question right, or are we on totally different pages? His calm demeanour makes me feel like a floundering fish as I try to come up with something flirty to say back, but in the end it’s the truth that spills from my lips.

‘To be honest, the thing I was going to do with my evening was try and find a hot guy so I could have my first one-night stand and hopefully stop getting in my own head about how awful the next two weeks are going to be.’

A sensible person would stop there, after that already TMI response, especially since I’m not sure I’ve landed on the right side of the confident vs desperate line. But despite how sober I now feel, I want to blame the four Jägerbombs and two double vodka lemonades from earlier for preventing me from being sensible. And I have no idea how people go about one-night stands. Are you supposed to be super direct like this? How else am I supposed to know what’s going on here if I don’t take matters into my own hands?

I push ahead, knowing I’ve gone past the point of no return and finding comfort in the fact that whatever happens, I’ll never see him again after tonight anyway. I’ve got nothing to lose.

‘What do you say, stranger?’
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Nothing. That’s what he says.

For what feels like an hour, he says nothing. Just stands there looking at me, and now I’m scared it’s not in a sexy ‘feeling me up with his eyes’ kind of way, and more like he thinks I’m the craziest person he’s ever met. Time to activate escape number two of the night.

‘Okay, well don’t sound too enthusiastic about it. Forget I said anything, and I’ll be on my way. Thanks again for your help,’ I say, pushing off the bed and taking long strides to the door. I decide in this moment I care more about leaving quickly than getting my top back, considering that it’s likely ruined anyway.

Only I’m forced to stop when I collide with his arm, which he’s thrust out to the side to block my exit. His expression is unreadable as his teeth bite at the inside of his cheek. He opens his mouth like he might be about to speak, but then he drops his head, slowly rolling his neck until he’s directing his words at the ceiling.

‘This was… not where I was expecting my evening to go.’

He bends his head down towards me, and there’s a new intensity to those brown eyes that makes me think he might be considering it. He squeezes them shut, and I feel the moment breaking, but then a tortured groan ripples from his throat.

‘Fuck it,’ he says, shaking his head before it dips down towards me, and I don’t register what’s happening until his lips crash into mine.

I kiss him back, and then it’s all a blur as he moves me backwards, his hands wrapping around my thighs as he lifts me up onto the chest of drawers I was leaning against only a few minutes ago, the handles rattling when he lowers me down. He steps in closer, his knee pushing my legs apart until he’s positioned between them, while his mouth moves from my lips to my neck. Teeth grazing the bottom of my ear.

‘I—’ I try to speak but my voice cracks as he kisses the skin at the top of my collarbone.

‘I never asked your name,’ I manage to get out.

His tongue sweeps over the sensitive patches of my skin before he pulls away enough for me to see his face.

‘Rory,’ he says, unwrapping one of his hands from my legs so he can shift backwards, presenting me with a view of his sadly still clothed torso. ‘And you are?’

‘Lottie,’ I say, my voice coming out all fluttery as I take in what’s happening right now, and where it’s likely going next.

‘Lottie.’ He says the two syllables slowly, and everything becomes still as we take a second to consider the new knowledge of the other’s name. The moment hangs between us, sweet, but I begin to grow impatient for more.

‘Now can you please go back to what you were doing a second ago, although preferably with less clothing?’

I playfully pull at the bottom of his T-shirt, a grey one in the same style as the one I’ve borrowed. He obliges, tugging it off in one go, exposing his bare chest.

‘Oh my god,’ I say as soon as the shirt hits the floor, no filter between my thoughts and what comes out of my mouth.

But I’m not embarrassed because, are you kidding me? I’ve figured out how he can afford this house now. This guy must be a model, or a porn star. There’s no way a guy with abs like that would have a day job that requires clothing. It would be a disservice to women everywhere to be deprived of a glimpse of this. I can’t resist poking the muscles that line every patch of skin.

‘This isn’t real, right? Have you used contour on this?’

Having now run my hands all over it to check, I can confirm nothing smudges and it’s very much real.

‘Your turn,’ he says.

‘No, I think I’m good actually.’

He exhales playfully, amused as both his hands move to grip my waist.

‘I think you’re forgetting I’ve practically seen what’s underneath already, that white top didn’t hide anything. And if it makes you feel better, I liked what I saw. A lot.’

‘Yeah well, now it’s all perfectly hidden away underneath your porn-star shirt and I’m happy for it to stay that way.’

‘My what?’

I realise I’ve let another idle thought slip free and I rush to do something that will avoid me being forced into an explanation.

‘Okay fine, you win,’ I huff, hands thrown up in surrender. ‘But before I take this off may I remind you that I am a normal person, not one who clearly goes to the gym five times a day and lives off nothing but green juice drinks.’

Although I know that’s a lie because he was literally eating a McDonald’s when I collided with him, yet he still has a body like this. Oh, to have his genetics.

I pull my hair band out of the bunched-up fabric and slowly lift the T-shirt over my head. Once it lies on the floor beside me, Rory’s eyes begin to roam over me, and I feel goosebumps prickle my skin. He takes a step closer, his head dipping and his lips travelling down my neck, moving gradually lower and lower.

My head tips back against the wall, lost in the feeling of his lips on my skin. I push my hands through his hair, messing it up as his mouth moves from one side of my chest to the other. My eyes flutter open, and in the gap previously blocked by his head, it comes into view again.

That painting of the stupid snow-capped mountain range.

‘Everything okay? Do you want me to stop?’

I don’t realise until Rory speaks that I must’ve tensed up.

‘No, god no. It’s just…’

I trail off, not knowing where to look and not wanting him to catch the emotions that are likely splashed all over my face at the thoughts the painting has brought up.

I try to avoid both him and it, but the former becomes impossible when I feel his thumb hooking under my chin and lifting my face towards his. He scans over me, frowning at whatever he sees.

‘Okay, well, something clearly is wrong. We can talk about it or not, whatever you want, but either way you’re coming with me.’

‘Coming with you? Coming with you whe— oh!’

He lifts me off the chest of drawers with ease, one hand supporting my waist as I instinctively wrap myself around him. He carries me down the stairs, and I drop my head into the gap between his shoulder and jaw. I hear the skittering of paws as we enter the kitchen, and Rory swings around to place me on top of the island that stands in the middle of the room.

He places the same black T-shirt I was wearing earlier on the surface next to me, and I pull it over my head as he moves away, opening cupboards until a mug and a box of peppermint tea appear. Neither of us says anything as he fills up and flicks on the kettle before pouring boiling water over the tea bag and carrying it over to me. I take it wordlessly, feeling the steam brushing against my nose.

It’s funny how I was trying to avoid a night at home with a cup of tea, and now here I am doing exactly that. But at least I’m not doing it at Tilly’s, and I have company. Company that now has a name.

Rory.

I sound out his name in my head, debating whether I would’ve been able to guess it.

‘What sort of music do you like?’

His voice cuts through my thoughts and I realise I’ve been staring. The question throws me, and I come out with the first thing I can think of.

‘Musicals.’

I cringe after the word leaves my mouth, wishing I’d taken a second to think of something cooler, but he doesn’t laugh. Instead, he types something into his phone, and before long the first notes of a Waitress song are echoing around the kitchen.

‘What is all this?’ I ask, gesturing to the cup of tea in my hands as well as around the room, which has a mysteriously well-hidden sound system.

‘You seemed upset, so I’m trying to make you feel more comfortable.’ He shrugs, and I haven’t had a one-night stand before, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t how they normally go. Neither of us say anything for a while, but I’m surprised at how unawkward it feels.

‘You want to talk about what’s going on?’ he asks, his body leaning back against the countertop.

‘Why? So you can pity me?’

‘I was hoping more so we can talk it through then I can carry you back upstairs and fuck you,’ he casually replies, like he’s stated the weather.

I’m shocked again, words dying on my lips, so I look down at the mug in my hands to compose myself and mutter, ‘This was so not part of the plan.’

Rory shifts and scratches the back of his neck.

Warily, he starts, ‘If I did anything to upset you, I’m sorry. I thought you wanted to—’

‘Oh, god no, that’s not – you didn’t—’

I fumble as I try to reassure him, realising I’m going to have to tell him the truth to stop him from thinking he’s overstepped in any way. I came onto him so strongly it would be no wonder if he was confused, and the last thing I want is him feeling bad over something totally out of his control. I put the cup of tea down on the counter beside me and clasp my hands together in my lap.

‘You really want to know what’s wrong? It was that painting you have above your bed. The snowy one, of the mountains in the Alps or something.’

His features pinch in confusion, and I resign myself to the fact I’ll have to keep going, because that admission alone will make no sense to him.

‘I’m going there tomorrow. The Alps, I mean. We’ve had this ski holiday booked for forever. Me, Tilly, David, a couple of others and… Adam.’ I pause before I say his name, swallowing down the lump that’s crawled up my throat.

‘It was supposed to be fun, until Adam and I “broke up” two weeks ago.’ I carry on, doing air quotations for those two words. Rory’s puzzled expression remains, so I elaborate even though it would probably be best if I stopped.

‘It’s not that uncommon for us; he’ll get in his head about something, convince himself he can’t be in a relationship right now, we’ll break up because he’s decided that’s the best thing for me, but it’s more of a “break” and usually only lasts a few days or maybe a week. Before long he’s apologising and begging me to take him back, blah blah blah…’

I try to act nonchalant and go to take a sip of my tea, but the steam burns my lips. I lower my mug and notice Rory frowning.

‘And you do? Take him back, I mean?’

I shrug. ‘Usually.’

‘Usually?’ Rory echoes back at me. ‘Something different this time?’

‘Well…’ I deliberate whether to lie, wanting to make the moment sound less awful than it was, but I realise it doesn’t matter what picture I paint of Adam or our relationship here. I’m minimising it, knowingly omitting all the good sides of Adam that are very much there, but it’s not as if Rory’s ever going to meet him.

‘What’s different is that this was the first time I’d come back to our flat post break-up and found him sleeping with a girl from work in our bed. Classy, right?’

I laugh so I don’t cry, trying to shove the image out of my head from that night I found them together. I’d been coming back to the flat to pick up some of my stuff to take to Tilly’s. I was ‘moving out’, but I’d ‘moved out’ three times before and always ended up coming back home. I thought this time was the same, but I guess I was wrong.

‘So now I’ve got a two-week holiday in the middle of nowhere with a twat-head I’d rather not see right now, but I can’t back out because it was really expensive and I’ve booked the time off work and they’re my friends too and if anyone should not go it’s him.

‘And tonight I wanted to not think about that and try and be spontaneous and have some great sex, or maybe even average – I’d take average – but I end up at a guy’s house who has an homage to the Alps in his bedroom so now I can’t stop thinking about it and—’

I stop when my throat closes up and, oh my god. Am I crying?

This can’t be happening. I lift the mug up again and take a few scalding-hot sips to try and play off that I’m thirsty and not struggling to speak because I’m crying over my ex like a loser when I’ve got one of Britain’s sexiest men in front of me. Like, totally top ten.

He’s going to think I’m crazy, if he didn’t already – I practically jumped him after knowing him for all of two minutes, only to then have a breakdown. God, I’m not made for this casual fling thing, what was I thinking? I’m about to leap off the side of the island and bolt when Rory’s hand brushes my cheek, catching a tear.

‘You know, if the painting is the only problem, I have other bedrooms.’

I laugh at that and am grateful as I remember again that he lives alone in a Clapham townhouse. I take a sip of my tea, before placing the mug behind me and wrapping my arms back around his neck. If he can overlook the last two minutes, I know I’d rather stay here and find out where the night could go instead of getting back on the sweaty tube.

‘Well, as long as they don’t have skis in them either, lead the way, Rory.’

He gives me a funny look before lifting me clean off the countertop as he takes me towards one of the doors off the hallway. I giggle as his hands grip my ass where he holds me up, happy to forget my already dried tears as he kicks open the door.

Maybe this night can be salvaged after all.
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‘So did you start to think it was a bad idea before or after you stuck your tongue down her throat?’ I ask, taking a sip from my too-sweet airport coffee and raising my eyebrows at him over the rim.

‘Stuck your tongue down whose throat?’ Tilly asks, as she rejoins us after taking a trip to the bathroom. Her eyes dart from mine to David’s, lingering on the latter’s.

‘Polly’s, of course,’ David replies, like it’s a silly question. But given Tilly’s hangover this morning, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d forgotten.

‘And definitely before,’ he says, returning to my question. ‘I knew it was a bad idea the moment I didn’t leave the club as soon as I saw her.’ Then he goes on to give me all the details of the kiss with his ex that I’m still bummed I missed out on.

Only semi-bummed though. My night had its perks too.

‘But less about David and Polly because that is seriously old news and none of us liked her anyway,’ Tilly huffs, one hand massaging her temples as if it’ll make her hangover go away faster.

She hasn’t told me yet the details of how her night progressed after I’d left, but I can assume it was a late one from her dark eyebags and how her usually bouncy ginger curls are thrown into a chaotic bun.

‘Um, I did,’ I cut in, continuing the conversation about Polly, because it’s true.

She may have been a bit of an airhead, but Polly was sweet. Definitely better than the majority of other girls David dated while we were at uni, and that list is long.

‘And me, she was my girlfriend,’ David adds.

Tilly scoffs at the last word. ‘Girlfriend in the loosest sense of the word, you dated for a month.’

David scowls at her, his eyebrows dipping under the rim of his tortoise-shell glasses. ‘Says you, when’s the last time you even went on a date?’

‘I don’t know, David, when did you?’ she shoots back, adding extra emphasis to his name.

I zone out, too caught up in my own thoughts to care as two of them squabble over the technicalities of what constitutes a relationship. I’ve learnt through the years that it’s not worth getting involved when those two are going full throttle. Bickering is the foundation of their friendship, whether that makes sense to me or not.

‘Anyway,’ Tilly continues, pulling me back into the conversation with a pinch on my arm. ‘I want to hear all about your night, little miss secretive. I thought you were coming back to the club, then you text and tell me you’re at some other guy’s place!’

Tilly stares at me with her arms crossed, and fingers drumming against the fluffy blue fleece jacket she’s wearing. I can’t help being jealous of the fact she’s in what can only be described as a wearable duvet whilst she’s impatiently waiting for me to spill the details.

We’ve barely made it past the doors of Departures at Gatwick airport, but I know I need to fill her in quickly before a certain someone arrives. I would’ve filled her in this morning when I arrived back, but she was so tired she was worried she wouldn’t remember it and told me to wait until later.

‘Okay, do you want to hear the good news first or the bad news?’

‘Oh god, let me guess. Good news: big dick. Bad news: shit kisser?’

She winces, and I know we’re both thinking back to the last guy she slept with where that was the sad reality.

‘Not far off on the good news front,’ I reply. ‘In fact, he wasn’t the problem at all. He was seriously hot, body like the guys who make it onto magazine covers, zero inhibitions and also sort of a gentleman. He made me a cup of tea.’

‘Okay, weird, but we’ll roll with it,’ David says, brushing that last bit off. ‘I’m not catching onto the bad news here.’

‘It was me,’ I say, gesturing down at myself in my Primark matching tracksuit set. Airport comfort clothing at its finest. ‘I was the bad news.’

‘Babe, I know you haven’t slept with that many guys because of your saga with he-who-shall-not-be-named, but we kissed when we were drunk once and you were great! Don’t be insecure!’ Tilly pats me on the shoulder but I shrug her off.

‘Thank you, but no, it’s not that. The issue was, I may have ended up blabbering about Adam to him. And there may have been some… crying.’

‘You cried!’ David’s face bugs in disbelief, his head moving so suddenly some of his buttery blonde curls fall over his face.

‘Just a few tears! And then we fucked and it was great.’

An understatement, but I don’t want to admit to them that sex with this near-stranger was as good as sex with my boyfriend of seven years.

‘And then I fell asleep and I escaped this morning because as amazing as the latter part of the evening was, I was also straight-up mortified. He must’ve thought I was a trainwreck. It was only in the morning that I realised, even if he hid it well, the night had pity sex written all over it. I had to get back in time for our taxi anyway, so I slipped out while he was still sleeping.’

Tilly grimaces on my behalf before reassuringly rubbing her hand up and down my arm. ‘Bright side, at least you never have to see him again.’

‘Never have to see who again?’

We all turn around towards the voice I know best in the world. The voice I’ve heard telling me it loves me countless times, but that I’ve now also heard moaning another girl’s name from inside my own bedroom. I wish I could say hearing his voice makes me feel nothing, but the fact is, it’s making me feel a lot.

A lot of anger, sadness, a hint of regret, but there’s still that treacherous shred of me that knows when I turn and look at him, I’ll feel an undeniable pull. One I’m not sure I’ll be able to resist over the next two weeks, even if I know I should.

He’s the only guy I’ve ever loved, the person I thought I’d end up being with forever, even though our relationship was at times one spark shy of a nuclear disaster. But love’s supposed to be a rollercoaster, right? And it never mattered before when the drops came, because we’d always climb our way back up again.

I steel myself before turning, catching sight of him in a navy hoodie I’ve worn countless times. The hoodie makes me think of the black T-shirt I slept in last night that belonged to another man. Having Adam in front of me makes me feel a pang of guilt for my actions that hadn’t hit me before now. Until this moment, thinking back on the events of last night had filled me with a feeling of exhilaration, tears and all. But now it’s muddied with the notion that I’ve done something wrong, even though that’s bullshit given the fact that whatever I did, he did first.

His blue eyes are still glazed with sleep because he’s not a morning person, and he’s got a travelling rucksack hooked over one shoulder, one of those ones everyone gets when they go interrailing, and he’s dragging a ski bag behind him because of course he owns his own skis.

He moves closer to us until he’s standing right in front of me, shadowing me with his six-foot frame to my five-three.

‘Hey, Lotts, you look really cute this morning.’

His greeting leaves me staring up at him in confused silence. All I do is blink, repeatedly. Then I feel the telltale blush rising up my cheeks, and if I let myself, things will feel like normal again. His voice waking me up in the morning. His voice greeting me when I get back from another long day at work. Then I remember everything that’s happened, and I can’t believe the nerve of this guy! We broke up mere weeks ago, have barely spoken since, and here he comes with his big opening line saying I look ‘really cute’?

‘Oh hi, man-who-doesn’t-understand-monogamy,’ I shoot back at him along with an ice-cold glare.

He sighs, realising it won’t be as easy this time to get me to take him back. I may be being a little over the top, I know what he did ‘technically’ wasn’t cheating, but if you have to consider the technicalities of an action to justify it, it’s clearly something you shouldn’t have done in the first place. I have a right to be angry, and in this moment, I want him to know that’s how I feel. To see how what he did has affected me.

‘For the hundredth time, Lotts, we’d broken up.’

‘Had we? Besides, it had been three days, Adam. Three.’ My voice is harsh and my throat feels tight as I squeeze out the words.

He looks down at me like I’m a wounded animal he’s found in the woods. Like he wants to save me, but it’s his fault I feel like this.

‘Lottie, can we go someplace and talk about this?’

Tilly steps in front of me, a wall between the two of us, and I’m grateful to have her in my corner.

‘By all means say what you need to say, Adam, we’re all friends here,’ Tilly says, taking her place at my side with her arms folded.

‘Wish I had some popcorn for this,’ David mutters from behind me, and I suppress a smile at his attempt to defuse the situation.

Adam’s focus shifts between the three of us, resigned. It’s always grated on him how close we are, as if having best friends meant I had less time or space for him. I swear he saw David as competition for years, even though it’s obvious he’s been secretly pining for Tilly since Freshers’ Week.

Or at least, that’s my theory for why they bicker the way that they do. They’re either flirting, or they really do constantly get on each other’s nerves.

But back to Adam, who’s tugging a hand through his unruly hair, which looks frustratingly good today. Mid-brown, adorably messy on the top in a way that should take ages to style, but I know is like that naturally.

‘Fine, I’m not embarrassed to say it. Lottie, you know how much I care about you. I’m sorry about what happened but believe me that it meant nothing.’

‘Oh, so you going out for dinner with her the night after you were caught also meant nothing?’

He studies my friends to figure out who the culprit is, settling on David, who shrugs his shoulders.

‘You weren’t exactly subtle about it, dude,’ he says, not denying he’s the one who told me.

Adam shakes his head, his face becoming pleading and puppy-like. I know all his faces, and this is the one he puts on when he knows he’s fucked up and he’s going all in. ‘I only went out for that dinner with her to tell her that nothing was going to happen between us again.’

‘And you couldn’t do that over text? Or a fleeting conversation at the office?’

He chews at the inside of his bottom lip, knowing how bad it would’ve appeared and how I must’ve felt finding out from David. I hate that I don’t know if he’s lying about the reason or not, but he can’t blame me for finding it hard to trust him now. ‘I never meant to hurt you.’

He hits me with that line, such a cliche, but I can’t pretend that as much as it makes me want to scream, it also sort of works. He sounds so genuine when he says it, and I want to believe that he means it. That for all his flaws, it really was just a fucked-up mistake.

He steps closer, whispering so only I can hear. ‘I’m going to spend the next two weeks proving to you that I’m serious about this. About us. I know we can be rocky, and we’re not perfect, but I love you. I realise I’ve been scared to properly commit, messing you around over and over again, but I’m all in on this. It’s meant to be us.’

I’ve always agreed. I’ve always considered Adam to be my person, and maybe that was naïve of me, falling for him at twenty and believing he was the one.

I know from our history that this conversation will likely happen again. It won’t be the last time we’re here, but there’s also a part of me that he convinces every time. The part of me that wants to see the best in him. Wants to believe these ups and downs are a phase, a sign of the times in our twenties, and maybe if I give him another chance, we’ll finally find some stability.

When it comes down to it, I love him, and I want that to be enough.

But you know what’s different this time? There’s this small part of me that thinks maybe love isn’t enough to fix something that’s better left broken. Maybe this holiday is the perfect time to let myself think about what I really want. Two weeks to decide if I can take a chance on us again, or whether we’ll fly back to London with it over for good.

‘Who’s ready to go skiing?’

Luckily, I dodge having to respond to him when the rest of our party appears, Meghan leading the way.

As always, she’s stunning, wearing a navy tweed Miu Miu jacket, which I only know the brand of because she let me borrow it once. I nearly died because I loved it so much, so I’m secretly hoping she’ll let me borrow it again on this trip, as well as any other clothes she’s packed into the world’s biggest suitcase, which Lucas is dragging behind her.

It’s also eight a.m. and she’s wearing a full face of effortless makeup, her hair bouncing in a way even the hairdresser can never get mine to. I would be green with jealousy if she wasn’t so damn lovely.

She’s Lucas’s girlfriend, but over the last three years she’s become a member of the group in her own right. I liked her from the beginning, although when Lucas started dating her I had no idea what she saw in him as she’s one step away from being a Victoria’s Secret model and he’s my sickly little roommate from first year. Or at least he was back then, I keep forgetting that he’s a proper gym rat now and so I take it back. They’re pretty great together.

Meghan pulls me in for a hug, and I whisper a thank you into her ear for saving me. I can tell from the way her chest is rising and falling that she’d speed-walked over here when she saw Adam and I so close to each other.

Lucas works his way around the circle dishing out hugs, and when he pulls away from ours he holds onto my shoulders a little longer. ‘How are you holding up?’

I shrug, knowing we don’t have time right now for me to dig into the true intricacies of my feelings. ‘Fine, apart from the fact I feel like I want to crawl into a dark hole somewhere and stay there for the duration of the next two weeks.’

He nods, and I know he gets this more than the others. He’s Adam’s best friend, but he’s my friend too, and so the weeks since the break-up have been especially hard for him. He hasn’t been easy on Adam, but he’s had to be there for him too. No one else knows the full extent of Adam’s past apart from Lucas and I, and although it doesn’t excuse anything, I’m glad he has someone he can talk to who knows it all.

‘Well, maybe this will cheer you up.’ He reaches into his bag and pulls out a little bundle. When he passes it over to me, I don’t need to unwrap the brown paper to know what’s inside because I can already smell the cinnamon.

‘My favourites?’

‘With extra frosting, just how you like them.’

I pull him in for another hug, careful not to let the cinnamon buns get squashed between us. Nothing beats Lucas’s cooking, and I do feel a little better knowing I have these to dig into.

He lets me go with one more shoulder squeeze, and I reach up to rub my hand over his new dark brown buzz cut.

‘Going bald already?’ I joke, even though I’ll admit it suits him.

‘It’s stylish, Lottie, or at least Meghan says so.’

‘Ah, then I happily bow before her better judgement,’ I say, swinging around to search until I find her passing Adam her huge suitcase.

‘Sorry we’re a tad late, we had to drop off the dog with my mother and you know what she’s like. She wouldn’t let me leave until she’d picked apart every element of my outfit and tried to get me to change into the Chloé Mallo ankle boots. How she’s still a designer with that taste baffles me. How’s work, Lottie?’ she asks, after pulling me in for another hug.

It’s a safe topic, unlike the big red no-go zone of my love life, and one I wish I had a more exciting answer for.

‘It’s fine, same old same old in the world of accounting,’ I say, reaching for anything further I can add that doesn’t make my work life sound as dull as it feels. ‘We have a new starter joining soon who I’ll be managing.’

‘Wow, that’s great!’ she says, giving my hands an excited squeeze.

‘I guess it is.’ I try to match her enthusiasm, but it’s a poor imitation.

Maybe I should be more excited. Clearly, I’m doing something right at work to be given another person to manage, which is always nice to know. Yet when I was told, I felt the same as I do every other day. Don’t get me wrong, I love my team, but in terms of the actual work, it’s a job I do for the money it pays me, and that’s about as far as the thrill stretches.

Now we’re all here, we head towards bag drop, then make it through security without anyone getting patted down. Tilly grabs a quick breakfast from Pret and tries not to cry at the fact a croissant and another Americano cost her nearly £10.

While we’re waiting for the gate, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket and pull it out to see a text from my mum wishing me a safe flight. I click on her number and hit ring, hoping to catch her for a quick chat while I assume she’s making her morning cup of tea. I only need to wait a second before she picks up and I hear her comforting voice on the other side of the line.

‘Hold on, darling, busy filling the kettle.’

I smile, having correctly guessed what she was doing. ‘No worries, just wanted a quick catch-up before we set off. I’m not sure what signal’s going to be like where we’re staying.’

I listen to the sounds of the tap running, the kettle switch being pressed down and the clinking of a mug being pulled from the cupboard.

‘Don’t worry if you can’t call when you’re out there, focus on having fun with your friends! How’s that going by the way?’

She sounds hesitant and I look over at where Adam is sitting on the steel chairs nearby, scrolling through something on his phone, and I know what she’s really asking.

‘Fine. Or I guess, a little weird? I don’t really know,’ I admit.

‘I think that’s expected,’ she says, not pushing me for a clearer answer, and also not judging me for being so confused.

I know my parents haven’t always understood my relationship, given they’ve never really argued throughout thirty years of marriage, let alone broken up before and gotten back together. But they’ve trusted me to figure things out with Adam on my own, always there to listen and support me when I need it but never telling me what I should, or shouldn’t, do.

‘We’re here if you need to talk, but I know you know that already,’ she continues, like she’s reading my thoughts.

My heart squeezes, part of me wishing I wasn’t getting on a plane and going away from them for two weeks. My parents are my rocks, always have been. We’re a little unit of three, and she’s right that I know they’re always there for me, like I’ve always tried to be there for them. Helping them out of any sticky situations, which is partly why I never like to be too far away.

‘Oh, your father’s come down, hold on one second…’ Her voice tapers off as she lowers the phone and I catch the muffled sound of her calling out to Dad. There’s some shuffling before I hear him, and when I do his voice gives me more energy than all the coffees I’ve drunk this morning combined.

‘Kiddo! There’s our little adrenaline junkie, how are you doing?’

I chuckle, kicking my feet out and settling further into my chair. ‘Dad, I’m the least adrenaline-seeking person ever, and you know it.’

He doesn’t deny it and instead starts telling me about his week before going off on a tangent about the neighbour’s cat who keeps sneaking into their garden. I have to cut him off before he goes on too long, knowing our gate number will soon be announced.

‘I meant to ask, how’s the script going for that pilot? The one you were telling me about last week?’

It’s for a new TV drama, a crime-procedural but with a supernatural twist, and Dad was so excited when he was brought on as a writer for it.

‘Oh yes, I need you to cross your fingers and toes for me on that one, are you doing it?’

My toes are squished in my trainers, but I manage to cross them, as well as the fingers on my free hand, which rests in my lap. It’s a silly ritual we do every time Dad has a project that we’re waiting to hear back on, or Mum’s had a big audition and we’re yet to get the results.

‘Yep, everything’s crossed – so did your agent say when you’d hear back?’

‘There’s a big studio considering it now, and we’re expecting to hear from them either way in the next few weeks.’

A few weeks, I repeat, which means it’s highly likely he’ll hear back while I’m still away. Again, I feel sad that I’m leaving, in case I miss out on the celebrations.

‘Okay, I’ll be thinking of you, Dad.’

‘Thanks, pumpkin, we could really do with this,’ he says, the enthusiasm in his voice waning, and I know enough to be able to read between the lines. What he’s really saying is they could do with the money a successful pilot could bring in.

He’s worked so hard, both of them have, that I hope they get some good news soon, either with Dad’s scripts or Mum’s auditions. But whatever happens, I’ll be there if they need me to help dig them out of any holes. It’s what I do.

Around me, the others start to stand, and our boarding gate appears on the big screen.

‘I’ve got to go, Dad, but I’ll text you both once we land and I’ll call you again soon. Love you.’

‘Lots of love to you too, pumpkin. Ski safe!’

I catch Mum calling goodbye in the background, then I hang up and slip the phone back into my pocket.

While following the others towards the gate, I can sense Adam lurking right behind me, but I continue staring straight ahead.

‘Are you really going to ignore me for the whole holiday?’

I reply with no words, only a sharp glare in his direction.

‘Okay fine, I deserve the silent treatment. You have every right to be annoyed, and if you’re going to make me work for it, fine. But do you really think you’ll be able to keep this up for a fortnight?’

I scoff at the sarcastic tone of his question, not letting him suspect he may be right. This time I can’t resist responding, if only to knock him down a peg.

‘If you think I’ll be running back to you in a week because you plan on giving me some extra compliments, you’re delusional.’ I spit the words back at him, pushing my way forwards until I’m leading the group.

We’re separated now by the other four, and I need that space because being around him is too confusing. I had wondered whether coming on this holiday with him would be awkward, that our break-up would be the elephant in the room that we’d all try to ignore but would feel lingering there all the time.

But he’s acting like nothing’s happened. He’s acting like it’s every other time, diving into operation grovel, convinced that’s all it’ll take. But this time isn’t like the others. He slept with someone else, and now he’s viewing this trip as some sort of redemption opportunity. Fine, let him try, but if he thinks the outcome is predestined, he’s wrong.

I do plan on spending these two weeks figuring some things out about us, but I’m also not going to let thoughts of him dominate my holiday. The only bed other than my own I’ll be ending up in isn’t his, it’s a massage bed in a spa after a successful day on the slopes.

That is, after I learn how to ski in the first place.
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‘Spill, what did you find out?’ I ask Meghan, who’s barely closed the door let alone come to sit with the rest of us yet.

David, Tilly, Meghan and I are crammed into one of the bedrooms in the chalet whilst Lucas and Adam are out getting some groceries and booze. This is the one Tilly and I will be sharing, so I’ve already gotten very cosy in my Disney pyjamas, fluffy socks and my hair gathered in a loose low bun.

Wooden beams criss-cross the ceiling, which slopes down nearly to the floor on the right-hand side, leaving room for a little mahogany table, which is currently topped with my sketchbook and Tilly’s sudokus. The whole chalet is a very cute set-up, three double bedrooms branching off from a massive living area with a floor-to-ceiling window that has an unobstructed view of the slopes.

There are doors opening out onto the balcony and I’d be lying if I hadn’t already started imagining the time I could spend sitting out there painting. There’s so much snow it’s like I’ve blinked and woken up in a North Pole wonderland. I’m starting to understand why people become obsessed with annual ski holidays, and I hope for the sake of my bank account I hate skiing otherwise I don’t know what I’ll do.

‘Okay,’ Meghan starts, clasping her hands together and causing the feathered cuffs of her pink pyjama top to flutter.

She’s been eavesdropping on Lucas and Adam over the last few days and is very willing to share her findings. Another reason why I love her – she’s a gossip queen.

‘So I heard from Lucas, who heard from Adam, that the blonde girl from work—’

‘The one that he cheated on me with,’ I clarify.

‘Right,’ she agrees, and I know that’s not technically true, I’m glad no one is hitting me with the ‘you were on a break’ line.

‘Apparently, he didn’t tell her you were his girlfriend. He’d told her things were complicated but you were definitely broken up.’

I grimace.

‘Hold up,’ Tilly says, pressing her fingers against her temples. ‘What about that dinner the next day?’

‘It sounds like he was telling the truth. He swore to Lucas he was only there to tell her it wasn’t happening again and that he knew it was a mistake,’ Meghan says with a shrug.

‘Well, at least that’s something,’ David says, grasping for a positive.

‘Regardless, I’ve said it in the past and I’ll say it again, that boy needs to grow a pair and stop messing you around, Lottie,’ Tilly interjects.

‘Oh come off your high horse, Tills, don’t act like you wouldn’t let him and his pretty face do the same to you. You wanted to bang him in Freshers’ Week, and don’t deny it because you told me so yourself,’ David unashamedly adds.

‘Yeah, but that was before I realised he can be as thoughtless as a bin bag,’ she replies before smiling over at me. ‘No offense, babe.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say, because she’s not wrong about that.

It’s why we’re in this situation in the first place. I fall backwards onto the cushions on the bed and stare up at the ceiling. What am I supposed to do now? So, he was telling the truth about it being a one-time thing, but that doesn’t change the fact he did it. And now we’re stuck here in the middle of nowhere in the same chalet and if he’s going to keep trying it on, I know he’ll reel me back in. I don’t want to accept that the last seven years have been for nothing.

‘All I want is to have a nice, peaceful holiday,’ I say, pushing back up onto my elbows, and soaking in the quiet joy of being surrounded by a circle of my favourite people. ‘We barely get to hang out any more.’

Everyone nods, happy to be in one place despite the drama, because it’s true. We’re so rarely all together these days. David works for this super cool estate agency and spends half the year selling properties up and down the country, Meghan’s always jetting off for photoshoots and fashion weeks, and Tilly’s busy working any of the three jobs she has whilst trying to make it to acting auditions. Lucas spends all his free time in the kitchen, working to quit his job in catering and open his own restaurant, and Adam works the world’s longest hours at a hedge fund doing a job I still fail to accurately describe.

And then there’s me.

A fully chartered accountant at a mid-size firm, working a job that’s, well, it’s fine. A work-to-live sort of job, not like a career in art would’ve been, which I let myself entertain the idea of for a time. But that’s in the past.

My point is, we all live such different lives now. We’re not a few doors away down a student accommodation corridor any more, so being here all together is special, and I don’t want anything to get in the way of it.

‘Okay so, what’s the plan?’ I ask, hoping someone’s got one.

‘The mornings will be the easiest, at least for the first week,’ Tilly says. ‘You, Meghan and I will be in ski school from ten till one, with only each other as witnesses to how many times we fall on our butts.’

‘Nah, we’ll have you on reds by mid-week and blacks by week two, I guarantee it,’ David says, bumping his shoulder against mine, before moving to pat Tilly on the shoulder. She swerves away before he can, looking at him like he’s insane, and I suppress a laugh.

Fat chance of me on a red slope. Remembering that I’m booked onto a week of ski school does make me feel marginally better though.

I hear the front door opening, and then Adam’s laugh echoes from the kitchen.

‘Sounds like they’re back, you ready to head out there?’ Tilly’s hand rests on my knee as I take a deep breath, knowing I don’t really have a choice.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I say, pushing myself up off the bed and following the others into the living room.

Lucas, unsurprisingly, is already getting started in the kitchen, laying out the ingredients they’ve bought, as well as some fancy things I don’t recognise that he must’ve brought with him in his suitcase. As I round the corner, Adam is sitting on the sofa, the seat next to him noticeably empty. He sees me staring at it, and shuffles further over, giving me ample space. I hesitate, not sure how much alone time I want with him right now, but it would be rude to walk away. In the end, I don’t think I have any other choice than to make my way over.

‘Nice place, huh?’ He gestures around the room after I’ve sat down, and I take that as my chance to look at the walls and not straight at him.

‘Yeah, I’d hope so given how much we’re paying.’

I almost bailed when Lucas first sent us the price, but it turns out there isn’t a cheap way to do a ski holiday.

Adam leans in, and I feel myself sit up straighter, unsure whether to move towards or away from him. ‘Wanna place bets on how long it takes David to start speculating how much this place would cost to buy?’

I’m about to tell him that’s a silly game, even though it’s been one of our favourites to play since David started his job four years ago.

But I don’t get the chance to. The next second, David comes into view, sliding his hand along the wooden beam above the balcony doorway and letting out a long whistle. ‘This is some high-spec wood, maybe southern pine. That’ll increase the value for sure.’

He mutters to himself some more before moving away again, one hand on his chin as he inspects the rest of the room.

Adam can’t hide his smug smile as he raises his eyebrows. I try so hard not to laugh, not wanting to give him the satisfaction, but I can’t help it and end up in a giggling fit. I rock over towards him, my shoulder brushing his, and his chest shakes as he laughs along with me. For a second, everything feels light, normal, and that sensation gives me pause.

This natural ease could be dangerous so early, so I call out to Lucas in the kitchen to ask if he needs any help. He must realise I’m silently screaming SOS because he would usually refuse immediately on the grounds that I’m an awful cook, but he beckons me over and gives me an easy task.

Later, when Adam is chatting to the others while we finish plating everything up, I try not to let my heart melt as we catch sight of one another, and his whole countenance lights up like I’m the only person he sees in the room.

It’s only been one night, and already I start to think it’ll take something big to stop me from letting myself fall back into the comfort of this again.



I try not to check my phone, knowing I won’t be happy when it reveals how late it is. It must be past two a.m., and the room is lit with a dark blue glow thanks to the skylight cut into the ceiling above me. Out of the little square I can make out more stars than I can normally count in the entire London sky. It makes me want to throw open the curtains and discover how many more there are with an uninterrupted view, but I don’t want to disturb Tilly. Her snoring lets me know she’s doing a much better job of sleeping than I am.

I shut my eyes again and clear my head. I try to picture my mind as a blank canvas, thinking that if I can achieve that, I’ll be asleep in no time. Not long after, close to drifting off with my body sinking further into the mattress and my eyelids becoming heavy, an image pops into my head that has me jolting awake.

‘What the…’ I mutter, sitting up and shaking my head in an attempt to clear it. No more of that.

After a minute, I lie back down and try again, but like before, when I’m tipping into sleep, my subconscious replays the memory of two strong hands caressing my skin. Of kisses against my neck, and of the chiselled lines of a body I can still picture in full detail. Of a face belonging to a man I’ve thought about more times that I care to admit since we met, only twenty-four hours ago.

Rory.

Thinking his name makes the image of him in my mind come into clearer focus, and there’s a growing heat in my stomach that starts to move lower and lower as I let myself remember the events of last night from the beginning. I’m shocked by how clearly I can picture it all when at the time I felt so wrapped up in the immediate sensation of his touch that the hours blurred into one big haze of wanting.

We had the whole night together, knowing that was all we’d get before we’d go back to our separate lives, but it’s like my body isn’t done with him yet. Like there’s a tug in the back of my mind that coming close to sleep has reawakened. A need to feel his lips crashing into mine again. Not that such a thing is even possible.

It feels wrong, having thoughts like this about a guy I barely know, when the one I dated for seven years sleeps only a few rooms away.

But thinking now about how Rory held me, lifted me, and carried me into his room, kicking the door closed before he tore my senses apart with each stroke of his tongue – it makes me feel too alive to want to stop.

Feeling too hot and bothered to go back to sleep now, I decide the best course of action is to head to the kitchen and get myself a large glass of cold water.

I stand slowly, waiting to hear how much the wood will creak with my weight. I cross in front of Tilly’s bed, and I’ve nearly made it silently past when my foot catches on the strap of her backpack. With a clatter, items tumble out onto the floor and I flinch backwards, shoulders raised to my ears as I wait for everything to still. I turn towards Tilly, expecting a mumble, or a yawn, or a reaction of any kind. She only snores more loudly, and although I’m grateful in that moment, her heavy sleeping reminds me she is not the person to share a room with if there was ever a break-in.

I bend down to gather everything together, my hands stilling on a thin black bottle with a spray top. It’s heavy, and I tilt it so the light reflects the words printed on the front in white letters.


No. 57 – Alpine



I lift the bottle and spray it in front of me, leaning forwards to take a sniff. It’s strong, a heavy scent mixed with something smoky, maybe? My sense of smell is pretty much non-existent with these kinds of things, but I can tell it’s definitely a man’s, and definitely not something Tilly would ever wear. Her fragrances are always sickeningly sweet, like the old-school Hollister spray bottles everyone had when they were fourteen, but she never grew out of them.

Weird. I tuck the bottle back into her bag and make a mental note to ask her who it belongs to tomorrow. I prop the rucksack back up where it was, then continue to creep towards the door.

I sigh when the handle clicks behind me, moving less carefully now as I step into the living room. It’s still dark in here, but not quite as much as the bedroom thanks to the window that covers the whole back wall. My feet lead me towards it, deciding my glass of water can wait. I pause one step away, my breath fogging the glass as I lean forwards to take in the view in front of me.

The deep green trees, which were dusted with snow in the daylight, now appear as pure black silhouettes, shooting upwards like daggers into the sky. Above them, stars of pure white are flecks against a background of blue that’s as dark as the deepest part of the sea. The more I look, the more stars appear as my vision adjusts to the darkness. I lift my fingers to the window, resting them there like I could reach out and grab one of them.

The stars, the silence, the snow that still glitters in the faded light – everything about the scene is magical. I want to step into it, be a part of it, but more than that, I want to get my sketchbook and draw it.

‘It’s quite something, isn’t it?’

My nails scratch the glass as my heart jumps into my throat. I whip my head around in the direction of the voice, my back pressed against the window. A figure cast partly in shadow leans against the countertop in the kitchen, and I’m about to scream when they take a step forward, their familiar face coming into view.

‘Jesus, Adam,’ I hiss, his name barely audible as I run out of the little breath I was holding. I hunch over, one hand pressed to my chest as I feel the wave of adrenaline that flooded my body slowly ebb.

‘Sorry, that was my bad. Couldn’t sleep?’

Once my body’s recovered enough from thinking it was about to face off an axe murderer armed in nothing but my pyjamas, I straighten back up and figure out how to answer that question. Because admitting that no, I couldn’t sleep because I keep picturing a naked man that isn’t you, is probably not something I should do.

That guilty feeling twists again in my stomach when I think about last night, and the fact I haven’t told Adam about it. I have to remind myself that I haven’t done anything wrong. We were unequivocally broken up, unlike the murky waters we were in when Adam did the same thing.

‘Yeah, something like that, you?’

He hesitates, his mouth opening, then closing again, as he turns the phone in his palm in slow circles.

‘Oh,’ I reply faintly. Late night calls for Adam aren’t unusual, and they’re always from one person. In my experience, they’ve never meant anything good. ‘Everything okay?’

I know it won’t be, but I don’t know whether to directly ask what’s happened, or whether he’ll want to talk about it. He rolls his neck, head bouncing from left to right like he’s weighing up what ‘okay’ means in the grand scheme of his life, and what side of that line tonight’s events land on.

‘She’s fine,’ he settles on. ‘She’s at Aunt Tara’s, and as far as I can tell she left before things got too out of hand.’

‘Good,’ I say, picturing the warm fireplace at Aunt Tara’s, and the kitchen, which is the place where I first met Adam’s mum.

It wasn’t planned. We’d been dating for nearly a year, and by that point I’d been starting to worry that the reason I hadn’t met her yet was because Adam didn’t want me to. I’d assumed it was something to do with me. But that evening, we’d been cooking dinner with Aunt Tara, who isn’t actually his aunt but practically raised him so she’s earnt the title. I’d met her several times by this point and liked her instantly because when I’d been nosy and walked around, her house was full of things Adam had made over the years. Pottery from primary school, parts now long broken off but still displayed proudly, and drawings he’d clearly done when he’d been very young, given that the people in them were just heads with legs. She was clearly someone who cared about him, so I was happy whenever Adam suggested we pay her a visit.

But that night, while I was stirring a risotto and Adam was laying the table, the back door swung open and a woman burst in wearing a baggy knitted jumper, the sleeve torn, her cheeks flushed red from the cold.

‘Shit,’ Adam cursed, dropping the knife he’d been holding and rushing over to her, his hands reaching out to grip her shoulders.

‘Are you hurt?’ he asked, his voice level. Clinical almost, as he scanned her from head to toe.

His question made me look again at her face, realising one cheek was much darker than the other, and there was no way its colour could’ve been caused by the cold alone. I didn’t move, unsure if she’d noticed me yet. Feeling like this scene wasn’t something I was supposed to be a part of.

‘I’m sorry, sweetie, I’m fine. Everything’s fine, I—’

I turned back to the risotto, trying to make myself as unnoticeable as possible and give them their private moment. But once her voice had trailed off, and the silence dragged on, I realised I was the reason why. Both her eyes and Adam’s were on me. Both the exact same shade of blue.

Later that night, once his mum had settled into the room I worked out she stayed in fairly regularly, Adam told me everything. As he laid out the history of his parents’ relationship, the slow deterioration that escalated into something darker and more dangerous as he’d grown older, I held his hand and realised why he’d never wanted to expose me to this before.

It was horrible to hear, and I couldn’t even imagine what it had been like for him to have that as his only frame of reference for a relationship. A love turned so dark – and that was the problem. Despite him trying to get his mum to leave once he’d been old enough to realise what was happening, love was the thing that kept her going back to that house.

I’ve never met his dad, but I know Adam’s greatest fear is becoming anything like him. But even in our relationship’s lowest points, when I felt like some of that darkness that he’d been brought up around could appear, it never did. He’d get jealous, angry and upset like any other person. And sometimes it would be without much evidence, which would frustrate me, but I knew the cause of it was an insecurity so deep-rooted that all I could do was be patient. Try and show him over time what love should really be like.

I hope that somewhere along the way, I have.

‘Tell me something.’ Adam’s low voice brings me back to the present. He’s moved forwards, now settled on the sofa where I can see him more clearly.

‘Like what?’

‘Anything.’ He shrugs.

He needs a distraction, but my mind draws a blank as I reach for something to say. I think back on the evening – dinner and board games played around empty plates – and I chuckle as I remember a fact he’s not aware of that will definitely catch his attention.

‘You know when we were playing Dobble earlier?’

‘Of course.’

The quick-fire card game is his favourite, and one he rarely loses. Even though, as he’s about to find out, the odds are very much stacked against him.

‘Did you know that Lucas cheats every time he plays?’

He doesn’t react straight away. Then what I’ve said registers and his head shakes like he’s coming out of a trance. ‘What!’

‘Shh!’ I hold up my hands then lower them slowly, hoping he hasn’t woken anyone with his exclamation. ‘Yep, his cards never actually match. He says one of the objects randomly, and you’re always too focused on your own cards to realise.’

His mouth drops open, one hand shifting to rub over his chin as his head shakes in disbelief. He waits, like he thinks I might backtrack and tell him it’s a joke.

‘That sneaky fucker,’ he concludes, more quietly this time, when he realises I’m not lying.

‘Call him out on it next time, his dishonesty must be exposed,’ I say with mock seriousness.

‘Oh, I’ll be having words with him tomorrow, you can bet on that,’ he jokes back, smiling for the first time since I walked in.

I smile too, happy that he’s shedding the weight that has been on him since he hung up the phone. He leans back against the sofa cushions, sinking into them as he turns his head.

‘Thanks, Lotts.’ I know he means for more than filling him in on Lucas’s crimes against card games.

‘Always,’ I reply, meaning it.

‘I should try and sleep,’ I add, feeling like I need to go back to my room before we risk sliding into dangerous territory. ‘I don’t want to be falling asleep in my first lesson tomorrow.’

He bats my worries away like they’re not a very real possibility and this isn’t my second disrupted night in a row. But of course, he doesn’t know about the first night. I wonder if I should tell him now, while we’re alone. I’ll have to eventually if we want to give things another try, but now doesn’t seem like the right time after the night he’s had.

‘I’m sure you’ll be great,’ he continues, ‘but sleep is probably a good idea.’

He pushes up to standing, pausing before he moves further, like he doesn’t know whether he should come over here first. Should we hug? Shake hands? Kiss? I know that would be a bad idea, but it feels odd not to. Thankfully, all he does is lift his hand to wave before crossing the floor towards the room he’s sharing with David.

‘Good night, Lotts.’

The door closes behind him and I’m left alone.

‘Night, Adam,’ I reply, only the stars left to hear me.
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‘Don’t get your phone out, you idiot, do you have a death wish?’

‘Stop being so dramatic,’ David says, lifting his phone to take a selfie of the two of us on the chairlift. He’s ditched his usual glasses for a pair of prescription sunnies, and he looks much cooler than me with my massive ski goggles. I smile at the camera even though I’m freaking out. I managed to get on this thing with minimal issues, but I worry getting off it will be another story. I watched a YouTube video on how to do it and figured it looked simple enough, but then I saw a few clips of people falling off and psyched myself out.

For now, at least, we’re so far away from the end of the lift that I can’t see it, so instead I admire my immediate surroundings.

The chairlift cuts a path through the otherwise unspoilt mountainside, the ground of which is blanketed in snow so thick I picture sinking into it like a soft mattress. The branches of the trees which surround us are dusted with white, the colour sparkling against the darkness of the bark. Down below me, the tops of the trees poke up, and I wonder how far the trunks stretch beneath.

Here and there, barely perceptible ski tracks appear, revealing the marks of some very daring skiers, and elsewhere there are animal tracks I can’t decipher. I wish I was brave enough to take my phone out like David, so I could take a photo of all of these details to sketch once we’re back in the chalet, but the most magical thing, which I know my pencils will never quite capture, is the peaceful silence. Only broken by the occasional juddering of the chairlift as we go past a support tower, and now the sound of David’s voice.

‘Okay, so you see the top where the lift curves around and starts going down again?’

I follow where he’s pointing and watch as the people in the chair in front of us push up the bar that’s keeping them in place and get ready to disembark.

‘That’s where we’re going to get off. When I say stand up, all I need you to do is pretend you’re coming out of a squat and then push your skis into a pizza to stop. You think you’ve got that?’

‘What the hell is a pizza?’

‘Stand up!’ David shouts, not answering my question, and I panic. He grabs my arm and hoists me up off the chair and I start sliding away from it against my will.

‘Pizza, Lottie!’

‘For the love of god say something that makes SENSE!’ I shout back at him as I continue sliding further away.

Shit, what do I do? All those little tips from Instagram reels that I’ve watched have fled from my brain.

‘A triangle! Push your heels out and toes in to form a triangle!’

I do as he says, making little mounds of snow where I’ve aggressively pushed against it with my ankles, and by some miracle I eventually stop. I can feel my heart hammering against my ribs and my palms are sweating despite the fact it’s freezing up here.

‘Well, that could’ve gone better,’ David says, chuckling as he comes up to rest to the side of me in a much more controlled manner.

‘Don’t act as if you were a pro the first time you ever put on skis. I haven’t even had my first lesson yet.’

‘Speaking of,’ I hear Meghan’s voice calling from behind me and I turn around to see her and Tilly pushing themselves along with their poles. ‘We’d better hurry if we’re going to make it on time, care to lead the way, boys?’

Lucas skis up to David’s side, followed by Adam, who I try to avoid looking at for too long. Especially after this morning when he stumbled into mine and Tilly’s bedroom wearing only a towel after his shower, claiming he’d gotten the rooms confused. Seeing him like that definitely weakened my resolve to not get physically close to him over the holiday. But then I remembered the other woman he’d last been shirtless with and instantly, the anger was back.

‘Lucky for you three, the ski school is very close,’ Lucas says. ‘It’s at the bottom of that little slope.’

I look where he’s pointing and if that is his idea of little, I really don’t want to know what big is, because that is not small to me at all.

‘Fancy a hand?’ Adam’s got his arm stretched out towards me, but I bat it away with one of my poles.

‘I think I can handle this on my own, thank you,’ I snap, before digging my poles into the snow and using them to push myself past him.

I know I’m being petty, but it feels good to deny some of his obvious advances.

I watch as Lucas guides Meghan down the slope, skiing backwards so he can watch her as she inches down with her skis in a triangle. She makes it to the bottom, her black and white striped all-in-one ski suit not even creased, and they high-five as I wonder, how hard can it be?

I push myself forwards until the slope dips, and I look down at my skis to make sure they’re making the right shape. I feel surprisingly controlled so far, my knees slightly bent and my skis in what I think is a good position. Maybe I’m getting the hang of this, maybe I really will be skiing on reds by—

‘Lotts, watch out!’ Adam’s voice calls out from where he’s trailing me a short distance behind. I’d been so focused on watching my feet, I didn’t see the fencing I’m heading straight towards.

‘Aaaah!’

I yell and twist my body away from it, but now my skis are both facing straight down the hill and I pick up speed so quickly it’s like I’m on a jet ski.

My arms start flailing, my poles sticking out on either side of me as my legs start going wide. I focus on staying upright until the slope levels out, but I’m wildly off balance and I don’t know how to correct it, so I panic again and that’s when I feel my bum hitting the ground. I slam my eyelids closed and curl into a ball until I come to a stop.

When I do, I wiggle both my boots and everything feels fine, thank god, but I’m missing a ski.

‘I believe this is yours.’

Behind me, a guy stands with my lost ski hooked under one of his arms. He reaches down and I take his free hand to help haul myself back up, gingerly accepting my other ski when he passes it back.

‘Thank you. Um, how much of that did you see?’

‘Enough to assume you’re here for our ski classes,’ he says, a sympathetic smile stretching across his face.

He’s handsome, and the glistening snow around us brings out the tan in his complexion. And he’s one of the ski school instructors? Lucky me, I think, aside from the fact he’s just witnessed me falling on my ass.

‘Lottie, oh my god, are you okay?’ Tilly rushes to my side, unmistakable in her bright orange helmet, which she picked to match her hair. She made the wise decision to take her skis off and walk down the slope to get here.

‘I’m fine, only a bruised ego.’

Meghan waves off the boys, and Adam lingers to check if I’m hurt. I nod to reassure him I’m fine, and he reluctantly follows the others to the queue for another chairlift that goes further up the mountain. I feel like I can breathe more lightly once he disappears, spared from thoughts of him for a few hours. It’s not long before Meghan’s used her poles to push her way over and the three of us are together and ready to take on our first lesson.

‘All set for ski school, girls?’ she asks, glancing at us both before registering the guy who’s standing opposite. ‘Oh, hello, I take it you’re our instructor?’

‘I might be, we’ve got a few groups starting today, so could I take your names and I’ll check my list?’

‘Sure, it’s Tilly, Lottie and Meghan,’ Tilly says, and he pulls out a clipboard and starts scanning down it.

‘Ah, you guys will be with my buddy today, he’s over there by the blue Topaz Ski School flag, but I’m sure I’ll catch you at the après events during the week. Have a great first day, ladies!’

He winks at us before heading towards another group of nervous-looking skiers and I realise we never got his name, or our instructor’s. I take off my other ski and gather them both together as we walk over to the Topaz flag, coming to a halt where the rest of our group has crowded.

I can’t see him yet, but as the people in front of us move to give us more space, I catch sight of our instructor. He’s wearing light blue ski trousers with a matching jacket, but regardless of the different clothing, I know it’s him. He clocks me a second later, the easy-going smile he’s been giving every other student shifting as he takes me in.

‘Lottie?’

‘Rory?’

Tilly’s eyeballs pop out of her skull as I say his name and she puts two and two together. Meghan stares at me, confused, while only one sentence repeats in my mind.

You’ve got to be kidding me.
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‘Hi,’ I squeak, clutching my skis in front of me like they could protect me from the wave of embarrassment I feel from running into him again.

I watch as Rory’s mouth opens, and I wait anxiously for him to say something – anything – so I can judge how to play this. But he only smirks like he finds this situation amusing. Like he doesn’t find this meeting awkward at all, just moderately surprising, meanwhile I feel even more disoriented than I did falling down the slope a minute ago. He seamlessly settles into ‘teacher’ mode and consults his clipboard.

‘So, it’s the booking for Lottie, Tilly and Meghan, right?’ he asks, glancing at my friends on either side of me.

Tilly lurches forward before I manage to stop her and I’m immediately regretting telling her anything about what happened that night.

‘That’s right. And you’re Rory, we’ve heard all about you and your d—’

I shoot her daggers and it’s enough to shut her up before she finishes that sentence. I don’t want to believe what word was going to come out of her mouth next. She freezes, mouth still forming the beginning of the word before switching course.

‘Your dog. You have a dog, right? The other instructor mentioned it.’

I sigh, still annoyed at her but thanking god she didn’t come out with anything more inappropriate. Rory seems to know exactly where she’d been going with that statement but gracefully plays along without comment.

‘I do, although she stays with my friend’s family when I’m not in London, so I guess she’s only half mine.’

‘Ooh you have a dog? We have a wee Yorkie back home in Aberdeen.’

The owner of the voice appears, standing at the other end of the crescent we’ve formed around Rory. She smiles at me, and my first thought is that she has a very kind face. Crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes paint her as someone often joyful, and my heart warms as she reminds me of my mum. Her ski jacket is a patchwork of colour, like someone’s taken a canvas and painted bursts of every colour of the rainbow on it before blending them all together. She passes her poles to the man on her right and reaches a hand out towards me. ‘Hello, I’m Penny.’

‘Lottie,’ I reply, taking it, and she squeezes mine tightly before pointing her thumb towards the man next to her. In contrast, his ski jacket can be described in one word: beige.

‘And this is my husband, Bill. Don’t mind his grumpy old face, he still hasn’t forgiven me for dragging us on this holiday in the first place.’

‘Maybe because I’m sixty-five with two barely functioning knees and you’ve put me in skis for the first time in twenty years. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to get rid of me.’

Penny leans towards me and cups her hand over her mouth.

‘I think he’s onto me,’ she says with a wink, and I like her already.

There’s only one other person in our group, a guy who’s standing partially out of view behind Bill. He lifts one of his hands to wave, seeming to forget the ski pole he’s holding and nearly knocks Penny on the head with it.

‘Crumbs, I’m so sorry. Uh, I’m Stephen.’

‘Hi, Stephen,’ we all say back in a chorus, which leaves him hugging his arms around himself, slightly terrified. He quickly reverts to his earlier hiding place.

‘Bless him, he’s like a little lost puppy,’ Meghan whispers in my ear.

‘Group mission to get him dancing on the tables at après before the end of the week,’ Tilly chimes in and I hide my laugh behind a cough as I try to picture that.

‘Now that introductions are all done, who’s ready to start skiing?’ Rory asks, which elicits a series of cheers from the whole group, apart from me. I’m still too shocked to register what’s going on.

Rory continues saying things that I should probably be listening to, but instead I try to figure out how best to handle this.

After a few dazed minutes, I decide there and then that the best way to play this is to carry on pretending Rory and I have never met. It’ll be fine, easy even. We’ve barely spent any time together anyway, only one evening that I’ll admit I’ve thought about more than I should’ve. I get a flashback to last night, lying in my bed in the chalet, but I shut it down and pray I haven’t flushed as red as a tomato. I’m definitely keeping that a secret, otherwise Tilly might lose her mind.

I’ll see him in a purely professional light. This is nothing more than a teacher-student relationship. Not relationship – that’s the wrong word. A teacher-student dynamic.

Yeah, that sounds doable.

I’m in my own head so much that I don’t notice Rory’s standing directly in front of me until he clears his throat, poised as if waiting for me to answer a question.

‘I’m sorry, what was that?’

‘He asked you to flip over,’ Tilly chimes in and my mouth gapes open.

‘Your skis,’ Rory clarifies, the corners of his lips twitching with amusement. The whole thing makes me want to disappear.

‘Can you flip over your skis so I can wax them? It’ll help with today’s snow.’

My face is burning up even though it’s -5°C, and I shoot Tilly a stern glare.

‘Oh, uh yeah, of course,’ I say, handing my skis over to him bottom side out, and searing out any images Tilly’s words have conjured in my head of him flipping me over two days ago. Thinking back on that night, I realise there were clues everywhere that he could’ve been a ski instructor. That painting for starters, which I could swear is a painting of this place. And I realise that odd look he gave me when I joked about him having skis in one of his bedrooms was because he most likely did have skis lying around the house.

‘You’re good to go,’ he says, handing them back and flashing me an easy smile.

Tilly brushes her gloved hand down my ski before nodding. ‘Look at you, Lottie, all slick and ready.’

I die inside, and Meghan fails to restrain herself from laughing as I frantically search for where Rory is standing and pray he was out of earshot. It’s clear from Meghan’s face that Tilly’s filled her in on who Rory is.

‘Can you two stop with that? God, this whole thing is embarrassing enough without the two of you trying to turn everything into an innuendo.’

‘Oh, come on, Lottie, don’t be so boring. Wait until the boys find out about this!’ Tilly’s eyebrows dance and I point my finger at her conniving little face.

‘No, no, no. No one is finding out about anything, got it?’ I glance from her to Meghan, mostly directing this at her as she’s usually incapable of withholding gossip, but she’s trying weirdly hard to avoid my eye.

‘Meghan?’ I ask, dreading where this is going.

She places both of her skis in front of her and takes a step backwards before she speaks. ‘Um, yeah about that… I may have already texted Lucas.’

For a moment, they are both silent, with Meghan barely visible behind the ski-shield she’s constructed. Then I’m lunging towards her, the skis doing nothing to protect her from my flailing arms as I reach towards her pocket.

‘Give me the phone!’

‘Ouch, get off me!’

‘Calm down, Lottie, this will all be fine…’

We stop when we hear someone pointedly cough behind us. I freeze, one hand still prising open the zip of Meghan’s coat, the other barely holding my skis upright.

‘Ready to start your first lesson, ladies?’

None of us say anything in response to what I take as a rhetorical question from Rory. Instead, we silently rearrange ourselves back into a line and I keep my head down, concentrating firmly on the snow by my feet, feeling like I’ve been told off for fighting on the school playground.

‘I’ve deleted the message,’ Meghan whispers a few seconds later. ‘It was on WhatsApp and it was unread so you should be in the clear.’

I sigh with relief, whispering a thank you back, glad that I can avoid at least some of the teasing this situation is bringing. But something tells me I won’t get a break from it from the two girls behind me.

Rory stands in front of us with his arms folded, trying to appear stern, but his pursed lips are a dead giveaway that he’s trying really hard not to smile. I swear I don’t have a kink for the whole teacher-student thing, but with Rory standing in front of me now, I could convince myself I do.

I spend the next ten minutes trying to focus as Rory instructs us on how to position ourselves and our skis to make it down the hill without dying, laughing whenever Penny pokes her husband with one of her poles and tells him to cheer up. While he talks, Rory takes care to address each of us individually, but pays me no more attention than any of his other students. If I needed confirmation on how unaffected he is by this whole situation, I have it.

Am I offended at his obvious indifference? Maybe a little. Will I now make it my mission to play it equally as cool? Absolutely.

Not that there’s anything going on anyway. It was one inconsequential night, and now I’m here to learn how to ski.

That’s all there is to it, so I finally start paying attention.
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‘Okay, we’re all going to make our way down to the bottom of this slope in one long line. Try to follow the person in front of you and make slow controlled turns all the way to the bottom.

‘Keep the tops of your skis pointing towards each other in your snow plough and keep your arms out to the sides to help with your balance. Everyone show me that position now so I can check we all know what we’re doing.’

I was almost enjoying the lesson up until this point, but that’s probably because we’re yet to do any skiing. Standing here, getting to listen to Rory and act like I haven’t seen everything that’s underneath that ski suit has been oddly thrilling. But now that it seems like I’m about to be forced to face what’s considered the baby slope (but still seems pretty steep to me), I’m enjoying this a lot less.

Everyone shuffles their feet so we’re standing in our ‘snow plough’ position, which I now know is what David was manically trying to get me to do when he was shouting ‘pizza’ as I slid to a snowy death earlier. Rory walks in a slow semicircle around us, starting with Stephen, who he tries to get to relax more into his posture.

When he reaches me he inspects my body from my head down to where my feet sit inside my ski boots. It would feel intimate if he was looking over my body to admire it, but he lingers nowhere and it’s clear he’s merely assessing my positioning. Plus, he’s frowning, something I hope wouldn’t be the case in the first instance.

‘Are your shins touching the front of your boots?’

‘Uh, maybe?’ I say, not really sure what it would feel like if they weren’t. At my answer he bends down so he’s crouched at my feet, one of his hands reaching down the front of my boot before he shakes his head.

‘You need to lean forward on your feet so your shins are touching the front, here.’

My brain switches off for a second as his hand touches the back of my calf, guiding it forwards until my leg connects with the fabric of my boot.

‘There, you feel the difference?’

Yes, I feel the difference between having your fingers touching me and not.

Of course I don’t say that, and settle for nodding. He smiles, moving his hands away and standing up so his face hovers a few inches in front of mine.

‘Good,’ he says, and for a bizarre second, I imagine he’ll lean in to kiss me. But if his eyes did flick down to my lips, I must’ve imagined it, because before I’ve blinked he’s moved on to Tilly. He bends down to help tighten her boots and I catch her smiling teasingly at me over his head. I ignore her, turning my attention back to the training slope ahead of us and preparing myself to start skiing. Rory finishes checking through the group and moves back to the front.

‘We’re going to start by going down the slope a few times trying to follow the path of the person in front and doing some slow, wide turns. We’ll have a different person behind me each time, any takers to go first?’

Hands grip my waist and push, and it takes me a second to realise what’s happening as my skis start moving of their own accord. I manage to stop before I crash into Rory, who’s so close I have to bend my neck back to see his face.

‘It seems we have a volunteer,’ he says, noticing the way my hands are raised in front of me, ready in case I slammed into him.

I snatch them back, trying not to slide any further as he smiles and I wonder how someone can look so hot in a ski helmet. I don’t even want to know what he thinks of my appearance right now, hair probably poking out of the French braids Meghan did for me this morning after my dramatic fall.

‘You ready, Lottie?’

I nod, fighting the fact that the way his voice lingers on the two syllables of my name makes me dizzy. I gesture down the slope and nearly take his eye out when I forget I’m holding a pole.

‘Lead the way,’ I say, cringing at the amount of times I’ve nearly impaled or bumped into him already and praying we make it down the slope with both of us in one piece.

Before I can stress about it any more, he takes off, moving at what I’m sure for him is a glacial pace but for me causes stress-sweat to pool under the collar of my ski jacket. I push off with my poles and try to mimic his movements as he skis like it’s easier than walking. I swear I don’t breathe the whole time I’m moving, my internal monologue a broken record of shit, shit, shit, shit. I try not to look down, instead staring at the back of Rory’s jacket and marvelling at the way my skis turn in the direction I want as I focus on following his slow, wide turns.

I might be managing to follow his tracks, but that doesn’t mean I’m not freaking out every time my skis momentarily face down the slope, even in the pizza position. After fumbling my last turn, I barely manage to come to a stop at the bottom, but thankfully it flattens out completely here. My monologue shifts from shit, shit, shit to wait, I’m still alive?

Once I’m more composed and my life is no longer flashing before me, I shuffle my feet in a rendition of the running man until I reach a group of kids waiting in a line near a strange conveyor belt.

When I was halfway down the slope, I was vaguely aware of Rory turning around to watch me and then proceeding to ski the rest of the way backwards. I barely noticed him though, so focused on not falling on my ass.

‘Not bad for a first try. We’re going to do it again and this time try holding your arms out a little more, like this.’

He reaches towards me, hands touching my arms as he lifts them up and out to my sides. There are at least three layers between us, from his gloves to my jacket and then the hundreds of other vests and jumpers I put on this morning, but it feels like he could be brushing his fingertips against my bare skin. I wonder if he feels it too as we stay there, him not moving away as we both look at the points where his hands rest on me.

Then I hear the sound of shifting snow behind me and Tilly comes to a stop at my back, glowing from what I know isn’t only satisfaction at making it down the slope.

Rory clears his throat, not looking back at me as he moves away and waits for the rest of the class to reach the bottom. I come back to my senses and turn to watch as Penny follows behind Bill, getting close enough to poke him in the back with a pole and causing his ever-present frown to deepen. At the back is Stephen, staring at the snow in front of him like it’s lava and moving at such a cautious pace I’m not sure he’s moving at all.

Meghan pushes her poles into the snow to propel herself closer to me, nodding her head up towards him.

‘We need to get this guy a drink so he can loosen up a bit,’ she says, and even though I’m unsure alcohol and first-time skiers are a good mix, I think I agree in this case. Once we’ve all made it down with a surprising lack of falls, Rory gestures towards the strange tunnel to our right.

‘Good job, everyone, it’s not every day a full group makes it down on their first time without a fall. Now, over there is the magic carpet, and it’s the easiest way to get back up to the top so we can do all of that again. All you need to do is line your skis up at the entrance and shuffle onto the carpet and it’ll do the work for you. Then when you get to the top, use your poles to push forwards and turn to the right, back towards where we set off from.’

With that, he skis towards the entrance and I shuffle like a newborn penguin behind him until I get a better look at the inside of the domed tunnel.

‘Ladies first,’ he says, inching to the side to allow me to step on.

I lift my skis up and slide forwards until the tips catch on the carpet and start dragging me up. Once I’m off, I try to find my centre of balance on the sloped surface. It moves more slowly than I thought it would, and halfway up I get bored and start watching as other skiers make their way down the slope. Snow coats the roof of the tunnel and parts of the sides, but I can still make out a group of kids following each other in perfect synchronisation. I’m busy watching them when I realise my skis are starting to slip backwards.

I panic, immediately pressing my poles into the stationary sections of carpet on either side of me in an attempt to stay in place, but they aren’t enough to hold me and I start properly sliding.

‘Shit!’ I yelp, ready for the inevitable chaos.

I prepare for the embarrassment of falling yet again, and of taking out the whole class behind me, but it doesn’t come. I realise I’ve stopped, and two strong hands grip either side of my waist.

‘It’s okay, I’ve got you,’ a voice whispers close to my ear, and my heart jumps in my chest as I remember Rory was the one behind me. His chest is firmly against my back and my ass is pressed flush against his groin.

‘I’m so sorry about this,’ I say, glad he can’t see the blush that’s spreading across my face and neck as I do everything I can not to move and send us both tumbling back further.

‘It’s fine,’ he says in a monotone, which doesn’t reassure me that it is.

‘This happens more often than you’d think,’ he adds, more softly, and I scrunch my nose in disbelief even though he can’t see.

‘Which part? Students falling into you on the magic carpet, or the part where I’m a student that you’ve…’ I cut myself off before I say anything else inappropriate that someone might overhear.

‘The first part. I’ve never found myself in… the other situation.’

‘Oh, cool’ I say, keeping my head down as I pray for the carpet to move faster. It’s at that moment I realise one of my skis is crossed with his. It must’ve gotten that way when I barrelled into him. ‘Shit, sorry, let me fix that.’

I lift my foot to untangle us as the exit nears, transferring my weight onto my left leg and inadvertently pushing myself into him more as I try not to lose my balance.

Rory’s hold on my waist tightens, anchoring me to him as I straighten out my skis, and I get a flashback to that night. His hands caressing the dips above my hips, his touch so gentle and heavenly on my bare skin, before he grabbed me in the same place he is now. Only then it wasn’t to pull my hips towards him for balance, but to push them into the mattress as I lay on my front.

I fight to shut that image of us away, but Rory’s thumbs start to move in delicate circles at the centre of my lower back, and I swear he’s reliving the same memory.

We reach the top, and before I can find out whether his thoughts echoed mine, he releases me. As he skis past me, our eyes meet for long enough to try and confirm how affected the other was by the last few minutes. Or rather, he’s able to confirm how I felt about it, whilst his emotions are far from clear. He passes by my side with ease, while I come to a standstill and have to dig my poles into the snow to inch myself forwards.

It doesn’t take long for Tilly and Meghan to pull up on either side of me.

‘Did you fall back into Rory? Was that on purpose? And why is your face so—’ Tilly’s talking at a mile a minute and I stop her with a firm hand on her chest.

‘Not right now, still processing,’ I say.

‘You little flirt.’ She playfully bites her lip before making her way over to where the rest of the class are gathered. I take my time to follow her and join the group, giving myself the chance to rid my face of the flush that I can’t blame solely on the crisp cold.

Rory does a headcount, lingering on me for a beat longer than anyone else, and I catch his jaw tic. I try to figure out what that tiny movement means, worried that it’s something bad. The situation on the magic carpet was undoubtedly uncomfortable for him, and although he didn’t show any indication of it at the start, perhaps my presence here is putting him in an awkward position. His role of keeping everyone in the class safe is a serious one and what about his reputation at the school? Now that I’ve shown up, he’s probably seriously regretting the night we spent together because of how it’s screwing with his job.

He was likely regretting that night already, given that he’d had to spend half of it making me tea and consoling me as I cried and word-vomited about my ex-boyfriend. I wish my body would sink into the snow as he clears his throat, that easy smile back on his face, which betrays nothing and only makes me more nervous.

‘Who’s ready to go again? Maybe a different volunteer to follow me this time?’

‘I’ll go,’ Penny announces, pole lifted into the sky. She pauses as she shuffles past me, leaning into my side to whisper. ‘Who wouldn’t take up the chance to stare at his bottom up close for a few minutes? But don’t tell Bill.’

She winks as she sets off down the slope and I chuckle, because she has no idea how right she is. I wait for more of the group to follow, hoping to go at the back of the line this time where there’s the smallest chance I’ll make Rory more uncomfortable than he already is. Meghan pulls up at my side, nudging me with her shoulder.

‘Come on, slow-poke, only two hours and forty-five minutes to go,’ she says, giving me a little shove from behind to get me going.

I pray the time flies.
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All the muscles in my legs ache as I walk up the hill that takes us from our chalet to the main part of the town. After a fairly full-on first day on the slopes, we all got back, showered, relaxed for an hour and then decided to explore the nearby village.

I’m thankful to be back in normal shoes and not those torturous boots. They felt fine when I was skiing but the awkward clunky steps I had to take when the skis were off were not enjoyable. And don’t even get me started on trying to walk downstairs in them to get to the toilet at lunch. I had one slip and I thought I was a goner. Death by ski boot would not be a good way to go.

Walking in my baby-blue Moon Boots by comparison is heavenly, and the climb is well worth it once we reach the top and I see the town for the first time. The narrow street we’ve been following widens into a square, and at the centre sits a carved wooden snowman draped in warm white lights. That’s not the only Christmassy decoration in sight, and anywhere else it would feel wrong given that it’s late January, but not here. Here it makes sense. Cloudlike flakes of snow start to fall from the pure white sky and I couldn’t feel more like I’ve stepped into the pages of a festive children’s picture book if I tried.

‘Wow,’ I whisper on an exhale, my breath forming a temporary cloud in front of me.

‘I feel like I’m in a fairy tale. Or a Disney village,’ Meghan adds, unknowingly echoing my thoughts, whilst lifting a gloved hand to catch a falling flake.

‘It reminds me of that market we went to, the one in Germany,’ Adam leans down to say to me. He’s been trying to start little conversations with me since we reunited at lunch, and although I was wary of them at first, slipping into our usual chats has felt like putting on your favourite pair of jeans. Maybe it’s the change of pace here, the peace of it compared with the bustle of London. Maybe this is what we needed.

‘Goslar,’ I reply. ‘That was a good trip.’

One of my favourites of ours. He was only able to get two days off work before Christmas, but it was enough. We spent them wandering the medieval German streets on the surprise getaway he’d planned. The cobblestones and the twinkly lights are similar here, stretching across the square, criss-crossing in the middle as they’re strung from building to building.

Meghan whips her phone out of her pocket and starts taking photos, panning around to get some with the full group in shot, as well as a candid one of Adam and me. He’s then called away by the guys, who are further ahead, scraping together snowballs from the piles ploughed to the sides of the road for a fight.

He flashes me a small smile before he joins them, while I stay with Tilly and Meghan. The snowball fight escalates, and the gap between them and us widens, but we don’t call them back. They came into town in pursuit of a sports bar to watch the football, while we have a different agenda: souvenir hunting.

Tilly links her arm through mine as we walk, and I lean in to rest my head on her shoulder. When I do, I get hit with a passing note of floral perfume.

I squeeze her arm, the question I was so eager to ask last night now coming back to mind.

‘You have some explaining to do,’ I start, curious to see if she guesses what I’m talking about.

Tilly’s face is totally blank, and when she does reply, it’s bland. Non-committal. ‘About what?’

Weird, I think. The way she’s fishing for a hint makes me wonder if that aftershave isn’t the only thing she’s keeping to herself. It’s not like Tilly to keep something bottled up, even things I sometimes wish she would.

‘The men’s aftershave.’ I cut to the chase. ‘I meant to ask you about it earlier, but last night I accidentally knocked over your bag and it fell out. Spill, girl! Who’s the mystery guy?’

Her eyebrows knit together, lips pinched and drawn to one side like she has no idea what I’m talking about. But then something clicks, and her mouth drops open into a small circle.

‘Oh, the aftershave! That’s…’ She trails off, looking around us like the answer is plastered on a shop sign. Meghan walks a few paces in front, oblivious to our conversation. ‘You know, it’s that guy. It belongs to… Jason,’ she finishes.

I blink. ‘Jason.’

She has most definitely never mentioned a Jason to me before.

‘Mhm.’ Her head bobs frantically. ‘I met him in the club and then went back to his. I guess it must have fallen in when I was gathering my stuff to leave. Funny, that.’

There’s a slight pause between each of her sentences.

‘And you didn’t mention this before because…’ I wait, letting her fill the gap.

The last time she slept with someone I was sent no less than six voice notes totalling nearly twenty minutes. And now all I’m getting is a name that sounds like she can’t remember, and a summary of her night reduced to a couple of sentences.

‘There!’ Meghan’s voice shouts out from ahead of us, her finger pointing at a shop window that’s full of all kinds of trinkets.

Tilly’s attention darts towards where she’s pointing, and before I can question her more, she’s following Meghan across the road. I can’t shake that sixth sense that her story is off. Why would she lie about something like aftershave, or having a one-night stand? It wouldn’t have been a first for her, and certainly not something she’s ever been private about before. I brush it off for now, deciding to bring it up again when her brain isn’t scrambled from a full day of skiing, and catch up with them both.

Hanging next to the door of the shop is a slab of oakwood with La Maison des Cadeaux painted in white cursive letters, confirming we’re in the right place.

As we head closer, the door swings open, setting off a small bell that hangs over the top, and we’re greeted by two familiar faces.

‘Hello, girls! Are you doing some shopping too? Oh, you’ll love what I bought in there!’

Penny’s wearing the same patchwork jacket she sported on the slopes, but even without it I would’ve recognised her. Bill’s there too, standing stoically at her side as she pries a little brown paper bag from his hand, which he seems reluctant to part with.

‘They really don’t need to see—’

He stops when it’s too late and Penny’s already secured the bag and revealed her souvenir to us. In her hand rests a little fridge magnet with the name of the resort at the top, and a woman skiing in the foreground.

Totally topless.

Penny chuckles and she puts the magnet away and catches Bill’s disapproving expression. ‘Lighten up, dear. Ridiculous fridge magnets are our tradition, and it was between this one or the one of the man skiing with no trousers on, so count yourself lucky. Anyway, enjoy your afternoon, girls. We’ll see you tomorrow!’

She loops her arm through Bill’s and he places his hand over hers, giving a long-suffering sigh that can’t hide how clearly he loves her silly ways. Together they amble off in the direction we came from while we head into the shop.

‘Ooh, fur headbands,’ Meghan exclaims the moment we step inside, and the three of us naturally spread out to explore different corners of the shop.

Unsurprisingly, I’m drawn straight to a section with a selection of paintings and art prints. There are little postcards and graphic prints but what catches my attention most is a painting of a chairlift cutting through the trees. The paint is thickly layered, and I admire the impasto technique which makes the falling snow come alive on the canvas. It’s messy and real, and it’s like I’m right there being carried through the snow. I love it.

It brings to mind the one that was above Rory’s bed, which had none of the authenticity of this piece.

Rory.

I’d planned on spending this week figuring out my feelings for Adam, yet since seeing Rory today I find myself thinking more frequently about him instead. Silly things, like with this painting and how I’m considering taking a photo of it to show him. I drop the thought though, deeming it too inappropriate.

Instead, I weave my way towards a wall covered in fabric sew-on patches. There’s a section of ski school related ones, and I find several that match the logo of our beginner’s class. I reach out to peel one off the wall when I’m stopped by a voice.

‘Typically, you wait until after you’ve finished ski school to buy the patch. Otherwise, it’s bad luck.’

I jolt, nearly knocking some of the display down with my shoulder as I turn towards the voice that came from the back of the shop.

I have to do a double take to be sure I’m not hallucinating Rory standing there. He’s still there, his large frame out of place in the cramped gift shop.

He’s holding a mug of something hot, steam twirling up from the surface as he lifts the edge to his lips and takes a sip before setting the mug down on a side table.

‘Do you work here?’ I ask, trying to figure out the when, how and why of him being here. Is this what he does when he’s not teaching?

He shakes his head before I start believing he’s a part-time gift shop owner. ‘No. But the owner, Claudia, is a family friend and she likes me to pop by when I can. I reckon it’s less for a chat and more so she can take a break, like she is right now.’

He tuts, then adjusts a Christmas ornament that’s spun to face the wrong way.

‘Sounds like you’ve spent quite a lot of time here if you’re friends with the shop owners,’ I comment.

He shrugs. ‘Something like that.’

He doesn’t elaborate and switches the conversation by walking over to me and pointing at the patch I was mid-removing. ‘Orange. Is that your favourite colour?’

It’s not, and that’s the first time I notice the one I’ve picked out is that colour. I like it, but I couldn’t say it’s my favourite. I don’t have one; my favourite colour shifts depending on whatever I’m painting. When I’m back home in the woods near my parents’ house on the outskirts of London it’s green. Green like the leaves, the clusters of trees or the moss. When I’m in the city, sometimes it’s red. Like buses, postboxes and the circle of the tube station signs.

‘I don’t really have a favourite,’ I admit.

‘In that case…’ He reaches over my shoulder to pluck a badge which has a midnight-blue background and white thread for the letters. ‘Get this one.’

His fingers gently circle my wrist and he turns it so my palm is facing upwards before pressing the patch into it. Examining it more closely, I’ll admit it has a lovely design. The background appears to be speckled with little white dots like falling snow.

‘Why this one?’

‘Because blue is my favourite.’

It’s only a mundane fact, the most generic of them all, but I still squirrel it away. I think about buying it because it’s pretty, definitely not due to the fact that it’s his favourite, but then I remember what he said when he first saw me.

‘What about it being bad luck?’

He seems to have quickly changed his mind as he bats his hand through the air between us. ‘It’s bad luck for most people, but I’ve heard that you have a pretty great instructor so…’

He might be cocky, but his confidence is annoyingly attractive.

His expression changes to one more serious before he next speaks. ‘Lottie, I’m really glad I bumped into you, because I wanted to say—’

‘I found the other magnet Penny was talking about and look at the size of this guy’s knob!’

Tilly bursts into the moment from one of the hidden parts of the shop, thrusting a magnet in my face that indeed features a disproportionately large penis for the small ceramic man it’s moulded onto.

‘Ah, that’s one of Claudia’s favourites. I’m not sure she’d actually let you buy it.’

It’s then that Tilly notices Rory, her head swivelling like a meerkat between the two of us. ‘Oh! Sorry, was I interrupting something? Ignore me! Nothing to see here except a concerningly inaccurate depiction of male anatomy.’

She starts to back away, walking on her tiptoes like she’ll become invisible if she’s quiet enough. Rory lifts his chin in greeting at someone behind me, and when I turn there’s a lady who’s crossing the road and heading towards the shop. I guess she must be Claudia.

‘It’s fine, I actually better be going. I have some prep to do for the quiz tonight.’

‘Quiz?’ Tilly’s head reappears from behind a spinning postcard display she tried hiding behind. ‘We’re going to be there too!’

Rory turns to me for confirmation, and I nod.

‘Still brainstorming our team name, but yeah, we’ll be there.’

He’s still for a moment, considering this information before the bell dings again above the door. The owner returns and immediately spots Rory’s discarded mug, which earns him a chiding glare. He picks it up and moves to take it into a back room, pausing before he disappears, turning back towards me. ‘I’ll see you tonight then, Lottie.’

He’s gone around the corner before I can reply, and I realise he didn’t continue whatever it was he’d started to say. I’m left alone, my thumb stroking idly across the patch still sitting in my palm.

Without overthinking it, I head to the counter, pay, and leave the shop before he reappears.
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‘What do we think of Sluts of the Slope?’

I don’t dignify Tilly’s suggestion with a response.

‘I still think we should go with The Three Mu-ski-teers,’ Meghan says with a shrug, and I nod, nothing else coming to my mind.

I jot down our team’s name at the top of the piece of paper before reading the sheet on the boys’ table to see what they’ve come up with. ‘Yellow Snow, really?’

I’m glad to see they’re less creative and more immature than we are, leaving us with a better shot of winning the ‘best team name’ prize. The quiz is taking place in a rustic après bar called Sommet de la Montagne, although we’re ironically at the bottom of the slopes. I’ve watched the place slowly fill up whilst I’ve taken the opportunity to scan the room as many times as I can without anyone noticing and questioning me on it.

I go to take a sip from my pint only to realise I’ve already drained it. Mostly because of a stupid drinking game Tilly made up where the only rule is ‘sip any time Adam tries to charm me’. And so far tonight he’s been pulling out all the stops.

Speaking of the devil, he copies me and leans across the tables to peer at our answer sheet. ‘Hey, that name’s pretty good! Bet you came up with it, Lotts. You’re always great at puns.’

I mutter a thanks, and once he’s leant back towards his own table Tilly nods her head towards the empty pint glass in front of me. ‘That’s another sip. You’d better go and get another one. At this rate we’ll be carrying you home.’

I huff, hopping off my stool and wading through the groups of people standing around who arrived too late to secure a table, eventually making my way to the bar. I’m not sure drinking loads is the smartest idea when we’ve got another early class tomorrow, but my brain has been on hyperdrive since we met up with the boys this afternoon.

I’m overanalysing everything Adam does and how it makes me feel, making mental tally charts with pros and cons, and right now I really want to stop. Seeing as getting time away from Adam isn’t an option, I decide another drink will help slow down my thoughts instead.

With the quiz starting soon and the bar filling up, there’s a thick crowd between me and the countertop. While I wait, I scan around the bar again. When I still can’t find him, my stomach sinks with the realisation he might not turn up. I shouldn’t really care, I’m here for the quiz and to help Meghan and Tilly smash the boys. And yet…

Eventually, I advance far enough through the queue that there’s only one person in front of me. He was obscured before because he was leaning down with his elbows on the counter.

‘Cheers, mate,’ he says, taking a pint in each of his hands.

Hands that I’m very familiar with.

In the second before he turns to face me, I consider running away, or hiding behind someone, which is ridiculous because he’s the person I’ve been searching the room for since I arrived.

I end up not having time to move before he spots me, his hazel eyes bright in the dim light of the room.

‘Lottie, you made it.’

‘I guess I did,’ I say, trying to sound like there might’ve been a chance I wouldn’t. ‘We’ve got a team name and everything.’

‘That’s a good first step.’

Someone jostles him and a few drops of beer spill over the rim of the glass.

‘Hold on, give me one minute,’ he says, manoeuvring expertly through the crowd with the two drinks.

I take that as the opportunity to order my own. I lean forward on the bar to inspect the options they have on tap in case I want to try something else. But I make the decision to stick with the same cider as before, about to order it when I hear his voice again from my side.

‘No cups of tea tonight?’

‘I think tonight needs something a little stronger,’ I reply, still facing the bar.

I wait for the bartender to come over, only I’m drawn back to Rory when he speaks again, suddenly much closer.

‘There’s something I wanted to talk to you about earlier, in the shop,’ he says, and my breath catches.

I’ve been wondering what he’d been about to say when Tilly interrupted. I’ve considered countless possibilities, some good, some bad, and now that I’m about to find out, I start to worry. I turn to face him, nodding to let him know he can go on and hoping he doesn’t notice how my feet are shifting beneath me.

‘I wanted to say that I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable earlier on the magic carpet,’ he says, his tone serious.

My eyebrows pull together in confusion. ‘You? But I should be apologising to you. I’m the one who fell into you and forced us into that situation in the first place.’

He can’t deny that, bouncing his head from side to side like he’s weighing up who’s to blame here. ‘True, but I shouldn’t have held onto you like that for so long. It was unprofessional of me, regardless of anything we’ve done before.’

Even without going into the details, that acknowledgement alone of our history makes my throat dry out, and I wish I had my refilled drink.

‘What I’m trying to say is, I understand if you want to switch classes. If you want me to arrange an alternative teacher for you and your friends, I will.’

I freeze, blinking slowly. That was not what I was expecting, and I let him know a little too quickly.

‘No, I don’t want— I mean, do you want that?’ I blurt out, hands doing weird little gestures as I point between the two of us.

‘No,’ he says, without any hesitation. ‘I don’t want that.’

‘Okay good, then it’s settled,’ I say, glad that matter’s been put to rest.

‘Good,’ he echoes back, the corners of his mouth twitching at the repetition. Then his focus shifts behind me as he points to one of the ciders on tap.

‘She’ll take a pint of Henry Weston,’ he says, and the bartender jumps into action.

‘How did you know that’s the one I wanted?’ I ask, equal parts confused and curious.

He points towards my old empty glass that still stands on the table with my friends. ‘I’m observant.’

I don’t know how to respond. I hadn’t been able to find him until now, so I thought he must’ve just arrived. But apparently he’s been very aware of where I’ve been.

‘Oh, well thanks, but I can’t let you pay for that,’ I say, reaching for my card from my wallet. I’m stilled when his hand closes over mine, stopping me.

‘It’s nothing, take it as a well done for getting through your first day on the slopes.’

I don’t notice him pay as I turn away from the bar only for my eyes to clash harshly with the icy stare of Adam.

I don’t know how long he’s been looking this way, but a good guess would be long enough for him to suspect something’s going on over here. Not that there is, but when Rory hands me the glass, his fingers brushing over mine in a way that could suggest he’s more than a stranger, I glance over again and see Adam’s frown deepen. I pull the pint in towards me and take a step back, widening the gap between us.

‘Thanks again for this. I’ll, uh, see you tomorrow then?’

‘Bye, Lottie,’ he says, and I can feel his attention on me still as I turn and walk back towards our table.

Even if I didn’t know he was currently watching me from across the room, the fact Tilly’s mouth is open in a silent squeal is indication enough. Once I’m sat back down she won’t stop kicking me under the table, meanwhile Adam’s shifted his whole body to make it obvious he’s avoiding me like the plague. A bit rich coming from him, but I ignore it and focus on the preppy woman with cherry-red hair who has appeared dressed in a staff T-shirt.

I consider telling Adam the truth, that the drink is nothing but an apology for an awkward encounter earlier in class. Then again, I don’t think he’d be pleased to hear the details of the encounter, so I’m glad when the woman starts talking and draws everyone’s attention back to the point of the evening.

‘Welcome, everyone, to this week’s Topaz ski quiz night. I’m going to be kicking us off with our first round, everyone’s favourite…’

‘Musicals,’ I whisper.

‘Sports,’ comes a collective prayer from the boys’ table.

‘K-drama,’ Tilly guesses a little too optimistically.

But it’s Meghan who’s punching the air when the host announces it’ll be geography. ‘Hell yeah! I’m such a National Geographic nerd, we’re going to wipe the floor with the boys.’

Lucas nods. ‘She really is, honestly it’s a little weird how many random facts she knows about the social habits of otters.’

She reaches across the tables to shove his shoulder, leaving him wobbling on his barstool.

‘Don’t act like you don’t love it, I saw you googling photos of otters holding hands after that episode.’

We quieten down so we can hear the first question, which is sadly not about otters but is about postal abbreviations of US states, which is randomly another area of Meghan’s expertise. I renounce ownership of the pen and answer sheet so she can frantically scribble down the answers whilst Tilly and I get to sit back and relax.

I start to zone out when question six rolls around, which is about ranking three countries from highest to lowest based on their banana exports, and I find myself scanning the room. Rory’s leaning against the bar, looking directly at me, and my heartbeat quickens. He doesn’t stop, unfazed by the fact I’ve caught him staring. How long has he been looking over here?

Another question gets called out, but I don’t hear it. I’m distracted, still watching him when his mouth starts to move. I can tell he’s trying to tell me something, but I can’t work out what. I shake my head at him and shrug, so he tips his head towards Meghan. I turn and find her with her head in her hands, eyes screwed shut.

‘Shit, I know this one, but I can’t remember whether it’s the Arctic or Antarctic desert that’s bigger.’

‘I thought the Sahara Desert was the biggest in the world?’ Tilly says, leaving Meghan shaking her head.

‘It’s a common misconception. Deserts don’t have to be hot, but which one is it?’

I look back towards Rory and watch his lips as they sound out one word.

‘It’s Antarctica,’ I whisper to the girls, and Tilly arches a brow.

‘Since when do you know anything about polar deserts, or geography in general, little miss “I thought Dutch people were from Denmark”?’

I kick her under the table for bringing that up whilst Meghan stares at me in horror.

‘I never thought that.’

I definitely did. Meghan’s downturned lips look unconvinced.

‘I have a good feeling, trust me on this one.’

We make it through the rest of the round with the boys only trying to cheat four times by not-so-subtly trying to copy our answers. We swap with them for marking and every correct answer that the announcer reads elicits a whoop from us and a groan from the boys. And then we get to question seven.

‘So, I think a lot of you are going to get this one wrong, because the largest desert in the world is not in fact the Sahara,’ she says, and we can immediately draw a cross against the boys’ answer.

‘It’s actually a polar desert. The correct answer is… the Antarctic desert.’

‘Yes! Go on, Lottie!’ Tilly shouts, tipping her drink towards me to cheers.

I knock my glass against hers before shifting to look over my shoulder at where Rory is still standing. I raise my glass in his direction, and he does a faux bow back at me. I giggle as I take a sip, then quickly turn back towards the table and once again, Adam is glaring at me.

‘You okay there?’ I ask, even though I know by his scowl that the answer is clearly no. He huffs in response and takes an extra-long sip of his beer.

‘I’m fine. Only curious as to why you’re acting like you know that guy over there.’

‘He’s our ski instructor,’ I say back, trying to dispel the tension that’s become palpable between our two tables. The others pretend to focus intently on marking and totalling the answers from round one, but I know they’re all listening in. Ready to step in if needed.

‘Then why did he buy you a drink and has proceeded to stare at you for the last half an hour?’

‘Jeez, cool off, big guy, she told you nothing’s going on,’ Tilly jumps in to back me up and I give her hand a grateful squeeze under the table.

‘Right, okay then,’ he huffs again, downing the rest of his drink before scanning the bar. He pushes off from his stool and now no one’s hiding the fact they’re paying attention to the interaction between us. ‘If Lottie’s being bought drinks by strangers and everyone’s cool with it, then I’m sure no one will mind me going off for a chat as well.’

I watch as he walks away from us towards the bar where a group of girls are standing waiting to be served, and I know what’s going to play out before it happens.

As soon as he reaches them, he leans forward, catching their attention and turning on that infuriating charm of his. Within seconds, he’s got his arm around a tall blonde and he’s leaning in to whisper something in her ear. She laughs, and I want to throw up.

‘Lottie, we can go if you want,’ Meghan says, reaching across the table to touch my arm, but I shake my head, plastering on a smile that couldn’t be more fake.

‘No, it’s fine. I… I’m going to go get some air.’

Tilly opens her mouth to say something, but I’m already moving.

‘I’ll only be a second,’ I say, leaping off my stool and heading towards the front door before anyone can offer to come with me.

Adam’s head whips round to track me, and as I pass him his hand brushes mine like he’s trying to stop me.

‘Fuck, Lotts. Wait a second!’

I should keep going, but I turn anyway and make no attempt to hide the hurt from my face. He abandons the bar and strides over to me, hands hanging awkwardly between us like he wants to touch me but doesn’t know if he can. I take another step backwards to settle that debate and his face falls.

‘I’m so sorry, that was stupid. I don’t know what I was thinking.’

‘I do,’ I say, because it’s true.

This isn’t the first time he’s acted out of jealousy. He would think the same thing anytime I mentioned another guy’s name early on in our relationship, or I came home later than expected even though I told him I was only out with the girls.

I thought he’d learnt to trust me, that our relationship wasn’t the same as his parents’. I guess I was wrong.

‘Do you even want to get back together? Or is that all an act?’

He recoils like I’ve punched him in the stomach, but if he doesn’t trust me, he can’t be offended when I don’t trust him either.

‘Of course I want you back.’

He says it like it’s obvious, but the last five minutes have shown me a side to him I try to forget. I wasn’t lying when I said nothing was happening with Rory. A few jokes and unfortunate collisions from this morning aside, I don’t have any reason to assume his act of buying me a drink was anything more than a friendly gesture.

Whatever it was, it doesn’t excuse Adam from chatting up another woman less than ten metres away from me. I start to feel sick again as I think about it and all I want is to feel some cold air on my face.

‘I’m going outside. Alone.’

I don’t wait to see if he follows as I head to the door for real this time. I’m hit with an icy rush as soon as I step outside, but the relief I was hoping for doesn’t come as I pace across the pavement. This whole situation is bullshit, and I hate that after everything, I still care enough about Adam to have this sort of reaction. To run out here instead of being able to stay at the table with my friends and ignore it.

Typical Adam. Immature Adam. Adam fucking with my heart even now that we’re over.

I’m outside and I don’t know where I am or where I’m going as I scan the icy street through a haze of stubborn tears that won’t fall and maybe I really am going to throw up and—

‘Hey, are you okay?’

My thoughts stop as soon as I hear his voice.

I realise I’ve walked halfway down the street, and when I turn, Rory’s right there, leaning against a post a few metres away from me. I stop, arms wrapped around my stomach as I try to hold myself together.

‘Totally, just enjoying the weather,’ I say, lifting one hand to the sky, and it’s only then that I realise it’s snowing again.

I stare at the flecks of white that disappear as soon as they touch my skin, and the sight makes everything worse. Like there are beautiful things here, but whenever I try to reach for them, they disappear. I wrap both my hands tighter around myself as I come more to my senses and realise the snow has soaked through the thin fabric of my jumper.

‘Maybe you’d enjoy it more with a jacket. Here, take mine,’ he says, continuing towards me as he pulls off the Topaz ski staff jacket he’s wearing.

‘No, no, it’s fine, I’m fine.’

I shake my head and protest because I literally have a jacket inside, but I realise it’s useless when he reaches behind me, balancing the unzipped jacket on my shoulders before pulling the two sides together at the front so they surround me.

The sleeves hang over my arms and I’m drowning slightly in the fabric, which is unsurprising given he’s about a foot taller than me, and I get a flashback to how I looked in his bathroom mirror the first time I tried on a piece of his clothing.

‘You really didn’t need to do that. Especially since we both know I have a bad track record with returning your clothes.’

I picture that black T-shirt, which is currently sitting in a drawer in mine and Tilly’s room at the chalet. I mindlessly threw the shirt into my suitcase with no clue its owner would be on the same mountain as me. Or maybe not so mindlessly. It is comfy. And it smells nice.

‘I’d say you can have the jacket, it can keep my T-shirt company, but unfortunately, I will need this one back for events later in the week. But keep it for tonight. Wouldn’t want you catching a chill and missing class tomorrow. You can give it back to me then.’

His tone goes up at the end, almost like it’s a question.

‘That is, if you’re still comfortable with the class situation. I know you said you were, but if you change your mind, I understand.’

‘I won’t change my mind,’ I say, shifting my shoulders and liking the way his jacket drapes further over me.

‘Okay, tomorrow it is then,’ he says, nodding as a small smile flits across his face.

‘Tomorrow,’ I say, trying to calm the way my heart flutters as I realise how excited I am.

Someone walks out of the après bar and a wave of laughter rolls out of the doorway and reminds me of my friends who I’ve left inside.

For a moment I’d forgotten that we weren’t back on a street corner in Clapham. That it isn’t only the two of us. I think Rory might’ve felt the same as he groans, ‘I really need to get back, I’m doing a round later and Tori’s probably freaking out about where I’ve disappeared to.’

‘Oh god, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you,’ I say, gesturing back towards the bar. ‘You should definitely go, I’ll…’ I look down at my feet where they stay planted on the pavement, unwilling to move at the thought of going back in.

I don’t want the others to worry about me, but I equally don’t want to face what could be waiting for me inside. Especially if I go in wearing this jacket.

‘I’ll stay here for a while.’

Somehow, when Rory takes in my appearance, he puts the pieces together as to why I fled, and why I’m not yet ready to face going back in.

‘So, that was the ex, huh?’

I shrug. ‘Don’t make him sound famous, it’ll go straight to his head.’

He scoffs, pausing to consider something before he starts to take slow steps backwards.

‘Wait here,’ he says, watching me until he reaches the entrance and disappears inside. I do as he says, left out here alone as the snow continues to fall. I get lost in the rhythm of it, feeling peaceful now it’s not soaking me. Then Rory’s head pops out from the side of the door.

‘Coast is clear,’ he calls out, before reaching one hand in my direction. ‘Not a twat-head in sight, if I’m remembering your description of him correctly.’

I don’t move for a second, shocked that he remembers me saying that when I barely do. I worry about where Adam might’ve gone to, picturing him getting lost walking around alone in the snow, but I know Lucas will have had the same worries and wouldn’t have let him go if he hadn’t promised to keep his phone on. Besides, I think the space will be good for everyone, and he always does like to walk when he’s working through something.

Before I know it, I find myself moving back towards the building, only stopping when I reach the doorway where Rory’s body partially blocks my entry. I tilt my head up at him.

‘I can’t believe you remember that, and now I’m worried about what else I could’ve said that your weirdly good memory has tucked away somewhere in there.’ I press the tip of my finger against his forehead and he leans into it. He nods his head towards the clamour inside.

‘Why don’t you come back in for the quiz and you might find out?’

With those final words, he disappears into the crowd, leaving me mulling over that mysterious statement. But any feelings of dread are far overshadowed by the giddiness in the bottom of my stomach. I walk back towards where my friends remain seated, Adam’s stool noticeably unoccupied. At least it means I don’t have to worry about the jacket, which Tilly’s beady eyes take in as soon as I sit down, and I wonder what Rory’s last words could mean.

It doesn’t take long for me to find out though, when the next quiz round – his round – is announced.

Lo and behold, it’s none other than musicals.
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‘He did NOT!’ Tilly gasps, gloved hands slapping her cheeks as her legs bounce up and down.

‘Whoa, calm down, I don’t want you falling off this chairlift and leaving me forced to attempt some elaborate rescue mission,’ I say, reaching out to restrain her.

I decided to wait until this morning to explain to her how our pub quiz win may have been slightly unfair as she’d been way too drunk at the time to understand or remember it. That, joint with the fact the reason related to Rory and I didn’t want to bring him up with everyone else around.

Even without Adam there, the knowledge that my ski instructor and the guy I slept with before the holiday are in fact the same person is still being kept tightly under wraps. Same face, same body, same scent, which I’ve been wrapped in since he gave me his jacket last night. I slept in it. Yeah, I know I have a problem and yes, I will be leaving that particular detail out when I chat to Tilly.

‘Stop being such a mum right now, and don’t tell me to calm down after you told me lover boy rigged the quiz for you!’

‘He did not rig it. And stop with that inappropriate nickname, he’s your ski instructor.’

‘I think that’s a fact I should be reminding you about, not the other way around, but that would be extremely boring of me and I’m all for this strange but sexy teacher-student fantasy you’re living out.’

I almost wish I hadn’t brought this up at all, but I had to because I need to get her opinion on what it could mean, if anything. Once I’d gone back into the bar and artfully avoided answering questions about my newly acquired item of clothing, I watched as Rory took the mic from his colleague and announced the next round.

‘Is everyone having a good time out there?’

A series of whoops and wolf whistles followed, and my mood was picking back up with every second I was there and Adam wasn’t. Part of me was worrying about where he was and if he was okay, but a larger part of me was fixating on the way Rory’s hand brushed through his hair as he smiled at the groups dotted around the room.

‘Well get ready, because we’re about to jump into round two of the evening, and it’s…’

His eyes found our table in that pause. Found me. And this big cheesy grin spread across his face.

‘Musicals!’

I nearly fell off my bar stool as I registered what he’d said, and suddenly I wasn’t on a bar stool at all but balanced on his kitchen island whilst he shuffled through songs on his phone.

It had come up so casually in our conversation, him putting on those songs in an effort to help me relax, and for a second, I wondered if it was merely a lucky coincidence. Then his parting words came back to me.

‘Am I crazy? Do you think this whole theory is crazy?’ I ask, genuinely concerned I’m way off the mark with this whole thing.

‘Okay, let me try and get a few things straight,’ she says, twisting in the narrow seat to face me as she starts to list things off. ‘This guy bought you a drink, then he followed you out in the snow to give you his jacket, then he wrote a whole quiz round on a topic he knew you’d know lots about all because he’d found out only a few hours before that you’d be there? Am I getting that all right?’

I nod. ‘So do you think he might be flirting with me?’

Tilly tilts her head back until her helmet thumps against the back of the seat. ‘Do you even have any brain cells in that French-braided little head of yours? Yes, this guy is totally flirting with you.’

I feel a rush of something like a thrill but also utter panic at the same time, and I don’t look down otherwise those feelings mixed with how high we are might make me throw up on the white all-in-one snowsuit I borrowed from Meghan.

It’s even got a faux-fur-trim hood and probably costs more than my flights here, but she insisted I wear it. When I tried it on and saw my reflection in the mirror, I realised why – it makes my butt look a lot better than the mismatched trousers and jacket I wore yesterday. I didn’t realise I’d be so grateful to have a fashion guru on a ski holiday.

‘Okay, well what the fuck am I supposed to do now? How do I act around him?’

Sweat starts to prickle at the back of my neck as I consider whether to try and flirt back. I haven’t properly flirted with someone since the early days of my relationship with Adam, and that was so long ago now I don’t want to think back on it because it will make me feel old.

Should I even be flirting with someone when I’m still sort of taken?

‘Uh-uh, I know that face. You don’t owe Adam anything, and besides you could do with letting loose a little.’

‘I am loose.’

Tilly scoffs. ‘You’re my best friend, and you know I love you, so please don’t take this the wrong way, but Lottie, sometimes you don’t know a good time even when it’s hitting you in the face.’

I nearly drop my poles as I swivel round to face her, mouth open wide in offence. ‘Excuse me?’

She shrugs, clearly feeling no remorse at casually branding me un-fun. ‘You’re obsessed with plans, which has meant you’ve stayed in a job you never have anything good to say about, and a relationship I’ve thought you should leave for years. And that’s not a surprise, you know I’ve said that before.’

I nod, not feeling offended. She’s not wrong about my job, and she’s always been honest and admitted that she doesn’t think Adam and I are the right fit, and it’s nothing against him as an individual. And I do appreciate her telling me.

‘You never do anything before you’ve thought out all the consequences, you’re always sensible,’ she continues, ‘and for once I’m going to give you advice and I want you to actually listen to me.’

I want to contest some of the things she’s saying, but when I open my mouth, she shakes her head, so I resign myself to sitting tight and listening to what she has to say.

‘Stop worrying about whatever may or may not be happening with Rory and just let it play out. Ditch the stressing and go with it. You might actually enjoy the craziness.’

I grimace, knowing there’s no way I’ll be able to stop stressing about this. ‘I don’t know if I can do that.’

‘Well, you should figure that out quickly because there he is,’ she says, lifting her pole and pointing it ahead of us to where Rory is standing with the other ski instructor we briefly met yesterday.

I’m too distracted by him to realise Tilly’s lifted the safety bar ready for us to get off the lift, and I forget to push myself up when my dangling skis connect with the ground.

‘Lottie! What are you doing?’

I hear Tilly squeal as the chairlift starts to pivot around to head back down the mountain and I’m still on it, my skis getting further and further away from the ground. I scream as I freak out and leap off the seats, picturing all the various ways this landing will probably go wrong. When I expect the impact, I’m cushioned by something instead.

‘You trying to impress me, Lottie?’

In one fluid motion I’m lifted from where my face was hovering one inch from the ground and spun around until I’m facing Rory, his hands gripping me underneath my shoulders.

‘Impress you, embarrass myself, something like that,’ I say with a shrug, his hands still gripping me as if he doesn’t trust I’ll stay on my feet if he lets go.

‘Well lucky for you you’re about to have your second ski lesson with a pretty great teacher.’ He finally releases me, leaving hand-shaped indents on my sleeves.

‘Really? Are we getting a new teacher then?’

‘Wow. Is that what I get for helping you to victory at last night’s quiz?’ he asks, and my pulse leaps.

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,’ I say, revelling in the fact that I was right. He really had written that round with me in mind.

‘Come on, Lottie, we’re going to be late,’ Tilly says, skiing up to the side of me.

I don’t correct her by saying we can hardly be late when our instructor is right here.

‘I’m okay, thanks for asking,’ I say instead, brushing the remaining snow off where it’s sticking to my salopettes.

‘I figured you were in good hands,’ she replies, raising one of hers and wiggling her fingers at Rory. ‘Hi there, teacher.’

‘Don’t call him that,’ I mumble, and she laughs as she pushes off with her poles and heads to the slope that takes us to the ski school huts.

I watch her weave down it, a little wobbly at times but she makes it to the bottom without incident and moves towards the rest of our class.

‘We really should get going,’ I say, shuffling my skis in some odd backwards and forwards motion to get to the edge of the flat section of slope. I peer down it, remembering how chaotic my descent was the day before and dreading having to do it again, especially in front of Rory, who’s probably baffled by how unnatural someone can be on skis. Maybe I could take them off?

‘I’m not letting you take your skis off and walk down, so stop considering it,’ Rory says from behind me, and I frown.

How did he know?

‘You didn’t see her yesterday, like a baby deer on roller skates.’

The words come from a voice that I recognise as belonging to the other instructor. The one who fished me off the ground yesterday. I turn around to check and catch Rory muttering at him to be quiet.

‘Thanks for the vote of confidence…’ I trail off, realising he never gave me his name.

‘Kevin, and I’m only messing with you. It’s Lottie, right? Although I might nickname you Bambi.’

He says it with a smile, and I can’t lie, his nickname is accurate, so I don’t take it personally.

‘Show us what you’ve got,’ he says, sliding smoothly to my side. I don’t move.

In fact, I’m about to lean down and take off my skis instead, because screw Rory for saying I’m not allowed. He’s not the boss of me, although I guess as my instructor he kind of is. Before I can, two hands graze the bottoms of my arms, lifting them out to the side.

‘Arms out, body loose, remember all the times you made it down the training slope yesterday. You’ve got this, and I’ll be right here.’

He’s so close behind me I can feel his breath on the tiny line of exposed skin between my fleece and my helmet, and then the sudden absence of it when he moves.

‘Follow me down, and Kevin, you hang in the back. Ready?’

Then he’s moving and I don’t know if it’s because he’s told me to go or because I want to stay near him, but I tip my weight forward, shins connecting with the front of my boots, and I go. I keep my eyes on him, making long, slow turns that form a snaking ‘s’ shape down the slope until I don’t realise I’ve stopped because we’ve already reached the bottom. The whole thing takes no more than thirty seconds, but I feel like I’ve climbed Everest.

‘Woohoo!’ I hear Kevin cheer from behind me, speeding past us towards a group of other ski school students.

‘Catch you at La Belle Vie for a drink later, right, Ror? Good luck with your lesson, Bambi!’ he shouts back, lifting his pole to wave goodbye.

I stare after him, slightly dazed before I lift my own pole to wave back.

‘That wasn’t so bad, was it? We’ll have you skiing in parallel soon enough,’ Rory says, falling into line at my side as we head towards our group, who are not so subtly watching us.

‘Skiing in what?’

‘Don’t worry, just trust me,’ he says, already speeding off before I can decide whether I do.

I try to concentrate as Rory addresses the group and talks about the structure of today’s lesson, which will involve a couple more runs down the training slope before we take the chairlift to the top of the mountain to tackle our first official blue run. As we line up, I notice Penny has sidled up next to me and keeps throwing me this strange, self-satisfied look.

‘Anything you’d like to share with the class, Penny?’ I ask as I set off, and instead of following behind me as instructed, she skis by my side so we can still chat.

‘Oh, nothing dear, I merely noticed that you and Rory were having a nice little chat before class today. He seems like a lovely young man.’

I don’t respond straight away, not sure I’m liking where this is going and also because I’m too busy concentrating on avoiding the kids’ class that is back and getting the better of us again. But my silence only spurs Penny on.

‘And may I add, you seem like a lovely young woman.’

I laugh at that, and even though I’ve taken my complete focus off my skis for a second, I find my body has developed enough muscle memory that I’m able to reply without losing control. ‘Thank you, Penny, but I’m quite sure I don’t know what you’re getting at.’

‘Don’t play that card with me, missy, I was young once. I know that look.’

‘And what “look” would that be?’ I ask, but she’s had the cheek to overtake me, giggling as she weaves down the slope, dodging the kids who have the audacity to ski backwards as if trying to rub their talent in my face.

I finish off the run and find that Penny’s long gone, so I step onto the magic carpet behind Stephen, who acts a little like he’s terrified of snow.

‘How are you holding up?’ I ask, and he turns around slowly, as if unsure who’s talking and whether they’re addressing him.

‘Not in my natural element, if that wasn’t obvious enough.’ He chuckles nervously, and I try to give him a reassuring smile.

‘At least you’ve managed to stay on your feet, so take comfort that you’re doing better than me.’

I think he does as his shoulders loosen, relaxing a bit more. We reach the top of the carpet and swing around to join the rest of the group, who are readying for one last run here.

‘If you don’t mind me asking, how come you wanted to learn to ski?’ I ask, hoping I’m not pushing my luck given that he’s already said more words to me than I’ve heard him say to anyone in the last two days.

But he answers without much reservation, giving me the impression he’s not as shy as we might’ve expected.

‘I’m guessing you wouldn’t believe me if I said I’m the spontaneous sort?’

‘Hmm, probably as much as you’d believe me if I said I was training for the Winter Olympics,’ I respond, happy when he laughs in return.

‘Yeah, I didn’t think I gave off that impression. I’m not the adventurous type, that award goes to my boyfriend, Patrick.’

He points towards the group of kids who are now leaving the training slope and heading towards a red run, all buzzing with excitement.

‘He was one of those. Family ski holidays every winter since he was two, hiking and camping holidays every summer, scuba diving, skydiving, paragliding – you name it, he’s done it. And he’s always said he doesn’t mind that I’m not a natural at that sort of stuff, but…’ He trails off, eyes dancing over the snow all around us with a look of determination.

‘The truth is, I want to propose. I have the ring already, and I bring it with me everywhere so he doesn’t find it. I had this crazy idea that I’d plan a surprise holiday, fly him out to somewhere like this, and surprise him with how well I can ski. We’d go on a late afternoon run when it’s quiet and I’d propose at the bottom. I don’t know, maybe it’s stupid?’

‘No, Stephen, I think that’s wonderful,’ I say, staring at him in awe.

Who’d have thought that was his true reason for being here? Not me, that’s for sure, and I can’t wait to fill Tilly and Meghan in on my discovery.

‘Well, then, let’s see how much we can learn over these next few days. Shall we?’

‘Ladies first,’ he says, gesturing for me to go in front for the next run.

As I ski, I think over what he admitted, trying to think of examples of when Adam did anything so romantic for me. Planned something big or surprised me with something that showed such care or attention.

Like the time when he blew up a hundred balloons with helium so they covered the ceiling of our flat for my birthday, or when he sent flowers to my office on days when I worked late prepping for yet another exam. It’s memories like those that make it hard to decide what to do. Can a few perfect moments outweigh the hurt the worst moments have caused?

Is it possible to experience a love where you don’t have to ask yourself that question?
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‘I believe it’s time to take our lesson to new heights.’ Rory addresses the group, pointing further up the mountain and I turn my attention to the chairlift.

As a group we move to join the queue, splitting into smaller clumps. I instinctively move towards Tilly and Meghan.

‘Stephen, you must sit with us!’ Tilly calls out before I reach them.

I still move to join the row, only for Penny to swoop in and corral me to the front of the queue with her.

‘Do be a dear and help me out, I’m terribly nervous of these things,’ she says, glancing around and catching Rory’s attention too. ‘And you, I think I’ll need both of you helping me off at the top.’

‘And what about me?’ Bill grumbles, as usual giving the impression that he’d rather be anywhere else.

‘You’ll survive without me for a few minutes. Go and sit with the others,’ she replies, waving him into the remaining space in the row behind whilst positioning herself between Rory and me.

We wait at the barrier, Rory giving timely instructions to Penny. Once the barrier opens, we move quickly into position as the empty lift swings around, and the three of us sit down on Rory’s count and he pulls down the lap bar. As we ascend, I stare out over the rolling snow-covered mountains, content to sit in silence for the journey and take in the view from a new angle.

I wish I had my paints and a canvas right now so I could capture the beauty of the landscape. I usually only draw with pencil, little occasional sketches, unless it’s someone’s birthday and I crack open the nicer stuff. Recently, I haven’t been inspired to open my sketchbook much, but here it’s hard not to wish that’s what I was doing all day.

I’m happy being left to my thoughts, but Penny clearly has other ideas.

‘How old are you, Rory?’

I twist around to face her, shocked that she’s asking such a personal question.

‘If it helps, I’m sixty-five, which I know must be shocking given my sprightliness.’

Given that she already told us this fact yesterday I don’t see why it should be reason enough for Rory to admit his age. I realise that despite our history, we never actually covered the ‘how old are you’ thing.

It wasn’t important at the time, first date fodder in the same category as ‘how many siblings do you have’, or ‘what’s your favourite colour’, the latter of which I can now answer, but for a one-night stand I wasn’t that fussed.

But now, I’m worried that he’ll answer and he’ll say something way outside of the range I’m comfortable with. Some people look younger than they are, so maybe he’s much older, thirty-five perhaps. Or maybe the opposite is true and he’s just turned eighteen. Does that make things weird?

‘Twenty-eight,’ Rory replies stiffly, and I find myself breathing a sigh of relief.

Penny nods, and I try to relax again and let that line of questioning die down.

‘And you, Lottie?’

‘Me?’ I startle, as if she could be talking to someone else, another Lottie maybe, but it’s only the three of us on the lift, and I doubt she’s addressing someone on the ground twenty feet below us.

‘Uh…’ I consider not answering, but even though I don’t know her that well I get the idea she’ll find a way to get the answer out of me anyway.

‘I’m twenty-seven,’ I confess, and I watch as she sits straighter, her face brightening.

‘That’ll do quite nicely then. A few more questions for you, Rory. What are your thoughts on marriage? Children? Perhaps an estimate of your annual salary and any stock or shares you own?’

‘Oh look, we’re about to reach the top,’ Rory cuts in and I’m grateful for the interruption to the inquisition Penny was beginning.

‘Lap bar up, everyone, and get ready to stand. Penny, do you think you’re going to be okay with this bit? You said earlier you found it a bit daunt—’

Before he finishes his sentence she’s already stood up and is gliding down the short slope, coming to a smooth stop at what I guess must be the start of the run. Luckily, I manage to disembark with much more success than this morning, and while Rory waits for the rest of the class, I make a beeline for Penny.

She sees me approach and continues dusting snow off her jacket as if nothing has happened.

‘What was that all about? Are you planning on writing his memoir?’

‘I thought I’d help speed things along a bit. Ask the difficult questions, work out if he might be a good fit practically.’

‘A good fit? Penny, are you trying your hand at matchmaking?’

The cheeky rise of her cheeks confirms it, and I groan.

‘Does this have something to do with our conversation earlier, and whatever mysterious “look” you referred to?’

‘Maybe,’ she replies. ‘I’ve seen that look many a time in my life, and that boy’s got it bad.’

‘What look?’

‘The look of love.’

‘Ha!’ I shout, the sound escaping me involuntarily, but I can’t help finding her words ridiculous and laughable. ‘Nope, I think you’re a bit confused, you don’t know the whole story.’

‘See for yourself, he’s doing it right now.’ She points behind my back, but I don’t bother turning.

‘He’s probably looking at me because he’s doing a headcount of the class. Honestly, Penny, my life isn’t a Jane Austen novel, and you’re not Emma. Besides, if Rory’s “looking” at me in a weird way it’s not because he loves me, it’s because we slept together back in London!’

The words leave my mouth before I think to stop myself.

I also didn’t catch myself fast enough to at least say it in a whisper, a fact I instantly regret when I turn and realise the rest of our ski class are now standing right next to us.

I scan the group trying to figure out whether they heard or not. The awkward silence, blank stares and the way Tilly and Meghan are barely containing their laughter are more than enough clues. They heard everything.

Rory’s face, however, betrays nothing. ‘You two ladies ready to join the rest of us?’

My cheeks start to blush, feeling mortified at every event since getting on that chairlift.

‘For now,’ Penny says, before leaning into my side to whisper, ‘but we’re going to come back to this later. Hot chocolates after class, on me.’

I bury my face in my gloved hands as everyone starts shuffling towards the beginning of the run.

‘I won’t fall if you won’t,’ Stephen says from where he’s paused in front of me, gracefully not commenting on the massive cat I just let out of the bag.

I smile, falling into a slow slide closely behind him, and all together our group weave down the slope.

Safe to say, I do fall, as does Stephen. By the time we reach the bottom my glutes are burning from maintaining a constant snow plough for fear of losing control or taking out any unsuspecting skiers, but it’s a good burn. Satisfying. Besides, everyone has had at least one fall on the way, so I’m not too embarrassed. Apart from Penny, that is, and I’m starting to question why she’s in a lesson at all when she seems a lot more competent than the rest of us.

We do the same run a couple more times, and I think Rory’s avoiding me as he takes the lift with Stephen, Penny and Bill. I only hope Penny’s not still grilling him in my absence.

‘We should be ready to ski with the boys soon!’ Meghan says, patting me on the back after our final run of the class.

‘Maybe this afternoon? Do you want to text the others again about where to meet us?’ Tilly asks, and Meghan happily pulls out her phone.

After she’s texted Lucas, we head towards a rack where everyone is hanging their skis before going into the après bar. Moments after I’ve hung up my poles, an arm laces itself through mine.

‘Help an old woman to the table,’ Penny says, although if there’s someone leading us it’s definitely her and not me.

‘I saw you on those slopes. You’re more than capable of getting yourself up these steps, Penny,’ I say, taking this as my chance to question her. ‘On that subject, why is it that you’re in our lesson when it’s clear you’ve been skiing before? A lot.’

‘Ah, I knew you were a clever one,’ she says, sharing a conspiratorial smile with me. ‘Well, partly it’s to keep Bill company, he hasn’t skied as much as I have, but as you may have gathered, I’m quite a people person. Doing things like this, meeting new people, it keeps me young. I skied a lot in my teenage years, and as luck would have it, these old legs have still got it, but I liked the idea of being in a group. All going through something together, hearing the gossip. And you, dear’ – she pauses to give my arm a pat where her hand rests – ‘you’ve given me much more drama than I was expecting.’

‘Well, I’m sorry to disappoint, because I can assure you nothing is going on. Rory and I met once in London, but that’s the end of the story. Running into each other again here is pure coincidence, and I’m sure more of a nuisance for him than anything else.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ she says, as she gives my arm one last squeeze before joining Bill at the end of the table we’ve secured.

I try to find an empty seat at the long table. Tilly and Meghan both sit opposite Rory, and the only space left is the one to his left. I awkwardly waddle over in my ski boots, which are impossible to look sexy in. Once I’m sitting, I turn to face him straight away, determined to apologise as quickly as possible.

‘I wanted to apol—’

‘Do you want this—’

He starts talking at the same time, throwing us into an awkward silence as we both wait for the other to go first. Opposite us, Meghan and Tilly watch over the tops of their pint glasses, taking slow sips as if they’re witnessing a film unfolding.

‘I wanted to apologise, for what happened on the mountain.’

‘You don’t need to apologise. I don’t mind people knowing,’ he says, brushing it off, and I realise I’ve been overthinking everything since that moment.

‘Oh, good.’

‘Good,’ he echoes back, and we’re back to that again. ‘Do you want a drink? I assumed you’d want a cider, but I can get you something else?’

‘No, cider is perfect,’ I say, liking how he remembers my go-to, and he slides the drink towards me.

I reach out to grab it, but he hasn’t pulled his fingers away from the glass yet. Mine brush against his, warm against the coolness of the glass. His hand shifts, and I expect him to pull away, but instead his fingers move so that our little fingers cross.

I hear someone clear their throat. Tilly’s trying to signal me, head bobbing manically towards the door where the rest of our friends are filing in. Adam trails after Lucas, laughing at something he’s said, and his eyes find mine immediately.

It takes me back to normal nights in London, and even at uni. Him arriving with the guys, sliding onto the bench at my side. Him ordering me a cider with a side of nachos because he also knows they’re my favourite pub food. His features glaze over, like he’s remembering it too, and it’s nice to share a moment of mutual recollection.

But then I watch as his eyes shift down to the glass in my hand, and I don’t move fast enough. Any fond expression is replaced with irritation, and a wave of guilt rushes over me even though all that happened was a brush of a hand.

Considering everything, I don’t know why he thinks he has the right to glare at me like I’ve committed some terrible crime, but he does, and I feel guilty.

I quickly pull my hand away, burrowing it into my lap in an attempt to avoid any drama, and mutter a thank you to Rory without meeting his stare.

As much as Tilly’s encouraging me to, I still know I can’t let anything happen with him while I’m here. Nothing’s happened as far as Adam knows, yet he’s sulking like someone’s pissed on his birthday cake. I don’t want to ruin this holiday for everyone else by making him upset or, god forbid, getting into a situation that forces anyone to pick sides.

Thankfully, a close-contact official Rory-and-Adam meeting is avoided when Rory notices the clock on the wall behind me.

‘I better get going, I’ve got a private session in five minutes. Have a good afternoon, and I’ll see you guys tomorrow,’ he says, not only to the three of us but also to Stephen, Penny and Bill, who have all sat together further down the table.

Lucas slides into a gap on the bench opposite, while David chooses instead to scoot around the back to head to the corner seat. Once he’s passed me, I catch his hand brush across Tilly’s lower back. She leans back into it, before bolting forward and sending him a glare that only I catch before he settles opposite us, acting like nothing happened. Adam then appears and takes the newly vacant place at my side. He doesn’t say anything at first, and I can tell he’s battling with himself over whether to confront me about that moment with Rory, or to let it go.

‘Did you have a good morning?’

A weight lifts from my chest when he chooses to leave it, which is a step forward from how he acted last night.

‘It was fine, I’m shaky still, but definitely better than yesterday. And we went further up the mountain.’

‘That’s awesome! Show me where.’ He takes a small map out of his pocket and starts unfolding it. While I try to remember the route we took to get down, the others opposite me are consulting their own map.

‘There was that blue that starts at the top of the chairlift near the 109? Do you remember? The one that snakes down through the 50 then merges with the blue 13? Or instead we could carry on and it becomes the 44—’

‘Don’t you mean the 43?’ Adam chimes in, attention diverted from our conversation.

They all keep talking about possible routes for the afternoon, but I lose track of what they’re saying as my fingers fiddle with a napkin that lies next to my drink.

An abandoned pen sits to the right of David, which he’d previously been using to mark parts of the map, and I get an idea. I swipe it before he can notice, then unfold the napkin and flatten it out on the table in front of me. The voices of the others drone on, but I don’t hear them, my thoughts wholly focused on the drawing I’m etching onto the small white square.

It’s rough, and I think I’ve punched a fair few holes through the thin fabric with my overly eager pen, but I keep going. I’m overcome with the need to create something, and it’s a calling I want to grab onto and not let go of. When I finish, I’m presented with a tiny depiction of Rory, Penny and I, on the chairlift. I love it instantly.

I quickly tuck it away safely in my pocket before anyone sees, especially Adam, then tune back in as the others seem to finalise a plan. When I think about putting my skis back on and trying to concentrate enough to follow them down a route I’ve never done before though, I’m more tired than enthusiastic. Tilly is absently rubbing her shoulder opposite me, and I can tell she’s feeling exactly the same way.

‘You know what,’ she says, taking charge on our behalf. ‘Meghan, you’re welcome to join the guys if you want, but I’m done for the day and am in desperate need of a massage if my muscles are going to make it to the end of this holiday. Fancy joining me, Lottie?’

I try not to sound too excited as I finish off my drink and push it towards the other empties in the middle of the table. ‘Why not? We’ve had a good day, and I could do with the recharge.’

Meghan decides to stick with the boys, and I’m glad for her because she’s definitely the best out of the three of us and I think it’ll be a good challenge for her.

‘Meet you guys back at the chalet. I’m on the cooking rota tonight so I hope everyone’s happy with pasta bake.’

I don’t miss Lucas’s grimace, and it isn’t unwarranted given the food I’ve cooked him before. Dishes which can all be described in two words: bland and overcooked.

‘Hey, Lotts!’

Tilly and I are almost at the door when Adam calls me back.

‘If you want, I can help you cook later. My night’s not until the end of the week so it’s no trouble.’

It’s a sweet offer, and he’s really trying, what with not questioning me about Rory earlier. And selfishly, I would like the help.

‘Thanks, Adam. I think everyone would appreciate that.’

He’s pleased by my acceptance, and it’s a small form of forgiveness for last night. I follow Tilly to our skis, and while we sit on the chairlift down into town, I wonder why getting things back on track with Adam doesn’t feel as good as I’d expected.



I let Tilly research spas while I searched for the black swimsuit I was sure I’d packed. When I came up short, Tilly fished out her spare bikini, which frankly is nothing more than a thong and a top with two tiny triangles. Not ideal, but I took it as it was either that or my actual underwear, and none of the pairs I’d packed are especially flattering.

Now we’re both in the changing rooms, having been given our robes, a little towel each, and two pairs of flimsy slippers.

‘Right, I’m off to my massage,’ Tilly says, shutting her locker and looping the bracelet with the key around her wrist. ‘Pray for me that it’s worth the eighty euros I’m spending on it.’

‘Fingers and toes crossed for you. Come and find me afterwards.’

Once she’s disappeared, I pull out my phone, the act of crossing my fingers reminding me of Dad and his potential pilot. I open the latest string of messages on our group chat to check for an update, but the last thing sent was another selfie of Dad with the neighbour’s cat from two hours ago. I send a quick update of my day as well as some photos from the top of the slope, which Mum heart-reacts almost immediately.

I lock my phone away, scan over the list of facilities my general package covers and come up with a plan for my time, starting with a dip in the hot tub.

I take slow steps as I follow signs for it, trying not to slip in the truly awful slippers. I pause at a set of misted glass doors and hype myself up for the brief walk through the cold I’ll have to do to get there.

When I’m ready, I push open one door and scurry out onto the wooden plank path, the thin towel wrapped around me doing nothing to keep out the cold.

Snow seeps through the useless slippers, but I’m nearly there and I don’t waste a second before dropping my towel on the patio and getting ready to submerge myself.

I was sure there was no one else in the tub when I peered through the door, but now I’m here, I realise I was wrong. I pause with one toe dipped in the water.

Rory’s eyes slowly open and settle on my frozen frame. I watch him register how little of my body is covered by Tilly’s pornographic bikini, his eyes taking their time travelling up my body.

‘Hi, Lottie. Nice bikini.’

I’m frozen, unable to respond as my skin breaks out in goosebumps from the chill air, and from seeing him again while wearing practically nothing. He shifts so he’s sitting taller and drapes his arms on the rim of the tub.

‘The hot tub’s big enough for two.’

That’s all he says, and I’m torn on whether to get in or grab my towel and hide in the sauna. I still haven’t moved when he speaks again.

‘Or I can leave if you’d like.’

‘No!’ I blurt out. ‘You were here first, so if anyone should leave it should be me.’

‘And what if I didn’t want you to?’

‘Then…’ I trail off, because I can’t think of how to finish my sentence.

Once again, he’s said something that leaves me floundering over my words. Because that was definitely flirting and I’m so woefully out of practice. Or maybe this is how he speaks to everyone. Maybe he’s a charming sort of guy. Lord, I have no idea.

One thing I do know is that if I don’t move soon, I’ll freeze, so I step over the lip, lower myself in, and finally manage to come up with something. ‘Then I’d say I’m sure we can both fit.’

I sink down so only the tops of my shoulders peek out, and the rest of me is covered by the blur of the bubbles.

‘Didn’t you have a private lesson this afternoon?’ I ask, because that’s why I hadn’t even considered that he might be here.

‘We pushed it to tomorrow. It’s with one of the instructors who’s training for a new qualification but she had someone sign up for a last-minute lesson with her, so I told her to prioritise that instead.’

Giving lessons to the other instructors must mean that Rory’s even better at skiing than the flashes I’ve witnessed.

I wonder if skiing’s the main thing that accounts for his impressive body. He’s lowered his arms again so only the muscles that line his shoulders, which curve around like half-moons before they bulge out again, are visible. The rest of him is hidden by the water, but I know what’s under there, and the memory of it makes me wish the bubbles were turned off.

‘Are you enjoying it?’

‘What?’ I snap back, forcing my attention away from his body as I worry if he’s asking if that’s the thing I’m enjoying.

‘Skiing. Are you enjoying it?’

‘Oh,’ I sigh with relief. ‘Why? Are you worried I’m going to leave you a bad review?’

He laughs, shoulders lifting to briefly reveal another inch of skin. ‘I don’t mean my teaching of it; I mean the skiing itself. I want to know if you like it.’

I think over the last two days and the oscillation between my excitement when something clicks, to the fear that overtakes me when I’m not fully in control.

‘I think I will. I need some more practice though, and to get out of my head,’ I admit.

He nods, like that’s a very common answer. ‘But you didn’t want to practise any more this afternoon?’

I shake my head. ‘I was a little tired, and Tilly was desperate for a massage.’

It’s half the truth. I miss out the other half, which is that I avoided this afternoon to have a bit more space from Adam before the evening. He showed he could keep more of a level head in the après bar, and the offer to help with dinner was nice too, but I still want to take things slow between us.

It’s almost like Rory can tell I’ve omitted something, but he doesn’t push it. ‘Ah, well Jean-Luc gives the best massages in town, so she picked the right place.’

I figure Jean-Luc must be the masseur, and the fact he knows his name reminds me of Claudia at the gift shop. ‘You really do know everyone here.’

‘Not everyone.’ He pauses, directing his next words at me. ‘I don’t know that much about you. Or, not as much as I’d like to.’

The way he’s looking at me, eyes dark and hazy through the steam that rises from the surface of the water, makes my head feel light. I clear my throat.

‘And you’d like to get to know me… because I’m your student?’ I ask, steering us back onto safe ground.

He lifts his hand above the water, fingers brushing his chin as he assesses me. ‘No, not because of that. Is it so hard to believe that I want to know more about you because I find you interesting?’

One single laugh escapes me, an inelegant outburst that makes me want to slap my hand over my mouth.

‘Yeah right,’ I say, once I’ve composed myself. ‘I think you’ll find there are tax returns more interesting than me.’

His hand moves up from his chin to his hair, fingers tousling the damp mess of dark brown strands. ‘We’ll agree to disagree. I take it you work in finance?’

I nod. ‘How astute of you. Accounting.’

‘Like I said, very interesting.’

When I laugh this time, I at least manage to make it less dramatic, but I can’t help not taking his response seriously. ‘Said no one ever when talking about accounting.’

‘Okay, then tell me about something else. Tell me about your life back in London. Something you like?’

I consider his question, one easy answer coming to mind. ‘Spending time with my parents. They don’t live too far out of the city, and we’ve always been very close.’

Rory smiles, but his jaw is tight.

‘What else?’ he asks, moving us on to a different topic.

I want to circle back and find out why his usually cool demeanour was so shaken by my answer, but instead I try to think of something else that’s brought me joy over the recent weeks. The seconds drag on though, and I’m stumped. The way I feel about my job is nothing to write sonnets about, and my relationship, well, is there even one any more? My living situation is better left unmentioned, and in terms of hobbies, outside of my little napkin sketch today I haven’t picked up a pencil or paints in at least a month. What have I actually been doing that makes me feel alive and not like I’m merely going through the motions?

A drop of water splashes onto Rory’s collarbone, and while I keep thinking, I trace the path it takes down below the water. I realise the thing that’s brought me the most excitement recently has been him. Like how now I’m hit with the sudden urge to push across to his side, and to have his lips on my skin again, or his hands.

‘Hey, Rory, time to see who can last the longest in the sauna!’

I come out of my daze as Kevin appears, walking past the doorway. He doubles back when he catches sight of me.

‘Oh, hi, Bambi.’ He grins, lips stretching wider as he looks between us. ‘Take your time, Ror. Our sauna endurance battle can wait.’

He whistles as he walks away, and I wonder if Rory might stay, but I hear the water rush off him as he stands. Droplets fall in streams down the muscles of his bare torso, and although I’ve seen it all before, I’m equally as taken aback now as I was the first time.

‘Sorry, he says it can wait, but he’ll sulk if I’m not there soon. Have a good evening, Lottie.’

‘You too,’ I reply as he steps out, and I know he knows I’m watching as he walks back to the main spa building. He stops before going inside, shouting back over the noise of the hot tub.

‘And I’m still expecting another answer.’

After letting me know I didn’t get out of that one like I’d hoped, he disappears and I rub my hands over my face to snap me out of the trance I’m in. I don’t know how long I’m there, but Tilly’s out of her massage by the time I head back towards the main spa building.

‘Fancy the sauna?’ she asks, but even though it was next on my list I shake my head.

‘You go on without me. I need to find the cold plunge pool.’
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The conditions today are the worst so far. Or at least, that’s the excuse Rory gives us for why we’re all struggling so much this morning.

We’re halfway down the slope when the visibility gets so bad I can barely see the person in front of me, which in my case is a very wobbly Stephen. I try to avoid him, but my skis keep sliding over dark patches of ice, and I nearly barrel into him a few times. I manage to stop myself with a sharp turn to the left, which has definitely become my stronger side, but my heart rate becomes more frantic as the morning goes on in the same way.

We’re all grateful when Rory decides we should call time on the lesson to wait out what feels like a blizzard, and thankfully there’s a coffee shop only a short ski away from where we’ve stopped. We’re halfway down the mountain and it’s the only building here, which makes its sloped wood roof and panoramic glass sides look even more stunning as it sits in isolation on the edge of the piste.

Lots of other people have had the same idea as us and the cafe is heaving by the time we’ve unclipped our skis and left them in a pile on the snow outside.

We head to the queue first, and I find myself slotted between Bill and Rory, who drums his fingers on the countertop, which displays a tempting selection of pastries. Skiing’s made me so hungry I think I could eat one of everything.

‘You got an answer for me yet?’

I’d been hoping Rory had forgotten about yesterday’s hot tub inquisition, and I groan as he brings it up again.

‘If you think it’s such a simple question, why don’t I ask you the same thing? I want a list of what excites you, Rory? About your life in London, or here.’

I give both options, still not sure where he spends the majority of his time, and he doesn’t even hesitate before starting.

‘Watching the sunrise from my balcony before I go for my first run, and shots with Kevin that end with us duetting “Bohemian Rhapsody” at Friday night karaoke. Getting to watch people who’ve never tried skiing before start to enjoy the sport I love…’

His list only ends because he reaches the front of the queue and places his order. He then turns back to me and hands over a brown bag with one of the pastries I was eying up a minute ago, even though I hadn’t asked for it. I take it, my stomach rumbling in thanks, and he shrugs.

‘I don’t think it should be a difficult question.’

He carries his drink over to the table which Penny has managed to secure, leaving me feeling off centre as I consider his words. Maybe it’s the break-up putting a dark cloud over everything, or maybe he has a point. Why is it so hard for me to come up with a list?

I let Bill jump ahead as I’m yet to decide what I want. He orders two brandies, I settle for a hot chocolate and Stephen goes for a herbal tea.

Tilly walks over with a beer, and alongside Meghan and Rory they end up sliding in at the other end of the bench from the four of us, still within earshot, but with a few other skiers dividing the two groups.

I catch eyes with Rory, who shrugs, clearly not thrilled that we’re not all sitting together. I lift my mug in return, bringing it to my lips and taking a tentative sip to check the temperature.

‘Oh wow,’ I say, swallowing down a gulp of melted chocolate.

‘They know how to make hot chocolates right up here,’ Penny agrees with a knowing nod.

I point to her brandy. ‘You’ve gone for something different though.’

I turn to Stephen. ‘Maybe we should’ve followed their lead, gotten ourselves some liquid courage.’

Stephen grimaces at the burnt orange liquid, and I can tell he’s not a fan. ‘If Patrick was here he’d definitely have ordered me one. I remember him telling me they start drinking with breakfast on his family ski holidays.’

He shivers like he can’t imagine anything worse, then taps his thumb on the mug cupped in his palms. ‘I think I’ll stick to tea. I’m finding it tough out there today, and usually whenever I’m out of sorts, a cup of tea is exactly what I need to make things better.’

He takes a sip, and I look over to Rory to see if he heard. He’s nodding along, a smirk stretching his lips as he’s clearly thinking of the same moment I am, back in his kitchen. He takes a sip of his drink with his pinkie finger sticking out, and I chuckle, which draws the attention of the others around me.

‘Sorry, um, I totally agree. Probably safest for everyone else that we stick to the hot drinks anyway.’

I turn towards Penny and Bill to change the subject. ‘How long have you two been married?’

Bill huffs. ‘That question makes me feel old.’

‘That’s because you are old,’ Penny replies in jest, before answering. ‘We hit forty blissful years last August, isn’t that right, darling?’

‘Blissful would be one word for it,’ he replies sarcastically, but when he squeezes Penny’s hand on the table, something about their simple touch communicates hundreds of memories and inside jokes all at once, and I find myself wondering if my relationship with Adam could ever blossom into something like theirs.

As we chat, I don’t realise how much time has flown until the door opens and Lucas, David and Adam walk in, meaning it must be gone past the end of our lesson.

‘Oh, you found us!’ Meghan says as they walk closer. ‘But I hadn’t texted you yet?’

She looks over at me, but I shake my head. I haven’t used my phone since before our lesson started.

‘Tilly texted David about twenty minutes ago, so we thought we’d come over and join,’ Lucas clarifies, coming up behind Meghan and leaning down to place a kiss on her cheek.

The other boys knock snow off their boots against the doorframe, while I swivel towards Tilly. She pauses with her beer lifted towards her lips as she meets my tilted stare.

‘Oh yeah, I did. I was taking a photo of the view as we finished the run and thought I may as well kill two birds with one stone.’

She shuts down the conversation by turning and asking Rory about the best bars in town. Usually Meghan texts the boys after each lesson, and I can’t help thinking it’s odd that Tilly didn’t say anything about it earlier.

There’s a space that’s now unoccupied to my left, which David slides into while Adam fills up the rest of the table by taking one of the other gaps. He’s seen Rory, but given the fact we’re on opposite ends of the table, it doesn’t seem to bother him. Stephen, Penny and Bill continue their conversation, while I turn my attention to the others.

‘You guys ready for blacks yet then?’ David asks before reaching across the table and stealing a swig from Tilly’s glass.

‘Hey, fuck off and get your own beer!’ She swats his hand before dragging the glass towards her chest and encasing it with her arms.

‘Oh come on, Tills, we both know it takes you forever to finish a full pint.’

‘Yeah well, that doesn’t mean you’re entitled to it. Who do you think you are, my boyfriend or something?’

That pulls a giggle out of me, and a grimace from David, but I swear the tops of his ears flush crimson.

‘Are you kidding? You and your morning breath and your weird fascination with Henry Cavill.’

‘I literally had one poster of him and it was only up for a few months! God, why do you even remember that, you stalker.’

‘He was really hot in Man of Steel, you can’t blame her,’ Meghan chimes in, and I nod in agreement, laughing as I watch David and Tilly continue to verbally spar.

‘Okay, someone break those two up so we can get back on track,’ Lucas says, arm now slung around Meghan’s shoulder, holding her like he’s spent all morning missing her and doesn’t want to let go.

‘Maybe not blacks, but now the weather’s cleared back up, you guys are still down for joining us for some runs after lunch, right?’

‘Hmm I don’t know, what do you think, coach, reckon we’re ready for it?’ Meghan asks Rory, who is seated on her other side.

‘If you take it slow, stick to blues max, then I can’t think of a reason why not. Just…’ He pauses and addresses the rest of his sentence mostly to me. ‘Be careful, okay?’

I nod, smiling at the genuine worry in his voice. ‘I promise we’ll all arrive at tomorrow’s lesson in one perfectly functioning piece.’

Satisfied with that promise, his gaze shifts up to the clock on the wall. ‘Okay I better get going, I’ll see you all tomorrow.’

He stands and I think he’s going to head for the door, but he stops behind me before he gets there. ‘I meant to ask yesterday, but I don’t suppose you have my jacket with you? I’m going to need it for some après events later.’

‘Oh, actually yeah I do, let me grab it.’

I open up my rucksack and fish out his jacket. Now wasn’t the ideal time for this exchange, but it’s his so I want to make sure he gets it back, and sneaking off to do it furtively would only make things worse. I hold out the jacket that everyone already knew I had. Except Adam.

‘Thanks again for letting me borrow it.’

‘Anytime,’ he says, and the way he says it, almost like it’s an inevitability that I might end up wearing it again, makes me blush more than I care to admit.

He walks away, saying a quick goodbye to Penny, Bill and Stephen. But before disappearing into the snow, someone appears in the doorway and stops him in his tracks.

‘There you are, I thought you were going to bail on me.’

I recognise her red hair and realise she was the other quiz host. She throws her arms around Rory’s neck in a way that’s too comfortable for mere colleagues. When they pull apart, she playfully prods his shoulder before folding her arms across her chest. ‘Not that I should be surprised. You were over an hour late to our first date.’

Rory holds his hands up in surrender. ‘I would’ve made more of an effort to be on time if I’d known you’d hold a grudge for all these years.’

She rolls her eyes, and I hear their laughter continue once they’ve moved out of my sight. Another familiar figure strides through the door and I’m pleased when Kevin heads in the direction of our table.

‘Glad that you’ve still got all your arms and legs, Bambi.’

I hear Adam groan, muttering ‘not another one’ under his breath, but at least in this case he’s completely off the mark. Kevin’s sweet but gives off more of a big brother vibe.

‘All working perfectly, thank you,’ I reply, and I try to sound as casual as possible as I ask him the question I’m now anxious to know the answer to.

‘Hey, Kevin, you don’t happen to know where Rory is off to now, do you?’

‘Oh yeah, he’s got a private lesson with Tori. She wants to do some extra teaching qualification or something, and he aced them all when he was pre-pubescent so said he’d help her out. Why?’

‘No reason.’ I should stop there, but my curiosity gets the better of me. ‘Do they know each other well?’

Kevin bounces his head from side to side. ‘Yeah, you could say that. They used to date on and off, I think some of the staff here thought we’d be planning an alpine wedding at some point. Could you imagine, “Rory and Tori”? I’ll admit it has a funny ring to it.’

‘So, to the slopes?’ David injects, thudding the bottom of his emptied pint glass on the table.

I’m glad for the interruption, not wanting to hear more about Rory and Tori, or dare ask how recently this ‘on and off’ history stretches to. It dawns on me that they could be similar to Adam and me, and worse, that what happened between Rory and I could’ve been the equivalent in their relationship to what Adam and his co-worker did, but Tori might have no idea it happened.

‘To the slopes!’ Lucas chants back at David, and after saying a quick bye to Kevin, I follow everyone out. Adam walks at my side, not uttering a word, and I hate how I know his mind is fixated on that jacket.



At the suggestion and slight peer pressure from the more skilled skiers, we’re going down a red slope, and I’m already wishing I’d stuck to my guns about not doing anything above a blue.

‘Oh come on, it’s an easy red. You’ll love it!’ Lucas said, and so far, he’s been wrong on both counts.

All my focus is going into not wiping out, leaving no time to admire the snow-dappled trees that border the run, or the sky above us that appears like a pristine white sheet placed over the world. I’m navigating a particularly narrow corner where ice has emerged when Adam’s voice drifts by me.

‘So, you and the ski instructor? What a cliché, I didn’t have you pegged down as the type.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You know exactly what I mean,’ he mutters, and his voice is so close to my back it starts putting me off.

‘Can you please give me a bit more space? And if you mean he’s bought me a few drinks over the week, then you’d be correct. But did you also see Meghan and Tilly have had drinks? Did you stop to think he might have bought ones for them, too? For the whole of the class, in fact?’

‘It’s different,’ he says defensively, and I can’t get too annoyed because he’s not wrong.

He knows there’s something there that I’m not telling him, but I’m starting to question what the point would be in revealing what happened in London. The past is in the past, and I’ve already resolved not to go there again, so he should stop probing before I end up saying something that’ll sour his mood even further.

‘You had his jacket. You mean to tell me there isn’t a story behind that one? That the rest of the class have all had turns taking his jacket home, too?’

‘Oh piss off, Adam. You want to know why I had his jacket? First let me ask you, do you remember why I needed to go outside and get some air at the quiz?’

He stays silent and I scoff.

‘I thought so. It started to snow, and I was outside in only a thin jumper, so Rory lent me his jacket. It could’ve been any of the guys. It could’ve been you. He just happened to get there first.’

‘No, you’re lying. I know it. You couldn’t wait to get under someone else now that we’re over, you threw yourself at the first person who’d take you.’

‘Are you fucking kidding me? You were the one who wanted another “break”, Adam. You were the one who had someone else in our bed only three days later, so don’t you dare talk to me like that when we both know this is all really about you.’

‘I’ve apologised for that over and over, and we weren’t even together,’ he snaps, and now he’s skiing directly across me, weaving from side to side and cutting it way too close when he passes in front.

‘That excuse is bullshit and you know it,’ I spit back, feeling less and less in control of my movements. ‘And could you stop doing that? Please. It’s putting me off.’

‘I’ll stop what I’m doing if you stop lying about you and the instructor.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Adam, when are you going to realise nothing I do is any of your business any more? Now can you please give me some space before I— SHIT!’

I hear him saying my name but it’s faint as my legs split, one ski getting caught on a bump whilst the other pulls me down to the ground. I hear a pop, or is it a crunch? Then my ankle burns with pain and I feel like I’m going to be sick. I curl into a ball, trying to think of nothing but my breathing, but the shock of the pain is still there.

‘Fuck, Lotts! Are you okay?’

Adam’s at my side, his face a mix of shock and fear as he scans over my body, assessing for any damage. He reaches out a hand to brush my plait away from my face, his mouth repeatedly forming the words ‘I’m sorry’ over and over again as he tries to remove the ski that stayed on.

It’s such a shift from how he was mere seconds before my fall, and I hate how much I like having him help me. I think about how easy it would be to let him put my broken pieces back together again. How I could pretend that we won’t be in this situation again. That we’ll change.

‘Lottie, are you okay, oh god I saw you go down,’ Tilly frets at my side, rubbing her hand up and down the arm that’s hugging at my foot.

‘And you!’ she shouts, whipping around to face Adam and jamming her index finger against his chest. ‘Don’t think I didn’t see you skiing around her like an idiot. Were you trying to make this happen?’

‘No! Of course not, why would I hurt Lottie?’ he says, hands raised up like he’s pleading to the police.

‘I don’t know, dickface, but you’ve been pretty great at hurting her lately.’

That shuts him up, and I’d love to high-five her, but I don’t want to move. I shift slightly and pain shoots down my ankle so intensely all I can do is wince.

‘What happened?’ I hear Meghan’s voice, and then two more pairs of skis appear in my peripheral, one carrying my lost ski.

‘My ankle,’ is all I get out between deep breaths, and I don’t go to move or say anything else until the nausea finally starts to subside.

‘I’ll help get her back to the chalet,’ Tilly says, still crouched by my side.

‘No, I’ll take her, you should stay on the slopes, practise a few more runs. David can help guide you,’ Lucas says.

Tilly grimaces at David like she’d rather hang out with anyone else. Her expression turns pleading, like she’s urging him to come up with a reason why they shouldn’t be the two left alone together.

David on the other hand only smiles widely and pats her on the shoulder. ‘You heard the man, I’m in charge.’

Tilly folds her arms tightly across her chest, clearly unimpressed with the turn her afternoon is taking.

Any further conversation is lost to me though, as I stay lying on the ground, too jittery to concentrate on anything for long except not throwing up.

Tilly still doesn’t move, but I reach out and give her wrist a squeeze. ‘They’re right, I’ll be fine. You go and have fun.’

She glares over at David, who waves at her with a cocky grin.

‘Not likely,’ she mutters, ‘but fine. I’ll submit myself to several hours of torture if that’s what you want.’

I laugh, certain she’s being even more dramatic than usual, and thankfully the movement doesn’t make me feel any worse.

‘I’ll stay with you both,’ Meghan says, her hand resting on Lucas’s arm as they both nod.

After that, I manage to push myself up off my side so I’m sitting sideways on the slope, my legs straight out in front of me. I’m surrounded by a circle of my friends forming a barrier from the other skiers who are zipping past us. Adam stands off to the side, holding my skis in one hand while the other fiddles with the zip of his jacket.

‘We’ll take care of him,’ David says, and Tilly nods. Both agreeing on something for once.

‘We’ll catch up with you later, don’t eat all the chocolate biscuits while I’m gone!’ Tilly shouts as she starts to move away.

I watch as they set off, David saying something that causes Tilly to swing her pole towards him and nearly knocks herself off balance. Adam lingers behind, his face contorted as he guiltily stares at the snow. He mutters an apology again that I can barely hear, before disappearing after them, still too embarrassed to look at me.

‘Let’s get you home,’ Lucas says, reaching down and hooking his arms under my shoulders to lift me up.

‘Can you put any weight on it?’ Meghan asks, coming to my other side, and I take a tentative step.

It’s weak, like it’s one wobble away from buckling, but thankfully I can just about walk on it with help.

‘Usain Bolt in the flesh! You’ll be back at the chalet in no time,’ Lucas jeers, but sadly he’s wrong.

We’re farther up the mountain than we’d realised, and I resort to bum-shuffling down the side of the run until we reach the bottom and it connects with a path into town. We get back to the chalet two hours later, and safe to say I feel sorry enough for myself that there are no biscuits left by the time the others get home.
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‘I still can’t believe you finished my chocolate Hobnobs,’ Tilly says, staring wistfully into her morning coffee.

‘I said I’d go out and get you more! It’s not like you were going to have them for breakfast and there’ll be a new packet waiting on your bed by the time you get back.’

She takes a sip whilst resting her hip against the kitchen cupboard, giving me a death stare over the rim of the mug. ‘Fine, but make it two packets.’

I agree and she perks up, weaving her way through the coats and ski boots that lie scattered on the floor as she comes over to join me on the sofa.

‘Hey, you never told me how your afternoon went yesterday?’ I ask once she’s settled in beside me.

‘Oh, it was fine,’ she says, lifting her mug and taking a long sip.

‘Fine? Is that it? No explosive arguments with David or things you’d like to complain about?’

She shrugs, one finger tapping against the side of her mug. I change course.

‘Or maybe you can finally give me more details on your night with Jason?’

After Meghan interrupted us in town the other day, I haven’t found the time again to circle back and finally draw some more details out from her.

‘Jason?’ She echoes his name back to me like she’s never heard it before, and all my suspicions resurface.

I don’t want to listen to the nagging voice in my head that thinks she’s lying, because that’s not something we do. If she was, I can’t figure out why she’d do it, and a sinking part of me wonders if I’ve done something to upset her. It’s the only reason I can think of, but surely if that was it she’d tell me so we could work through it.

‘Good morning, ladies!’

David saunters into the kitchen, already dressed in his salopettes and a tight-fitting thermal top.

‘Morning,’ Tilly says back.

That’s it? Morning?

No ‘leave us alone, dickhead, we’re chatting here’, or ‘it was a good morning until you showed up’.

David doesn’t say anything further in response either, and that’s enough to let me know something’s off about those two this morning. Now that I think about it, things have been a little odd between them this whole trip.

I try and piece this development together with Tilly’s story about Jason, and then it hits me. David was there that night at the club. He’ll be able to confirm Tilly’s story and help me figure out what’s going on with her. If she’s lying and he can confirm it, maybe he’ll be able to help me work out why.

The others trickle into the kitchen, Lucas and Meghan first, then Adam last. He looks straight at my ankle when he comes in, right where it’s resting on the coffee table propped up on a pillow.

‘Does it still hurt?’ he asks in a small voice.

‘It’s better,’ I say, ‘but not good enough that I’ll be making it to class today.’

I watch his features carefully, swearing I catch a glint of relief when he hears that, and I wonder whether that was his intention all along. He’s apologised a million times, saying it was an accident, but he’s done a bad job of masking his anger and jealousy these last few days. Even if it was subconsciously done, I wouldn’t put it past him to have caused my fall so I would miss a morning on the slopes with Rory.

Or maybe I’m massively overthinking, the same way I have been with everything Rory-related. Especially given the fact I now know he’s been spending time after our classes with his maybe-girlfriend.

‘We should get going, the lifts are open and your lesson starts in half an hour,’ Lucas says, ushering everyone up and out of the door.

‘Is there anything I can get for you?’ Adam asks, not following the others yet.

I shake my head. ‘No, I’ll be fine.’

I’m not in the mood to accept his help right now. I’m okay enough to move around the chalet if there’s something I need. He hesitates like he wants to say something else, apologise again maybe, but thankfully Tilly grabs the backs of his shoulders and steers him away with the rest of them.

‘Don’t have too much fun without us,’ Tilly says, clicking her skis together and grabbing her poles once she’s pushed Adam out the door.

‘Oh and—’

‘I won’t forget the Hobnobs,’ I finish for her.

‘Chocolate ones,’ she clarifies, and I roll my eyes.

‘I’m not a sadist. I wouldn’t subject you to the plain ones.’

She screws her face up at the thought.

‘Little circles of oaty hell.’ She mimes throwing up, and I laugh as she trails after the others.

Before she closes the door, she leans back in, her head peeking out of the doorway. ‘By the way, I mean it when I say don’t have too much fun.’

She’s gone before I can ask what fun she thinks I’m going to have as a sedentary invalid. I decide to let it go as I lie back against the sofa cushions to watch the light snow falling outside of the balcony doors. At least the snow means the runs should be less icy for everyone today.

It doesn’t take long for the FOMO to kick in, but I force myself to get up and do something. The view really is magical today, and it would be a shame to waste it. I hobble over to my room, leaning against every solid object around me for support as I head towards my suitcase.

I flip open the lid and dig around until I find a set of sketching pencils, then I swipe my sketchbook up from where it’s been sitting on the little table with Tilly’s sudokus. I perch on the edge of my bed, flipping through the pages, half of which are already full of drawings from back in London. Primrose Hill, the Rose Gardens in Regent’s Park, the flashy signs of West End shows around Leicester Square. Sketches done on random nights when I’ve been walking through the city after a long day at work, wishing that this was what I was doing every day instead.

I close the sketchbook, forcing myself not to dwell on the what ifs when the reality is that I’m in a steady job, able to afford my old maisonette flat with Adam, as well as having the money I need to help Mum and Dad out of their frequent tight spots. I should be happy with that.

Remember Tim with his bathroom exposed in the corner? I grimace. Maybe that’s where I’d be if I’d tried art and it hadn’t gone well, and I do love having a bathroom with a door.

I balance my sketchbook and pencils in the crook of my arm as I tentatively walk back to the living room and out of the balcony doors. I settle into the hanging egg-shaped chair that I’ve never been able to get more than five minutes in because Lucas has hogged it all holiday, and he’s stronger than me so I never win the fight when he decides to throw me out of it.

With my sketchbook resting against the top of my thigh, I try and flick to a blank page, the thick white pages a much sturdier medium than the napkin I drew on the other day. But I end up not going far enough and so I see a sketch I would have preferred to avoid.

I’d forgotten that one was in here.

I trace my fingers down the page which shows my uni room on an ordinary day, except I can remember it exactly because amongst the mess I never fully tidied away sits Adam. I drew it from memory, Adam sitting on the floor, head down in a book that was about economics, or start-up businesses, or something equally as dull to me. I remember how he came over with a bag of his things after our first date that was only supposed to last the weekend, but really, he never left.

All my memories of that room involve him. This one used to be my favourite, and I know if I reminisce any longer I’ll spiral. Part of me wants to rip it out, throw it over the railing, and let it become a victim of the snow, but instead I turn the page, and focus on the view in front of me. Focus on the present, not the past, and not the future, which is full of uncertainties.

I’m going back over part of the mountain, cross-hatching to get the depth right, when I hear something. Then a rock flies through the air and lands on the balcony floor at my feet.

‘Lottie! Are you up there?’

I know that voice, but I also know that who I think it is can’t possibly be here. I jump out of the chair, which is a bad decision and I only remember my injured ankle after I’ve already put all my weight on it. I yelp, and try not to move it much as I hobble towards the edge, peering down at the man standing on the ground outside.

‘I tried the doorbell but you didn’t answer, so I thought I’d come around here.’

I was right. It is him.

‘Rory?’

I start panicking and attempt to subtly rearrange my Lilo and Stitch pyjamas to be a little more flattering. This morning I rolled out of bed, then onto the sofa, then straight out here and I haven’t looked in the mirror in any of that time, so I dread to think what my hair is doing. But at least he hasn’t run away so I’m hoping it’s on the human side of mountain troll.

‘I mean this in the nicest way, but what are you doing here? Don’t you have, you know, a class to teach?’

‘I got Kevin to cover for me,’ he says, giving no more explanation.

‘And you’re here because…’

He looks around as if he’s only now realised he is indeed outside my chalet. ‘I heard you got hurt.’

‘And?’ I say after he stops there, trying to force a little more out of him whilst also wondering how he found out. Also, how on earth did he even find the chalet?

But it doesn’t take me long to put those pieces together when I remember Tilly’s suspicious parting words.

‘And I wanted to check you were okay.’

I try not to let myself get carried away with the fact that he’s skipped class just to check on me, but maybe Tilly exaggerated my injury. I feel a little bad if she did, because now I’ve pulled him away from the group, even though I’m sure Kevin’s a great teacher too. Neither of us say anything for a while, and my brain starts drawing a parallel between us and that scene where Juliet looks down from her balcony at Romeo.

But that’s ridiculous and I’m not going to force him to climb up here, so instead I point to the front of the chalet.

‘Do you want to come in?’

He hesitates, almost like he hadn’t thought beyond checking my foot was still attached to my body, but then he picks his way through the snow back to the front door.

As I watch him climbing up the front steps, I get this feeling like I’m a teenager again, sneaking a boy into the house while my parents are away. Not that I ever did that, little un-rebellious me. I was more likely to get caught drawing late at night than sneaking a person in or out of my room. When he gets to the doorway he reaches down to start unlacing his boots.

‘Oh, you can leave them on. It’s a mess in here anyway. Unless you, I don’t know if you wanted to, uh…’ I fumble, not sure how long he’s going to be staying, or what his plan really is.

If he’s sticking to the living room, then shoes on makes the most sense. If he’s planning on taking this to the bedroom, then…

But I’m getting carried away. This is probably standard procedure – an instructor checking his student isn’t seriously injured. A medical visit, nothing more, so he knows whether to expect me at class tomorrow or not.

‘They don’t take long to put back on,’ he says, continuing to unlace them.

‘Tea?’ I offer, slowly making my way towards the kitchen. ‘I would offer biscuits, but I ate them all yesterday. Self-pity and all that. I actually need to go out and get some more.’

I start reaching for mugs, balancing on the tiptoes of my good leg, but before I can grab one a hand gets there first from behind me.

‘Let me do that, you should go and rest.’

Rory’s chest briefly presses against my back as he stretches forward to grab the mugs, and I grip the countertop to keep myself steady. He moves away to pick up the kettle and fills it, but my head isn’t quite processing things at a normal speed. Did I whack it when I fell and it turns out I have a concussion as well as a dodgy ankle? Am I hallucinating this or is Rory really here, riffling through a box of herbal tea bags in my kitchen?

‘Yeah, okay,’ I say, making it back to the sofa and managing to get my leg propped back on its pile of pillows by the time the kettle pings.

‘What did you pick?’ I ask as Rory carries the mugs over.

‘Green tea – it’s a natural anti-inflammatory.’

I look down at my right ankle, which is about double the size of my other one, and wince.

‘I think I might need more than one cup,’ I say, taking a sip.

Rory puts down his own mug and gestures towards my leg. ‘I’ve had to do a few first aid and injury assessment courses over the years. May I?’

‘Oh, sure,’ I say, trying not to sound affected by the idea of him touching me again, even if it’s purely professional.

He shifts so he’s kneeling on the floor by my side. ‘Let me know if it hurts, okay?’

I nod, and then his hands are gently pushing against my skin. He’s so focused that I feel like it’s safe to properly study him in a way I’ve tried not to these last few days. He’s still every bit as attractive as he was that night in Clapham, except his hair is a little wilder, his eyes a little brighter from the fresher air here. Alpine life looks good on him.

‘It twisted, right?’

‘Yeah, it made a pop sound too,’ I say, the memory still making me a bit queasy.

He moves towards the side where the swelling is, and I wince involuntarily.

‘Hmm, luckily it does seem like a sprain and not a tear, how much can you move it?’

‘It hurts if I move it too far to either side, and it’s a little wobbly, but I can put a little bit of weight on it if I’m slow and careful,’ I say, and to demonstrate I go to stand, only for Rory to lower me back down by placing one hand on my thigh and the other on my lower back.

‘Don’t push it,’ he says, and the movement has brought him so close our faces are only a couple of inches apart. His eyes dip down to my lips, and I don’t dare move. Kiss me, I think, watching as his lips tip open.

‘Lottie, I should tell you—’

My phone pings, and we both look towards where it lies on the table next to my mug. The movement pulls our faces further apart and the moment is broken.

‘One sec,’ I say, hoping it’s something urgent or at the very least extremely important as I check it.


If Rory’s there already, tell him he might be out of a job. Kevin let
us have a break for an Instagram photo-op at the top of the slope and
bought us all Mars bars for making it down a blue.



I can’t help but laugh at Tilly’s message despite its abysmal timing, and I turn the screen to Rory to fill him in.

‘Why didn’t you ever buy us food as motivation?’

He reads the message and furrows his brow. ‘Because I didn’t realise I’d be in competition with Kevin for best ski instructor, that’s why. But if that’s how he wants to play it, it’s on.’

He stands, holding out his hand to me. ‘I guess I could start by driving you to the shops to get those biscuits. And a basket full of snacks to win everyone back over with tomorrow.’

I look at his hand, floundering for a second over what to say.

‘Oh, it’s okay, I can go later,’ I say, and I mentally facepalm at the fact I’ve turned down an offer to spend some more time with him. He doesn’t retract his hand though as he continues.

‘You’d be doing me a favour, it’s a long way and I’d feel bad knowing I left you to walk there on your own. So, what do you say?’

His hand stays outstretched, and he has a point. If I want to have the best chance of getting back on the slopes tomorrow, I shouldn’t walk unnecessarily far.

It’ll save me time in the long run, and when he drops me back here, I’ll go back to my sketching. I give in.

‘Fine, as long as I get to pick the songs.’



‘I didn’t realise when I said yes that you were going to only play Christmas songs,’ Rory says, one eyebrow raised as he leans his hip against the supermarket shelves in front of me.

‘It’s snowing,’ I say in explanation.

‘It’s February,’ he counters.

‘Okay, Scrooge, who burnt your turkey as a child?’

He chuckles, shifting so his back is now against the shelves, his arms crossed in front of him. ‘No one, seeing as I’m a vegetarian.’

‘Oh, that’s cool,’ I say, taking in this new fact.

‘Surprised?’

Yes, my head says, because knowing the muscles he has hidden under those clothes means it wasn’t something I expected.

I’m not about to tell him that though, as that would mean admitting I still vividly remember the way his abs look.

‘I don’t know many guys who are vegetarian,’ I say instead, which is also true.

We’re both quiet as we wander around the rest of the supermarket, Rory stopping to grab random treats from the shelves and me occasionally giving guidance based on my knowledge of Tilly and Meghan’s favourites.

We weave our way towards the checkouts, where I catch myself in the screen above the machine and realise my waterproof puffer makes me look like a bloated penguin. Brilliant.

‘It’s on me,’ Rory says, taking the packets of chocolate Hobnobs I’m holding and adding them to his pile of snacks.

I glare at my reflection one more time before going to take the packets back. ‘Oh no, you really don’t have to.’

‘No, I do,’ he says firmly, catching my wrist before I reach it and we both pause.

The confusion on my face must be obvious, and he sighs before going to explain. ‘I do have to, because maybe if I’d taught you better, you wouldn’t have fallen yesterday and hurt yourself.’

He clenches his jaw as he scrutinises my foot.

Oh, I think, feeling the sudden urge to hide my injured ankle by crossing it behind the other. I hate that he feels at all responsible, and it’s clear Tilly didn’t fill him in on the full story.

‘No no, it wasn’t your fault at all. I was too distracted. I should’ve known to stop instead of trying to keep skiing when I couldn’t focus.’

‘Idiots on the slope?’ he asks, and I scoff.

‘More like one specific idiot.’

‘Ah,’ he sighs, tapping his card to pay.

‘Who was it?’ he asks once we’ve walked out of the shop and made it back to his car.

‘Why? Are you going to track them down and pellet them with snowballs?’

I say it as a joke, but Rory doesn’t laugh.

‘Something like that,’ he says, and we sit in awkward silence until I realise he is genuinely waiting for me to give him a name.

‘It was Adam. My ex.’

Rory’s jaw clenches at his name, and he still says nothing.

‘It was an accident though, he was being stupid and I let him get to me, and then it all happened so fast. He’s said sorry like a billion times.’ I keep going, but it doesn’t do anything to smooth out the tension evident on Rory’s face.

The silence stretches out for ages, so I lean back in my seat, hands bunched in my lap.

He doesn’t start driving, and I suddenly get a thought that I’m in a car with a guy who is still in many ways a stranger and none of my friends know I’ve left the chalet. I should get him to drop me home, and yet the idea of him taking me back there and then driving off again makes my chest sink. Going back to the chalet alone seems much lonelier now than it did with him in it, chatting and making me cups of green tea.

Besides, if he was planning on driving me somewhere and murdering me, he probably wouldn’t have made me anti-inflammatory tea first.

‘What are you up to this afternoon?’

His voice finally cuts through the silence, and I cycle through the vague plans that I’d made this morning before his unexpected appearance outside my balcony.

Sketching, eating junk food, scrolling on TikTok, watching Gossip Girl reruns.

‘Nothing,’ I go for instead.

‘Wanna hang out?’

Yes, my head says straight away, like an eager puppy.

‘Sure.’

At my answer his face finally loses some of the hardness it’s had since we got back in the car and instead shows the calm confidence I’m used to.

‘On one condition,’ I add, moving towards the car’s volume dial.

He catches my drift and sighs, running one hand across his face before cupping his jaw. ‘Can I make a request for no more Bublé at least?’

I pout, my bottom lip sticking out in the way it always used to in pictures of me as a baby.

‘Okay, fine, you have total control,’ he says, hands up in defeat as I smugly re-connect my phone.

‘So, where are we heading, driver?’ I ask, queuing all my favourite Michael Bublé tunes.

‘You’ll see,’ he says, and I catch the smallest smile on his face. I decide that of all his expressions so far, that’s my favourite one.
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Rory pulls the car into a space by some tall fir trees, and I hesitate before I start to get out.

‘You good? It’s just a little walk through the trees, but I can’t drive any closer because the snow gets pretty thick this time of year.’

Thick enough to bury a body in, says the voice in my head, worrying again that I’ve been led to the middle of nowhere with no details to text my friends to help them find me other than ‘somewhere high up, lots of snow’. I should’ve spent less time karaokeing to Bublé and more time memorising road signs.

‘Squirrel House.’

‘Hm?’ I murmur, not sure if I heard him right as I try to ignore my escalating panic.

‘Squirrel House, Fernley Road. That’s where we are so you can let your friends know. We’re at my house.’

‘Oh,’ I say, immediately relieved but also embarrassed that I’d let myself think he was a secret serial killer. Rory the Ripper does have a ring to it though.

I take my phone out of my penguin coat pocket and open my text thread with Tilly.


PSA that I’m not at the chalet right now. Yes, I got you more
biscuits. Address is Squirrel House, Fernley Road.



Three dots start to bounce before I turn my screen off.


Hang on, who are you with? Is that some kind of après club?



I go to type out my response, picturing the way she’ll freak out when she reads it, but the dots reappear and she beats me to it.


NO SHIT, Kevin heard me ask what the fuck Squirrel House is and
please tell me it’s true and you’re at RORY’S HOUSE?!



I can’t type anything because a series of messages ping through at such a rapid rate I can’t keep up.


This is amazing.




Hold on, are you going to shag?




What’s it like, send pics?




OF THE HOUSE, not of you shagging!!!




Meghan says remember to use protection.




I say remember to do that trick I taught you, the one where you put
both hands on



Her message ends halfway, and there’s a short pause before anything else comes through.


This is Kevin saying he’s confiscated your friend’s phone until she’s
made it to the bottom of the slope in one piece. P.S. tell Rory I said I
told you so.



I scroll back through the messages giving them a proper read, unsure what to think about Kevin’s parting words. My car door opens and Rory’s there, waiting for me to step out. I’m glad I put on my Moon Boots when my feet hit the ground and I sink into several inches of snow.

‘I’ve been told to let you know Kevin says I told you so,’ I say as he locks the car and starts to lead me through a gap in the trees. ‘Care to fill me in on that one?’

He lifts an arm to scratch the back of his neck whilst muttering something that contains the word ‘traitor’ and doesn’t meet my gaze, settling on the view of the trees ahead instead.

‘I may have mentioned that the reason I needed him to cover my shift today was so I could check up on someone. I said I’d probably be back within the hour, I just needed to make sure they were okay and that their injury wasn’t anything serious.’

‘And? What did he say?’

He frowns, walking a little faster as if he’s trying to get out of telling me the rest. ‘He told me that was bullshit. He guessed the person I was talking about was you, and he said that if I visited you, I’d end up being off slope all day.’

Well, I guess he was right about that, and I wonder how much Kevin knows about what happened between us.

‘And what did he think we’d be doing exactly? Buying biscuits to dethrone him as favourite instructor, then coming to your house?’

‘We’re here,’ he says, and I’m about to tell him off for avoiding the question when a house materialises in front of us. Or not house exactly, it’s a…

‘You live in a treehouse?’ I ask, staring at the two-storey construction nestled in a crescent of fir trees.

Calling it a treehouse is almost diminishing. It’s more like a fairy-tale castle version of one. Like Disney decided to build a house for Kristoff and Sven and this is what they came up with. Rugged, but cute.

‘For most of the year, yep I live in a treehouse.’

I wander forwards, taking in the outdoor staircase that spirals up to the first-floor balcony.

Above that is a second floor with another balcony, and massive windows covering the whole front of the building and facing out onto the open view.

‘You should see it when it’s dark,’ Rory says from somewhere behind me, but I’m too transfixed with trying to work out the intricacies of the structure to turn around. A finger hooks under my chin, turning my head to focus again on that storybook staircase. ‘You see the fairy lights wrapped around the banister?’

I nod, careful not to move my head too much so his finger stays touching me.

‘They’re strung all around the edges of the balconies, so when it gets dark the whole thing lights up like a Christmas tree. You playing all those songs in the car made me think you might like it.’

His finger disappears from my chin and my chest deflates, but then his whole hand starts gripping mine instead. ‘Come on, I’ll give you the tour.’

I let myself be led slowly, my heart beating hard against my ribcage for every second his hand holds mine. I realise quickly that he’s only taken my hand to keep me steady because of my ankle, a fact I keep reminding myself of as he leads me up the stairs.

‘Wow, this is insane,’ I say once he’s opened the door, moving to where a tree trunk breaks through both the floor and then the ceiling above it. I run my hand up and down the bark, convincing myself it’s in fact real.

‘Cool, isn’t it? It was Kevin’s dad who had the idea for it. He’s an architect back in London and when I told him I wanted to build something here he jumped at the chance to work on a project outside of the city. Something meant to blend into nature, not stand apart from it.’

‘You guys must go way back,’ I say, curious to learn more about his life as I admire the rest of the house.

The kitchen takes up half of the space, every surface made from carved wood. This whole building could’ve sprouted from the trees themselves. The décor is minimal, but with enough homely touches to make it cosy. Thick woollen throws are draped over a window seat that stretches all along the other half of the room, and I imagine curling up there with my sketchpad.

‘Yeah, Kevin and I went to primary school together, and before that our parents were friends when they were kids. His mum and mine met at art school.’

I freeze, and he notices how those last words caught my attention.

‘You’re an artist too? I thought you were drawing at the chalet.’

I continue staring at the blankets as I ponder how to answer, because it’s not a simple yes or no. I think about how as a teenager that was my identity. ‘This is my friend Lottie, she’s an artist’ is how my high school friends would introduce me. Above all else, my favourite thing to do was paint. Give me a canvas, a palette, an assortment of colours and endless time, and I’d be content. But then dreams gave way to practicalities.

Practicalities meant art turned from a career path into a hobby. Painting gave way to pencil sketches, because I didn’t have the space or spare money to spend on proper equipment, and the view from my London flat of a dark alleyway people frequently stopped to piss in didn’t do much for my creativity.

‘Not any more,’ I settle on, smiling as I think back to older times, ‘but maybe once.’

I quickly change the subject by picking up one of the photo frames from the coffee table and holding it up.

‘Is this her?’ I ask, although the resemblance is so strong I know it must be his mum.

It’s quite shocking how many of the same features they share – from the colour of his hair to the sharp line of his jaw. And if not for those, the eyes would be enough of a giveaway. The same deep shade of brown, like the bark of the trees I was just admiring.

‘She’s beautiful,’ I say, seeing now where her son got his looks from.

No offence to his dad, who I can’t see in any of the photos, but his mum’s beautiful in such a carefree way.

‘She was,’ Rory says back, voice quiet as he stares at the photo too.

‘Oh god, I’m so sorry, I didn’t…’ I try to think of something to say, but I feel like I’ve put my foot in it and it’s properly wedged in.

‘It’s fine,’ he says, finally looking away from the frame and batting his hand through the air like he’s trying to downplay it. ‘She died nearly ten years ago now, not that it’s gotten any easier, but it’s gotten more normal to be without her, I guess,’ he says, and I think I get what he means although I can’t possibly imagine how hard that must’ve been to go through.

‘Fancy a hot chocolate?’ he asks, pushing away from the countertop, and I’m thankful for the change of subject.

I wander over to the kitchen where a row of mugs hang in a line and select one which is white and covered with little paintings of skiers. We’re both quiet while Rory boils the kettle, and I head out to the balcony where two metal chairs are positioned facing the view. When the drinks are ready, he brings a throw from inside and the hot chocolates out to us, a swirl of whipped cream on top of both, and I thank him as I take mine.

‘Sometimes in my dreams, I imagine I did it. That I became an artist,’ I say, ready to elaborate on the short answer I gave him earlier.

I don’t normally talk about it, not even to my friends. Revisiting the reasons why I chose finance are never fun, and it always leaves me with so many ‘what ifs’, so I try not to think or speak about it. I don’t want to see it as a regret.

But Rory has shared something difficult and personal about his life, and I want to offer him a piece of mine in return.

‘So, why didn’t you go for it?’ he asks.

I take a sip from my mug, staring through the steam into the peaceful landscape beyond.

‘There were a few reasons,’ I say, deciding where to begin. ‘I guess a lot of it was because of my parents.’

I’m hesitant to bring them up again, but there’s also no way to explain the full story without them.

‘I saw what it was like trying to make a living working in the creative arts, and I was…’

I trail off, trying to think of the right word to describe how watching Mum and Dad struggle over the years had affected me. I’d always admired their passion and love for their work. When I’d watch Mum on stage, I’d never been able to take my eyes off her. She was magical. And seeing Dad bent over pages and pages of writing at the kitchen table, and the way his face would light up when a story or a script clicked into place – I wanted to know what it felt like to get that moment of euphoria. To feel like anything was possible.

And art gave me that.

But I also remember the hushed conversations they would have when they didn’t think I could hear. It didn’t take me long to realise that the joy their careers brought them was only one side of the coin, and on the other lay a lot of stress and hardships that they tried to keep away from me.

‘Afraid.’

It’s the word I settle on, and one I’ve never been honest enough to admit to anyone else. ‘I know how hard it can be to try and go for a dream, and that it doesn’t always work out. I’ve witnessed the stress, the joy, all of it, and I guess I decided I wasn’t cut out for the risk.’

What I’ve told Rory is only part of the truth though.

What I don’t say is that, although it’s true that I was afraid my own art wouldn’t succeed, what I was more afraid of was the fact that if it didn’t, I’d have to keep relying on Mum and Dad to support me when I knew they were barely supporting themselves.

I turn away from the pristine scene in front of me and look at Rory, whose eyebrows are knitted together.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘I was wondering, isn’t everything worthwhile in life a risk though?’

His words surprise me. Is he saying that a life without risk isn’t worthwhile? At all?

I’d say my life has been better, or at least easier, since I decided to take the safer road. Maybe I could’ve been happier if I’d decided to pursue art, but in my mind it’s a very small maybe compared with the much larger possibility of everything being so much worse.

‘Not when a risk backfires and takes not only you but everyone around you down with it,’ I say with assurance, hoping for an end to this conversation.

Thankfully my stomach pipes up, its rumbling easy to hear even from underneath the blanket. I give Rory a sheepish grin. ‘Do you happen to have anything other than hot chocolate in this million-pound treehouse?’

‘Yes,’ he laughs, ‘and also it’s not a million pounds.’ He takes my mug from me, gesturing back towards the house. ‘More like two,’ he says, winking as he closes the balcony doors behind us to keep in the heat.

‘You’re joking!’ I shout, wishing David was here to verify as I waddle over to the window seat with the blanket wrapped around my shoulders.

‘Either you’re the most well-paid ski instructor in the world, or you’ve got some side-hustle going on I don’t know about. Let me think…’ I cross my arms as I stare at him. ‘Are you a sugar baby?’

He throws his head back at that, and I’m glad we’ve finally returned to a lighter mood.

‘I’m only asking because I’ve had requests myself, and if this is the life I’m missing out on, I won’t be blocking their accounts next time!’

‘Unfortunately not. This and the flat in London are funded by a combination of my work here and some investments passed over to me from my dad,’ he says, and I realise this is the first time he’s mentioned him.

While he constructs our cheese toasties I glance back over at the table of photos, confirming again that there aren’t any that show a man who could be his dad. The only guy I can see at all is Kevin.

Rory carries two plates over to the window seat, sitting opposite where I’ve settled and lifting his legs up to mirror mine. He doesn’t start eating, his stare vacant as he takes in the view. Thoughts seemingly somewhere else.

‘You okay?’

His head jerks back to me, then down at his plate.

‘Yeah, sorry about that. Dig in,’ he says, still shaking his head like he’s trying to brush off whatever thoughts had taken over. Following his lead, I take a bite and immediately feel so much better once I get a mouthful of cheddar and tomato. My satisfaction must be evident because Rory smiles, nodding down at my sandwich.

‘You’d be a pretty cheap date then,’ he says, and I take another bite before replying, my stomach thankfully no longer protesting.

‘I don’t know, you’d have to ask Adam,’ I say, meaning it as a non-comment, but it comes out sharper than I was going for.

‘I must admit from what I’ve heard about this guy, he sounds like…’ Rory trails off, and I worry about how he’s planning on finishing that sentence.

‘Sounds like… what?’

I’m not sure what I’m expecting, given that I know I haven’t painted him in the fairest light in my conversations with Rory.

‘Like he doesn’t deserve you,’ he settles on, and I stop, sandwich half lifted towards my face.

It’s not the response I was expecting.

It’s something… sweeter. Is he flirting again? Or was that pity? I wish Tilly was here to set me straight.

‘I don’t know, he may have some issues, but he’s not the only one. There’s nothing particularly remarkable about me either,’ I say, realising that answer was nowhere near the realm of flirting back, and now I’ve fallen into a self-pity trap. No, worse. I’ve tripped right into a self-pity grave. Oh god, what is wrong with me?

‘I mean, I can’t even ski down an easy red,’ I add, trying to make a joke out of my self-deprecation, but I can tell he doesn’t buy it.

‘Why do you do that? Put yourself down?’

‘I don’t know,’ I admit, unsure whether this is a post break-up thing, or if I’ve said things like this before.

Still trying to ignore Rory’s continued stare, I tap my phone and a recent text from Tilly that I hadn’t heard come through lights up the screen.


Hey girl, we’re about to do our last run then we’ll be heading back
to the chalet. You two banged yet? ;)



I pick my phone up quickly and tilt it towards me so the screen is out of Rory’s sight.

‘Everything okay?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, it’s Tilly letting me know they’re heading back.’

‘I can take you home now if you like,’ he says, which I would most definitely not like.

In the last few hours I’ve started to put together a picture of who Rory is, but it’s still nowhere near finished. I want to keep turning over the pieces and find out everything there is to know about him.

But what if that’s just me? What if he doesn’t feel the same easy comfort that I do being around him? The sense of wanting something more that lies beneath it?

‘Sure,’ I say, wondering if he can see from my face that’s not what I want.

Something tells me he can, given how well he saw through my joking earlier, but he still gets up from where we’re huddled at the window. While he takes our plates over to the kitchen, I move to the door to get my shoes, pausing again when I see the picture of his mum. Looking properly at the photo now, I notice the background. She’s sitting somewhere inside, by a window, the view behind her shrouded in white. It looks so similar to the one at the window seat, but I know it’s likely to be at some other ski resort entirely.

I don’t realise Rory’s moved over until his breath is hot against the side of my neck.

‘You look so much like her,’ I say, not knowing whether bringing that up is a good or a bad thing.

‘I know, that’s what he found so hard,’ he says, muttering the last bit quietly.

I want to ask who he’s talking about. His dad? I can’t help but wonder where he is and what role he plays in Rory’s life. But now isn’t the time to pry just to satisfy my own curiosity.

‘Shall we get going?’ I say instead, making my way over to the door and pausing, half-in half-out.

For a second he doesn’t follow, like he isn’t ready for this afternoon to end. I could fool myself into thinking he wants to kiss me right now as much as I suddenly need to kiss him. But I don’t move, and he simply smiles and gestures to the stairs behind me.

‘Fine, but if you put on Bublé again I don’t take responsibility if I make us crash to get some respite.’

‘Fine,’ I say, drawing out the ‘n’.

Surely if he’d wanted something to happen between us, now would’ve been the time to make it known. And seeing as he didn’t, I decide to let it go and think instead about the journey home and how his threat won’t stop me humming Christmas songs for the entirety of the time we’re in his car.
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I push my key into the door and swing it open, but the chalet is quiet. The others clearly haven’t made it back yet.

Rory hovers outside after having walked me up to the door, and there’s this awkward moment where we’re standing opposite each other, the doorframe like a defining line between us. I hang up my coat and lean down to take off my boots for lack of anything else to do, not wanting to close the door on him quite yet.

‘Thanks for today,’ I say, pulling off my left boot. ‘You saved me from an afternoon I’d likely have wasted scrolling on my phone, trawling through travel accounts and planning a grand move to Australia that would never happen.’

‘It’s no problem, I’m glad you weren’t hurt too badly. Reckon you’ll be back on the slopes tomorrow?’

My chest deflates at the mention of tomorrow, making it clear that’s the end of our time together today. I don’t know what I was expecting, but the fact he showed up here, it’s hardly surprising I’d got my hopes up. Then I remember that our class hasn’t previously been his only one of the day, and more specifically I remember who he’s taught in the afternoons after us.

‘Tomorrow then, I wouldn’t want to keep you away from anyone important,’ I say, going to pull my other boot off before closing the door.

‘Anyone… what do you mean?’

He seems genuinely confused, and I’d forgotten that I only know who his afternoon lessons are with because I asked Kevin about their history. I probably should play it off, act like I didn’t mean anything by it, but part of me wants to gauge his reaction so I can know once and for all whether there’s anything going on there.

‘Hey, I’m not one to judge. I’m on holiday with my ex, so it’s not weird that you’re giving yours extra lessons. I’m sure you’re eager to go and meet her. Don’t let me keep you.’

Rory stands still as he considers my words, and part of me is embarrassed for revealing what I found out from Kevin. But a bigger part of me waits with bated breath for what he’ll say next. His expression keeps shifting by the smallest of details, and the waiting makes me feel like I might combust despite the chilly air that’s blowing in through the open door.

‘You think I’m leaving you to go and teach Tori?’

I shrug. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘No, I’m not. I cancelled my lesson with her this morning, the same time I asked Kevin to cover for yours.’

‘Oh.’

That’s all I can think of to say. There’s a tension in the silences between our sentences, and I busy myself with removing my other boot as I try and keep my heartbeat from becoming audible.

‘Why did you do that?’

Cancelling this morning’s class I can understand, but how could he have known we would spend so much time hanging out after he arrived here? What if I’d told him I was fine when I was on the balcony, and never even invited him inside?

‘Why do you think?’ he asks, avoiding my question and throwing one back at me instead.

‘I don’t know, Rory. I don’t know what’s going on here, that’s why I’m asking you,’ I say, feeling flustered as I gesture between the two of us.

My cheeks are burning up, and I start yanking off my boot to hide my face. When I do, pulling hard and putting all my weight on my dodgy ankle, the boot comes off more easily than I was expecting. I lose my balance, my weight shifting backwards as I start to fall.

The only thing that stops me landing on my arse, and potentially messing up my ankle even further, are the two hands now grasping me firmly by my shoulders and pulling me back up. Back towards him.

There’s an inch of bare skin between the bottom of my fleece and the top of my leggings, and it’s there that the warmth of his fingers shifts to.

I’m safely back on my feet, but he doesn’t let go, and our faces are so close that all I’d have to do is rise onto the tips of my toes and our lips would touch.

‘You really don’t know?’

His breath is everywhere, the tickle of it on my forehead from where he stands above me makes my spine shiver. I shake my head ever so slightly, so I don’t move away from him.

‘I thought maybe you were just doing your job, checking I’m okay so you can tick a health and safety form?’

He chuckles, and the rush of air from his lips brushes against my now burning cheeks. ‘If that is all I was doing, then why would I be standing here fighting the urge to kiss you?’

His confession hangs in the air between us, and we’re both still as I register his words. I start to wonder again if I hit my head yesterday during my fall, and all this is a delusion.

Is he really admitting that this thing I’m feeling between us is real? That it’s more than the temporary lust from our one night together, passionate in the moment but then sated? Nothing more than a thing of the past.

I’m wondering all of this, when he moves one of his hands up to my face, his fingers lightly caressing my cheek, tracing my jawline down to my lips.

‘I wanted to tell you earlier, before your phone interrupted us, but I’ve been thinking about these lips ever since you left that morning without saying goodbye.’ His fingers brush over them then, slightly open as I take in shallow breaths. ‘And then when I saw you again… when you turned up in my class of all places, it took everything in me not to kiss you right there, in front of everyone.’

His fingers move, travelling across my face and to the back of my neck. His hand wraps around it, tugging me closer to him until we’re pressed tightly against each other. I steady myself by lifting my hands up from where they hang by my sides and resting them on the top of his chest. His heart beats beneath my palm and I can feel the familiar hardness of his chest underneath the thin fabric of his shirt. I’m speechless as his words echo in my head, but he’s not done yet.

‘I’ve been trying to take this slowly, but I can’t pretend any more that you haven’t been on my mind every minute of those lessons, and every minute outside of them. And I hate that you’re hurt but I’m also grateful it gave me an excuse to come over here to see you and finally do this.’

With two hands he cups the sides of my face and guides my lips to his, pausing right before they touch like he’s waiting for me to let him know this is what I want. But I don’t need more time to be sure. Without a second thought, I close the gap and kiss him.

In the moment where our lips meet everything around me disappears and my body becomes alive with the desire for more. But after one delicate kiss, he pulls away.

I wonder if that’ll be it, but when I open my eyes, that same hunger is reflected in the darkness of Rory’s pupils. The next time he leans in to kiss me, it’s with such force my feet nearly lift off the ground.

Then for a second, I actually am weightless, his arms lifting me so he can step over the doorway that was separating us. His back foot kicks the door and it slams shut behind us. Then all I know are hands, and lips, and our feet knocking over all the shoes and other shit that’s scattered over the floor as we move further inside.

‘Bed,’ he mumbles between kisses, and I lead us towards my open door, nearly tripping countless times but never falling because of how tightly he’s keeping hold of me.

It’s as if letting me go so we can find a route to the bedroom that is less hazardous is not an option if it means he has to take his hands off me for even a second. Hands that take my weight so I don’t have to worry about my ankle.

Once we’ve rounded the corner into the bedroom, he turns me around so my chest is facing away from him. He walks me forwards until I’m pressed against the wood of the closed door. He pushes his lower body against the small of my back, and I could almost laugh at how similar it is to when I slipped and fell against him on the magic carpet.

His hands move from my waist to my arms, lifting them up and then pinning my wrists together against the wood. With his free hand he brushes the hair away from my shoulder, planting kisses along the side of my neck.

‘Is this all right?’

His breath is hot against my bare skin and I shudder, pressing my body further into his.

‘Are you kidding? I’ve thought about this ever since I left your place. I’ve thought about you doing this to me when I’ve been lying in my bed here,’ I admit, worrying that’s too much.

But he groans near my ear at my confession, and before I know it, he’s released his grip on my wrists and used his hands to spin me back around. He rests his forearm on the door above my head, his body towering over me as his chest rises and falls with shallow breaths. His hair is mussed from where my hands have dragged and tugged at it.

‘Tell me,’ he says, his tone commanding. ‘Tell me what you’ve imagined me doing to you there.’

He tilts his head over to the unmade bed to the side of us, and I bite at my bottom lip, embarrassed to admit all the things I thought to myself that first night.

I struggled with the guilt of picturing Rory, when it used to be only Adam who filled my thoughts in those kinds of moments. It felt wrong, disloyal. But now with Rory here, and the reassurance that he feels the same way about me, I realise there’s no way something that feels this right could ever be wrong.

I duck out from under his arm and walk over to the bed, positioning myself so I’m lying with my head propped up against the headboard.

‘It started like this,’ I say, peering down at the sports leggings and fleece that I’m still wearing. ‘Except I was wearing less clothing.’

‘I can help with that,’ Rory says, taking two long strides, which bring him to the foot of the bed.

He gently lifts my ankles, shifting them up towards me so my knees bend, then he positions himself between my open thighs. I can barely think as his hands travel up to the waistband of my leggings, his fingers dipping beneath the fabric and hooking around it so he can pull them down.

The cold air wraps around every inch of my exposed skin as he drags the leggings off torturously slowly. Once he’s finally removed them completely, he throws them over his shoulder and smirks as he moves closer, his hands circling my thighs and his chin lowering until it’s above my belly button.

‘And then?’ he asks with a wicked look, knowing he’s about to make me say every dirty thought I’ve had about him out loud.

I don’t know if I can bring myself to do it. I’ve never been the type to be vocal about what I want, happy to let Adam be the one in control, even if there were things I secretly wished he’d do more of. As if sensing my hesitation, Rory shifts, his lips brushing my stomach as he brings his mouth down to my burning skin.

‘How about I take a guess, and you tell me what to change if the things I’m doing don’t live up to your imagination?’

His hands massage my thighs as he places a line of kisses down my stomach. He pauses before straightening back up, his body moving away from mine and I don’t realise I’m pouting because of the distance until Rory starts to laugh.

‘Don’t worry, I’m just making sure we’re even,’ he says, crossing his arms in front of his chest and removing his shirt in one fluid motion.

Even though I’ve seen it before, I’m no less mesmerised by the muscles that cover every inch of his body. I want to run my hands along them, but before I can sit up and touch him, he’s moved again.

My thoughts are paralysed as he continues his earlier journey down my body, travelling lower and lower.

When I woke up this morning, I never believed this is how my day would go. I swore to myself I wouldn’t let anything like this happen with him, but we’re here now, alone, and no one needs to know.

His tongue brushes against the place I’ve longed to have him again, and I prepare for the utter ecstasy that will be his—

‘Did you hear that?’

Rory freezes, and I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t know what he’s talking about until I hear it too. Voices.

‘Fuck,’ I curse under my breath, manically trying to formulate a plan for how to get him out of here.

Maybe he can climb out of the window? Is there a pipe out there he could shimmy down? I’m about to leap off the bed and grab something from the floor which I could wear on my bottom half, but there isn’t time.

Without knocking, the door starts to open, and a voice travels through the newly exposed gap.

‘Lotts, I’ve been thinking, and I really want to apologise again for earlier. I still think we can wo—’

His word cuts off halfway, and I don’t want to look. I don’t need to look to know that Adam is standing only a few metres away, mouth agape, looking at where Rory is kneeling.

Shirtless.

With his head between my naked thighs.
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‘What the FUCK?’

It sounded like Adam was coming in to apologise to me again, his voice sounding genuinely remorseful, but any hint of that is gone as he shouts across the room. I’m still wrapping my head around what’s going on when suddenly more voices start chiming in.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Lottie can you— oh my god!’

‘Wait, is it what I think it is, woohoo, about fucking time!’

Realising all of my friends are stumbling upon the scene is the cue I need to finally move, and I scramble to reach for the duvet then throw it over myself, which only serves to trap Rory under there too. But not for long.

In the space of a second Adam’s stormed into the room and grabbed Rory by the shoulders, only his attempt to haul him up is useless given that Rory’s clearly the stronger of the two. Instead, he resorts to pushing against Rory’s chest, barely nudging him, but it’s the flare of his nostrils and the white-knuckled clenching of his fists that has me worried.

‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ he spits, and I quickly reach down the side of the bed to grab a pair of pyjama shorts and start wiggling into them under the covers.

‘I think you could see exactly what I was doing, and I’m not thrilled at having been interrupted.’ Rory smirks, drawing to his full height, arms crossed in front of his chest and I could almost laugh if I wasn’t still mortified.

Adam doesn’t like that one bit, his face turning red hot as he takes another step closer to Rory, sizing him up. ‘Do you know who I am? Who I am to her?’

Rory chuffs, head nodding like it’s obvious. ‘Yeah, buddy, I know who you are. And I think you mean what you were to her. It’s clear what you are now is a pain in the arse, so if you don’t mind me asking, fuck off.’

Oh no, I think, as Adam gets more riled up, like a wound-up spring that’s about to be let loose and cause utter chaos. I’ve managed to cover myself, so I jump out of the bed ready to position myself between them, but I’m too late.

Adam launches himself at Rory with enough force to make him stumble but not fall. He rights himself quickly, fast enough to duck and avoid Adam’s swinging fist, and I hear gasps from the doorway where all my friends are still looking on. Their collective heads all peeking into the room.

‘Are you guys planning on helping, or just enjoying the show?’ I ask, throwing my hands in the direction of Rory and Adam as Rory dodges another swing.

The force of it leaves Adam dizzily falling against the wall and nearly punching a hole through that instead.

‘I’m happy watching,’ Tilly says.

The others all nod their heads in agreement, and I groan. They are going to be no help at all.

I inch closer, trying to stay out of the way of Adam’s flailing arms as he moves in a frenzy.

‘How about we all calm down and…’

Adam whirls around to where I’m standing by the bed and I instantly back away.

‘Oh, so now you’re trying to be the peacemaker when the whole reason this is happening is because you’re whoring yourself around!’ he spits back at me, and I’m stunned.

I hear Rory sigh, glancing over at me as he rolls the muscles in his neck and clicks his knuckles.

‘Sorry, but now he’s left me no choice,’ he says.

Then he throws a perfectly timed punch that lands squarely on Adam’s jaw.

His head whips to the side, but before he has time to come back to his senses, Rory’s charged at him, arms wrapped around his middle and they start barrelling towards the doorway. The floating heads of my other friends scatter, jumping away like cartoon characters. I join them and we all chase after the action as Rory keeps pushing Adam backwards.

I keep thinking they’ll stop, but if anything they get faster until they’re suddenly dangerously close to the front door. Rory groans as Adam jams his knee up into his stomach, finally managing to wriggle free, but instead of separating he uses his freedom as a run-up to push Rory out of the doorway. Rory grabs him though at the last second, and together they tumble out of the front door and into the thick snow that surrounds the chalet.

I don’t know what to do as they continue to brawl, Adam shouting expletives I can’t make out whilst Rory continues to dodge any strikes.

I turn to find the others gathered behind me again, Tilly with her phone out, videoing. I move so I’m standing right in front of the camera with my arms folded.

‘Okay, can we agree we’ve all had our fun now and can someone please help me end this craziness?’

‘Not if ending it means Rory will have to put a shirt back on,’ she says, and I roll my eyes.

Even Meghan can’t look away from Rory, his still-naked torso practically glistening as it gets covered with a dusting of snow.

‘Hey! Long-term boyfriend standing right here,’ Lucas says, waving his hand in front of her face, which she bats away before they both laugh to themselves.

I smile, watching the way they joke so easily with each other, and I can’t recall a time they’ve ever argued or bickered. Not like me and Adam, who is currently telling Rory where he can stick it.

I huff, finally at the end of my tether. I stomp down the front porch steps, getting as close as I dare before yelling at the top of my lungs. ‘For god’s sake will you both grow up, you testosterone-fuelled IDIOTS!’

They pause for long enough to look over at me, and they must see how done I am with them both as I stand there with my arms crossed, tapping my foot against the snow. I realise then that I didn’t put any shoes on before coming out here, and all at once a wave of pain shoots from my ankle up towards my knee. I wince, taking as much weight off it as I can, and try to ignore the sharp stinging that’s coming both from my injury and the freezing snow my toes are sinking into.

‘Shit, your ankle! Let me get your shoes,’ Rory says, stepping forward.

‘Let me carry you back inside,’ Adam says at the same time, but I lift both my hands up to stop them.

‘Enough!’

They freeze. I squeeze my fingers against my temples and take a deep breath to try and steady myself, but I’m too riled up.

‘I don’t need either of you helping me right now. What I need is for you to keep your hands to yourselves and listen to me for two seconds.’

Thankfully they do, and so I address them each in turn, starting with my troublemaker of an ex. ‘Adam, I honestly don’t even know where to start with you.’

‘I’m so sorry, Lotts,’ he rushes out.

So much for letting me speak for two seconds.

‘Listen, you know I didn’t mean it, I—’ He advances towards me but I push him away with two hands planted firmly on his chest.

‘No, Adam, you listen!’ He stumbles back a bit, clutching at where I pushed him, but I’m not backing down. ‘You can’t just say an awful thing about me and then think an apology will cut it.’

Whoring myself around. He actually said that to me. A person he claims he still cares about. Does he seriously think he can patch up the cut those words have made on my heart with a blurted apology?

‘And all of this…’ I continue, gesturing around us at the snow that’s now got the shape of two bodies imprinted into it, at Rory, and at the others who are watching us like we’re primetime TV. ‘It’s ridiculous, Adam!’

‘I know, but—’

‘Later,’ I cut him off. Unlike him, I don’t want to end up saying something I’m going to regret. ‘Just go. Please.’

He doesn’t like that, but at least he takes the hint this time and shrinks backwards, walking sulkily towards the house.

‘And you.’ I turn to Rory, who is still standing unashamedly shirtless in the freezing cold. I focus on his face, not wanting his body to distract me from letting him know he’s not off the hook.

‘I came on this holiday with the goal of creating as little drama for everyone as possible, and whatever that was…’ I trail off, picturing the way he landed that punch on Adam’s jaw. ‘And whatever this is…’ I go on, pointing between us, the events of today leaving me with no clear idea on how to describe what our relationship to each other is. ‘It’s a lot.’

I finish, unable to think of a more articulate way to sum up how I’m feeling. Instead, I wrap my arms around myself to ward off some of the chill. Unlike Adam, Rory waits before he speaks, checking I’ve said all I want to say.

‘I’m sorry. I may have gotten a bit carried away.’ He lifts one arm to scratch the hair at the back of his neck, causing the muscles along the side of his chest to stretch taut.

‘Very. You got very carried away,’ I correct.

Adam may have been the one to start the fight, but Rory sure as hell didn’t help. Do I find it sexy that he jumped in so quickly to defend me? Yes. But am I also annoyed with him for doing so when it’s objectively made everything worse with Adam? That too. And I need some space to be able to work through both of those feelings without him and his bare chest tempting me to pull him back inside and finish what we started.

‘There’s a lot of history here,’ I admit, an understatement to describe the complex path of mine and Adam’s relationship over the years. ‘And I need to deal with this on my own. Can you let me do that?’

He pauses as if he wants to say something, offer his help maybe, but in the end he just nods.

‘Do you have your phone, or a piece of paper and a pen?’ he asks.

‘My what?’ I pat my sides, but somewhere in all the commotion I took off my fleece. Even if I was still wearing it, I now remember that my phone is in the pocket of my coat, which is hanging up inside.

‘Here!’ Tilly appears at my side, thrusting a pen into my hand instead. ‘I couldn’t find any paper.’

How she got there that quickly is beyond me, but when I turn, I see that Meghan, David and Lucas are still gathered at the doorway, all trying to look like they’re engrossed in the paintwork on the wraparound porch.

‘Uh, thanks,’ I say, taking the pen from her hand, although I’m not sure it’ll be of any use on its own.

‘And can you all give us one minute please?’ I shout towards our crowd. ‘I’m sure there are things inside that are equally as entertaining as two people trying to have a conversation!’

I wait until they’ve all started trudging inside before I turn back to Rory.

‘That includes you, Tilly.’ I glance sideways at her, and although she whines and huffs, I can hear her retreating footsteps crunching in the snow as she does what she’s told. I look down at the pen she’s brought out, and shrug. ‘Any chance you’ve got some paper in your car?’

Rory shakes his head, his hand brushing his jaw. His fingers reach out and brush the bare skin above my wrist like it’s a blank canvas, and I can sense us both having the same thought at the same time. He takes the pen from my hand and pauses with it raised a few inches above my skin. ‘May I?’

It’s not quite the page he had in mind, but I nod and he cups the underside of my arm. He lifts it towards him, and the pen tickles as he inks his number onto me as delicately as possible.

‘There,’ he says once the circle of the final digit is completed, smiling at the scribbled lines that stand out in black ink against my pale skin.

It’s like I’m back at primary school, when I used to draw flowers and patterns onto my hands to pass the time. Sure, his number isn’t quite as artistic as my doodles were, but having his handwriting inked onto me makes little butterflies stir in my stomach. He lowers my arm, then places the pen back in my palm and closes my fingers over it.

‘I know you said you want to handle this on your own, but if you ever want to talk, call me.’

I look again at the number, and then quickly cover it by crossing my arms over my chest so it doesn’t get blurred by the snow. ‘Thank you. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then?’

‘I hope so,’ he says, and despite the conversation ending we both stand there a while longer.

I wonder if he’s waiting for something. Should we kiss? Should I hug him goodbye? I don’t know what’s going on between us, only that the longer he stands there, the less annoyed with him I feel, and the more his words from earlier keep repeating over and over again in my head. You’ve been on my mind every minute of those lessons, and every minute outside of them.

Was that just something he said because he thought he was about to sleep me with again? Something to bring up the mood, or something more serious?

‘Can I go back inside to grab my shirt first though?’

I snap back to the present, and to the man in front of me, whose skin must be starting to freeze.

‘Shit, yes of course, one second,’ I say, making my careful way back up the front steps and nearly jumping at the sight of the others standing in a line, barely inside the hallway, fidgeting and whispering like school children waiting for the register.

‘You’re all insufferable,’ I say as I scoot slowly past them towards the bedroom, fishing Rory’s discarded shirt off the floor.

I head back outside, putting some shoes on this time before Adam might appear out of nowhere offering to carry me again. Like seriously, what was that about? I know we need to have a proper chat, but I don’t want to have to deal with him right now.

When I boarded the plane here I was in two minds about whether to get back together with him or not. But if the events of today have shown me anything, it’s that my heart is leading me away from him. And even though this thing with Rory can go nowhere, can I really go back to Adam after I know how much I can care for someone else?

When I step back outside, I catch sight of Rory, his body bent down in front of the steps, scooping up snow with a large shovel.

‘So you have that sitting around in your car, but no paper?’

He disregards my question in favour of transferring another batch of snow from the bottom of our steps into the bank off the side of the path.

‘The better question is when’s the last time you guys shovelled out here? If you hadn’t already hurt yourself I wouldn’t be surprised if this ice would do it for you,’ he says, continuing to clear the last few steps and the path leading out towards the main road.

Once he’s carried the shovel to his car and thrown it back in the boot, I hand over his shirt.

‘Thanks,’ he says, taking it from my hand, but I don’t miss the second where our fingers touch, and my body practically jolts.

‘I’d let you keep it,’ he says, pulling it down over his head, ‘but I think I’d get some odd looks if I drove back without it.’

‘It’s cool, it’s yours anyway. Thanks for today, bar the dick-swinging contest at the end.’

He chuckles, rocking on his heels and holding up his hands in a guilty surrender, and I’m glad he’s not trying to justify his actions.

‘And thanks for this,’ I add, nodding down at my arm, which has his number scribbled across it in black ink.

‘Anytime,’ he says.

I watch as he starts walking back towards his car, pausing when he reaches the driver’s seat. He stands with one hand on the door handle, the other resting on the car roof. His fingers drum against the top, and I’m about to head inside when he turns around.

‘How about tomorrow?’

I pause. ‘Tomorrow?’

‘Yeah, what are you doing after class?’

I think through the itinerary we put together as a group, racking my brain to remember whether there is a bar crawl or a piste party happening. I can’t think of any plans we’ve already made, but even if I’m free, should I lie and say I’m busy?

I told him I need some space, and less than a day isn’t the length of time I’d had in mind. Of course, we’ll be together in our lesson anyway, but agreeing to be alone, one-on-one, that feels like something more. Like a date. Despite my earlier words, the reply let’s do it sits on the tip of my tongue. But I take a breath to shut down the impulse and respond rationally instead.

‘Is it okay if I think about it?’

I wonder if he’ll act disappointed, or push me for a clear answer now, but he doesn’t do either.

‘Of course, take all the time you need. You’ve got my number, but either way, I hope you’ll be back in class.’

‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ I say, letting my bad ankle bear some more of my weight and realising it’s already feeling a lot better than this morning.

He smiles before getting inside his car, and I watch him watching me in the wing mirror as he drives away. I stay for a while after he’s disappeared, letting myself process everything and prepare for the mayhem that will ensue once I go back inside.

When I’m ready, or as ready as I’ll ever be, I head to the front door and peek through, listening out for the sounds of my friends. I walk into the kitchen, trying to avoid their notice, but as soon as my toes step across the threshold I look up to find four pairs of unblinking eyes staring at me. Thankfully none of which are Adam’s. Tilly is the first to break the silence as she leaps to her feet and rushes towards me.

‘Ahhhh I knew it, I knew it! I knew he would come over once I’d told him about your accident,’ she squeals, grabbing the tops of my arms and squeezing tight.

‘Careful, it’ll smudge,’ I yelp, which makes her acutely aware of what is written on my arm.

‘You can thank me now,’ she says, flicking her ponytail behind her as I try and free myself from her vice-like grip.

‘Fine. Thank you for the day, but also no thank you for the mess the end of the day has now created.’

She crosses her arms, eyes narrowed. ‘Well, it’s hardly my fault it took you all day to get into bed with him. It wouldn’t have been an issue if you’d shagged a little earlier. What were you doing all day?’

I match her body language and give her an equally sassy-toned response. ‘Talking, getting to know each other, you know, the typical things you do before sleeping with someone.’

‘You didn’t care much about knowing him before you shagged him the first time,’ she says back, and I can’t deny she has a point.

But that was different. That was a whim, a one-time thing. An ‘I’m never going to see this person again so what’s the point in knowing the deep stuff’ situation.

But now I have seen him again, and I’m being presented with even more chances to see him. Although who knows what will happen at the end of this holiday when I’m on a plane and he’s still here.

‘Hold on.’ Lucas steps out from the clump the others have made and rubs a hand over his forehead. ‘What does she mean “the first time”? Have you and this ski guy met before?’

The rest of us stand awkwardly as Lucas swings his gaze from one of us, to the other. ‘Tilly?’

‘Okay, fine. I was out with her that night, and so I’ve known since we heard his name and saw him in his sexy ski suit,’ she says.

‘Woah, back-track a second,’ David chimes in. ‘Are we talking about the night I think we are? Is he the hunk you cry-shagged?’

I cover my face with my hands and groan, trying to burn out that memory. ‘Can we not revisit that, please? But yes, it’s the same guy.’

David’s mouth hangs open like he’s trying to catch a hundred flies, while Lucas continues walking around in endless circles.

‘Okay now I’m really confused. David, did you know about this or not?’

‘Half of it,’ he concedes. ‘I knew about the guy, but I didn’t know he was the same guy that’s been teaching these three to ski for the last four days.’

I hear the sofa squeak as Meghan readjusts herself, and then all eyes are on her. She’s trying to look innocent, but her foot is bouncing and she’s fiddling with her nails like she’s going to pull them off. She doesn’t say a word, but she doesn’t need to.

‘Meg? Seriously, you knew too?’ Lucas asks, both hands pushing through his hair.

She fidgets with the sleeve of her fleece, biting at her lip as she nods. ‘I found out at our first lesson when Lottie froze like she’d seen a ghost. I texted you about it, but she wanted to keep it on the down-low, so I deleted the message before you read it.’

I watch as something clicks on Lucas’s face, clearly remembering the mysterious deleted message that must’ve been on his phone.

‘You told me that you’d butt-messaged me on the chairlift,’ he says, betrayal in his eyes.

‘Yeah, that may have been a lie…’ she says, lips pressed together as she looks down at the rug.

‘That’s great, anyone else have any secrets they’ve kept that they’d like to get out in the open while we’re at it?’

I catch Tilly and David looking at each other for the briefest moment, so brief that Lucas and Meghan both fail to notice it. I’m taken back to this morning and the strange energy between them. Neither of them says anything before Tilly quickly changes the subject.

‘My legs feel like bricks and my fingers nearly froze clean off today, so I propose another spa evening. I’m in urgent need of Jean-Luc’s firm hands. Any takers?’

I picture the two of us in the hot tub and know going will give me the opportunity to get to the bottom of this once and for all. Plus, an evening rotating again between saunas, steam rooms and hot tubs sounds like exactly what I need to decompress.

‘I’m down,’ I say, and Meghan chimes in enthusiastically too.

‘I promised Adam a couple of games of pool down at Sommet de la Montagne later, so I’ll bow out,’ Lucas says, and we agree to split into two halves for the night.

I hate that we’re not all going to be hanging out together, but I’m also grateful not to have to spend the evening with Adam. I think it’s best for everyone if we have the rest of the day apart to cool off, and I promise myself that as much as I might not want to, I’ll finally get around to having a proper talk with him soon. Tilly claps her hands together before throwing her arms around my shoulders from behind.

‘Go get my skimpy bikini again, looks like we’re going to the spa!’
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I tried to last longer than five minutes in the sauna, but it turns out I’m too weak. I wonder how long Rory and Kevin last in their Sauna Wars, but I’m certain it would put me to shame. Now, sitting with the hot tub water up above my shoulders, I tilt my head back and look at the open sky.

I didn’t notice the first time because it wasn’t dark then, but a trail of fairy lights criss-cross in front of my vision, the bulbs blending into the stars clearly visible above me.

I bet it’s magical at Rory’s treehouse right now, sitting cocooned in one of those fluffy throws, surrounded by the lights that twirl up the steps and staring out at the same star-speckled sky. I close my eyes and picture myself there. Rory would be sitting beside me, pointing out different constellations, maybe topping up my mug of cocoa, his fingers lingering on mine as he hands me the cup.

There’s a loud splash, and I’m snapped back to reality and the shifting water of the tub as my friend launches herself in.

Tilly’s head bobs back above the water, and she smooths her hair back with both hands.

‘I’m concerned Meghan’s a supernatural being with how at peace she is in that sweat-dungeon,’ she says, sinking down so she’s mirroring the position I’m in. Both of our knees tucked up to our chests.

Despite the interruption to my peaceful thoughts, I’m glad I’ve got her alone post-massage and sauna session so I can finally get some answers. Even if I’d been considering letting her odd behaviour over the whole aftershave incident go unquestioned, her suspicious glance with David has left me with no choice but to do some digging.

‘Hey, we never got to finish our conversation this morning about how everything went yesterday after I left.’

I start there, a simple question so I can gauge her reaction. With our eyelines level, she stares blankly back at me, and I can practically hear the cogs turning in her brain. Trying to find a way out of this again. I cross my arms, giving her a look that makes it clear I’m not taking another bullshit answer. No more made-up men, because I’m pretty certain at this point Jason doesn’t exist. No more secrecy.

Something in my eyes must show her that I’m serious. Getting her to open up right now is like drawing blood from a stone, but I don’t retract my stare and eventually she huffs, resigned.

‘Fine, so the truth is…’ Her words break off as she plunges herself down until her head is fully under the water.

‘No! Uh-uh, you’re so annoying. Get back up here!’

I reach my hands under the water, searching until I find her feet, which I furiously tickle. Her head bursts back up, squealing as she wiggles away from me.

‘Ah! Get off me!’

‘Not until you tell me what the hell is going on!’ I say, holding firm.

‘Fine! Now fuck off back to your side.’

I let go, and she uses those feet to push me back to the opposite end of the tub. I wait patiently for her to elaborate, noticing how flustered she is, which is extremely un-Tilly like.

She covers her face with both hands leaving only a little triangle with her nose and mouth exposed. Whatever this is, she really doesn’t want to admit it.

‘I’m going to tell you, but I’m only going to do it if I don’t have to look at you, deal?’

‘Deal,’ I agree, willing to say anything to find out what’s gotten her so worked up.

‘Okay. After you went back to the hotel, Adam felt awful and sped down the rest of the slope before I could grill him, so it was only David and I making our way down the red. I was so nervous thinking I was going to fall too, and I was fully expecting David to take the piss out of me, you know, start meowing and call me a scaredy-cat or something while I told him where to shove it.’

‘Yeah, sounds like you two.’ I nod.

‘Only he didn’t. He stayed a little ahead of me, giving me pointers, and not in a “you’re shit, I’m superior” way, but actually in a really helpful way. Anyway, I made it to the bottom, and I was so happy and so I pulled him into a hug, but our skis got a little twisted and I sort of fell onto him, and then… well we sort of…’

She trails off, still hiding behind her hands, but I don’t need to see her face to know she’s flushed as red as a raspberry.

‘Oh my god!’ I don’t believe what I’m hearing. ‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?! You better finish that sentence!’

‘GOD you’re like a vulture! But YES, okay, yes. We kissed.’

I squeal, repeating my earlier exclamation again and again.

Only she still looks like she has the weight of an elephant resting on her shoulders. And as much as I now know why she was acting weirdly with David this morning, this doesn’t explain why she made up a man with a name like he’s the lead in some Noughties pop band.

‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’

Her lips roll together, face pinched like she’s trying to hold the next words inside her mouth.

‘I don’t know how to say it…’ she starts then stops, lifting her hands to smooth back her hair and press her palms into the sides of her head like she doesn’t want to hear herself talk. But I do. ‘I slept with David.’

‘You WHAT!’

The words burst out of me before I can stop them, my hands slapping the surface of the water and causing droplets to splash across both our faces. A kiss was already big news, but the two of them sleeping together? Tilly and I have shared a room every night, and aside from yesterday on the slope, the two of them haven’t had any alone time together that I’ve been aware of. Bar shagging on the red run itself, I can’t figure out when this could’ve happened. Thankfully, Tilly doesn’t leave me wondering for long, feeding me small details like the crumbs of the last chocolate Hobnob.

‘It happened four days ago. The same night you met Rory.’

That one sentence is all I need for the puzzle pieces to click into place. The aftershave. It doesn’t belong to a fictitious man. It’s David’s. And now that I come to think of it, that smell did feel familiar, but I lumped it in with general boy smells so couldn’t pick it out as his at the time. And those odd things I thought I might be overthinking, like the way she’d leant back into his touch when he’d brushed past, and the fact she’d texted him our whereabouts. It all makes sense now.

The mystery of what’s happened is revealed, but there’s still something I don’t understand. If all of this started four days ago – why is she only telling me now?

‘Do you hate me?’ Her voice is small, cutting into my thoughts as she mutters, her chin resting low on the water.

‘What? No, of course not, I just…’ don’t understand, I finish in my head.

Of course I don’t hate her, but I am confused as to why she kept such a big thing to herself. More than that, I’m hurt that she not only didn’t tell me, but openly lied about it too.

‘I don’t understand why you lied,’ I admit.

‘I didn’t want to, but you had enough on your plate. We didn’t have time the day of the flight, and then I thought about telling you, that morning of our first class. I’d decided I was going to tell you afterwards, but then we’d arrived and Rory was there. I wanted to give you space to focus on where your own head was at with that, instead of brain-dumping my problems on top.’

That day was a lot for me, but even so, I wouldn’t have wanted her to hide something like this. This is her and David we’re talking about. It’s not like she wanted to rant about the slugs that sometimes eat the herbs on her balcony. This is something important. Something she’s clearly had a lot of thoughts about and would’ve benefitted from talking through.

‘You know I would’ve wanted to be there for you.’

I can tell she does. She’s hesitating in the exact same way she was only minutes before, when she told me about the kiss but I could tell there was something else.

‘Okay, that’s not the whole reason. I also didn’t tell you because I had no idea what I was going to do. After we’d slept together, I thought the best thing to do was pretend it had never happened. I swore David to secrecy, so don’t be annoyed with him about any of this.’

I had started wondering why he hadn’t said anything about this to me either, but I’m less hurt that he kept it from me than I am that Tilly did.

‘But then yesterday, when we kissed again, and I felt…’ Her hands move in circles, like she’s cycling through words trying to find the right one, before coming up empty. ‘Ugh, I don’t even know what I felt but it was something, I freaked out. Because I know we shouldn’t go any further, because of the group. We can’t, in case…’

She doesn’t finish her sentence, but she doesn’t have to. I know what she was going to say. In case they date, then break up, like me and Adam. In case they risk the fabric of the group, like we have. And what’s worse, today I wasn’t thinking about the group when I took things further again with Rory. Wasn’t thinking about Adam, or how he’d react, or whether I was tearing our friendship group apart.

I only thought about myself.

‘No, no, you’re taking that the wrong way.’ She pushes over to my side, stopping in front of me and forcing me to look at her by guiding my head back up with her hands. ‘You and Adam got together before our friendship group even formed. And I know I’ve said I don’t think you guys fit, but back then, when we were little eighteen-year-olds trying to figure ourselves out, it looked like you might.

‘It’s not your fault that you didn’t, and you’re not doing anything wrong by letting him go, and letting yourself be led by this’ – she rests the pad of her index finger on the left side of my chest – ‘towards someone who makes that spark ignite in your heart again.’

‘But I’m only making things worse for everyone by doing that. Isn’t that what you meant, by saying you shouldn’t pursue anything with David?’

She shakes her head, her hands moving down to gently squeeze my shoulders. ‘No, that’s not it at all. When you and Adam got together, there was a possibility that things could work out. But me and David? We’re like chalk and cheese. We don’t even get along. In fact, I think he’s the most annoying, insufferable person I’ve ever met.’

Until now, I’d felt awful, rethinking my own choices and worrying over them. But when she says that, I can’t help but smile.

‘And you’ve never stopped to wonder if all that dislike you felt wasn’t a mask for the exact opposite? Have you never watched a romcom?’

She stops to think about it, and the realisation plays out on her face as she thinks back over past memories. Wondering if what I’ve said might’ve been true all along. She slumps, throwing her hands up like nothing makes sense to her any more. ‘Or maybe all of those reasons are bullshit, and I’m just scared. Really fucking scared to give things a go, and for it to go wrong.’

I tilt my head, amazed by the myriad ways this conversation has shifted since Tilly dive-bombed in here. Finally, we’ve reached the crux of the problem and I realise why she’s been so freaked out over all of this. Because being scared about anything, apart from fat-bodied spiders that move at one hundred miles an hour, is not like Tilly. It’s funny how much our roles have reversed since we had this exact conversation on a ski lift the other day.

‘Tilly, it’s okay to freak out sometimes. Welcome to my world! Why would you think you had to hide being scared of new things from the queen of it?’

I understand now though why she hadn’t told me. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to talk about it, it was because she didn’t want to admit it to herself. All these new feelings that she doesn’t know what to do with.

‘I think you should start following your own advice,’ I go on. ‘Go with the flow, be loose, or whatever wisdom you bestowed upon me a few days ago.’

I think I do some strange movement when I say the words ‘be loose’, which makes her chuckle, looking a little less like she thinks the world is about to end. She chews at her lip, her mind whirring as she considers my point.

‘So, you think I should give things a try? Even though it’s doomed?’

I nod, not because I think it’s doomed, but I don’t think she’s ready to hear how I think they’re actually a great fit for each other. Then I ask her a question of my own. ‘And you think I should do the same? Even though it’s tearing the group apart?’

I mean it seriously, but she pushes herself back to the other side of the tub and sends a splash right into my face. ‘Stop being dramatic. We’re all adults here, and I think you’re also forgetting you guys have basically broken up ten times over the last seven years.’

Not quite ten, I think, but I see her point.

‘We’ll be fine. I’m sorry I made you think otherwise.’

‘You don’t need to apologise. We’re good.’ I wrap my arms around her, pulling her into a big wet hug. Finally, we’re back to normal.

We don’t speak for a while, me processing the ups and downs of the last ten minutes, and of finally finding out what her secret was. Meanwhile she stares at the water like sinking into it might be easier than accepting she feels anything other than dislike for David.

‘I can’t believe I like David,’ she mutters after a while, groaning as she tilts her head back so it rests on the lip of the hot tub. ‘What planet are we living on right now, and when’s the next rocket off?’

I giggle, secretly thrilled by this turn of events. The sound of two slippered feet clap on the path behind my head and then Meghan appears having finally emerged from the sauna.

‘What did I miss? Tilly looks like she’s eaten some gone-off sushi.’

I don’t respond, unsure whether to share the news that isn’t mine to share. But opposite me Tilly nods, waving at me to say it for her, and the words burst out. ‘She and David kissed yesterday and slept together four days ago.’

‘No way! That was a long time coming,’ Meghan says, kicking off her slippers and lowering herself into the tub.

‘What! Am I the only one who didn’t see this on my cards? Am I blind?’

‘Blinded by loooove,’ I say, making kissing noises over at her as she splashes me with both hands.

‘Ugh, stop. I can’t cope with this level of revelation right now. I need to chill out,’ she says, hands cupping her cheeks as she takes deep breaths.

‘That’s funny, I didn’t think spas were supposed to be stressful,’ I say, perfectly relaxed now that everything is out in the open. I stretch my legs across the bubbling jets, the water doing wonders for the lingering pain in my ankle.

‘Can we change the subject please, maybe back to you and your ski-instructor lover boy?’

‘I don’t really know what else to say,’ I admit, but then I remember how our conversation ended earlier. ‘Except he asked me if I was free to hang out after our lesson tomorrow.’

‘Do you think he might take you out on a date?’ Meghan claps her hands together.

‘Maybe bang your brains out in some staff-only closet?’

‘Classy as always, Tills,’ I say, and she bows her head in thanks. More herself now that she has someone else’s love life to think about.

I don’t tell them that I haven’t said yes yet. But I let myself think about the prospect of spending time with him again tomorrow, and I can’t deny it makes me feel all fluttery. I have the urge to jump out of the tub, find my phone and text him my answer.

Hearing Tilly say that she thinks it’s okay for me to explore the spark I can’t deny we have, it’s like someone’s come and removed the safety wheels. It’s early, and I can’t be sure of anything, but I do want to give myself some more time to figure it out.

I have no clue what could still happen, but if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that tomorrow I’ll be back on the slopes. And once I’ve towelled off and headed back inside to message Rory, I think I’m going on a date too.
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Class today has been torturous. You’d think it would be because of the mild pain I can still feel in my ankle, which we’ve bandaged up within an inch of its life, but that’s not the thing making my stomach churn.

It’s the fact that from the moment we started to the moment we finished, Rory’s eyes have been on me like they’re burning each part of my body they fall on. I’m surprised I’ve made it through without becoming a melted puddle in the snow.

Once we’ve finished our final run, everyone disperses, including Meghan and Tilly. They wave as they go to meet the boys, or rather, Meghan waves while Tilly makes inappropriate hand gestures that I choose to ignore. While I’d usually join them, today I’ve got other plans. Ones that have my stomach doing loop-de-loops in the best way, and involve the man who’s taken up all my brain space since we almost had a repeat of our night in London yesterday.

I wait for him to emerge from the instructors’ hut, and in that time someone else skis up to my side.

‘Something’s happened,’ Penny says, her voice making me jump. I could’ve sworn she’d skied off with the others.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I say back, adjusting my gloves and avoiding her gaze because that woman can read minds like they’re books if you give her the chance.

‘Hmm, you’ve had an energy about you today,’ she says, and I can sense her eyes scanning me up and down before she follows my gaze to the hut, which Rory has now emerged from. ‘He’s got it too. Nope, there’s no use fooling me, honey, especially with him mysteriously missing our class yesterday.’

She nods her head resolutely, and I try to keep my composure, but she’s hit the nail on the head and she knows it.

‘Not that I mind, that Kevin was very dishy.’

‘Careful, or Bill’s going to hear you,’ I whisper back, eyes darting around to see where her husband has gotten to.

I spot him grumbling at his skis as he leans them on the racks outside the après bar, but they keep slipping off.

‘Oh you needn’t worry about that, he’s half-deaf these days anyway.’ She pats me on the arm before wandering over to help, her place quickly becoming filled with the person I’d been anxiously waiting for.

‘Are you ready?’ Rory asks, and my heart skips.

‘Given the fact you’ve told me nothing about what we’ll be doing, what do you think?’

‘Fair point,’ he says, bobbing his head from side to side before reaching out his hand. ‘Do you trust me?’

It’s stupid, I know, but the answer to that question comes easily even if I don’t want to admit it.

‘Maybe a little,’ I confess as I take his hand, letting him lead me through a gap in the trees off to the side of the training slope. We walk like that for a while, hand in hand with our skis left behind inside the instructors’ cabin.

‘Not much further,’ he says, taking me down a path that would appear totally random if it wasn’t for the singular pair of boot-prints that have clearly walked through it recently.

The prints look slightly ominous, but I’m not left wondering who they belong to for long. We emerge into an opening with an unobstructed view of the mountains, as well as a little hut, and, if my eyes aren’t deceiving me – Kevin.

‘You’re early, hey, Bambi!’ he calls from where he’s standing on top of a small set of steps, hanging fairy lights on the low-hanging branches of a tree.

My eyes move from him to the ground in the middle of the clearing where the snow has been patted down and a gingham waterproof mat is stretched out and layered with fluffy-looking blankets. Behind that is a little wooden bench, the top of which is littered with tiny trays and a rather expensive-looking bottle.

‘Is all of this for us?’ I ask in disbelief, stomach already rumbling when it catches sight of a tray of chocolate chip cookies.

‘If by us you mean you two lovebirds, then that would be correct. I am merely doing this guy a favour for all the times he’s covered my classes over the years due to unforeseen occurrences.’

‘Hangovers, is what he means,’ Rory clarifies, but my mind is still stuck on what Kevin said.

Lovebirds. I know it’s just a joke, but it makes me wonder what Rory’s been saying to him about us. The fact he’s been talking about me to Kevin at all makes me feel all bouncy inside. And clearly he’s put a lot of thought and last-minute preparation into this date. And now I’m here, I can very confidently say it is a date.

I’m in a trance as I walk towards the picnic set-up, the fairy lights making the snow sparkle, and I’m only pulled out of it when a bang sounds to my right. I yelp, hands springing up in a pathetic attempt at defence, only to see Kevin with a cork in one hand and an open bottle in the other.

‘I shall fulfil my waiter duties, then leave you two in peace, I promise,’ he says, producing two Prosecco flutes from nowhere which he begins to fill.

He’s like Mary Poppins, pulling things out of a magic bag that surely aren’t typically lying around in the middle of a mountain.

Something tickles at the back of my neck, and a second later a warm hand comes to rest against the small of my back.

‘Take a seat, I’ll get your drink,’ Rory says, and I channel my focus into staying upright and not sinking back into his touch like a melting snowman.

He leads me towards the rug before heading to the table, and my brain finally kicks into gear enough to utilise the two-second window I have to clean myself up.

I run my hands over my braids, feeling for any places where my helmet hair has become a little crazy. I decide to give up when all I feel is frizz, then I shrug off my ski jacket and do a quick armpit sniff test.

No one told me I should’ve doubled the amount of clothes I thought would be sensible to pack for this holiday, but thankfully today’s the first day I’ve worn this fleece, another of Meghan’s of course, and it doesn’t smell as bad as the others, which I’ve exiled to the back corner of my wardrobe. Kevin’s vanished, and as Rory walks back over to me, I pray he didn’t catch me sniffing myself.

He settles himself down to my left and hands over a glass as well as a plate of cookies.

‘Cheers,’ he says, raising his glass and clinking it against mine. ‘To first dates.’

I take a sip to try and cool myself down because all of this surprise is making me feel a little giddy, but once I swallow down the bubbly goodness, I’m more composed. ‘First date? Are you saying neither our encounter back in London nor the toasties in your treehouse yesterday counted?’

His head bobs like he’s considering it, but he settles on shaking it instead. ‘No, yesterday for the most part was just hanging out. Besides, until we got back to your place, I wasn’t even sure if you felt anything for me.’

I can’t help but laugh at that, because I don’t think I’ve hidden very well how being around him has affected me this week. ‘Are you kidding? I thought it was obvious that since we met again, I’d felt this… pull that’s there all the time. I don’t know if that makes any sense.’

I take a drink and don’t go into it any further, but he nods like he knows exactly what I mean, and it’s only gotten more intense since we gave in to it yesterday.

The memory of yesterday afternoon plays out on his face as his eyes flick down to my lips and pause there for a long time.

‘And London, that was…’ He trails off, his gaze shifting to the snow-blanketed view in front of us, and I don’t know what he’s going to say.

Hot. Thrilling. Reckless. The only thing I’ve thought about when trying to fall asleep at night since.

I fill in the blank with everything my own mind conjures up when I think back to that night, but then I worry as the pause gets longer and longer that he might say something totally different.

Because there were some wobbly moments in the middle. A mistake? Embarrassing?

‘Confusing.’

Oh. Okay. That’s what he settles on after what feels like ten minutes of deliberation? What the hell is that supposed to mean?

‘Sorry?’ My voice wavers, not sure what I should be saying.

‘No, don’t apologise. What I mean is, it was confusing because I thought we’d had a good night and then I woke up and you were gone.’ A flicker of something crosses his face as his brow furrows and he continues looking out at the view. ‘I didn’t even know your last name to try and search you up.’

‘Well, you do now. I bet you’ve got my email address and bank details too in the ski school system, so now who has the power,’ I add, trying to lighten the mood.

But his jaw stays locked, and when he finally turns to look at me fully, there’s a hint of vulnerability in his eyes. ‘Why did you leave?’

It’s a simple enough question, and one that up until now I’d always thought had been pretty easy to answer. I’d thought he would’ve been glad to have me gone quickly, that this was a common sentiment among guys after a one-night stand. I know from Tilly’s stories, she’s been victim to a fair share of awkward breakfasts the morning after and ‘do they really want me to stay for coffee or are they trying to be polite’ deliberations.

‘Because I realised in the morning that you’d probably had all these plans for your evening, and then I barged my way in, coming on super strong only to blabber on about my ex like a loser for half the night. And then you took pity on the sad girl and let me stay whilst giving me the hottest night of my life even though I’d been nothing but a nuisance in the first place.’

I probably didn’t need to admit that last part, but it sort of slipped out before I could stop it, and it isn’t a lie.

‘Woah, hold on – is that seriously how you remember that night?’

I shrug, taking a bite out of my cookie and really wishing we were having a different conversation right now. Like discussing where on earth he got these cookies from because oh my god I’ve never tasted something so good.

‘Okay, let me get a few things straight,’ he says, rubbing at his face with both hands before pushing his fingers through his hair. ‘First, the cookies are Kevin’s special recipe and no I can’t get it for you because I’ve been trying for the last ten years and the fucker says he’s taking it to his grave.’

I force myself to swallow my mouthful so I don’t spray him with crumbs as he yet again shows how closely he pays attention.

‘Second, and more to the point, I didn’t let you stay out of pity.’ He’s shaking his head as he looks at me like he can’t believe that’s where my mind went. ‘I wanted you to stay because while you were talking about your ex, all I was thinking about was how beautiful you looked perched on my kitchen counter, my T-shirt bunched up around your hips, your lips still swollen from when I’d kissed you.

‘I know you think I have a good memory, but I actually don’t remember half the things you said because I was so distracted by this one curl in your hair that kept falling in front of your face. You kept mindlessly tucking it back behind your ear and I had to sit on my own hands to stop myself from going over to you and doing it myself.’

I’m frozen where I sit, and it isn’t because of the cold. In fact, my whole body feels like it’s burning up, but I’d rather let the flames engulf me than move a millimetre and risk him stopping his speech.

‘I slept with you because from the second I bumped into you in the street I was entranced by you. I wanted you to stay over that night. And the morning after. I was ready to go and grab us coffees and pastries from the bakery on the corner until I rolled over and realised you were gone.’

I try to picture it, me making a different choice and staying instead of creeping out on my tiptoes, silently begging his dog not to bark as I slipped out of the door. But my mind hadn’t been made up about Adam back then, and I never would’ve been able to entertain the fact I could fall for someone else. Am I even ready now?

‘I didn’t know,’ is all I can think to say.

He stares at me as if to say that now I do, like it’s some casual information he’s dropped instead of confirmation that I was right on all those times over the last few days when I thought he was paying me special attention. I’m not sure how to respond, so instead I take another sip of my drink before burying the bottom in the snow to keep it steady and shuffling closer towards him. We’re both sitting cross-legged, leaning back on our hands, and I move enough so that my fingers brush against his. Then I shift my weight to the left and place my head on his shoulder, and everything feels right.

‘So, what pastry were you going to buy me?’

‘Why don’t you go over to the table and have a look,’ he says, and my curiosity gets the better of me.

I force myself to move from his side and stand up, and when I get back to the table I realise something I hadn’t before – it’s a massive spread of breakfast food.

Rory’s voice sounds just above my ear. ‘Promise you won’t run off until you’ve at least tried the blueberry muffins this time.’

‘That depends, did Kevin also bake those?’

‘Not those,’ he says, and then he looks wistfully at them and it’s an expression he’s worn before. ‘I did. It’s the one thing I can bake better than him, but I’ve never been able to get them quite as light and fluffy in the middle as she did.’

He doesn’t specify who he means, but he doesn’t have to because I remember then where I last saw that expression. It was directed at a photo frame. I reach out and take a muffin, cupping it with both my hands.

‘I promise I won’t run away this time. And that’s not just because blueberry muffins are my favourite.’

That makes him smile.

‘They were her favourite too,’ I hear him whisper to himself.

Slowly, the faraway look in his eyes starts to fade and he’s brought back to me, standing in front of him holding a muffin that he baked using his mum’s recipe.

I don’t rush him as he comes out of whatever memory he was falling into. I want him to feel like when he’s with me, he can let himself drift off and let his emotions show instead of covering them with a smile, even though that smile’s quickly becoming my favourite thing to stare at.

‘How about you go back over there and get warm under one of those blankets and I’ll bring you a plate with a bit of everything,’ he says, already ushering me back to the mat. ‘A do-over.’

I do as he says, but I manage to snatch an extra muffin before I go. I can’t believe how much thought and effort he’s put into this date with less than twenty-four hours’ notice. It’s amazing and confusing at the same time, leaving me wondering if he’s just an incredibly charming guy who enjoys flirting and having a bit of fun for a while, or whether there could be more to this.

But I’m struggling to believe there could be anything more when I still know so little about some elements of his life.

We may have talked about some deep stuff, but what are his plans? His dreams? Does he spend the rest of the year in London after the ski season ends? Does he have another job outside of being an instructor?

These are the kinds of big life questions I asked Adam straight away, wanting to make sure his plan matched mine, otherwise what would’ve been the point in entering something that would’ve inevitably never worked. But how far has that gotten me?

‘Bon appétit.’

A paper plate loaded with food is placed in front of me, and I almost drool. I look around to stop myself from shovelling it all into my mouth straight away, eyes catching on the little shed that must’ve housed all the glasses and plates.

‘So, how many times have you and Kevin pulled this set-up out to impress a girl?’

Immediately I regret asking it when my tone sounds less light-hearted and joke-y and more tarnished with a hint of jealousy.

‘Will you be surprised to know that you’re the only person who’s been here except for me and him?’ he asks, and I am.

So much so that I’m glad when he carries on talking so I don’t have to admit I’d assumed at least Tori would’ve been here.

‘That shed,’ he says, pointing his thumb over his shoulder, ‘was built by us both when we were teenagers, and we used to come here to get away from our parents. My dad was against it from the start. He didn’t like us to be out of his sight, thought it was dangerous. But my mum listened to us begging for our own secret den and a few weeks later all the materials were here.’

He must’ve been coming here for years to have visited while his mum was still alive, and I don’t want to question whether they broke any laws by building this here in the first place.

We both finish off our food in comfortable silence, the sound of other people on the main slope so far in the distance I can barely hear them.

When I push my plate to the side, I’m so full I could fall asleep. It must be obvious too, because Rory bundles two blankets as pillows and goes to lie down, tapping the space next to him. He doesn’t have to ask me twice, and I shuffle so I’m at his side, lying on my back with my face to the sky. I wiggle around as I try to find a comfortable position, but nothing feels quite right. Then his hand wraps around my wrist and pulls it gently towards him, and I instinctively roll over and end up curled with my head on his chest.

‘Better?’

For a second my hand literally hovers an inch above his jacket before I give in and snuggle closer. ‘Maybe, but you know what would make it even better?’

He doesn’t answer. Instead, he reaches to the side and grabs one of the fluffy blankets and throws it over us.

‘I guess you did,’ I concede, letting my body curl into his and telling myself it only feels so perfect because I need the body heat.

His hand drifts to my head and his fingers stroke down over my messy plaits. I try to keep my eyes open and think of something to talk about, but my efforts are futile and I let myself relax into the silence, my body melting down against his instinctively. One minute I remember staring up at the sky, blank and bright as an untouched canvas, one ear pressed against his heartbeat.

In the next, I remember nothing at all.
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I’m in a dream and I’m lying in a bed with Rory.

It’s one of those dreams where you feel like you’re really there, but it’s dark so I roll over to find the light switch, only to realise there isn’t one.

Because I’m not in a bed.

I’m outside.

I can hear my phone ping from the pocket of my jacket, so I fish it out. It’s blowing up with messages from Tilly.


Where the fuck are you?




I’ve called you a bazillion times, stop making out for one second to
let me know you’re okay please!!!




We’re heading back to the chalet – are you coming back later?




GIRL R U OKAY??



My heart stops when I notice the time.

‘Fuck,’ I curse. It’s seven p.m. How on earth did it get so late?

I prod Rory’s shoulder to try and wake him, but it’s like poking a brick wall. I’m surprised I was so comfy given he’s all hard lines and muscle, but clearly I was because we managed to fall asleep for over four hours.

‘Rory, hey, wake up.’

I use both my hands to shake him and he groans, eyelids slowly peeling open. He looks straight at me, and as soon as he does his face lights up and my heart melts a little. Then his eyes shift behind me and he jolts upright, looking around us wildly.

‘What the—’ He blinks over and over like that’ll change the fact we’re sitting here outside in the growing dark. ‘What time is it?’

I flash him my phone screen and he groans.

‘We’ve missed the last lift,’ he says, scratching at his adorably scruffy hair and shaking his head.

‘And that means what exactly?’ I ask, hoping there’s another easy way back to my chalet and to an actual bed. The look Rory’s giving me doesn’t fill me with much confidence.

‘We can get a taxi, but it’s at least two hours’ walk to the closest place they can pick us up from.’

‘Ah,’ I murmur, not thrilled at the prospect of a two-hour walk in these boots.

‘Or there is another option,’ he says, and this time his tone is a tinge more hopeful.

‘Does this option mean more or less walking?’ I ask, knowing that’s the most important question.

‘Less, only ten minutes.’

An excited squeak escapes from me as I get to my feet, but despite the dramatic reduction in walking time, Rory looks hesitant.

‘There’s one thing though,’ he says, and suddenly I’m not so jubilant. ‘This plan involves staying the night.’

Oh. I wasn’t expecting that. To be honest, I was expecting something bad from the way he looked, but this sounds fine, even though it throws lots of questions into my head.

‘There’s a hotel on the slope, right next to where the ski schools are,’ he explains.

I try to visualise the area, and now that he’s mentioned it, I do remember that there is a hotel. It partly stayed in my mind because of its charming name. Darlington’s Den, or something like that.

‘What if they don’t have a room?’

‘They will,’ he says with a suspicious level of confidence.

‘What if it’s super expensive?’

‘It won’t be,’ he replies just as casually, and I’d push him more if I wasn’t still a little groggy from the nap. He waits while I weigh up the options, taking into account how much I detest walking in these rigid boots versus the unknowns of trying out the nearby hotel.

In the end, the idea of freeing my feet in the next ten minutes is too tempting to resist.

‘Hotel it is.’

Rory nods and disappears into the shed before coming out with little takeaway boxes, and together we pack up any salvageable leftovers from the breakfast spread. I text Tilly so no one freaks out at the fact I won’t be coming home tonight. Unsurprisingly, when I mention I’m going to a hotel with Rory her response is an unsavoury selection of emojis.

‘Ready?’ he asks, holding out his hand after he’s locked up the shed.

I look down at it, liking the little butterflies that are dancing around in my chest before I take it, our gloved fingers interlocking. The path through the trees is dark, but I trust Rory as he guides us until the view opens up and the hotel comes into sight.

From the outside, it looks like one huge log cabin, with the roof and every windowsill covered in a thick layer of snow. When we walk through the entrance I’m immediately hit with a wave of warmth and I’m certain I went with the right option in picking here over the long trudge and taxi ride back to my chalet.

‘Rory! Comment tu vas?’

There’s a lady who looks to be in her mid-seventies standing behind the counter waving over at him, and I figure Rory must pop in often before his classes.

‘Doris, je suis merveilleux, merci, et toi?’

She chuckles, and I have no idea what’s been said, but I can’t help being even more attracted to Rory after hearing him speak French so easily. And that accent. It shouldn’t surprise me that he can, but assuming he could speak French and hearing the effortless way the words roll out of his mouth are two different things. I’m sad when they swap to English for my benefit.

‘How was your evening, Doris?’

‘Everything is fine, mon cher, especially since I’ll be finishing for the day soon and helping myself to some dessert. Harry cooked his mango and passionfruit… how do you say? Tarte au fromage blanc?’

‘Ah yes, his cheesecake. It’s one of his specialities,’ Rory adds, his tongue darting across his bottom lip and making me think of things other than eating cheesecake.

‘Voila, well he promised to save me a slice,’ Doris continues.

‘In that case I won’t keep you, we can’t have him forgetting and accidentally eating it himself,’ Rory says, patting her on the shoulder.

She smiles up at him and I get the sense she’s known him for a long time. He weaves behind the counter filled with hooks and room number tags.

‘I’m going to grab the spare key card if that’s okay. I didn’t think I’d be staying over tonight so I haven’t got mine with me.’

‘Ne t’en fais pas, mon cher.’ She switches back to French with Rory, and it’s only then that she looks away from him and over to where I’m standing awkwardly with my hands clasped together in front of me.

‘Oh la la, now where are my manners,’ she says, wobbling slightly as she rushes to my side.

She pulls me into a warm hug, and I catch Rory mouthing an apology at me from over her shoulder. When she pulls away, she keeps her hands on the tops of my arms and looks me over. ‘Rory, mon coeur, isn’t she a beauty?’

My cheeks instantly flush, and I look over at Rory ready to tell him he doesn’t need to answer that, but he beats me to it. ‘Yes, she is.’

If my face wasn’t already bright red, I can guarantee it is now, and I quickly look to the side to admire the reception’s artwork. Does he really have to be so charming?

‘What’s your name, sweetheart?’

‘Charlotte, though most people call me Lottie,’ I say, and her face lights up as if hearing my name has reminded her of something. Then before I know it, I’m being pulled in for yet another hug.

‘Ah, c’est genial! I’m so glad to finally meet you. It feels like it’s been years since Rory came back to the resort with a girlfriend. Not since Tori of course, and that was when he was a teenager, very thin, and with that awful spiky haircut.’

‘Oh no, we’re just friends,’ I rush to clarify.

I take a step backwards, squirreling away that detail about Tori that finally gives me a better timeline on their relationship. A relieving one too that quells my fear that they were still an on-off thing like me and Adam.

At the same time as I move back, Rory frowns. ‘Yeah okay, that’s enough, Doris.’

He comes up behind her and steers her gently back towards the front desk. He swipes up the key card he’d put down on the counter and bids her good night while I stand awkwardly, not sure whether to follow. But then Doris beckons me over, and I hesitate before deciding it’s best not to argue.

‘I was only teasing,’ she says once I’m closer and out of earshot of Rory, who’s waiting by the lifts. ‘It’s only that I’d heard from Kevin that our Rory was skipping class this week to visit someone, a Lottie, I believe. That wouldn’t happen to be you, would it?’

Who knew Kevin is the resort’s resident gossip, I wonder, as I hope news of Rory skipping his responsibilities hasn’t spread too far. If it has, I’ll be having words with Kevin, as the last thing I want is Rory to get in trouble with his boss for anything to do with me. Why would he risk his best friend’s job like that?

‘I’m so sorry, I didn’t know he was going to do that, and I take full blame. I would hate it if he got into trouble.’

‘Oh, ne t’inquiète pas, I mean, don’t worry. I think it would be a good thing for him to loosen up a bit and realise he can trust the rest of us to keep everything running smoothly. He may be the boss but that doesn’t mean he can’t take a break.’

The – what? Before I can ask her to repeat that again, Rory calls to me from the open doors of the lift. I follow him inside, confusion muddying my tired brain as the doors close and we start going up and up. The ride goes on for ages, long enough for me to bat the comment aside as just a common expression, but when I look towards the panel of buttons, I realise why it’s taking so long. We’re heading to the top floor.

When the doors open, Rory walks out first, tossing the key card onto a side table with the ease of someone who has done it many times before. I’ve never been in a top-floor apartment before, in fact the largest hotel room I’ve been in was one which not only had a bed in it, but also a desk. This is luxury accommodation on another scale.

I take off my boots and try not to knock too much snow onto the floor before moving into the main living area. Two curved sofas face a TV that’s built into the wall above a gorgeous fireplace. Ornaments line the top of it alongside more photo frames that include snapshots of a younger-looking Rory.

I peer around the corner and my jaw drops as I count not one, but four more doors branching off from this one. But that’s not what shocks me the most. It’s the wall of glass windows that faces the mountains, complete with two French doors that open out onto a long balcony.

I hear the hiss of a boiling kettle, and turn to see Rory in the kitchen, leaning one hip against the counter as his eyes scan a piece of paper in his hand.

‘You up for some room service? Doris’s talk of the cheesecake has got me hungry again.’

‘Rory.’

His attention shifts to me as I spin in a slow circle, hands thrown out to the sides.

‘Care to explain to me what the hell is going on? And what did Doris mean when she called you the boss?’

He lets out a frustrated sigh before putting the menu down and crossing his arms in front of him. He looks like he doesn’t want to answer, so I ask him a question that should help me figure all of this out on my own.

‘Rory, what’s your full name?’

I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows before answering, and I know what he’s going to say before the words leave his mouth. ‘Rory Darlington.’

Realisation dawns on me like I’ve figured out the answer to a riddle I didn’t even know I was solving.

Darlington’s Den.
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‘So let me get this straight – you own this hotel?’

He nods. ‘I own this hotel. And the ski school. And I’m a stakeholder in the company that owns the resort.’

My eyes bug out of my head as I gape at him. I knew he was rich, and it was clear he had some sort of connection to this place, but I thought it was just because he liked to ski here.

I remember the picture of his mum sitting in front of a snowy window. I’d thought the view behind her could’ve been any resort, but now as I stare out of those massive glass windows again, I realise she must have been sitting right here when it was taken. I sink down onto the arm of the sofa, taking a second to process this new information.

‘Here I was thinking you were a well-paid ski instructor with some stocks and shares.’ I shake my head in disbelief.

‘I am a ski instructor, and I do have shares,’ he says, and I scoff. But his expression remains serious as he comes closer, settling onto the sofa beside me. ‘But I have some other responsibilities too. It’s not that different from what you thought.’

It’s clear how much he wants me to understand that, but I can’t help feeling like he’s been lying to me. I guess I could’ve figured it out, why else would he have such an amazing house not far from the resort, and a secret hangout only metres from the slope? And it explains why he was so friendly with everyone, from the gift shop owner to the masseur at the spa and Doris downstairs.

If it’s highlighted anything, it’s the fact that we barely know each other, despite the intensity of my feelings for him suggesting otherwise. I know I can’t actually blame him for not telling me. He doesn’t owe me anything, and like Tilly says, I need to learn to go with the flow, however crazy, so I try and calm myself down enough to accept the unexpected turn the evening has taken.

‘Does a perk of being the boss mean we can get extra cheesecake? Doris did make it sound pretty great.’

He smiles, passing me the menu and talking me through all the options he’d recommend, and I can tell he’s grateful I haven’t made it into a big deal. Although my mind is still whirring, and I can bet you Tilly and Meghan won’t be so calm about it once I tell them tomorrow.

An hour later we’re both sat in one of the bedrooms, empty room service plates surrounding us, our backs propped up with cushions against the headrest. I’m balancing a plate of half-eaten cheesecake on my lap as I stare at the 60-inch TV screen as Ryan Gosling kisses Rachel McAdams in the rain. Before we started watching, Rory tossed me a black T-shirt and a pair of trackies, both of which were so baggy I opted to go for the T-shirt on its own – it falls down to my knees anyway.

‘I don’t think that would be much fun.’ I point at the screen as the characters finish their steamy make-out sesh in the rain.

‘I’m with you, if it was snow though, then it would be a different story.’

Once I’ve had as much as my stomach can take without bursting, I add the plate to the stack that is forming a barrier between where Rory and I sit side by side in the same bed.

I make it about ten more minutes before I’m yawning too much to concentrate on the film. Rory must notice I’m fading because I hear the dialogue pause and then the bed dips. I crack one eye open and watch as Rory carries the remains of our room service off the bed and I make a move to start helping.

‘I’ve got it,’ he says, pressing his hand against my shoulder until I’m lying back down against the pillows.

I must’ve drifted off because the next time I open my eyes all the plates are gone and Rory’s placing a blanket over me. He leans down and moves my hair away from my face, his thumb lingering on my cheek, and I find myself hoping he’ll come closer and kiss me. But instead, he pulls away, waiting at the side of the bed like he can’t decide what to do next. I’m waiting for the bed to dip and for him to climb inside, but when he finally does move, it’s a step towards the door.

‘Where are you going?’ I ask, my voice groggy.

He stops. ‘You look comfortable. I thought I’d let you have this bed and I’d take one of the others.’

I know I should let him go. Tilly would tell me I’m being boring, ‘unfun’ or however she described me. And I know I said I would try the casual fling thing out, but somewhere in between homemade muffins and watching the way his eyes crinkle when he smiles, I’ve started to fall into something I know I should stop.

What would be the point in letting myself get close to him, only to board a flight at the end of next week and likely never see him again? This trip is a holiday, nothing more. If he stays, I’ll get so wrapped up in him I’ll fool myself into thinking this could last forever, only to blink and be back on Tilly’s floor, catching a packed-out tube to my job. Returning to my normal life.

And yet.

‘Stay.’

He doesn’t move straight away. Every second that goes by where he hesitates, I want to squeeze my eyes shut. Hide myself from the embarrassment that he’ll say no. Make the sensible choice.

‘Okay.’

My heart starts hammering against my chest as he reaches one arm down to grip the bottom of his shirt.

‘Do you mind? I’m a radiator otherwise.’

I shake my head, watching as he lifts his arm and pulls his T-shirt over his head. The room’s dark, only the dim spotlights still lit, which cast shadows along the lines that ripple across his chest. He doesn’t stop there as he pulls down the waistband of his joggers, revealing a pair of tight black boxers underneath.

At the now-familiar sight of him, a rush of heat spreads over my cheeks, across my chest, then lower. Before I have long enough to fully appreciate him, he lifts the side of the blanket and settles himself beneath it, leaving us both lying on our backs, arms close but no part of our bodies touching. As if neither of us knows whether to make a move.

The first time we slept together, we were only strangers, certain we’d never meet again. And yesterday, when we nearly did it again, it was hot and hasty and without proper consideration. But tonight is different.

I stare up at the ceiling and the chandelier that hangs down in between the dimmed spotlights. It strikes me that the room has enough light without it, and it’s there purely for decoration. Everything in this penthouse hints at wealth, a level that I’ve never known. My childhood was lived month to month. Pay cheque to pay cheque. And even now when I have enough money to support both myself and them, it’s still nothing compared to this.

‘What’s it like?’

The pillowcase to my right crinkles as Rory turns his head. ‘What’s what like?’

‘All of it.’ I lift up my hands, and gesture all around us. ‘Living here. Owning all of this.’

The silence stretches so long I turn my own head to try and read his features. Words spring to my mind as I imagine what it could be like, having that kind of stability. The comfort of it. The ability to take a risk or follow a dream without having to put a time limit on it before accepting you’ll have to move on. Freeing, magical, wonderful.

‘Lonely.’

His answer echoes around us, a word that featured nowhere on my own list. I wonder whether he’s being sarcastic, because I’ve seen the way everyone here likes him. But there’s a weight behind his eyes that tells me it’s his truth.

I should’ve considered that having so many friends here does nothing to fill the hole of the people who are missing. His mum, gone so long, and his dad, still a mystery I don’t fully understand. We both linger in this moment of vulnerability, and then his lips tip up as his eyes wander across my face.

‘Except for recently.’

My eyes flick down to those lips, my body unable to ignore how close we are with both of our heads turned towards each other. I get the urge to hold him, and the irrational impulse to tell him I’ll always be around, even though it would be a false promise. Our time is short and fading fast, and I can’t make the decision on how to spend the little amount we have left. Whether to keep my distance or let myself give in to the pull to be near him.

When my eyes look back up into his, I realise he’s looking somewhere lower. I drag my teeth along my bottom lip, anxiously aware of how he’s staring at it. I’m not sure who shifts first, but the movement brings us so close together, his breath tickles my skin. He lifts his hand up to cup my cheek, his thumb brushing over the spot my teeth grazed.

‘Lottie,’ he says, almost breathlessly, my name like a prayer on his lips, and I can’t resist any more.

I close the gap until our lips delicately brush, giving us both ample opportunity to end it there. But the hand on my cheek drifts to the back of my neck, and Rory pulls me deeper into a kiss that holds nothing back. His other hand wraps around my waist, and with one tug he rolls and pulls me on top of him, my knees sinking into the mattress on either side of him.

I’m grateful that I decided to stick with only his T-shirt earlier so I can feel the heat of his skin as his hands move to grasp my bare thighs, pulling me down so I’m pressed against his body and the hardness that lies under his boxers. He lets out a groan of pleasure as I rock my hips back and forth, and suddenly the fabric that separates us is too much.

I reach my hands down to cross at the bottom of my shirt, and I force myself to break our kiss for long enough to tug it off over my head. His hands snake upwards from my thighs to caress my bare chest, humming as he maps my every curve.

‘You are so beautiful,’ he says as he takes me in like it’s the first time.

As he continues looking over me, my self-confidence wavers, and I lean back down to steal his focus away with a kiss. But he pushes my body back up so I’m straddling him.

‘Don’t hide, let me appreciate you.’

I swallow my insecurities and try to revel in his attention, which progresses from his gaze to his lips when he sits up, his mouth meeting the tender skin at my collarbone. My eyelids flutter closed as he moves lower, and I try to speak, but all that escapes me is a series of moans as his lips are replaced with his tongue. I throw my head backwards as my body presses further into his touch.

He leaves a trail of kisses back up my neck until our lips collide again, and before I know it, he’s pulled me down and flipped us so my back replaces the space where his previously lay atop the sheets. He starts to journey lower, and I’m taken back to yesterday where I came so close to experiencing again what his mouth would feel like against the part of me that has yearned for him the most.

Yesterday that chance was ripped away. But now we’re all alone. No threats. No distractions.

It’s like Rory’s reading my thoughts as he settles himself between my legs, arms wrapped around my raised thighs.

‘I guess I’m about to find out if I measure up to your memory.’

I melt against his tight hold as his lips brush my skin with such a featherlight touch it sets my body on fire with desire. I reach my hands down to tangle in his hair, guiding his head to the exact place I want him. The place I need him. I’m rewarded with nothing more than his breath as he chuckles.

‘Why so hasty, baby? We have all night.’

What passes over the next five minutes can be classed as nothing less than torture, so by the time his mouth finally closes over me I know I won’t last long. And when his fingers slide inside me with unsurprising ease, I come undone.

‘Don’t stop,’ I moan, one hand gripping the pillow behind me as the other stays locked on his head, keeping him exactly where I want him.

‘That’s it,’ he says as I grind my hips against him, barely registering the sounds that slip out of my mouth as I’m nearing the edge.

‘Let me hear how good I make you feel.’

When his tongue falls into sync with the rhythm of his fingers, I let all my inhibitions go as I tumble over, freefalling into nothing but rolling pleasure, long-awaited satisfaction and him. He’s smirking from his position between my legs, and if I could freeze this moment and paint it for my eyes only, I would.

‘Better or worse than you remembered?’

I know he knows it was better, not that the first time we’d been in this position was bad. Not at all. But now there are more emotions involved than only the thrill of one night’s recklessness. Even so, I deny him the satisfaction of my admission as I pull him back up to me.

‘I can’t say yet, because that’s not where my memory ends.’

My fingertips dance across the band of his boxers, and he hums in approval.

‘What do you want from me, Lottie?’ He shifts so he’s kneeling in front of me on the bed, every perfect muscle on full display until they disappear beneath the grey band of his underwear.

‘You know what I want.’

His tongue wets his bottom lip, and I wait for him to start removing his boxers, but instead he pushes his hands off the bed and crosses his arms over his chest. I frown, not liking how he’s obscuring my view even if it gives me a better look at his forearms.

‘Maybe I want you to say it.’

I blush, the words dying on my lips when I try to say them.

‘I want…’ I begin, stumbling even on those two words. But Rory sits back on his heels, waiting for me to go on. I try to think of something sexy to say, but the longer I hesitate, the more desperate I become for his hands again, so I settle on being blunt. ‘I want you to fuck me, Rory.’

His eyes turn to fire at my words, and he rewards me by reaching over to the top drawer of the bedside table and pulling out a small square packet. He finally removes the one piece of clothing that separated us, then rolls the condom on before lowering his body over mine.

‘Because you asked so nicely,’ he says, planting a gentle kiss on my lips as he pushes inside me.

My back arches off the bed, our bodies pressing hard against each other as he moves deeper, his hips falling into a steady rhythm as I revel in the feeling of being with him like this again. Of these moments where I’m his, and he’s mine, and there’s nothing else outside of the places our bodies come together.

‘Fuck, you have no idea how much I’ve wanted this again.’

His breath is heavy in my ear as he pulls away so our faces are aligned. He pushes deeper and I moan as he hits that place that has my body reeling, needing him not to stop. Never to stop. My face rests in the crook of his shoulder, my fingernails digging into his back as he increases the pace and I’m getting close again.

I lose myself in him. In his hot breath on my neck. In his hands where they grip the curves of my waist. In where our bodies collide, and I can’t formulate any thought that isn’t one of him. His name the only word on my lips as I say it over and over again, until his voice cracks saying my own in response.

His movements slow, until the only sound is the beating of his heart and our heavy breaths as he falls into the gap beside me. His fingers brush lazily through the length of my mussed-up hair, and my senses gradually return to me as I come down from the high he took me to.

I’d thought that first night we’d spent together might’ve been a fluke. Or that maybe I’d built it up in my mind since, but if I needed any more proof that sex with Rory is unlike anything I’ve experienced before, now I have it.

His hand squeezes my waist, and I turn my head to look at him. His lips tilt into a content smile that makes me want to cuddle in closer.

‘Up to your standards?’ he asks, his chin dipping so our foreheads touch.

I decide against telling him the truth, which is that I’m worried he’s ruined me for sex with anyone else. Instead, I roll so that I’m sitting on top of him again, my lips pulled to one side. ‘Hard to be sure, I think I might need more evidence.’

He chuckles, pulling me down so I can feel him growing hard again beneath me as he smirks. ‘I hope you weren’t planning on getting any sleep then, because I can go all night.’

He reaches down to pull the covers around us, and until the sun appears over the snow-covered mountains, he keeps to his word.
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I blink through bleary eyes at the light that’s flooding into the room, and when I roll over, my hands pat the empty space.

Once I come to my senses, a wave of disappointment hits when I find the place next to me is indeed unoccupied, the flipped-over sheets confirming that Rory’s left. I guess it’s only fair, I left him the morning after we’d last shared a night together, and I wonder if this is what Rory felt then. Like something’s missing.

I search the bedside table for my phone, clicking on the screen to check the time as well as getting a flash of the latest string of messages from Tilly, including many winky faces. I’m about to text her back when I hear someone clearing their throat from the doorway.

Rory is dressed in a new pair of dark green trackies. He throws something towards me, and it lands in my lap on the bed. ‘Put that on and come meet me in the kitchen.’

He disappears and I look down at the hoodie that’s sitting in my lap. I’m about to put it on when he reappears, this time venturing into the room itself.

‘Oh and…’ he starts, taking long strides to clear the space to the bed. He leans down to plant a kiss on my forehead. ‘Good morning, Lottie.’

With that, he turns and leaves again, and I’m left lifting my hand to trace the place his lips touched. The giddiness that bubbles inside me isn’t appropriate or sensible, but it only grows as I stand in front of the mirror and throw on his hoodie. Like everything of his, it’s miles too big, but the material envelops me like a hug and it smells like him and I instantly want to keep it forever.

Before leaving, I pull out the hair bands at the bottom of my braids, that can’t really be called braids any more given how much hair has fallen out. Or been pulled out, as memories of last night flood my brain and I blush as my fingers work through the tangled curls left behind.

My hair is in dire need of re-dying, with my natural brunette roots contrasting the blonde highlights dramatically. But something about the messy waves, and the freckles on my nose that have been brought out by the successive days under a winter sun, come together to make me feel quite pretty as I look over my reflection. Or maybe it’s because I have Rory’s voice immortalised in my head, taking each thing I thought was a flaw and praising it while he held me like a priceless painting only hours ago.

I tiptoe out of the room towards the kitchen, and even if I couldn’t remember the way I’d be able to find it now because of the gorgeous smell that’s coming from its direction. I round the corner, wondering if my nose is tricking me, only to find out I was right when I look towards the crowded kitchen counter.

‘You made pancakes?’

Rory shakes the pan, and I watch as he flips a pancake perfectly before smiling at me. ‘Yep, but I have to give Harry credit for the rest.’

By the rest he means the array of fillings that cover the countertop, from berries, to chocolate, to rashers of bacon.

‘I wasn’t sure what you liked,’ he says with a shrug, sliding another pancake onto the stacked plate in the middle.

I’m too stunned to thank him as he passes me a plate and I deliberate where to start. He doesn’t realise how perfect this is, because I always agonise at brunch over whether to go sweet or savoury, so knowing I can have both this morning is making me much too excited.

I decide on bacon first, saying a silent thank you to the hotel cook. I remember something as I roll the pancake up and carry my plate over to the window seat.

‘I thought you were a vegetarian?’

‘I am,’ he says, gesturing down to the chocolate and raspberry pancake he’s assembling. ‘But you’re not, and I remember you and your friends talking about bacon sandwiches one morning in class.’

‘You really don’t miss a thing, do you?’

‘Not when it comes to you,’ he admits, like that isn’t the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said.

I wait for him to finish making his, turning instead towards the view that’s misted from the condensation on the inside of the window. I reach out to press my finger to the cold surface, dragging it down once, then adding a collection of other lines until I’m left with a little drawing of a hot chocolate mug with steam drifting above it. It’s funny, but everywhere I go at the moment I see opportunities to draw something, and that urge makes me feel more like my childhood self than I have in years.

Rory brings his own plate over and settles opposite me, smiling when he spots my creation on the window.

‘Well, thank you,’ I say, raising my pancake off the plate. ‘And give my thanks to Harry, too.’

I take a bite, and I don’t know what Harry’s getting paid but whatever it is he needs a raise because this bacon is probably the best I’ve ever tasted, although I’d never admit that to Lucas. I moan as I lick the grease from my lips, and Rory’s expression darkens.

‘Careful, we’ve not got long until class and if you do that again I’ll have to think of a new excuse to miss teaching it again.’

I manage to hold myself together enough to finish the rest of the pancake, as tempting as the idea of skipping class again is.

‘So, tell me more about you,’ I ask him, before going to make another one. ‘How often are you in London?’

There’s an answer I’m hoping for here. One that would fan the tiny flame in my heart that makes me think there could be a world where something more between us would work.

‘Not often any more. I fly back to visit old uni friends, or for meetings when I’m securing new deals for the resort. But over the last few years I’ve been spending most of my time out here.’

That flame is extinguished with his answer. My whole life is in London, whilst it appears his main home is here. I’d already told myself nothing between us could last post-holiday, but for some reason my heart still sinks at having it made so clear.

‘What about you? Where in the city are you living?’

He throws the question back at me and I cringe, knowing how sad my answer will make me seem.

‘Adam and I had a flat together, but I moved out a few weeks ago. I’ve been staying at Tilly’s since.’

I leave out that I’m sleeping on a literal air mattress. I don’t know if I’m imagining the way Rory’s expression shifts, the lines of his mouth flattening with pity. To save face, I end up blurting out a string of random facts in quick succession. ‘But I like to go for runs, although “like” might be too strong a word, but I do run. And I read over sixty books a year, and I sketch a lot, maybe not recently, but I used to.’

I stop myself when I realise I may be digging myself into a deeper hole. I decide the best way to escape is to switch up who’s being questioned again. There’s still an endless string of questions I have for him anyway.

‘How come you ended up running a whole ski resort?’

‘Not a whole resort. The hotel was my grandfather’s originally, then he passed it down to my mum, who then became a stakeholder in the resort too, and then…’ He trails off, and I curse myself for making him bring her up again. ‘When she died, Dad wanted to sell it all. He found being here too painful, and though I understood that, I couldn’t let him do it. I was eighteen, and I said if he signed it over to me, I’d handle everything and he wouldn’t have to come back here. He took that a bit more literally than I’d expected.’

The last sentence ends bitterly, and I start to suspect that’s part of the reason for the lack of photos. Then I realise what he’s said.

‘Hold on, you started running this place when you were only eighteen?’

‘Yeah, and those were the toughest few years of my life. Everyone here was great, trying to help me out, but suddenly I was responsible for keeping them all in their jobs. They must’ve been terrified. To most of them I was still the little boy they’d watched grow up here. And even with their help, not having Mum here, or Dad, it was—’

‘Lonely.’ I finish his sentence with the word he used last night, now understanding more deeply what he meant by it.

‘I made a lot of mistakes, costly ones, but Dad would send money to help fix things from a distance. For a while I hoped he’d come back here eventually, but then he met Fionna and started a new family. I know everyone deals with grief differently, and being here, or seeing me, reminded him so much of her. It was difficult for him, but…’

He doesn’t need to finish the sentence for me to know he wants to criticise his dad, but also doesn’t want to say the words out loud.

‘Anyway, a few years ago I also started up the ski school. I wanted to build something here that was mine, and I love getting to help other people enjoy this place, and this sport. It’s my home.’

I scoot closer and rest my hand on his knee, trying to think of the right words to tell him how amazing that is, and that I understand, even though I never could.

My phone rings before I come up with anything, and I’m hesitant to answer.

‘You should take that,’ he says, nodding down to where my phone lies on the cushions.

I swipe it up from where it’s vibrating between us, figuring it’ll give me some time to think over what to say to Rory. When I accept the call, I hear my mum’s voice on the other side.

‘Darling! I thought I’d check in, how is my little skier doing?’

‘Hi, Mum,’ I say, shifting so my body is facing out towards the windows. ‘I’m great, had a bit of a fall a few days ago, but I was back on my skis yesterday.’

‘You had a fall? Did you have to go to the hospital? Was Tilly with you?’

‘I’m fine, Mum, calm down.’

I wish I hadn’t mentioned it because I should’ve known it would send her spiralling.

‘No hospital, I twisted my ankle a little, it sounds worse than it turned out to be, but I got the all-clear from my instructor.’

As well as several orgasms, I add in my head, but I thankfully have enough sense to leave that fact out.

‘Okay, but please be careful. I want you to come home in one piece, okay, honey?’

A clattering sound comes from the kitchen. Rory trips over the edge of the rug and nearly drops his plate as he goes to make another pancake. He manages to right himself, but the grunt he made as he fell doesn’t escape my mum’s eager ears.

‘Oh, is that David there, can I say hi? And is Tilly around?’

‘Uh…’ I glance back and forth between Rory and the phone in my hand as I hesitate.

‘That was actually them leaving, they’re heading to the chairlift early to get in some extra runs,’ I lie, before changing the subject. ‘How’s everything with you and Dad, any news yet on the pilot?’

I hear her sigh on the other end of the line. ‘He heard back yesterday, but I’m afraid it’s bad news. The studio ran out of funding and decided to axe it. He’s trying to find a new project, but it’s a bit of a blow.’

My stomach drops as I imagine Dad getting the call. I think back to the last time we spoke, when he sounded so excited and I crossed all my fingers and toes for him. He really needed this – they both did.

‘I’m so sorry. I wish I could be there. Maybe this’ll mean he has some more time to work on the play for Fringe though?’

I try to find a positive, remembering the idea for a play he told me about that had faded into the background due to the work on the pilot.

I hear her wince on the other end of the line and her voice lowers. ‘Maybe, but it’s not looking great on that front either. The costs of taking a show to Edinburgh each year keep increasing, and without this pilot, it’s a bit touch and go as to whether he’ll have enough.’

I chew at my lip. I was worried she might say something like that. ‘I can help you out if you need? It’s not like I’m paying any rent at the moment. Let me know, okay?’

‘Oh darling, you really don’t have to,’ she says, but she doesn’t push any further than that, and that’s how I know she really needs it.

‘It’s fine, Mum, I’m happy to help, and I’ll come round as soon as I’m back, okay? I’ve got to go, but we’ll talk later?’

‘How did I get such a wonderful daughter?’

I smile, knowing how much weight I will have taken off her shoulders and knowing it’s all worth it for that. When she lands her next role, or Dad gets the green light on a project, the joy we’ll all share will pay me back tenfold.

‘Have a wonderful time today, and stay safe please! Sending all our love.’

‘I love you both, too.’

We finish the call and I hang up to find Rory leaning against the kitchen island, his eyes scanning over my face.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Yeah, it’s nothing,’ I say, unconvincingly. ‘Got a not-so-great update from my mum.’

I finish my pancake while continuing to look out at the view, already mentally making a list of ways I can cut down my spending over the next month so I can squirrel away enough money for them.

I can tell Rory’s waiting for me to elaborate or talk about it more, but that would require opening up to him about absolutely everything to do with my life. And although part of me wants to, especially after what he’s revealed about his dad, I don’t think I can.

That conversation with my mum was the reality check I needed at this exact moment, when I might’ve been tempted to throw caution to the wind and let myself tumble into the unknown with Rory.

Whatever this is that’s happening between us, it’s a fantasy. I may not have much waiting for me in London, but I do have a family that needs me and a job that means I can support them. Letting myself think I could throw that away for something that will likely only end in a mess goes against everything I’ve always done. Every plan I’ve made that keeps me on the path I need to be on.

I’m already taking a leap by ending things with Adam for good, I need to find my stability again instead of jumping into something that’s unknown and crazy.

That’s why when I look at Rory, still watching me like he’s trying to figure me out, then I look around at this crazy apartment and think over the last twenty-four hours, I know I need to quit while I still can.

‘I should go.’

I speed walk back to his bedroom, searching for where I piled up my own clothes. I start pulling them on, hesitating when I realise I have to take off his hoodie. I throw it off before I can think about how much I’d like to keep it and pull my own over my head. When I turn around, dressed back in my own clothes, he’s in the doorway blocking my rushed exit.

‘We’ve still got some time before class, maybe we should talk about whatever’s got you running around like you’re in an escape room?’

‘It’s nothing. I just remembered I need to get home and talk to the girls about something.’ I try to sound flippant, like it isn’t a blatant lie, but I know my tone and vagueness aren’t convincing anyone. I gather up the rest of my things and make for the doorway with my head down, only to run into Rory’s hard chest.

He places both his hands on my shoulders, bending down to try and catch my gaze, which is set firmly on the carpet at my feet. ‘Hey hey, slow down. What’s wrong? Talk to me?’

The way he asks so gently nearly makes me crack. Something’s changed between us because of last night. I know we can both feel it, but I can’t let myself waver. Instead, I look him in the eyes as I step back, increasing the distance between us.

‘Nothing’s wrong. Last night was amazing, and I’m so sorry about everything with your dad. I know that can’t have been easy to talk about, and I’m so grateful you shared that with me. But I think it’s time we both go our own ways.’

I watch as his eyes squint at me in confusion, his eyebrows furrowed, but I push on.

‘Tomorrow, I’ll be done with classes, and then in a week I’ll be boarding my flight back to London. Back to my life, and you’ll be here in yours, and it’s pretty clear we don’t run in the same circles so even though it’s happened twice, I doubt we’ll see each other again. So, thank you for everything, but I think it’s time we both accept that whatever this is, it’s done now. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see myself out.’

I try to sneak out through the gap at his side, but his hand shoots out and presses against the frame, blocking me in.

‘What if you stayed?’

‘What?’

‘You heard me, what if you spent the next week with me. And what if you didn’t get on that plane?’

I stare at him, open-mouthed, and try to register what he’s saying. He takes my silence as the cue to keep going.

‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but when I’ve asked you before about your life back home, you didn’t seem all that happy with it. And I’ve seen you happy. The way you smile with your friends when you’ve made it down a new ski run, or how you laugh with Penny when she says something entirely inappropriate. Even the way you stare out at the views here like you want to paint every detail. And yes, you light up like that when you talk about your parents, but when I asked you what else you liked, you looked different. Not sad exactly, but almost worse, you looked resigned. Like you’d lost your colour. So why go back?’

There are parts of that speech I want to hold onto, like all the evidence he’s been watching me over these last few days, capturing moments of me in his mind. Then I focus on the overall point he’s making and the dangerous emotions his words evoke in me. The images that invade my mind as I picture the possibilities he’s laid out. But I shut it all down.

‘You’re being ridiculous,’ I say, trying to push past him again and this time he lets me, only to follow me down the hall as his voice gets louder.

‘Okay, maybe I am being ridiculous. I know we barely know each other, but why not say yes anyway? What are you so afraid of?’

‘Afraid? I’m not afraid,’ I fire back much too quickly to sound believable.

Is that what it really comes down to? Fear? Every decision I’ve made in my life has been made in an attempt to be smart. Lord knows that’s part of why I hung onto Adam for so many years, trying in vain to get us to work because a relationship was part of my plan.

‘And you’re wrong, I am happy.’

I cross my arms and he stares back at me, eyebrows raised.

‘Are you? You’re saying there’s nothing else you want? Nothing you’d be able to find by staying out here?’

He stands at the other end of the hall looking at me with his head tilted towards the window and that view, which he was right that I want to sit and stare at all day. To explore every inch of it with pencils and paint.

‘Not all of us have the money to only think about what we want, Rory. Some of us have to think about people other than ourselves.’

I want to take it back as soon as I’ve said it and register the mix of surprise and hurt that crosses his face. I know it’s not a fair thing to say, especially after he opened up about how responsible he feels for everyone who works here, but at the same time, he exists in this world that’s totally separate to mine.

‘So that’s it? You’re going to walk out now, and then I’m never going to see you again?’

When he puts it like that, the knife that I’ve stabbed in my own heart twists deeper. But what’s the alternative? What he’s suggesting? That I jump up and abandon my life back home and stay here with him? It’s unthinkable.

Who’s to say that in a week he’ll not get bored of me, and what then? Would the magic of this place disappear without him experiencing it beside me, showing me every secret hideaway he knows, and would I then be even worse off than I was before? I’d return home anyway, potentially out of a job, well overstaying my welcome on Tilly’s floor, adding this fling to my list of failed romantic endeavours alongside my seven-year relationship with Adam, and watching my mum and dad count the pennies to make the mortgage repayments this month when I could’ve helped?

It would be reckless.

But the worst part of all of this is that I’ve already been reckless. Because despite barely knowing Rory, I’ve let myself fall for him more than I can admit. And maybe it is fear that’s holding me back, but if I was to let things continue between us, however casual they may seem on the surface, I know I’ll fall deeper and deeper until I can’t pull myself out.

I don’t want to get hurt, and I know this guy with his dark brown hair and matching eyes could make me feel pain like I’ve never known if he were to decide I’m not enough. I’m already going through my fair share of heartbreak, I know I wouldn’t be able to deal with more on the scale it would be with Rory.

‘Yes, that is how it’ll go. You can treat me like any other student.’

Across from me, he scoffs, pushing his hands repeatedly through his hair. ‘Yeah, right.’

Neither of us say anything after that. I hover in the hallway, my things bundled up in my arms. When his eyes scan over me, I try my best not to break.

‘This is really what you want?’

Of course it’s not, I say to myself.

For Rory, wanting something is enough of a reason to go after it. But I know that wanting something doesn’t mean it’s going to work out, and that’s not a risk I think I can take.

‘I’ll see you in class.’ I leave his question unanswered, knowing I can’t bring myself to lie to him. Not about this. This time when I head towards the lift he doesn’t call out after me. Only when the doors finally open do I hear him mutter something behind me.

‘What was that?’ I ask, stepping into the lift.

I turn and look at him despite my better judgement. His head hangs, but his eyes are dark as they stare back at me.

‘I said, I can’t believe you made me think you cared for me the way I do for you. But I guess I was wrong.’

You’re not wrong. The words sit on the tip of my tongue, but before I can say anything in response, the doors slide shut and I’m travelling down, further and further away from him. I’m barely able to hold myself together during the journey from the penthouse to the bottom floor. As soon as the elevator doors peel open, I bolt out of there.

I run until I reach the top of the chairlift where I know Tilly will soon appear, oblivious to the turn my morning has taken. When she arrives, her smile drops as she sees me, and I finally give in and let myself cry.
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If I thought my day couldn’t get any worse, by the afternoon I’ve been proved wrong.

My skiing’s been shaky at best, and dangerous for everyone else around me at its worst. Tilly and Meghan haven’t left my side, one of them going in front and the other behind on every run like my own loyal bodyguards.

Every time we’ve taken a break, they’ve talked non-stop, doing everything they can think of to keep my mind far away from the man who won’t stop glaring at me. That is, until I try to meet his stare, and he looks away. Way to treat me like any other student.

Not that I can blame him, I haven’t said a word to him since class started either, counting down the minutes until I can escape back to my own bed.

But cocooning myself in its covers after class is going to have to wait a little longer, because once I hang up my skis, I’m finally going to meet with Adam. When I texted him yesterday to arrange this long-awaited chat, I thought it would be to make sure everything was settled in light of what’s been happening with Rory. Only now, he’s the last thing I want to be talking about.

Regardless of Rory, my decision to end things for good with Adam remains the same. Now I just want my life to go back to being as normal as it can be. For this holiday to fade into a bad dream and to draw a blank slate. The idea of that terrifies me, but I know it’s what I need to do.

One positive to come out of this situation is that I’ve managed to wiggle more details out of Tilly about her and David, now that they aren’t hiding the fact they’ve slept together from everyone.

‘He made me coffee this morning.’

‘Okay, but doesn’t he always end up making extra coffee in the morning?’ I ask, because I’m normally the one who ends up stealing his breakfast leftovers.

‘Yes, but he doesn’t normally bring it to me in bed with a latte art flower and a plate of my favourite biscuits.’

My mouth drops. ‘He didn’t.’

Meghan nods enthusiastically next to me. ‘Oh yes, he did. What’s even better is I was in the kitchen and watched him getting Lucas to try and teach him. He made three coffees, but he kept messing up the flower. Only by the fourth attempt did he take it in for her.’

I blink and shake my head, trying to compute David doing something sweet like that. I didn’t think he had a chivalrous bone in his body based on how he’s acted around people he’s dated in the past. This is huge.

‘And it didn’t make you want to throw up and tell him he could shove those digestives up his own ass?’ I ask, using a direct quote I’ve heard Tilly shoot him multiple times.

‘No, I smiled and said thank you, and not even sarcastically. I think my personality is broken.’

Meghan and I both laugh, and for a second I do forget about my own boy issues.

I’m relieved when we make it down the final run, a blue I’ve done perfectly many times already over the last week but unintentionally went off-piste on today and ended up stuck in a mound of snow that came up to my thighs.

The group lingers after Rory rounds off the class, and I can feel him behind me talking with Penny about her afternoon plans, but I stay focused on my friends. We chat idly until the rest of our group walks towards us, Adam at the front. When they reach us, Lucas pulls Meghan into a hug, while David offers to get Tilly a hot chocolate and I get to witness the newfound civility between them with my own eyes.

‘You ready to go?’ I hear Adam’s voice as he comes up to my side, and the rest of the group pairs off.

‘Let me take those for you,’ he says, gesturing towards my poles and the skis still attached to my boots.

‘Thanks,’ I say, sensing Rory stiffening behind me, clearly keeping tabs on our interaction. I use my poles to unclick my boots, but one keeps slipping out of the circular hole. I go to try again, only for a foot to appear, heel pressing down on the clasp and freeing my boot.

I look up, Rory’s body temptingly close to mine and I get the bizarre feeling that he might kiss me. Instead, his eyes flick to Adam, his voice so quiet only the two of us can hear it when he speaks.

‘That was fast.’

I try to keep the shock from my face at the way he spits the words out, accusing me of something he surely knows isn’t true. I want to tell him nothing’s going on with Adam, that this meeting is about putting a lid on things, and not restarting anything.

But the fact he’s even had those thoughts and thinks it’s such an inevitability shows he doesn’t know anything about me at all. For someone who I thought was so good at reading me, I’m hurt he can get things so wrong. I reach down and scoop up my skis, handing them to Adam and turning away from Rory without giving him a response. Let him think what he likes, it shouldn’t matter to me anyway.

I follow Adam to one of the bars on the slope, and we snake through the tables full of groups drinking and toasting to another good day until we reach a quiet corner.

‘Cider?’

I nod, and he disappears to the bar while I try and get my thoughts together. It’s clear after the tussle between him and Rory two days ago that he still loves me. The last few weeks haven’t been easy, and I’ve often found myself trying not to think about our relationship at all to avoid coming to terms with the state it’s in. But the more I’ve reflected on it, the more I’ve come to realise the writing was on the wall long before the day I found him in bed with his colleague.

He returns from the bar, a pint glass in each hand, and he places the lighter-coloured one in front of me. Both of us take long sips, neither eager to be the one to start this off, but I take the plunge. ‘How are you doing?’

A simple question on the surface, but he knows I mean more than how he’s doing in this moment.

‘Could be better,’ he says with a sad smile, and I wait, encouraging him to go on. Today is about laying everything out on the table, and I know we need to allow each other time.

‘It’s hard… to accept that it’s over?’ His voice goes up at the end, like he’s questioning if that’s the truth.

My stomach twists as I take another sip from my glass, trying to delay having to respond. ‘I know. But I think if we’re being honest with ourselves, it was over a long time ago.’

His shoulders slump, that hope he’d held that there was a chance of something more happening between us again gone. But I know if he really thinks about it, he’ll see that I’m right.

‘Why do you think it didn’t work out? Why did I fuck it up?’ He tries to say that last bit jokily, but I can tell he really thinks he did.

I shake my head and reach across the table to squeeze his hands as I watch the emotions play out across his face. ‘It wasn’t all on you. It was me, too.’

Until now, I felt like I was in the dark about why things hadn’t worked out, when I’d thought it was all I wanted. But I’ve been going over and over some of the things Rory said this morning, and Tilly earlier in the week, and it’s made me realise some things about myself.

‘I was so set on making our relationship work, I don’t think I let myself stop and wonder if ours was really the right relationship. I think I was trying to jam us together into something long-term, when maybe what we had was only supposed to be temporary. A little wild, chaotic, wonderful too, but fleeting. Something we’d both grow from, not something that we’d be stunted by.’

It took Tilly telling me plainly that I need to loosen up, and Rory asking me what I’m so afraid of, to realise the cycle I was stuck in. I may not be at the point to throw it all away like he wants me to, but I am at the point to realise I don’t need to hold onto everything if it’s only out of fear of disrupting the status quo.

Adam squeezes my hands back, drawing me back to our conversation. ‘I’m sorry too. I’m sorry I handled things so badly after we ended. You didn’t deserve that.’

An image flashes in my mind of that night, of opening the door and discovering him with her, and it still makes my heart twist.

‘I never wanted to be like him, but the way I treated you then, and at times on this trip—’

‘Look at me,’ I cut him off, reaching forward to rest my hand against his cheek and lifting his gaze back in line with mine. ‘You’re nothing like him.’

I watch as he tries to believe me, but the doubts are still flickering there.

I wonder if another reason why I tried so hard to make us work was because I wanted to show him good relationships could happen. But now I worry that in doing so even when the relationship wasn’t right, I’ve done the opposite.

‘But maybe I am. The things I did, and how I didn’t fight for you—’

‘But maybe I fought too hard,’ I say, interrupting him again before he spirals.

Neither of us says anything else for a long time. Instead, we remain just as we are, hands still held tightly. Both of us sensing the ending of something, but also a new beginning. When that feeling of finality settles, I find myself smiling.

‘We had a good run, didn’t we? Final weeks aside.’

Adam smiles back, a glossiness to his eyes. ‘You know I really loved you, don’t you?’

I nod.

‘And I want you to be happy. Even if it’s with him.’

I resist the urge to look out of the window towards the instructors’ hut, or at the trees which I know lead to the place Rory took me for our first official date. Instead, I bat my hand through the air and try to keep back the tears that are already threatening to fall. ‘You don’t have to worry about that. It’s over.’

He looks confused, mouth opening and closing as he tries to catch up with my words. ‘From the way he was giving me a death glare when I came to pick you up after class today, it doesn’t strike me as over.’

I groan, downing the rest of my pint in two gulps and hoping that will dull the sharp pain that comes when I think about Rory.

‘With all due respect, please don’t get involved.’

I rub my hand over my chest, breathing through the cidery bubbles that are sliding down my throat and ignoring the way Adam’s assessing me with his arms folded.

‘With all due respect, I think you’re being an idiot.’

Laughter bursts out of me at his bluntness. ‘Jeez, where was all this honesty during our relationship?’

‘Don’t deflect,’ he says, clearing the empty glasses so he can lean forward, his weight resting on his forearms as he prepares for an interrogation. ‘I know you were with him last night.’

His jaw twitches briefly, but then his face returns to its perfect composure. ‘And I was actually hoping he’d be making an appearance back at the house to drop you off so I could apologise in person for how I acted. So, what happened?’

I throw both my hands up, gesturing around me. ‘I don’t know, life happened. Real life.’

‘Fuck real life!’

I look over at our empty glasses and sigh. ‘If we had any alcohol left, I would cheers to that. Not that it changes anything.’

He leans further forward then, tone serious as he ignores my half-hearted attempt at humour. ‘Will you promise me something?’

I hesitate, curious to find out where he’s going with this. I nod.

‘When we leave this table, I’m going to try and do better. Work through my shit, figure out how I can be a better partner for someone. And a good friend to you, if you’d like me to be?’

His voice hesitates on the word ‘friend’, like it’s an effort to say it. But the sentiment is there, and I’m glad he’s suggesting that even after all this, there might be a way we can keep each other in our lives. A way our group can stay whole, even if we’re apart.

‘But that goes for you too. You’re going to leave the old you here, and give the new Lottie a try. The Lottie who lets herself make stupid decisions, because whatever happens, she knows she’ll bounce back from it.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Is this your way of telling me I’m boring too, because this sounds weirdly like the speech Tilly gave me the other day. Does everyone seriously secretly think I’m dull?’

‘You’re not dull, Lotts. Or maybe a little.’

I scowl at him, and he laughs back and kicks my feet under the table.

‘But can you promise me that? That you’ll give yourself the chance to at least try and be a little crazy. What else are our twenties for anyway?’

I don’t know what to say, because I know what he’s saying is true. That there’s a part of me I’ve kept hidden away, maybe as far back as when I made the decision not to pursue art. Adam sees it. Tilly sees it. Even Rory saw it. I just can’t work out what to do with that.

Tears prickle at the corners of my eyes, salty droplets falling down my cheeks and I hate that I’m crying again today. I bring my hands up to wipe them away before pressing my palms against the sides of my head. ‘I can’t let everyone down.’

Adam’s face softens like he was anticipating that response, knowing enough about my life to put two and two together and know by ‘everyone’, I mean two specific people. His own fingers caress my cheek as he catches a tear I hadn’t felt fall. ‘Sometimes it’s fear that gives us the push to do the things that end up bringing us the most joy.’

I raise my hand from my lap and place it atop his.

‘Besides, you could never let your family down. And maybe you need to accept that they’re adults, and they’ll be able to cope without you fishing them out of their troubles all the time. They’d want you to live your life for you, not them.’

I don’t know if I can take all these deep thoughts right now, but I take in his words as we stay still, and it’s a moment I know my brain will come back to again and again. There is a new lightness in my chest, and a tiny spark of hope is finally given the chance to grow into something more.

‘I should call my mum.’

Our conversation from this morning comes back to me, and I know that if I really am going to try and make a change in my life, I need to talk to her first.

But at the same time as I pull my phone out of my pocket to dial her number, it starts to vibrate in my hand. I flip it over and Meghan’s name flashes in the middle of the screen. I swipe across to accept the call and bring the phone to my ear.

‘Hey, everything okay?’

‘Thank god you picked up,’ she says, her voice breathless on the other side.

‘What’s going on?’ Adam whispers across from me as I wait for Meghan’s reply.

‘We’re all here at the hospital. Penny’s had an accident.’




24

In a blur, Adam and I burst through the double doors of Hôpital Saint-Maris.

I make a beeline for the reception desk, my heart beating heavily in my chest. It’s been pounding like this since we left the bar. We had to get the chairlift down to the chalet where Adam picked up the car. It was the fastest way, but I felt every second of the sprint to the ski lift, the journey down the slope and then the drive here along treacherously icy roads.

The only thing we stopped for was to change into normal shoes. I didn’t realise until we parked up that I was still wearing my helmet.

‘I’m here for Penny…’ I trail off, realising I don’t know her surname.

I’ve only known her as Penny. My outspoken, no-filter, mother-like figure on the slopes every day. I don’t even know the full extent of what happened, only that Tilly and Meghan were grabbing food in a restaurant nearby when they saw mountain rescue speeding past them with a loaded stretcher, a speechless Bill following behind them.

‘Pardon? Qu’est que vous avez dit?’

‘Uh…’ I look over at Adam, hoping he can help me out, but he shrugs, knowing even less French than I do. ‘Je veux, um, to see une femme, called Penny?’

I try and string together a sentence using the only French I can remember from my GCSEs, which earns me nothing but a grunt from the woman behind the desk even though I have a feeling she knows exactly what I’m asking. She keeps saying things at me in French, getting increasingly frustrated when I say nothing back.

I look around frantically for someone else who could help or translate for me, really wishing Rory was here right now. Thankfully another woman in scrubs comes behind the desk and notices my panicking.

‘Excusez-moi, madame, can I help you?’

‘Thank god, yes please.’

I repeat my question, and thankfully she’s much more willing to help than her colleague, who is still giving me the side-eye from the other side of the desk.

It turns out Penny’s first name is enough for the lady to direct me to the correct room on the wing.

‘She’s been checked over and should be able to take visitors now. She’s quite popular,’ she says with a reassuring smile, and I take my first proper breath since I picked up the phone.

‘Thank you,’ I say, a hand pressed against my racing heartbeat, and I resist the urge to run towards the room she’s pointed to.

I count the numbers on the doors, turning a corner expecting to find the right room when instead I smash into a hard chest. I stumble back a step before righting myself with the help of the stranger, whose hands grasp my shoulders to keep me from falling. When I look up, it’s a familiar face staring down at me.

Messy hair that looks like he’s been raking his hands through it repeatedly, a wild and worried look in his eyes that I know is reflected in mine. He doesn’t let me go until his gaze shifts behind me, taking in Adam as he also turns into the same corridor.

Rory’s expression shifts as he looks between us both, jaw tightening. But I don’t have time for whatever he thinks is going on with me and Adam, or what happened this morning in the hotel. There are more important things to talk about right now.

‘What happened? Is she okay?’

Rory pauses, and my heart leaps into my throat.

‘She’s stable, and she’s awake. She’s had an ultrasound on her shoulder and she’s torn her rotator cuff, and we’re waiting to hear back on a potential ACL tear in her left knee too. She fell and landed on her shoulder then twisted whilst going down one of the red runs I’d suggested.’ He pauses, his head tilted up to the ceiling as he squeezes his eyes closed. He still hasn’t taken his hands off my shoulders, and I reach up to squeeze his wrists.

‘It’s okay, it’s not your fault.’

He shakes his head. ‘But it is. If I hadn’t suggested that run, she wouldn’t be in the hospital right now. If I hadn’t been so distracted I would’ve thought through my suggestions better, but I just listed them off and—’

‘Rory, stop.’ A hazy film has fallen over his eyes, and I hate to see the guilt that’s eating away at him.

‘Penny didn’t even need to be in your lessons, she told me so herself. She’s been skiing her whole life, so she knew exactly what she was doing. These things happen, and you can’t put all the blame on yourself.’

I’m not sure he believes me, but I hope he acknowledges the truth in what I’ve said.

‘Lottie, you’re here!’

Tilly rushes down the corridor towards me, with Meghan, Lucas and David all trailing behind her. At her voice, Rory moves away, his hands finally leaving my shoulders and I immediately wish for them back. Tilly pulls me into a hug and starts to recount the full story, and I try to listen but my focus is split between her and the man I still have so many things I want to say to. But that’ll have to wait, because when Tilly starts to lead me towards Penny’s room, I search around for him, and he’s already gone.

When we push open the double doors Penny is sitting up in her bed with Bill stretched out in the chair beside her, lightly snoring. Tilly stays in the corridor as I continue inside and Penny manages a grin as I make my way over to her. She’s heavily bandaged, and is linked up to multiple tubes, one of which I’m sure is feeding her a hefty amount of pain medication. A monitor steadily beeps at her bedside, and I try not to show how worrying it all looks to me. She nods towards where her husband sleeps. ‘I think he’s had a bit too much excitement for one day.’

I laugh, taking a seat on her other side. ‘Only you would end up in the hospital and describe the day as exciting.’

‘Ah, well you didn’t see the hunks from mountain rescue who brought me here,’ she says, fanning herself, and I know if Bill was awake, he’d be sporting his signature frown.

I don’t know what to say, knowing there’s nothing that can be of comfort right now with injuries this severe, but apparently she has something she’d like to say to me instead.

‘I’m glad you’re here, because I wanted a minute to speak with you alone.’ She clasps her hands together and rests them on her lap, and I sense the start of a more serious conversation.

‘You know, you didn’t need to fall on the slopes just to get me alone. An invitation for a hot chocolate would’ve sufficed.’

She sighs and turns her head to where Bill is sitting. ‘He’s going to be saying “I told you so” for years after we get home. At least I won’t have to get my salopettes repaired after they tore on the way down.’

She jokes, but I can sense the sadness there at the fact she knows she likely won’t be skiing again for a while, and my heart breaks. She seems like the type of person who does whatever she likes, consequences be damned, which is something I admire and should probably take notes on. But now life has stepped in and taken one of those choices away from her.

‘That boy of yours was pacing so much outside my door I thought he’d work himself through the floor.’ She pulls me back to the conversation as she tuts and shakes her head. It doesn’t take long for me to figure out who she’s referring to. ‘When he finally did come in, he looked awful. I know it was partly because he felt responsible for what happened to me, though I of course told him to stop being a numpty. But it was more than that.’

She stops, waiting for me to fill the gap, but I bet that whatever I might say, she’s already figured it out.

‘You had the same look this morning in class. So tell me, sweetheart, what’s going on?’

It’s ridiculous that she wants to talk about me right now, when she’s the one lying in a hospital bed. But maybe she wants the distraction. I think back to what Adam said to me in the bar earlier, about how I should try and let myself take more risks. Not always worry what the right or safe choice might be, or think of other people instead of myself. I look at Penny in front of me, a woman who’s gone on a ski holiday at an age many would’ve told her she shouldn’t and ended up here, yet still has a smile on her face.

Looking at her, I decide to tell her everything. Because if there’s anyone I can learn how to be a bit wilder from, it’s her.

I start at the beginning, telling her about life growing up in the lively chaos that was my childhood, with all its highs and lows, celebrations and trials.

No one is a bigger fan of my mum and dad than me. But I’ll also always remember how stressed they would get when we neared the end of the month. How the heating would be turned down, driving to school would be replaced with walking, and re-opened holes in years-old school shirts would be sewn up for the fifth time. Mum smiling as she’d say, ‘It’s as good as new.’

And I didn’t mind it. If I was cold, Mum and I would create a blanket fort and cuddle up close on the sofa, and I liked the slowness of walking to school with my dad, where he could point out all the birds we passed and we could pretend we were explorers. I didn’t need new things, or expensive after-school classes, and yet when I realised it might be possible to have those things, I wanted to experience them. And more than that, I wanted to help Mum and Dad experience that too.

‘So I decided I would only draw and paint for fun. I knew if I wanted that kind of life for myself, my parents, and any other family of my own I might one day have, the easiest thing to do to achieve it would be to get a solid, stable job. And giving up on art as a possible career was the easiest way to achieve it.’

If Penny’s confused as to why I’m telling her my life story when I know she was only asking about Rory, she doesn’t show it. Instead, she listens intently, her expression thoughtful as she considers everything I’ve said so far. ‘And have those decisions made you happy?’

‘I think so,’ I say, which from Penny’s frown makes me think lacks the conviction she’d like. ‘I definitely have less worries than my parents did, and they’re better off now too, so that’s surely a good thing.’

Penny tilts her head, mulling over my answer as I wait for what she’ll say next. Whatever knowledge she might impart when she speaks. When she does open her mouth, it’s to tell me a story of her own.

‘I haven’t told you before, but I have an older brother, Charles. We were like two peas in a pod growing up,’ she chuckles. ‘Every weekend we would sneak off to the park together and run around the grass kicking an old, half-deflated football. One day on the way there, we stopped off at a shop and Charlie counted out all his pocket money. His trouser pockets were full of 20p coins he’d collected, and I wondered what he’d spend it on. Sweets? Chocolate? But when he came out of the shop, he wasn’t carrying either of those things. He was carrying a brand-new ball.

‘I asked him, “Why do you need a new ball, Charlie?” and he said, “Because if I’m going to be a footballer, I need to practise with a real ball.”’

I take in each bit of information she shares, adding them to the picture I already have of her. I still have no idea where she’s going with this, but I resist the urge to rush her.

‘But Dad wasn’t pleased about that. “What about the family company?” he said when we arrived back home and Charlie announced his plans. Who would take over when Dad retired if not Charles? Back then, I didn’t have a dream yet, and I didn’t want Charlie to have to give up his, so I said I’d do it, and it was sorted.’

‘What was the family business?’

‘We manufactured construction equipment.’

‘Oh, that’s…’ I hesitate, trying to match up the image I have of Penny with someone who runs a construction equipment company.

‘Boring?’ Penny supplies, and I feel bad that was what I was thinking.

‘Don’t worry, you won’t offend me because that’s exactly what it was for ten years. Anyway, what I’m trying to say is, I took on that role because I knew it would make my dad happy, and because I thought Charlie deserved a shot at going after his dream. But god knows, I didn’t want to work in construction manufacturing!’ She shakes her head, laughing to herself at that thought. ‘And even though I knew that, it took me far too long to let myself leave. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

She leans towards me, giving my shoulder a little squeeze as she looks me in the eye. ‘It’s a lesson I learnt too late, and I’ve been trying to make up for the lost time ever since. And I fear, my dear, you are falling into that same trap I did. It’s your one life. It’s wonderful you care so much about your family, but they wouldn’t want you living your life for them. Do it for you. Otherwise, you’ll be in your late sixties, finally doing the things you now know you love when you’re a little bit too old, and not knowing when the chance might be taken away from you.’

She looks down at the tube that’s connected to the top of her left hand, and I’m so angry at the world for doing this to her. I say exactly what I said to Adam in the après bar before this awful detour.

‘Now I really need to call my mum.’



It only rings a few times before I hear my mum’s voice on the other end of the line.

‘Everything okay, sweetie, good day on the slopes?’

‘An eventful one, that’s for sure,’ I say, not wanting to go into the details, which will make me cry again. ‘Mum, can I ask you something?’

‘Of course, darling, anything.’

I can hear her opening a cupboard and the muffled hiss of the kettle.

I picture her in the kitchen, picking between the dozens of mugs she’s accumulated over the years even though she always goes for the same one. The one I painted when I was five years old with ‘MUM’ written in big blue letters.

‘Are you and Dad happy? As in, do you ever regret trying to pursue acting, especially when things are hard?’

She doesn’t answer right away, and I can hear the sound of her pouring the water and the clink of a spoon hitting the sides of the mug as she stirs. I wait as she considers her answer, wondering what she might say.

‘No, I’ve never regretted it.’ She answers without a hint of uncertainty. ‘Sure, sometimes it’s hard, especially when you were younger and my doing so meant I had to deny you some of the things I knew your other friends had. But if I’d never tried it, I would’ve spent my whole life wondering what could’ve been. Why do you ask, honey?’

I look down at my feet, scuffing the tops of my boots on the floor and stalling admitting the truth. ‘Because I think maybe I have a dream too, but I’ve been too scared to give it a real chance.’

‘Is this about your art?’

The silence on my end is enough confirmation, and I hear a wistful sigh through the phone.

‘I always thought it was a shame when you said you didn’t want to try out for art schools. You’ve always been so talented.’

‘How did you know?’ I say, but I don’t need her answer. She’s my mum, and she’s kept every picture I’ve ever drawn up in the hallway. ‘It doesn’t matter, but it is about that. I keep asking myself, how am I supposed throw myself into my art when I have no guarantee it’ll work out? And I know money’s always been hard for you and Dad, and I want to be able to help you when you need it. Like with getting Dad’s show to Edinburgh.’

‘Darling, we’re the parents, not you. I never want you to feel like you need to look after us. And I’m so sorry if that’s been the case.’

‘No, you have nothing to apologise for.’ I rush to reassure her. ‘I think I used it as an excuse too, the money thing. Because I was so scared of giving my art a chance and ending up failing.’

‘But is fear of failure worth missing out on the possible joy of success?’

‘I think I’m starting to realise that’s been my problem all along,’ I chuckle, but it comes out strangled and I realise it’s because my eyes are watering.

A fresh surge of emotions rolls through me, but at the end of it is only relief, and finally some clarity.

We talk some more, until David gestures me over as everyone gets ready to head home. I say my goodbyes, but my mum’s voice catches me before I hang up.

‘I’m so proud of you, sweetheart. You’ll always be my beautiful little girl, but you’re also a strong, intelligent woman of your own. You have so much life ahead of you, don’t be afraid to live it.’

‘I love you, Mum,’ I say in response, feeling like she’s right here at my side.

I head back to the room to say my goodbyes to Penny.

She smiles as I enter the room but doesn’t let me go until one final matter is resolved. ‘Now that that’s out of the way, for the love of god go and tell that lovelorn boy how you really feel.’

I never even got to the stage of telling her about the situation with Rory, but I have no doubt she’s worked it all out for herself.

‘I think I really messed it up with him,’ I admit, replaying in my head the way our conversation this morning ended.

She bats her hand through the air like whatever has happened is nothing. ‘Take it from a wise old woman, it’s rarely too late when we think it is. Oh, and if you’re unsure what to do next, a grand gesture goes a long way.’

I tuck those words away, the seed of a plan already forming for what I’ll say or do when I next get to speak to Rory.

‘Thank you,’ I say, delicately wrapping my arms around her uninjured side. ‘And you’re not that old.’

She laughs at that, gesturing again to her shoulder and knee as if they suggest otherwise, before I leave her be as Bill starts to stir.



We pile into David and Adam’s cars, exhausted from the roller coaster that the day has been. When we pull up outside the chalet I feel like a different person from the one I was when I was last here, the quick stop-off this afternoon aside. But I know I can’t sleep yet.

Whilst Tilly and David partner up to cook dinner, with a glaring lack of the shrieked curses I’ve come to expect between them, I arrange my paints. I haven’t forgotten Penny’s words of wisdom, so I lay out everything I need on the balcony and begin.
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Seeing as I can still barely ski, I have no idea why I thought skiing whilst carrying a canvas wrapped in a bedsheet was a good idea.

I spent all night working on it, staring out at the view from my balcony and digging into my memory to create the perfect piece to give to Rory. Maybe it’s stupid, but I know what I said yesterday hurt him and I need to make it up to him somehow. Everything he said was true.

Yes, suggesting I stay here with him and leave everything else behind was madness, but I can’t deny the idea sparked something in me that had long been left in the dark. And after a night of going agonisingly back and forth on it, I want to prove to him that I’m willing to try. To spend time together over the last week of the holiday and let myself be guided by whatever my heart is telling me.

‘You’re sure I can’t keep it for myself? I know exactly where I’d hang it in the flat.’ David fixes me with his best puppy dog eyes, but I shut him down.

‘No, but I promise I’ll paint you another one.’

He pouts but follows Adam and Lucas towards the chairlift while us girls split off towards the last day of class. I dragged everyone here early so I could have a minute alone with Rory, but when I look around, I can’t find him. What I do find though is the golden labrador smile of Kevin emerging from the instructors’ hut, and I rush over to him.

‘Hey, is Rory here yet?’

‘Good morning, how are you, Kevin? I’m great thank you, how are you, Bambi?’ Kevin says, enacting a one-sided conversation while I press him to go on.

‘Sorry, it’s kind of important.’

His eyes dart down to the bundle in my arms and his eyebrow lifts curiously. ‘Fine. He’s over at his place in the hotel, but maybe you should wait for him here?’

‘Thank you!’ I shout over my shoulder, already heading towards Darlington’s Den.

I push through the front doors and wave a one-handed hello to Doris behind the desk, who smiles and rushes to help with my painting.

‘Careful, ma chère, let me help. I was hoping I would see you again, you left in such a rush yesterday, I was worried.’

I try not to think too much about that, focusing instead on the conversation that’s about to take place and make everything right again. The doors of the lift start to open and Rory steps out, head thrown back in laughter. The lines that form on his cheeks are too perfect for my brush to ever capture.

‘Rory!’ I call out as I start to move towards him, only to stop dead in my tracks when someone I recognise follows him out of the lift.

Long auburn hair in two plaits that fall to her waist. The way she glides as she steps out through the doors and bats Rory on the shoulder with a perfectly manicured hand. A hand he then holds in his, and starts lifting to his face like he’s about to—

I look away then. I’m not sure he’s heard me call out to him, and for a moment I’m glad I can make a quick, unnoticed escape. But before I start to run, his head turns and his eyes find mine without effort, a question hanging in them as he takes in the image of me standing in his hotel lobby.

I don’t hang around to find out what happens next. I leave Doris standing there alone as I spin around and run. Run away from Rory and his ex-girlfriend who’s maybe not so ‘ex’. The girl I’d thought nothing was happening with any more only for me to discover them leaving his apartment together a mere twenty-four hours after our night there.

‘Lottie!’

I hear my name called but it’s muffled through the ringing in my ears. This is what I get for putting myself out there for once. For doing something out of my comfort zone, because I believed him when he said he cared for me. I was about to turn my whole life upside down. God, how could I be so stupid?

‘Lottie! Slow down!’

The sound is nearer now, but I don’t stop. I’m not sure where I’m going, only that I want to be alone. I run past the girls and Stephen, who are already waiting for class, run on through the trees that separate the ski resort from the wild slopes beyond. I’m thinking with my feet, one of which is throbbing from the exertion when it’s still not fully better. I’m following a direction only they know until I stumble upon a familiar hut. Only now, there isn’t a table laden with breakfast food, nor a picnic blanket laid out on the snow. I stand there, taking in the open space, not knowing how I remembered how to get here, only that for some reason this is where my body led me.

Maybe to torture me with the happy memories I have here. Make this day go from bad to worse. I realise that I’ve dropped my painting, but I don’t care. I should’ve let David have it. I turn to leave, the painting discarded on the snowy ground, and hope I’ll be able to find my way back to the slope and my friends who will take me home.

But when I turn, he’s there. His body emerges through the trees as he pushes their heavy branches aside like they’re made of nothing but air.

‘Lottie, let me explain.’

He’s blocking the way out, but I don’t let that stop me from rushing forwards as if I’ll be able to push past him. I should know better, so it’s hardly surprising when I shove my shoulder into his chest and he doesn’t even flinch. Instead, he gently takes hold of my shoulders to keep me in place. ‘Lottie, will you give me a second to talk to you, please?’

I laugh, tears that I’ve held back threatening to spill down my cheeks as I look up at him. ‘You know it’s a little ironic that you were so pissed off when you saw me leaving class with Adam yesterday when you ran back to your ex the next morning.’

He frowns, not looking pleased at my mention of Adam, and I don’t tell him that there’s nothing going on there. I don’t want to admit that while I was ending things with him for good, Rory was planning a late-night reunion with his own ex. He releases me and takes a step back, his biceps flexing as he crosses his arms over his chest. ‘You wouldn’t be thinking that if you’d stayed around for one more second and let me explain that nothing was happening.’

I mirror his position, but I’m crossing my arms in an attempt to hold myself together more than anything else. ‘Oh yeah, so why did she look all happy and giggly when you stepped out of the lift together? And why were you holding her hand like you were about to kiss it?’

I wait for him to finally admit it then, a man caught out in the act, but instead he looks at me with confusion. ‘Holding her hand? I wasn’t—’ He pauses, a realisation hitting him. ‘You mean when I was looking at her ring after she told me she’d gotten engaged to her boyfriend?’

I try not to let the surprise show on my face. I don’t want to believe it, but then I think back to that manicured hand of hers and I remember a sparkling ring on her finger that I overlooked in the moment. I realise he’s telling the truth about that part at least, but that doesn’t explain why she was there in the first place. ‘But why was she in your apartment?’

‘Because she hadn’t realised her dog had been playing with her ski gloves and left them outside in the snow all night. She couldn’t find any spares in the hut, so I brought her up to borrow a pair of mine. I’ve always kept spare kit up there, and I thought one of my older pairs might fit her. That’s all it was.’

I stare down at my boots, feeling even more stupid at how wrong my assumptions were. I’d been so mad at him for the assumption he’d made yesterday about me and Adam, and here I was doing the exact same thing. And besides, who am I to judge what he might’ve been getting up to anyway after the way I left yesterday?

‘What’s that?’

I follow where he’s pointing, and that’s when I remember the painting that I left on the ground behind me. Rory’s eyes are on it as he starts to move closer, but I leap quickly to get there before him. I pick it up and clutch it close to my chest. Now that I know nothing happened with his ex, I start to pluck up the courage to do what I planned since getting back from the hospital last night.

‘Before I show you, can I ask you something?’

He looks from the painting up to my face, regarding me cautiously before nodding.

‘Did you mean what you said yesterday? When you said you cared about me?’

His face pinches, and the world around me slows as I wait for his answer. The branches that blow in the light wind barely moving. The snowflakes nearly ceasing to fall.

Something in Rory deflates, and his arms fall down to his sides, his palms turned towards me as he shrugs. ‘Of course I care about you.’

I wonder if that’s all he’ll say. That admission alone has my chest breaking open with relief, wanting to tell him that I care for him too. To say the words I should’ve said yesterday but was too scared to vocalise. But before I have the chance to tell him my own feelings, he continues sharing his.

‘I barely slept last night, because lying in that room alone was torture after learning what it was like to wake up beside you. I know you don’t feel the same way, and maybe I shouldn’t admit quite how much I’m falling for you in the short time we’ve spent together, but I am. I’m falling harder for you than how you fell on your way to that first ski class.’

I laugh, although it comes out more like a croak as tears start to well up and flow down my cheeks, his words opening the floodgates as his admission echoes everything I planned to say. I remember that first day. How Kevin helped me to my feet, the old me who didn’t know who was waiting only a few metres away.

‘I saw you fall and I recognised you straight away. You’d never mentioned where you were going on your ski holiday, and I’d entertained the thought that you’d show up here. Only I never thought you actually would, and when I saw you there, I thought it might be my mind playing tricks on me. It wasn’t until you came over and I saw your name on the register that I realised it was real. I know you don’t feel the same, and things yesterday didn’t end the way I would’ve liked. But I want you to know I’m glad you showed up that day. I’m glad for even the short time I got to know you.’

I swallow back the lump that’s formed in my throat, needing to clear it so I can tell him the words I hope aren’t too late for him to hear. I planned out exactly what I wanted to say, but relief, hope, fear and excitement for what this all means battle in my stomach and jumble my prepared speech. In lieu of the right words, I begin to unravel the wrappings around my painting.

Rory’s eyes are fixated on my hands as they unfold the sheet I used to form a makeshift casing, then the clingfilm I loosely wrapped over the painting itself once it had dried. Once it’s free, I wait a minute before turning it around to face him.

‘I made this last night.’ My hands shake where they grip the edges of the canvas. ‘Someone very wise told me that the best way to fix something you’ve broken is with a grand gesture, and people say a picture is worth a thousand words. I’m not great with words, but I’m not bad with a brush, so I hope this sums up everything I want to say.’

I take a breath, knowing once I turn this around, I’m taking a step I won’t be able to take back. I count to three and slowly reveal the painting to him.

For a while, he just stares. His eyes roam over every inch of the canvas, and I feel more vulnerable than I ever have before. He takes a step closer, then another, until his hands are close enough to touch the surface of the painting. ‘May I?’

I let his hands replace my own as he lifts the painting closer still. I tried my very best to remember everything precisely as it had been that day, but instead of daylight, I imagined what it would look like as the sun sets.

How the fairy lights that were wound up the banister would twinkle. How the firepit would look with roaring flames lit inside it. How Rory would look climbing down those stairs carefully, two overfilled hot chocolates balanced in his hands. And finally, how I would look, a blanket wrapped around my legs as I sat in a chair by the fire, watching him walking over to me.

That’s what I’ve painted. A world in which he asked me to stay, and I did.

‘You were right, about all of it,’ I say, not being able to bear the silence as his eyes take it in. ‘Yesterday, I was afraid of what saying yes to you would mean. And I still am, but I don’t want to let that control my decisions any more.’

His fingers brush the place where I’ve painted myself, tiny snowflakes falling around me.

‘Does this mean what I think it does? What about Adam? And your parents?’ There’s a quiver to his voice as he asks, like he doesn’t want to let himself believe it.

I reach out, my fingers touching the top edge of the painting and lowering it so his focus shifts back to me. ‘I’ve already called them. And there was never anything going on with Adam. That chapter of my life is over. I know it, and he knows it too. It was over as soon as I met you.’

His features soften, and I want to trace my fingers over each faint curve of his face.

‘Ask me again,’ I say.

He bends down, delicately placing the painting on top of the unfolded wrappings. When he straightens, his hands brush the hair back from my face, tucking the wayward strands behind my ears. ‘Lottie, will you stay with me?’

I lift my palm to his chest, taking in the warmth of him, and the steady, sure beating of his heart. I nod. ‘I’ll stay, Rory. For the next week, and from then on, I’d like to see how things go. If you’ll still have me?’

I wish I had my brushes with me to capture the look on his face in that moment, the pure magic of his smile before he wraps his arms around me, pulling me close to him and lifting me inches off the ground.

But instead, I commit everything to memory for another time, soaking in the smell of him, the sound as he laughs, and the sensation of his arms wrapped tightly around me. How I hope they’ll never let me go.

‘You’ll have a place here for as long as you’d like. The longer the better,’ he says, and my heart melts.

I’m sure he’ll have questions about what made me change my mind, or why I was so scared to say yes in the first place. But there’ll be time for that. For now, we hold each other close. And regardless of what happens next, whether things work out between us or not, I know this is a decision I won’t ever regret. When Rory pulls away, it’s only enough to give him room to brush his lips against mine.

And when I kiss his back, the world has never felt more full of possibilities – all of them involving him.
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We walk back hand in hand, and if we weren’t attracting enough attention already, we are when Tilly starts cheering as soon as we emerge from the trees.

Rory doesn’t drop my hand though. Instead, he lifts it to his lips, delicately planting a kiss at the base of my thumb, and my cheeks flush ruby red. I blame the cold.

He only lets go so he can head towards the instructors’ hut to drop off the painting where it’ll be safe until after class. Once he comes back out, I watch Kevin ski up behind him, his palms drumming on Rory’s back as he says something I can’t make out, but which makes Rory laugh.

I leave them to it as I walk over to where Tilly, Meghan and Stephen wait for a slightly delayed class to start. Bill is unsurprisingly sitting today’s session out, there’s no way he’ll be leaving Penny’s bedside until she’s discharged to fly home.

I know if she was here right now she’d be giving me two big thumbs up, and I make a note to fill her in and thank her properly later. But for now, I feel like I’m floating with all the buzz that’s surrounding me.

Tilly nods towards the entrance of the cabin that Rory and Kevin are still lingering outside. ‘I take it your plan worked?’

I’m smiling too much to speak, so I settle for a nod, and Meghan claps her hands in excitement. Only poor Stephen looks between us all in confusion, scratching his head with an ungloved hand.

‘Uh, did I miss something?’

The three of us giggle, but before I can fill him in a man I don’t recognise skis effortlessly over to our group. He’s dressed in corduroy salopettes, complemented by a three-tone jacket, and is easily the most fashionable person I’ve seen on the slopes all week. Meghan aside, of course. He stops right beside Stephen, his arm reaching out to wrap around his shoulder before kissing his cheek.

‘You were right, this resort is gorgeous. I’m so glad I came out to join you, babe.’

Stephen’s eyes go all soft as he looks at him, and I now understand what Penny meant when she talked about love eyes. As Rory skis over from the hut, I think I see a hint of it right there in the way he looks at me, and I don’t need a mirror to know it’s reflected in the way I’m looking back too.

When I turn back to the circle, the guy has already started to ski away, and Stephen watches him until he disappears into the queue for the chairlift. When he turns back around, it’s to three pairs of beady eyes.

‘Hold on, your boyfriend is here? Does that mean you’re going ahead with the proposal?’

He gulps as he nods, poles shaking slightly in his hands. ‘I had hoped to be a little bit better before he arrived, but he’s here now, I have the ring, and I’m trying to be impulsive for once. So I’m going to go for it this afternoon.’

I clasp my hands together, giddy as I pull Stephen in for a very one-sided hug. But I can’t help it, I’m in love with love today and I’m so excited for Stephen to get his happy ending. He talks us through his plan, which involves taking Patrick up to one of the blue slopes that he knows he can handle, then proposing at the top before they ski down.

The three of us promise we’ll be waiting at the bottom to raise a glass to the happy couple, and we’re figuring out timings when a hand lightly massages my shoulder. I manage to hold in the moan that nearly slips out at how good that feels, every muscle in my body aching after a week that’s contained more exercise than I’m used to.

I’ll save those sounds up for later, and my heart rate becomes erratic at the thought of being alone with Rory again. I’ve only got to get through this class.

For our lesson he spends the next three hours taking us down the planned proposal route and focusing on helping Stephen until he’s gliding down the slope in style. Looking at him now, I’d never believe Stephen was the same guy I met five days ago who looked like a lost puppy and nearly whacked Penny with his pole.

It’s been one of the unexpected joys of this holiday, meeting some pretty wonderful people as part of this class. And the other unexpected joy – how much I’ve grown to love skiing. Although I know my Bambi nickname from Kevin is probably here to stay, I’ve got to the point where I barely need to think as I glide down the easier slopes. I’m able to relax, shins pressed against the fronts of my boots, my trust placed in my body to take me where I need to go.

It’s a beautiful thing, seeing the snow-capped trees racing by me as the wind blows wild the few free strands of my hair. Almost as beautiful as the face that greets me at the bottom, his eyes taking me in from my helmet to my toes like I’m the only person on this mountain that matters.

As class comes to an end, we wish Stephen luck, and then I spot the rest of my friends hanging their skis and poles outside the cafe that’s become our go-to spot. I turn to Rory. ‘What’s your schedule like for the rest of the day?’

He shrugs his shoulders. ‘It can be whatever you want it to be.’

Although his answer and the smirk on his lips have my head filling with ideas that are far from PG, I push those aside for later. I take off my gloves and lace my fingers through his, pulling him after me.

‘What are we doing?’ He follows me even before I’ve given him an answer, and I like the fact that without knowing what it is, he’s happy to blindly follow me.

I wasn’t sure if it was too soon, but then I remembered what he’d said to me when we were lying next to each other in his bedroom at the hotel. The answer he’d given when I’d asked him what owning all of this was like.

‘We’re making this place less lonely.’

I lift our joined hands to my lips, pressing a kiss to his rough skin, as I lead him towards a table full of my friends.



As I’d imagined, walking in with Rory was a little like leading a lamb into a lion’s den, but it’s been a few hours now and my heart is warm as I watch Rory laughing at the bar with the guys.

Not long after we’d all settled down, Adam offered to buy him a drink and the two of them went for a private chat. Although I’m not sure exactly what was said, I watched it end with them slapping each other on the back, and when they came back to the table the slight tension that had been in the air when we’d arrived was gone.

I lock eyes with Adam where he sits opposite me now, mouthing a silent thank you. He lifts his pint glass at me in acknowledgement. As I look at him, I feel grateful for the time we had together, but even more grateful for the people we are becoming now that it’s over.

Once the guys head back to the pool table for another game, I shift my attention to the girls, who both haven’t stopped bombarding me with questions.

‘So you’re really doing it? Staying here?’

I’ve answered this question already, but I’m not sure Tilly quite believes it. I’m not sure I do either. ‘Maybe, I’m not decided yet. Let’s see where the next week of the holiday goes. And don’t look at me with those big doe-eyes. If I do stay, I’m sure you’ll be glad not to have me crashing on your sofa bed for the foreseeable future.’

‘Especially if someone else is going to be spending some late nights at your place…’ Meghan adds, brushing her shoulder up against Tilly’s as she wiggles her eyebrows.

Tilly glares at her, quickly shifting the conversation back to me. ‘So, what’s your plan if you do stay?’

It’s hardly a surprising question, given I’m usually the one with a plan.

And I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t come up with a loose plan of sorts. In the time I’ve been here, I’ve felt more inspired creatively than I have in a long time. I’ve always sketched and painted for fun, but over the last few years it’s felt perfunctory, whereas here it’s been hard not to drop everything and paint. So that’s what I want to do.

‘I was thinking I could try and set up an online business for my art. Maybe I can paint the resort and see if Claudia will sell some prints in her gift shop, too?’

The latter idea came to mind when I remembered that awful painting from Rory’s house in London, which I can now see was an attempt at replicating the mountains here. As well as painting him a replacement, I thought the other tourists might appreciate some more pieces of art that truly capture the magic that hangs in every inch of this place.

I wait for them to look at me like it’s the craziest idea in the world, but they don’t.

‘I think that’s wonderful!’ Meghan says, her tone genuine.

Tilly echoes her enthusiasm, nodding her head before raising her glass to toast. ‘It’s about time. I’ve been wondering why you haven’t set up a side business for years. I’ve nearly sold some of the paintings you’ve given me for my birthdays when money’s been tight. I don’t think you realise how good they are.’

I don’t know whether to swat her for saying she nearly sold her gifts, or thank her for the compliment, so I settle for tapping my glass against hers and taking another sip.

When the boys finally return, we order pizzas and conversation stills while we all dig into the heaven that is cheesy carbs. A hand brushes against the fabric of my leggings under the table.

Rory’s warm fingers lie gently on my leg, and it’s only something small, but it’s a moment I want to hold onto. That singular rush when you’re falling for someone and every little thing they do becomes the most exciting thing in the world.

Those fingers start to press down, massaging up near my hip bone in slow circles before sliding down to the sides of my thighs. I try to keep my face neutral as I turn to Rory, who only shrugs, his face remaining innocent while his hands threaten to be the opposite.

‘Relax, I’m just massaging your muscles. You worked hard out there today.’

I smile, thinking over today’s runs and how the movement felt easy, almost natural. I sigh in relief as Rory works out the tension in my quads. ‘Thank you.’

He releases one hand to reach over and steal a piece of pizza from my plate, and as he does, he leans down so his mouth rests at my ear. ‘Trust me, my intentions for keeping you from being sore are purely selfish.’

His fingers tiptoe up my body, reaching the band of my leggings where it’s hidden by my jacket.

It’s at that moment that Tilly yelps. I’m convinced we’ve been caught, but her gaze isn’t fixed on us. It’s staring in panic at the clock that hangs behind the bar.

‘Shit, we’re going to miss it, everyone abandon ship!’

She slings back the rest of her drink, grabbing a slice of pizza before heading for the door and Meghan pulls a confused-looking Lucas behind her. I realise the boys don’t know what’s going on, and David and Adam make no move to leave the remainder of our food and drinks until I clap my hands in front of them.

‘Come on, you two, hustle! We can’t miss this!’

I don’t hang around, grabbing Rory’s hand and running with him to the door, those left behind following despite my lack of explanation. But there isn’t time, because we’ve got three minutes to go. The slope is blessedly empty, almost as if the whole resort knew to give way to the two skiers who are currently making their way down together.

Don’t fall, don’t fall, I chant in my head as I watch Stephen zigzagging through the snow, his boyfriend at his side. Although perhaps no longer his boyfriend, hopefully now…

‘He said yes!’ Stephen yells the words as he comes to a stop just in front of where we’ve all huddled, throwing his arms up and nearly taking his now-fiancé out with his poles in the meantime.

‘I did, although I was so surprised I almost didn’t remember to. I didn’t even think you could ski, babe, let alone so well!’

We all cheer as the happy couple embraces, before Stephen gestures for Rory to come over so he can introduce him as the man behind his newly developed talent. They talk for a while, before Stephen and Patrick go off for what I imagine will be a very romantic rest of their day together. Rory lingers, looking at the still-empty slope before grabbing my hand and turning to address the rest of the group.

‘Anyone up for one more?’



‘No.’

‘Oh come on, you can do this,’ Rory replies, hands massaging my shoulders as he looks at the slope he’s brought us to.

‘No, I’m fairly certain I can’t.’

There was a resoundingly positive response to Rory’s suggestion that we do one final run of the day, and what’s even better is we seem to be the only ones left skiing on the mountain. Something that is now striking me as increasingly suspicious.

‘The slope that Stephen went down was so empty. Do you think that was just luck?’

He doesn’t answer my question, but the avoidance is enough to confirm my suspicions. Being a stakeholder really does have some uses.

‘You’re just a big romantic, aren’t you?’ I joke, knocking my shoulder against his, and Rory’s face pinches as he shakes his head too quickly.

‘It was all Kevin’s idea.’

‘Yeah, right,’ I scoff.

The fact Rory had cleared the entire slope so he could make that moment perfect for Stephen only makes me fall for him more, and I find comfort in the fact I’m no longer trying to deny or hide my feelings. Now my friends get to reap the benefits too, as I watch them group off and start weaving their way down the blissfully clear red run.

All of them except, of course, me.

Rory shifts so he’s in front of me, hands moving to stroke the loose strands of my braids as he brings his face close to mine. ‘Why don’t you think you can do it?’

Because I don’t want to, I almost say, but that feels silly.

‘I don’t want to fall again,’ I admit, knowing my stubbornness comes from a place of fear because of what happened the last time I attempted a red.

His finger lifts my chin, pressing a delicate kiss to my lips that has some of the anxious tangles in my stomach loosening. ‘I’ll never let you fall, Lottie.’

I use his words to steel myself, knowing that if I do achieve this, it’ll feel like the icing on the cake of what has so far been the most perfect day.

I guess we’re doing this.

‘When we get to the bottom I want nachos,’ I say, shuffling my skis enough that I start to move, trying to keep my mind distracted to block out the fear and trusting my body will know what to do. ‘And more of Harry’s cheesecake. And I want you to get the bar to play ABBA.’

Rory skis backwards ahead of me, leaving wide curved lines in the snow for me to follow. ‘Whatever you want, baby.’

‘And I want you to help me get some more brushes and canvases delivered here.’

I’m not usually this demanding, but in all fairness, if I’m going to start painting again, I need supplies, and I’m not exactly well-versed in the French Alps’ version of next-day delivery.

‘Anything else?’ he asks, but my mind draws a blank.

I’m not thinking about bribes any more, because instead I’m thinking about the fact that I’m doing it. I’m really doing it! Without realising, I’ve made it a third of the way down, and as the run becomes wider and gives me even more space to make slow and controlled turns, I think I’m enjoying myself.

The world whooshes past me in a blur of sparkling white as I drift and glide through empty space, not even needing to follow Rory’s tracks. I break away, carving my own path that intersects his in figures of eight, little infinities that will stay until the evening’s snowfall wipes everything clean. A new beginning.

In the distance, figures I can pick out as my friends have started a snowball fight, their squeals and laughter carried towards me on the wind, but all I’m thinking about is the euphoric rush that overtakes me as I look around, thinking this could be my life. If only I’m brave enough to pick it.

And if the fact Rory could make me try this red run tells me anything, it’s that he can help me be brave. To unlock a part of myself I’ve never met but now am anxious to set free.

The ground starts to level out, and I throw my arms wide and point my skis straight for the final stretch, yelling into the wind as I release control. Letting my skis carry me all the way into the open arms of the guy who waits for me at the bottom.

‘That’s my girl, I knew you could do it!’

I unclip my skis so I can run over to him, leaping into Rory’s open arms as he holds me up by my thighs, my legs wrapped around him.

‘Winter Olympics here I come,’ I say, and something tells me that even if I was being serious, Rory wouldn’t tell me to dream any smaller.

‘But first, let’s get you those nachos,’ he says, lowering me and taking my skis as I walk at his side, a bounce in my step from achieving something I never thought I’d be able to do on day one.

As promised, we haven’t even been in the après bar for a few minutes before ‘Dancing Queen’ starts to blare through the speakers and I’m abandoned by my friends as they all rush towards the open dance floor. I hang back, still coming down from the adrenaline rush of completing the red.

‘Did I choose the wrong song?’

Rory’s arms circle me from behind, and I sink back into him as I shake my head.

‘No, it’s a classic. But I don’t dance.’

‘Oh, well I’m going to have to change that,’ Rory says, pushing us forwards towards the chaos.

‘Uh-uh, nope.’ I try to stand firm, but damn it for Rory’s biceps because one little pull on my arm and I’m as moveable as snow on the breeze.

‘I’ll teach you.’

I groan as I continue to resist him, but to no avail. When Tilly spots me she yelps, surprised to see me taking part in anything involving dancing, and I’m quick to point out it isn’t voluntary.

But as the classic ABBA track ends, and the distinctive first beats of ‘I Wanna Dance with Somebody’ start, I can’t help but smile as I’m jostled by the shoulders of my friends all around me. Rory leads, spinning me under his arm before pulling me close, and despite myself, I start swaying my hips to the music. Singing out at the top of our lungs, I think about the true craziness that the last week has been.

From Tilly and David and whatever’s beginning between them, to Meghan and Lucas and the continued happiness I’m certain is in their future. To Adam, who raises his glass to me as I dance, because he knows how much I hate it, and who I appreciate so much for the new era of friendship we’ve entered. And finally, to Rory, who remains a huge question mark in my life, yet right now the uncertainty doesn’t scare me at all.

I may not know what’s to come for us, but I guess that’s the beauty of it. I know how I feel about him and I’m no longer second guessing how he feels about me. Maybe this is it. Maybe this is exactly where I’m meant to be.

Maybe.

I guess I’ll have to wait and see.




Epilogue

The slamming of a car door makes me jolt, my paint brush making an ugly mark on the canvas in front of me.

‘Shit,’ I mutter, dropping the brush into the murky glass to my left and inspecting the damage.

I quickly dab at the mistake with a wet cloth, movements precise so I don’t mess with any more of the still-drying paint. Thankfully it doesn’t look too bad once I’ve pulled my hand away, because I don’t have time to fix it now. It’s my tenth commission this week of the same painting, and it’s by far my most popular. The other nine are lined up in the hallway, wrapped up in an excessive amount of bubble wrap and nearly blocking the entrance to the treehouse. More car doors slam shut and Daisy starts barking at the door.

‘Wait a minute, girl,’ I call as I untie my apron.

Her tail is wagging as she waits for me to open the front door to release her and go greet our guests. Once everything is put away safely, I go over and give her a good scratch behind the ears.

Once the last week of the holiday ended, and it became clear I wasn’t going back to London anytime soon, Rory asked if I would mind him bringing Daisy here. When he was on his own, he felt like it would be too difficult to properly look after her here, so most of the time she lived with Kevin’s family back in London. They’d kindly taken her in when Rory had fully taken on managing the resort, but now with the two of us here and my schedule meaning I spend a lot of time at the treehouse, we’ve made it work.

‘Ready?’ I ask her, my hand hovering on the door handle. She paws at the wood, and I push it open as a voice calls my name from the bottom of the spiral staircase.

‘There’s my little snow princess!’ Tilly drops the handle of her suitcase and abandons it with David as she runs up the stairs to meet me. ‘I’ve missed you so much!’

‘I’ve missed you too,’ I echo back, squeezing her in a tight hug.

She takes in the view from the first-floor balcony and whistles. ‘I can’t blame you though when you have a view like this.’

‘I don’t know, the view from your place wasn’t bad. I only saw men peeing in that alleyway a couple of times.’

Tilly mimes being sick next to me, her whole body shivering at the memory. ‘Oh god, I can’t wait to move out.’

I’d almost forgotten she is moving out in only a few weeks. When I was in London last month for Christmas, nothing had been finalised yet. Little did I know it would be the last time I’d visit her one-bed flat in Elephant and Castle. Next time when I come and visit, it’ll be to ogle the new flat that she’s sharing with the guy currently attempting to drag her suitcase, and his own, up the stairs.

‘Hey, David, need a hand there?’

‘Nope,’ he huffs, refusing my assistance as he lifts the suitcase up the final few steps. ‘But I would like to know what’s in this thing which makes it so darn heavy.’

‘I didn’t ask you to carry it for me,’ Tilly says, standing with her arms crossed.

‘A simple thank you would do,’ he replies.

She bats her eyelashes and nods towards the door. ‘I’ll thank you once you’ve finished carrying it to the bedroom. No praise for a job half-done.’

He sighs, muttering complaints, but the smirk on his face betrays the fact he enjoys the fact their sarcastic back-and-forths are back. He squats down so he can cradle the suitcase in his arms, and I point him in the direction of the room I’ve set up for the two of them.

‘Glad nothing’s really changed between you two.’

‘Nope. Only now when we bicker it’s usually without our clothes on,’ she says, winking as she walks away from me, and I cover my ears like that’ll take back the fact she’s already said it.

‘Ew, okay I do not need that image in my head.’ As happy as I am for them, I do not want to imagine my two best friends getting it on, especially when it’s likely going to be happening in the room that shares a wall with mine for the next week.

I turn back to the door as two of my other best friends climb the stairs, not running quite as quickly as Tilly, but still taking them two at a time as they rush to greet me. Meghan reaches me first, and once her feet are both on flat ground, I wrap my arms around her.

Then I immediately pull her back, giving her room to hold her hand between us, palm facing her chest.

‘It’s even more gorgeous in person! Lucas!’ I release her for a second, only so I can pat Lucas on the back for picking such a stunner of a ring. ‘I didn’t know you had such good style.’

‘Well, her mum may have helped,’ he admits, and I can’t blame him for getting advice from a literal fashion icon for a ring for her daughter. I pull them both in for a crowded hug.

‘I’m so glad you could both make it,’ I say, knowing they’re in the midst of wedding planning following their engagement that came only a few months ago.

‘Of course! It’s tradition now.’

At the airport last year as I waved the others off, David made the offhand comment, ‘Same time next year?’ And although I think he was joking when he said it, I thought about it for weeks afterwards. And as the days went on, and my life here started to take shape, I thought maybe it didn’t have to be something said in jest.

So I offered everyone rooms either with us at the treehouse or at the hotel, and within an hour everyone was booking their flights. It turned out I wasn’t the only one who thought there was something special about this place, and everyone else was keen to experience some of it again too.

‘I feel like I’ve stepped into one of your canvases.’ I hear his voice before he comes into view, standing a few paces behind me, hands on his hips as he takes in the view.

‘Hi, Adam.’

‘Hi, Lotts.’

I step around Meghan, who heads inside with Lucas, to pull him in for a hug. I haven’t seen him in a while because the last few times I’ve made it to London he’s been up in Scotland visiting his girlfriend.

‘How’s Georgina?’

‘Very sad she couldn’t be here, but she says hello and wanted me to tell you she loved your last “day in the life” post. She said you’d know what that means, even though I have no clue.’

He’s right, I do know what she means. It was her latest post idea for me, and I’m glad she suggested it because it ended up blowing up and I’ve had twenty new orders from it so far. My art business was still new when Adam first introduced his new girlfriend, someone he had met at a company event where she’d been working as a videographer.

Turns out her official job is a social media marketer, and when she heard I was launching a business she made me download several apps immediately. I had no clue what I was doing when I started posting videos, mainly planning clips of me painting and Daisy curled up at the foot of my easel. But with her guidance, I started posting better videos and now six months later I have a solid following that generates the majority of my sales.

‘Tell her thanks from me. It’s really good to see you.’

‘It’s good to see you, too.’

I wasn’t sure how things would go between Adam and me once he’d left with the others last year. ‘We’ll still be friends’ is such a common line after a break-up, but it rarely works out that way even if you’d like it to. So I’m grateful for the friendship that’s been able to grow from the remnants of our relationship. For the sake of the group, but for both of us too.

We both really did leave our old selves at the table in the après bar that day, and things have never been better.

Tilly and David reappear from the house, and I leave Adam chatting to the others while I follow Daisy, who’s dashed down the steps to jump up at the guy who’s appeared at the bottom.

‘Did my girls miss me?’

I scoff. ‘You only drove to the airport and back, you were gone for less than four hours.’

Rory ruffles the fur at the scruff of Daisy’s neck while she leaps up and licks him across the face.

‘What if I said I missed you?’ He meets me halfway up the stairs and leans in for a kiss.

‘I’d say, don’t put those dog-kissed lips on mine, thank you very much.’

He chuckles, ignoring me and kissing me anyway, and I can’t be mad when he wraps his arms around me and I get that feeling like I’m floating on air. It never has gone away, even a year later.

‘Thanks for picking everyone up.’

He shrugs. ‘Of course. I didn’t want them missing out on the evening by having to take a transfer.’

‘It’s only dinner, the holiday doesn’t really start until tomorrow,’ I say, looking down to check the time on my phone and realising I need to dash off to the shops to get ingredients before they close. ‘I better get going, or we’ll be eating cheese toasties for dinner.’

Rory takes my phone out of my hand and turns off the screen so the time is hidden. ‘Don’t be silly, I’ll sort out food, you go catch up with your friends.’

I’m about to fight him on it, especially given he’s only just got back from a long drive, but he gives me a stern look that tells me not to bother.

‘You’re the best,’ I settle for instead.

‘I’d argue that prize goes to you.’ He gestures up to the balcony, where all my friends chat while admiring the snowy scenes around them. ‘For finally making this place less lonely again.’

I smile, my heart melting knowing he feels that way, and his thumb presses into the dimple that forms on my cheek.

Later, when we’re all sitting around the table with a mouth-watering truffle pasta dish placed in the middle that Lucas may have had a hand in making, I tap my spoon against my wine glass to prepare for a toast.

‘Here’s to another great holiday!’ I say, and everyone lifts their glasses to clink against mine.

‘Maybe a slightly less eventful one though, with less injuries or proposals,’ Meghan adds.

‘I wouldn’t speak too soon,’ Tilly counters, directing the comment over at me, but I laugh her off.

For now, I’m happy with everything just the way it is. I’ve got my art, a life in a place that fills me with joy every day and Rory by my side through it all. And to top it off, tonight I’m surrounded by my best friends.

To think, it all came from taking a leap into the unknown. And the best part?

Who knows what could happen next…
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