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Chapter 1

Naomi Winters pressed her fingernails into the palm of her hand, fighting the urge to glare at her soon-to-be ex-husband across the pale fake-wood table of the meeting room and call him something obscene. She was doing her best to be a grown-up about the whole divorce thing, but there was only so much a woman could take in one sitting.

The words of their respective solicitors drifted in the air as they finally came to an agreement of how their money, their possessions, their life together would be split, and Ollie’s passive gaze made her want to throw something at him. His green eyes that she’d found so attractive when they’d first met were gazing down, and his mouth was fixed in what she’d always called his ‘constipated accountant’ face: an expression as devoid of emotion as a particularly emotionless robot.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t brought anything to the meeting except for her handbag – the expensive one she’d treated to herself to – and she didn’t want to fling that his way. She eyed up her solicitor’s heavy-looking Filofax that was sitting on the desk between them. She didn’t think people had those nowadays, but she was happy he’d bought it; it would be perfect to inflict a decent amount of damage if she put some power behind it. Without thinking she picked it up, weighing it up in her hand, earning confused glances from everyone at the table. She put it back down, pretending that what she’d just done was completely normal.

Ollie still hadn’t looked at her.

What was he actually looking at? she wondered, knowing the solicitor had everything in hand. The table top was clearly some kind of veneer, which was surprising given he’d insisted on using one of the top divorce lawyers in London. She was using a contact of one of her colleagues and so far he was doing a pretty good job. She knew from her own legal experience, it was better to let the solicitor do their job than continue to interrupt them.

Rain pelted the window, drawing her attention away from the table. She stared out of the small window seeing nothing but the grey, blurry outline of office blocks and the enormous buildings that clustered London’s skyline.

Ollie suddenly whispered something to his solicitor and then returned to staring at the table top. Naomi was tempted to wave her hand in front of his face or ask him what was so mesmerising about a layer of fake pine.

‘And what about the futon?’ Ollie’s solicitor asked. She was older than Naomi, her grey hair tied back into a severe bun with a decorative hairpin protruding from it. Could she use that to jab her ex-husband with?

‘I’m sorry?’ Naomi raised her eyes for the first time, sure she must have misheard.

‘The futon. In the spare bedroom. My client would prefer for that to come with him to his new property.’

His new property. That he had a ‘new property’ – a little flat all of his own and they were now totally separate entities – made her burn with anger. She’d had no idea this was coming and even a year later, she still hadn’t got used to it.

‘Well, this isn’t on Mr Epps’s list that was submitted to us before the proceeding,’ her solicitor began.

‘No, but he has decided he’d like it, and as he purchased it … We have receipts if necessary.’

Of course he did. Ollie only ever threw his receipts out after seven financial years had passed. Her solicitor went to speak again to argue, but Naomi had to stop him. She leaned over and whispered in his ear. He whispered back.

‘He can have it,’ Naomi said, deliberately answering so Ollie would have to look at her.

He didn’t. His eyes were still pinned down. Had he been hypnotised? She’d seen a video once where someone had done that to a chicken. Was that what had happened? How could it be that they’d been together for so many years, shared so much, and yet now, he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, even look at her?

‘Are you sure?’ Ollie’s solicitor asked. ‘I’m sorry it wasn’t on the original list. We’re just trying to get everything sorted out today and this came up at the last minute.’

In what circumstance did a futon come up at the last minute?

‘Perfectly sure,’ she replied, calmly. ‘He can futon away.’

As quickly as the annoyance came, it was gone, and a wave of sadness rushed over Naomi. Without thinking, she did what she’d always done when an uncomfortable emotion hit her; she pushed a hand through her chin-length caramel-blonde hair, tucking it behind her ear and glanced at the ceiling. She’d always found drawing her attention to the floor, the ceiling, a corner of the room gave her a moment to compose herself.

Even though it was November, the freezing air-conditioning hit her face, cooling her flushed cheeks. Ollie still refused to look at her, but his eyes had now shifted from the laminate table top to the notepad he’d brought with him. He hadn’t written a single word and the page was pristine white. His pen began to trace a doodle on the paper, denting the surface. Ah, she’d annoyed him with her futon comment. She felt rather pleased with herself if only because he’d finally given her some sort of reaction. She wasn’t one for splashing her emotions all over the place and neither was Ollie, but she had to know something was going on below the surface. She had to know this was as hard for him as it was for her.

Not long and this would be over, she told herself. A year of battling after dealing with the out-of-the-blue announcement that he no longer wanted to be married to her would finally be finished and they’d never have to sit in the same room again. She exhaled a long, slow breath.

The conversation continued as one solicitor listed things and the other gave a yes or no. It was all very straightforward. After what felt like an eternity had passed, Naomi – feeling aged beyond her years – watched as the two solicitors stood and shook hands. They chatted away as if they hadn’t just had their daggers drawn over who got possession of the KitchenAid mixer, the king-size mattress or the SMEG fridge. She rose, and Ollie placed his clean notepad back in his bag. He really hadn’t needed to get it out at all but that’s what he was like: methodical, organised, prepared for every eventuality.

They stood facing each other across the table, Naomi’s eyes darting once more to the Filofax knowing this might be her last chance to fling it at him.

‘I hope we can keep things amicable from now on, Naomi,’ he said, completely avoiding eye contact.

Her hand reached towards it but the solicitor, without realising what was going through her mind, moved it away. It was true she hadn’t taken the news of his intention to divorce her particularly well, especially as he’d done it just before Christmas last year and had then bolted to his parents’ house in Hertfordshire. But she hadn’t destroyed his clothes, keyed his ridiculously expensive Mercedes or broken any of his favourite arty glass ornaments. Instead, she’d yelled at him while he’d collected his clothes and had argued tooth and nail for the things she’d brought to their relationship. It wasn’t much. For all the wealth and financial security she had now, she’d started off with very little and what she had brought to their relationship, she wanted to keep.

Ollie lifted his chin. He’d always been arrogant. She hadn’t seen it like that at first. She’d thought it was confidence but over the last year she’d recognised it for what it was: a feeling of superiority. One that she realised now had always, in some ways, been directed at her.

‘And I’m sorry things didn’t work out,’ he added. His tone was robotic too, she reflected now.

He’d said something similar to her before when they’d had meetings like this and she wondered if it was more for the benefit of others, rather than something he actually meant. A stream of expletives entered her head but instead she found herself saying, ‘Yeah, me too,’ in a way that sounded far more sarcastic than she’d intended. She was genuinely sorry things had turned out the way they had. She still didn’t really understand what he’d meant when he’d said he thought it was better they ended things because she hadn’t been ‘all in’ for a long time. What did that even mean? Wasn’t ‘all in’ something football players said to each other at the start of matches? It sounded like meaningless mumbo jumbo to her. Nothing more than an excuse.

She flashed him a small smile and gave a shrug, unsure what else to do. Then he scarpered as quickly as possible, his Italian leather brogues clacking on the floor. He hadn’t even put his coat on before he left the room, walking away with the thick, expensive wool and cashmere blend draped over his arm, his briefcase in the other hand. As he reached the door, he gave a final quick glance over his shoulder, but Naomi couldn’t tell if he was looking at her or the solicitor following him outside. They’d both been lurking, possibly making sure they didn’t come to blows after how heated some of her and Ollie’s exchanges had been.

At least it was done now. The worst bit was over and thankfully they’d agreed she could stay in the house. He got the car, which was fine. No one really needed a car in London anyway and she never needed to drive anywhere in the city. It was always easier to get on the tube. She’d never really seen the point in having a two-seater sports car in a built-up city and he’d hardly ever managed to drive it over thirty miles an hour with all the traffic.

Naomi exchanged pleasantries with her solicitor, thanking him for everything he’d done, and after giving Ollie a few minutes to get all the way out of the building so they wouldn’t have to share the lift, she too made her way outside.

That was it. They wouldn’t have to face each other again and everything now, her solicitor assured her, could be done via paperwork. She wrapped her coat tighter around her as she stepped outside into the cold London streets. It was still raining but she was glad to be out of that office and into the fresh air.

She’d taken the day off work not knowing how long the meeting would take. As it was, it had only been a few hours, but those hours had been arduous, and a headache pounded behind her eyes. She pressed her fingers to her temples, squeezing to try and ease the tension. Perhaps she needed a drink. Water rather than something alcoholic. She was glad she didn’t have to return to the office.

The pavements were heavy with crowds: tourists and shoppers darting to and fro, Londoners rushing to wherever they needed to be. Although the street she was on didn’t have giant Christmas lights hanging overhead, you could still feel that special atmosphere that London had at this time of year. It seemed to emanate from the people around her and she made sure not to bash into anyone, or else she might catch it.

She took her phone from her pocket. Despite having her ‘out of office’ on, she could see the notifications lighting up her phone with urgent emails and voicemails that had come in while she’d been sitting across from Ollie. Her hand began vibrating and she could see her secretary was ringing her, but she decided to push the phone back into her pocket. Corporate law demanded long hours, but she couldn’t work overtime today. She didn’t have the capacity to deal with anyone. Things normally slowed down over Christmas and Naomi wondered what she would do then, when the office was closed. She didn’t exactly love her job anymore but what would she do without it when everyone else was posting pictures of stupid Christmas jumpers and enormous Christmas Day dinners? A sense of dread washed over her and she pushed the thought away. She’d think about that later. The last few hours had been draining enough.

She watched the happy shoppers passing in front of her for a few minutes, feeling a frown form on her face. Christmas, in her opinion, was dramatically overrated. The pressure to buy perfect presents, to make sure every type of food was purchased because the shops were closing for one whole day, the excess of it all. It was silly, if you asked her. Ridiculous. And why did it start so early? November was, quite frankly, obscene. How she’d ever bought into it all when she was an intelligent woman baffled her. Christmas was commercialised nonsense designed to give children something to look forward to in winter.

Ignoring the familiar piercing sound of Mariah Carey’s whistle notes and other ‘classic’ Christmas songs clamouring through shop doorways, she made her way around the crowds. She passed a family gazing at the obscenely bright Christmas lights in a particularly gaudy shop window, the child’s eyes wide in wonder, and she felt a twinge deep inside. She brushed it off as hunger and pushed on towards home – her home, as it was now – though she wasn’t even sure that was where she wanted to be.




Chapter 2

‘Full Bridget Jones,’ Naomi muttered to herself as she trudged to the living room in her fluffy pyjamas, chocolate ice cream tub grasped tightly. The spoon stuck out of her mouth as she navigated towards the sofa, attempting not to spill the wine in her other hand. She wasn’t quite at the singing ‘All By Myself’ stage just yet, but she was getting close.

She flopped down on the sofa, pulling a blanket over her knees and snuggling into the luxurious seats as she switched on another of her favourite romcoms. Before, she’d always loved The Holiday with Cameron Diaz and Kate Winslet, but since last year she couldn’t bear to watch it. Being broken up with at Christmas had left a horrible taste in her mouth. One she could feel again now almost ruining her chocolate ice cream. She stuffed another spoonful in instead and allowed her eyes to wander to The Proposal with Sandra Bullock. A classic.

She’d turned on the posh-looking electric fire Ollie had had installed not long after they’d moved in. It gave off a pathetic amount of heat, and she couldn’t help missing the not so attractive but hotter than the sun one her parents still had at their house. Even with that and the underfloor heating on, she shivered uncontrollably.

The meeting earlier had, in some ways, been like breaking up all over again. In fact, it was worse. When she and Ollie had first split up, after his horrible announcement, she’d assumed he was having some sort of midlife crisis and thought they’d get back together. He couldn’t possibly want to throw away the ten years they’d been an item. They’d built a wonderful, comfortable life together full of all the things successful couples had: designer clothes, a nice house in an expensive part of London, luxury holidays. Okay, it hadn’t been the most passionate of marriages but not every day was like that when you’d been with someone for such a long time. At least they hadn’t got to the ‘There’s fifteen minutes of half-time; fancy a quick one?’ stage.

Naomi circled her feet, feeling the soft fabric brush against a bit of bare skin where her fluffy sock had rolled down. The house she and Ollie had shared was full of possessions. A lifetime of things they’d accumulated, and all this material comfort had made her feel safe. That sort of safety was important to her. Yet, a part of her wasn’t going to miss it. A part of her was looking forward to most of it going to Ollie’s new flat. She’d loved Ollie and understood his love for the trappings of life: a top-of-the-range coffee machine that even ground the beans, a fancy hob and oven that were more like a computer, but deep down she’d never got used to it. To go from having nothing to so much still made her uneasy. With her salary she could afford whatever she wanted, but nothing had made her feel more secure than knowing that money was in the bank. There’d been so many times growing up when it hadn’t been, and she’d seen the stress that had caused her parents.

Naomi’s eyes fell from the TV screen to the photo of her adoptive parents sitting on the glass coffee table at the end of the sofa. They hadn’t had much money, but they’d given her a wonderful upbringing she was more than a little grateful for. Just as her mind was about to wander down a terrifying road of what might have happened had she not been assigned to them to be fostered and then later adopted by them, her phone rang. They’d been due to call her today knowing what was going on. She glanced at the screen but saw her best friend Mia’s name flash up along with a photo of her with a cheesy grin and her beautiful, happy face staring out.

‘Hey, you,’ Naomi answered, wedging the phone between her shoulder and ear so she could shovel some more ice cream into her mouth.

‘You had better not be slobbing around in your pyjamas feeling sorry for yourself,’ Mia said. Her Swiss-German accent was almost undetectable when she spoke English – though she could speak both German, French and even Italian fluently.

Naomi paused, and her eyes slid down the thick, pink pyjamas decorated with white clouds, landing on matching pink bed socks. She wiggled her toes. ‘Of course I’m not. I’m just having dinner.’

‘Oh, excusé. Shall I call back later?’ The concern in her voice sent a pang of guilt through Naomi.

‘No, no. It’s fine. I can eat and talk.’

The rain was once again battering the windows and Naomi pulled the blanket higher over her. The weather was cold and dreary and didn’t show any signs of easing off yet.

‘Wait a minute,’ Mia said, her voice ringing with suspicion. ‘What’s for dinner?’

‘Umm, ice cream.’

‘Naomi!’ She’d screeched it so loudly Naomi instinctively pulled the phone away from her ear to protect her eardrum. ‘That’s not dinner that’s pudding.’

‘I skipped to dessert. I couldn’t bear cooking after today.’

‘So you haven’t really eaten anything, have you?’

‘This is what I fancied. It’s soul food.’

‘Are you drinking?’

‘No.’ Silence. ‘Yes.’

‘So you’re basically drinking on an empty stomach.’

‘No, I’ve eaten half a carton of ice cream.’ She patted her food baby belly. ‘And that’s been more than enough.’

‘I am not happy about this,’ Mia said in her usually bossy tones. ‘I’m not happy about this at all.’

‘Well join the club but what can we do. Divorce is a bi—’

‘Have you cried yet?’

Naomi scowled. ‘Not yet and I don’t intend to. I told you. I don’t cry over men. They’re not worth it.’

It had been a running joke between them since they’d met at university that Naomi never cried no matter what was going on in her life. It wasn’t that she was an evil emotionless machine, she just couldn’t help it. She simply wasn’t the crying type. And though sometimes, when she saw friends and family upset, she wondered what was wrong with her, she wasn’t able to bring tears to the surface. It was her greatest strength and, a part of her feared, her greatest fault.

‘But that doesn’t mean I’m not devastated,’ she said, swapping chocolate ice cream for wine and taking an enormous gulp. At that precise moment, Sandra Bullock and Betty White were in the middle of a rain dance in The Proposal and she thought of her and her parents dancing around the kitchen at Christmas. It sent a shock of something down her spine and she paused the film. ‘I’m completely devastated right now. I’m divorced, sitting alone in the house I used to share with my husband, I hate my job—’

‘What do you mean you hate your job? You used to love it.’

‘I know but—’ She scooped out the melting ice cream and dribbled it into her mouth before removing the spoon and waving it around as she spoke. ‘Lately … oh, I don’t know, corporate law, rich people getting richer – not even people … companies getting richer, fat-cat bosses – it’s just not giving me what I wanted from my career. Not anymore. I loved the money and the sense of job security but—’

‘So what do you want from your career? More prestige? A sense of fulfilment perhaps?’

‘A sense of fulfilment. Exactly. Like you have.’

While Naomi had left university and entered the world of corporate law, Mia had followed her passion of hospitality, which was lucky as her father ran a very profitable chain of hotels and ski resorts in Switzerland. She’d stepped straight into the family business and had loved every second of it. Naomi had been excited by her job too, at first, but over the last year that had faded just as her marriage had been slowly dissolved.

‘Aren’t you seeing your parents over Christmas?’ Mia asked.

‘Mum and Dad are in the Caribbean on a cruise. I made them go. It had been cancelled once and I didn’t want them missing out again. I just – I don’t know—’ She scratched her forehead, still holding the spoon, and chocolate ice cream ended up in her hair. She ran her fingers through it to remove it. ‘I thought I’d be fine but I’m not. And as well as having a rubbish love life and hating my job I have no friends—’ Mia loudly cleared her throat. ‘Apart from you who is the most amazing bestie ever … and I have exactly zero hobbies.’ Having listed everything she now felt completely depressed and took another swig of wine. ‘Oh God, I think I’m having a midlife crisis.’

‘You’re thirty-four. Much too early for a midlife crisis.’

‘Fine,’ she agreed begrudgingly, though a hint of a smile played on her lips. ‘But what am I going to do all on my own over Christmas? Like I said, no hobbies and no one else to annoy with my presence.’

‘Okay, that’s it. I’ve had enough of all this moaning. This isn’t the Naomi I know and love.’

It was true she wasn’t herself. She was normally positive, upbeat, motivated. In the office she was known as the one who could handle the most difficult or complicated of cases. She was letting circumstances get on top of her and she’d dealt with so much worse before. Living in a foster home had been no easy feat from what she could remember and her early years with her adoptive parents had been full of emotional recalibration. If she could get through that, younger and more vulnerable than she was now, she could get through this.

‘Come to Switzerland,’ Mia said. Though it was more of an order than a question. ‘Stay with me at my father’s new place. Le Petit Chateau. We can spend some time together and you’ll be far away from all these troubles. All you need is a little perspective. Some time to recharge and relax after the divorce. Le Petit Chateau has just been renovated and redecorated. It is top-end luxury and perfect for a Christmas vacation – not that I’m trying to sell it to you or anything – just trying out some new copy on you. What do you think?’

The idea was very appealing. Perhaps she wouldn’t hate work so much if she took a break from it and she certainly didn’t want to be here all on her own. She glanced around the room imagining it bare of all Ollie’s things, with a sad Christmas tree in the corner and a pathetic string of lights. She felt sick – and not from eating too much ice cream. Maybe staying somewhere else, somewhere beautiful, would give her something more than her situation to think about. She could take walks, read books, finally learn to ski.

In the last couple of years before their split, she and Ollie hadn’t had many holidays. He’d travelled a lot with his work, and she’d thrown herself head first into her career. Her bank balance was nice and healthy. She always made sure of that, unable to bear the thought of missing a mortgage payment. All she’d have to do is get an extended break from work and considering she’d only taken a handful of days off, she was sure they’d say yes. Staring around at the lavishly furnished house, the things Ollie and she had chosen, getting away seemed like a brilliant idea.

‘You’ve gone very quiet,’ Mia said, the smile clear in her voice. ‘Does that mean you’re thinking about it? Le Petit Chateau is exquisite, and Switzerland is beautiful. Snowy mountains, lakes as smooth as panes of glass and the food—’

‘You sound like tourist information.’

‘But you are thinking about it?’

‘I am,’ Naomi replied, eyeing the artwork on the walls, pieces she’d never really liked that much, truth be told, but she’d gone with Ollie’s decisions because a foster kid adopted by a working-class family didn’t know anything about art. Perhaps she should have swallowed her shame and admitted she simply didn’t like it whether it was skilful or not. Art is subjective after all. But she’d always carried that stigma with her. She pushed it down again now, burying it deep inside her.

‘The hotel is beautiful too. Snowy Christmassy pine trees—’

‘I don’t care about trees. I’m off Christmas.’

‘You’re what?’ Mia asked, giggling.

‘Off Christmas.’

‘What do you mean off Christmas? You can’t be off Christmas. No one is.’

‘Starting this year – well, last year actually – I am.’

‘But you’ve always loved Christmas. You were the one making us decorate our rooms in halls as soon as it was the first of December.’

She thought again of Ollie pushing his wine glass aside after a lovely dinner, clasping his hands together and saying, ‘We need to talk,’ in a voice that brooked no argument. They hadn’t long festooned the living room with Christmas decorations. Expensive glass ornaments hung from the ceiling and an enormous tree sparkled in the corner. They’d even talked about getting some tasteful lights for outside though Ollie had been nervous the neighbours would think it trashy. ‘I know but last Christmas kind of changed things.’

‘It’s newly decorated. Beautiful rich wooden furniture, luxurious beds, pillows so soft you will sleep like a baby.’

‘I don’t need all that,’ Naomi said, laughing at her friend’s really rather good attempt at convincing her.

‘I know you don’t but there’s nothing wrong with being comfortable. Or looked after by someone who cares about you.’

Naomi smiled. ‘I’m going down a bit of a self-pitying rabbit hole, aren’t I?’

‘It’s not surprising after today, but you can’t go on like that forever.’

‘True.’ She nodded her head in agreement. It had been a long time since she and Mia had spent any quality time together. They were both so busy their visits to each other had been fleeting and even their weekly video or phone calls had become less frequent.

‘So … you’ll come?’

‘I will,’ Naomi replied confidently, feeling a tiny bit of herself returning. ‘Text me the address and I guess I’ll get on the first flight I can.’

‘Excellent! Oh, I can’t wait to see you, Naomi. You’re going to have a wonderful Christmas. I’ll make sure of it.’

Naomi smiled, her spirits lifting at the idea. Last Christmas had been one of the worst of her life. It’d be nice to have a good one far away from home to wipe out that memory. Besides, it would give Ollie time to clear all the things they’d agreed would be his from the house, including the futon. She giggled to herself as she remembered the earlier meeting. Still, she didn’t want to be around while he was loading everything into a van, or more likely, while people he’d hired loaded everything into a van.

It was time to stop feeling sorry for herself and enjoy her independence. It was time for an adventure.




Chapter 3

As soon as Naomi stepped out of the taxi at the    address Mia had given her the cold air hit her cheeks, icy and refreshing. All the anger and hurt she’d felt over the last year leached from her system, cooled by the wind, her mind diverted by the view.

On the plane ride here, she’d seen snow-covered valleys and craggy mountain peaks surfacing through the white landscape. The sky was laced with wispy clouds and looking down she’d seen fog-filled dells. The vast whiteness of the landscape was so different to the muddy fields of England she’d watched disappear from view at take-off. Even on the taxi ride up she’d marvelled at the view out of the window, never realising before the many different shades of white a snow-filled landscape actually was. The car had followed the tracks already cut into the snow, the brown rocks of the mountain lining her path on one side while on the other, a low metal fence warned them away from the sheer drop down the mountainside.

Naomi sucked in another breath and gazed at the sheer beauty of it all. Under a sky of an almost impossible shade of blue and a strong shining sun, mountains surrounded her on all sides. Some were snowy white, covered in thick powder. Others were a little barer, with tall pine trees covering the sloping sides that reached high on the horizon. Behind her, ski slopes wound their way down the inclines, accomplished skiers weaving their way gracefully to the bottom, exhilarated, and then they trudged to the ski lift to take them back to the top. Further away, heavy clouds threatened another dusting should they move in during the night.

The place was breath-taking. It was even more beautiful than Mia had described, and she’d been sending Naomi ever more tempting snippets since she’d agreed to come. Over the last week as she’d read them and seen photos of the countryside, she’d found excitement building inside. She couldn’t wait to leave London with all its over-the-top Christmas decorations to come here, away from the gaudy shop windows. She knew she was being a Scrooge and a total misery guts about Christmas but right now she just couldn’t muster the enthusiasm for the festive season. Once upon a time it had been her favourite time of the year, but it had become a sort of to-do list without any of the feeling it had had when she was little. Evidence of the separate lives she and Ollie were leading perhaps.

She had just turned back from the view and grabbed her bags, which the kind taxi driver had unloaded, when something bashed into her back sending her flying forward. The ground came rushing rapidly towards her face as her body fell headlong over the suitcases, leaving her bum high in the air. She managed to stay in this strange version of downward dog for what could only have been a few seconds but felt far longer before she began to fall sideways, ending up on her back and staring at what had bashed into her.

It was a man in a red ski suit, his visor pulled down and ski poles clasped in his hands.

Was it her imagination or was the taxi driver giggling? Embarrassment made her angry and from her position on the ground outrage grew inside. ‘Hey! What the hell are you doing?’

A heavily gloved hand pushed up the visor and she heard what she assumed was a muffled apology, but she couldn’t initially make out the language. Finally she heard: ‘I’m so sorry. Please let me help you up.’

English – though tinged with a thick German accent. Clumsy ski-man reached out a hand and she took hold, slipping on the flattened snow as she tried to stand up. Perhaps her normal winter ankle boots hadn’t been a great idea. Her feet had been freezing since the moment she’d landed and the fact her toes were no longer working wasn’t helping her keep her balance.

She began to brush down her coat. ‘Why weren’t you looking where you were going? I’d have thought that’s the first rule of skiing.’ Now she really did sound like a Scrooge, like grumpy old Ebenezer himself – though Charles Dickens never wrote about skiing to the best of her knowledge.

‘I was but …’ Finally upright, she drew level with bright brown-gold irises. Thick dark lashes rimmed kind eyes that were creasing at the corners as he smiled. He let go of her hand and removed his helmet. ‘I really am sorry,’ he replied calmly, pressing a hand to his chest.

As his helmet and mask had lifted, his red hair had sprung about his face. He had a strong square jaw scattered in stubble, and a rather nice smile. Naomi felt something stir in her belly. For the first time in years, she was feeling an attraction to someone. His smile was slightly lopsided, and she found the warmth of her annoyance cooling. This was unexpected, but it felt good – like she was remembering that she was still a woman who could feel something other than hatred towards a man. Though her marriage had failed a year ago she wasn’t dead from the waist down just yet and though her heart wasn’t thawing at the idea of Christmas, it was clearly thawing at the idea of meeting someone new.

‘You know, I’ll be honest,’ he said, meeting her gaze. ‘I was not looking where I was going. I was distracted by the view.’

There was a mischievous gleam in his eye. Had he meant her? Naomi found her mouth hanging open and cold air seeping in. She might get used to staying here if all the men were as handsome as this one. Deciding that shouting at random skiers wasn’t the best way to start her holiday – or to make friends – she said, ‘It’s very beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘I never get tired of it. Can I—?’ He motioned to her bags as Mia appeared, climbing out of a shining black car.

She was wearing a thick jacket, thermal leggings and heavy boots but somehow managed to look elegant and flawless. Her dark brown eyes weren’t visible behind the huge sunglasses she wore to shield against the dazzling glare from the sun, but her long, dark brown hair – the colour of rich gingerbread – stuck out from under a cream bobble hat.

‘Naomi!’ Mia moved towards her with a smile, and the ski-man stepped backwards.

‘I can see you already have a welcoming party. Perhaps next time I can help.’

Naomi tucked her hair behind her ear, though she wished she hadn’t as it suddenly seemed very cold. ‘Yes, maybe next time. Thanks.’

Mia drew level and replacing his helmet, ski-man headed on past them. ‘What was that?’

‘What was what? Him? He just offered to help with my bags.’ She wasn’t going to say he’d knocked her over first. She didn’t want anyone else laughing.

‘You were flirting!’

‘I was not.’

‘Yes, you were. Though not very well. You need more practice.’

‘Thanks a bunch.’ The two friends laughed and embraced each other. Their arms locked, squeezing the other close. It had been far, far too long since they’d seen each other.

‘Oh, I’ve missed you,’ Naomi said, muffled into her shoulder.

‘I’ve missed you too. It’s been eighteen months since we last saw one another.’

‘It can’t have been that long.’ Naomi let her friend go and Mia stepped back nodding.

‘It is, but we can make up for lost time now. Come, come let me show you Le Petit Chateau.’

They both grabbed a suitcase and loaded them into the back of Mia’s car before she took the wheel. The journey wasn’t far, but the roads were covered in compacted snow. Mia drove expertly up a steep lane, finally pulling into the car park a few minutes later. With her usual energy, within seconds of parking, Mia had unclipped her seatbelt and was out of the car unloading the cases. Naomi stared with her mouth open at Le Petit Chateau: the small castle. She’d assumed that as the place was in Switzerland the word chateau was just to make it sound nice. Realising she was alone in the car, she jumped out.

‘This is Le Petit Chateau?’

‘It is.’

‘This?’ Naomi pointed at the beautiful, really quite large building in front of her. ‘But it’s huge! Doesn’t petit mean small?’

Mia laughed. ‘Isn’t it funny? We kept the name because every time someone came to work on the place they all said the same thing. They couldn’t believe how big it was.’

Naomi’s eyes drank it all in. The building was a mix of a traditional French chateau and a Swiss ski chalet but somehow it worked. The bare bones of the original chateau were still visible in the design of the ground floor which was made of pale French stone. The top two floors were more like the Swiss ski chalets Naomi had been expecting. They were made of wood with a large balcony running all the way around the outside of them. The wooden railing was covered in snow and either side of the windows were lights that accentuated the beauty of the building. A line of pine trees in front of the chateau reached almost to the roof, their branches dusted in white. It certainly wasn’t the small ski lodge she’d been expecting. This place screamed five-star luxury.

‘I’m speechless,’ Naomi muttered.

‘You’re never speechless.’

‘I am today. It’s … it’s … exquisite.’

‘Christmassy yes?’

Naomi groaned. ‘No, it’s just gorgeous. I told you I’m not interested in doing Christmas this year.’

‘Okay, okay. Well, I’m glad you like it. It’s been in our family for years, but we only recently converted it to a chalet. The building was falling apart but we’ve given it a new lease of life.’

‘It really is beautiful.’ Taking a suitcase each, they edged closer to the entrance.

‘I’m so pleased you’re happy. We only finished it earlier this year. That’s why I’m here. We’ve just completed all the internal decorations, so you’ll be one of the first people to stay.’

‘Really?’

She nodded, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. ‘It’s not actually open to visitors yet but we have a few housekeeping staff. We have the grand gala party on Christmas Eve when the village will get to come and have a look at what we’ve done, but that’s before we allow any paying guests to stay.’

‘But aren’t you missing out on revenue? Wouldn’t it be better to open before Christmas? I can imagine a lot of people would love to spend the festive season here.’

‘We could but we feel it’s more important to include the community and they’ve always been welcoming to my family. They often use our other chalets for community activities and events, and we employ a lot of people in the town. A Christmas Eve party here, them seeing it before more people come to stay, it is a way of saying thank you for putting up with the renovations. Come on, let us go inside.’

Naomi followed Mia around the side of the building to the front entrance. Two tall pillars supported a small gable roof underneath which hung the sign for the hotel. She could see Mia’s style and elegance in the branding: the sweeping cursive letters against a pale white background. Smaller pine trees in large ornate pots lined the way to the door.

Naomi had expected something like a hotel reception, but the entrance lobby was huge, opening up into an equally large open-plan lounge and dining room. In front of her was a sweeping staircase leading up to the first floor, subtle lights shining from the walls to lead the way. On one side of the room, a large stone fireplace drew the eye, the bright orange flames glowing brightly giving the room not only warmth, but the sweet scent of wood. A number of comfortable sofas and armchairs surrounded it, blankets folded neatly over the backs, cushions in neutral colours making them look even more comfortable. On the other side, to her right, was the equivalent of the check-in desk though it wasn’t a boring desk with a bell; it was more like a coffee table where you’d sit with a friend, enjoying a hot chocolate after skiing all day. Rich, chunky wood was the theme throughout and the neutral furniture with occasional splashes of colour accented it perfectly.

‘Wow,’ Naomi said, looking at Mia. ‘This is truly amazing. I can’t think of anywhere better to spend Christmas.’

Mia squealed and wrapped Naomi in another hug. ‘We are going to have the best time.’

‘We are.’ And for the first time in months, she actually believed it.

‘You’re going to be on the first floor in one of our most elegant rooms.’ She went to the coffee table and picked up a small card that had been sitting on top. ‘Once I employ people, they’ll do all the room allocations before people arrive so the cards are all waiting for them. There’ll be no hanging about. It’ll be straight into the luxury of it all. The top-floor suite is still being finished otherwise I would have put you in there.’

‘Everything looks so wonderful, I know I’ll be comfortable wherever you put me. I bet even a broom cupboard is kitted out well here.’

‘You know me. I like to do things properly. Father and I decided this would be the most high-end of all our properties and I think we’ve managed that. There’s also a gym and swimming pool in the basement and we have a spa already, just down the hill, so everyone will get access to that too. Did you want me to book you in for anything? A massage or facial maybe?’

‘No, that’s fine,’ Naomi replied. ‘I can do that myself if I want anything.’

‘Well, tell them Mia has said everything is complimentary. In fact, I’ll email them now.’ She pulled out her phone and began typing furiously.

Naomi smiled. ‘You don’t need to do that. I’m happy to pay to be here.’

‘No, I won’t hear of it.’ She continued to type and finally looked up once she’d hit send.

Her friend was always working, ticking jobs off her to-do list. It was partly why they’d got on so well at university. They’d both been goody two-shoes, eager to get top marks. Mia, because she wanted to impress the father who had such a successful business and also the highest of standards, Naomi because she knew how much it was costing her parents to support her and she didn’t want their hard-earned cash to go to waste. Her father had worked two jobs to help her through university and the first thing she’d done when she’d begun working in London was to pay off her debts and send them money each week. Luckily, things had got easier and though she wasn’t sending money every week any more she liked to treat them to things, like the cruise they were now on, as a way of thanking them. She wondered where they were right now. Probably sunning themselves on some tropical island or sitting out on the deck red-nosed. She’d have to call them later to check in.

‘Mia?’ A deep voice followed by heavy footsteps sounded down the stairs and Naomi’s head snapped to follow it. ‘Where do you want these red chairs again? Was it guest bedroom four or six?’

The voice sent chills down her spine, almost causing her to shudder as the familiar notes stirred distant and forgotten memories inside her. She felt the urge to turn and run, but her feet were rooted to the spot.

‘Gabriel,’ she whispered.




Chapter 4

Mia ran forwards towards her brother. ‘Gabriel! Look who’s here.’

He came to a stop before her, his eyes widening a fraction as confusion turned to recognition. She hadn’t remembered him being so tall – perhaps hurt had diminished him in her memory. If it had, it hadn’t done anything to lessen how good-looking he was. If anything, he’d aged like a fine wine. Gabriel’s pale blue-grey eyes met hers, but she couldn’t read anything in them. His skin, flawless, with only faint traces of lines on his forehead showing his age.

‘You remember Naomi, right?’

‘Yes.’ He smiled, pushing a hand through his blond hair. A few strands fell forwards as he brought his hand back and something fluttered inside her again – only this time it was even stronger than with ski-man. ‘Hello, Naomi.’

She wanted to speak but her mouth was glued shut. Even if she had been able to talk, all of her words had disappeared and her first attempt at speaking came out as muffled, incomprehensible nonsense. She swallowed and tried again. ‘Hi.’

‘It’s Gabriel,’ Mia said, prompting her friend. ‘You remember my brother, right?’

‘Yes, yes, I do. Hello.’ She crossed her arms over her chest feeling suddenly cold and exposed.

The last time she’d seen him, she and Mia had both been eighteen, and freshers at university. A few years older, he’d come to visit Mia, to see how she was settling in and … She pushed the rest of the memory away. Anger flared inside, both at the memory and the effect he was having on her now. Even her fingers were tingling. She flexed them to stop, and found the iron will her professional career had given her – not to mention her difficult upbringing – growing stronger.

‘It’s nice to see you again,’ she said, just as she would to any work colleague she hadn’t seen in a while.

‘It’s good to see you too. You look …’ He paused and her heart rate increased as she wondered what he was going to say. Nice? Terrible? Tired? Like she’d been travelling all day and needed a shower? It was anyone’s guess at this stage and the uncertainty only heightened her defences. ‘Well,’ he said eventually.

Well? That was nice and non-specific. It was also a lie. She didn’t look well at all. She knew full well she looked dishevelled from the journey and worn out from the divorce. Her hair was dry and had probably fluffed in the mountain winds, and her skin had grown duller over the last six months of legal wrangling. She doubted even the crisp, alpine air would be able to give her sallow complexion some colour. She smoothed the hair on the top of her head and brushed it behind her ear. ‘Yes, so do you.’

The thick jumper he was wearing accentuated his broad chest and shoulders. His lips were still perfectly formed and eminently kissable. She quickly drew her attention from them. His eyes lingered on hers, not moving from her face until he suddenly turned to his sister as if Naomi was nobody.

‘So, Mia, where do you want these red chairs? Bedroom four or six?’

Mia smiled. ‘Seven, actually.’

‘Okay.’ He nodded, running his hand through his hair one more time. ‘Nice to see you, Naomi. Enjoy your stay.’ He turned and stalked back towards the staircase.

So that was it? Their first meeting after all these years and he acts like she was just some passing acquaintance. Someone he’d known once a long time ago. Actually, he hadn’t even treated her with that much warmth. He’d treated her like the hotel guest she was. She was more than a little insulted and anger flared inside. Mia didn’t know anything about that night, and Naomi did her best to pretend that Gabriel Mathis was nothing more than a guy she had once known. Mia’s brother she’d met once a long time ago. She plastered on a smile and turned back to Mia.

‘You didn’t tell me Gabriel would be here.’

Her friend was back looking at her phone, her thumbs skimming over the screen. ‘Didn’t I? I’ve been so busy I must have forgotten to mention it. But you got on well when he came to see me at uni, didn’t you?’ She finally looked up.

‘Yeah, we got on fine. It was so many years ago I can barely remember to be honest.’ Naomi shrugged with fake nonchalance.

‘Well, he hasn’t changed much.’ Considering how he’d treated her back then, Naomi was sure that wasn’t a good thing.

‘Shall we get your bags and I’ll show you to your room? You’ll want some time to unpack and get settled.’

Seeing Gabriel again had unsettled her more than any amount of unpacking was going to fix but she was happy to do as she was told. ‘And I’ve got a few things to do before we can have dinner together tonight. Is that okay?’

The prospect of relaxing followed by a nice dinner with her best friend brought the smile back to her face. ‘Of course. I have a detail-filled plan that includes lots of chilling out.’

‘You’ll have access to streaming services through the TV in your room so there’ll be something you can kick back and relax with, or you can come and take over the lounge if you prefer.’

With Gabriel around, her room sounded like the safest option.

They took the elevator up to the second floor and Mia held the card against the lock. A second later it flashed green, and she pushed open the door, standing aside to let Naomi in first.

While she’d expected the luxury and elegance of downstairs to continue, Naomi still found her hand flying across her mouth as she entered her room
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