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Prologue
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“Screw pressure, boredom and unrealistic expectations! Let’s do a Christmas Singles Reunion at Edelweiss Inn instead. Just like back in the day...”

Sandra’s phone buzzed before she had a chance to put it down.

“Edelweiss Inn? That place still standing? What the hell, I’m in. Beats the alternative.”

Sebastian... That’s a start. “Pics to follow. You’ll see...”

“See you there, bitches!!!!”

Oh... Mimi, of course. Part of her was secretly hoping Mimi would be a no-show. But ever since Sandra had started the reunion page in the summer, Mimi had been a constant presence, so what were the chances?

“I’ll have to check with my business partner, see if we can both be away for Christmas.” Wink wink...

“She says you MUST attend,” Sandra typed right away.

“We’ll see...”

So Laura was fighting her first impulse. But clearly she wanted to go. Perfect!

“Wow... blast from the past. Could be fun, who else is going?”

Seriously, Adrian? Playing hard to get now? Sandra smiled. 

The phone buzzed with a few more replies and inquiries, but not from everyone she was hoping to convince to join the party. She’d have to put her persuasion skills to the test if she wanted to get the job done.

Immediately after most of the old classmates reconnected through the reunion page, a smaller inner group took shape. Just like in the old days...
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[image: ]


The loud group having breakfast at the central table erupted into welcoming cheers as the woman approached them. A tall handsome man in distressed jeans strangely paired with a cashmere sweater jumped off his chair and whisked her off before she could react. Sandra started laughing and squealing as he threw her over his shoulder.

“Put me down, you Neanderthal!”

The green-eyed redhead who was talking to him only seconds earlier grimaced for a moment, before she could regain a large fake smile.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the woman of the hour, the one without whom this little reunion wouldn’t have been possible, the one who saved us from spending yet another shitty Christmas with our families,” Sebastian introduced her in his loud, condescending voice.

People from other tables were turning their heads, curiously observing the group of thirty something year olds behaving like teenagers. 

Sandra jokingly punched his back and he put her down, impertinently measuring her from head to toe.

“Yummy as always,” he declared, grinning at her.

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” a curly haired man with an elfish smile confirmed, giving her a big friendly hug.

Sandra went around the table, exchanging hugs and warm greetings with everyone. This feels so good, seeing them, even Mimi, she thought, settling down between George and curly haired Adrian. They each placed an arm on the back of her chair, pretending to argue over her, like back in the day. Everyone was talking at once, asking and answering impatient questions left and right.

“You look great, you bitch! Love your hair,” Mimi managed to sound sincere.

“So do you, red clearly becomes you,” Sandra replied. The claws weren’t out yet.

“You think?” Mimi flipped her red hair, annoyed that she was secretly pleased to have Sandra’s approval. “You’ll have to tell me all about your skincare regimen, you almost don’t show your age.”

“Will do. But only if you give me the name of your Botox girl,” Sandra retorted impulsively. The claws were out now... acrylic and natural alike.

George gave her a quick disappointed look. Had she not changed a bit?

“So... is no one else coming?” Adrian could no longer dissimulate his impatience.

“Don’t worry, she’ll be here soon. She had some personal stuff to take care of, that’s why I came alone last night; she’ll be here tonight, tomorrow the latest. And I thought you were actually happy to see me...”

“Happy doesn’t begin to describe it, my angel fallen from heaven...”

“Careful, Sandra, or he’ll give you the one about the mirror in your pocket,” George mocked their usual flirty banter. But he kept observing Sandra with suspicion.

“Hey, Sandra, what’s the deal? I thought we were going to have the place to ourselves.” Sebastian pointed at the other occupied tables while she was biting into her toast.

Disgruntled looks came as the immediate reply to his loud words.

“We are, starting this afternoon. Everyone else is checking out at noon and only the rest of our group will be checking in afterwards.” Sandra finished her coffee, looking Sebastian in the eye. “Surely even you can behave for a few hours.”

“Don’t overestimate me, woman! Anyway, is it just the five of us? Where are all my adoring fans?”

“I don’t know about your adoring fans, they didn’t RSVP. But Sabrina was supposed to arrive last night, so she’s probably up in her room, still asleep.” Sandra looked at George and he nodded, making her smile knowingly. “Laura and a few others are arriving tonight or tomorrow; not everyone could take this much time off. As for overestimating you... never! I booked us instructors and gear, so we’re going skiing. That should keep you busy, lots of unsuspecting women you can harass on the slope.”

“You’re going skiing?” Adrian couldn’t hide his surprise.

“Never mind,” she deflected.

Mimi’s face lit up. Sandra would find some excuse not to go and she could have Adrian all to herself. Life was good again. With one exception...

“Does anyone have a signal? I couldn’t post a thing all morning,” Mimi whined.

Sebastian and Adrian checked their phones. They’d been so busy catching up, that they didn’t even notice that their phones weren’t the usual nuisance.

“There’s a landline we can use if we need to, but our phones will mostly be useless while we’re here, the signal is very poor. My apologies to those of you going through withdrawal, but it was clearly stated on their site, I sent you the link.”

“That’s unacceptable. I’m an influencer, how am I supposed to do my job?”

“Oh, how will your 10 followers survive without new photos of you in yoga pants?” Sebastian ridiculed her.

“I’m sorry, Mimi. But you’re allowed to take some time off, I’m sure everyone will understand; personal time and self-care are vital, after all,” Sandra tried to mediate.

“Maybe...” That wasn’t a bad angle. She’d have to make a phone call later. And Sebastian had checked out her photos... Yes, things were good.

The other guests had finished their breakfast and left long before their group decided it was time to get ready for skiing. George gently touched Sandra’s shoulder as she was about to leave the table.

“You’re not going skiing with us, are you?”

She shook her head.

“It’s not my thing. I’ll go say hello to Sabrina and see if I can convince her there’s enough room on the slope for Mimi and her,” she winked at him.

“Have another cup of coffee with an old friend, will you? I’m sure they’ll wait for me.”

She returned to their table with two steaming cups and sat down, watching him inquisitively.

“Why are we all here, Sandra? What are you up to?”

Good old George... straight to the point, as always.

“Why do people have reunions?”

“To show off and feel superior to others. But there’s not enough of us here for that to be the case. So what’s the plan?”

She smiled mysteriously. To share or not to share...

“Show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Is there anything left for you to find out? I have no idea how you did it, but you always knew everything about everybody... and time doesn’t seem to have changed that.”

“How are you, George? That’s what I’d like to know... And why did I have to work so hard to convince you to join us?”

He analysed her carefully. Her gestures, her facial expressions, but especially the way she looked at him, interested and somewhat worried, everything about her emanated genuine honesty and empathy. Sandra had this strange power... the ability to project candidness and vulnerability, as though you could see her naked soul. But he knew better than that... The strong, driven girl he knew was unpredictable, hard to read and had a strange sense of justice, but in fact knew very little about empathy. When she set her mind on something, good or bad alike, there was no stopping her. So had that beautiful woman in front of him actually learned empathy over the years?

George decided to go with his instinct. Sandra clearly had some hidden agenda, she wasn’t telling them everything, but he’d always been able to trust her. They used to confide in each other and she always told him the truth when he confronted her.

“You advertised this as a singles’ reunion, although that was obviously not entirely true...”

Part of him wanted her to lie, make it clear that none of it was genuine, so he wouldn’t have to consider possibilities on which he had long ago given up. But Sandra was in fact relieved he knew something and was suspecting there was so much more beneath the surface.

“Let’s just say I meant singles... as in, not married,” Sandra gave him her best mischievous smile.

“In that case, I really shouldn’t be here,” he replied gruffly, darkness replacing his playful demeanour.

George expected a reaction, any reaction. But she just took another sip of coffee, waiting for him to share what was on his mind. What the hell... he was suspicious of her, when in fact he was no better.

“My divorce isn’t final yet... we’re separated, but I’ve been dragging my feet for months. I don’t even know what I’m hoping to achieve, what I’m waiting for.”

No, that was a lie and he knew it very well.

“What went wrong with the two of you? Was it the age difference?”

“Maybe... but not really. And the age difference isn’t that big, thank you very much! No... In our case, growing up meant growing apart. Love was just infatuation. She was beautiful, smart, irresistible... and she admired me, she looked at me like I had all the answers to questions she wasn’t even thinking of asking. What man could resist that?”

George sounded as though he was talking about another lifetime, when in fact it had only been three years since he’d met his wife. Six months later, they were getting married. Two years after that, the reality couldn’t be denied anymore.

”Once she no longer was the student and I, the professor, she had to accept that I was just a man... one who barely had any answers to give. I had to accept that she was still figuring out her path, one which would very likely take her in a different direction than mine. But the truth is, once the initial spell faded, we really had no interest in each other. We were, at best, two acquaintances sharing a home, holding each other back.”

George was disappointed and ashamed, but it felt good to finally open up to a non-judgemental ear. Sandra was listening like she was personally invested in his story.

“You were researching your PhD when most of us were still wasting our time partying and drinking each other under the table, trying to forget we had no idea what to do with our lives. So you fell in lust, not in love... so you let passion and ego get the better of you for a while, and you tried to preserve those moments. You were both consenting adults, and as long as you didn’t abuse your position, you did nothing wrong. Give yourself a break, you’re barely in your mid-thirties, you’re not some creepy old man taking advantage of a naive twenty year old student.”

She could still make a person feel good just as easily as she could make them feel miserable, and George gave her a light-hearted smile.

“Your turn... now you show me yours,” George leaned back in his chair, slowly rocking it back and forth. He was tall and fit, but with his small glasses, chequered shirt and dad jeans, George looked as non-threatening as they come. Yet not many people could see through her games and façade the way he did, intuitive, intelligent and direct as he was. When they were children, he used to be the only one who could make her feel guilty just by giving her one of those silent, piercing looks of his. “Come on, spill!”

As always, she loved to keep him hanging.

“A promise is a promise, so if I must...” Sandra winked, abandoning her empty coffee cup.

But once she was done sharing her plan and her reasons behind it, he had to admit he was both impressed and relieved... and at the same time, pleasantly terrified. What if she could pull it off? He doubted it, yet she’d always been so insightful about what people wanted... almost like she knew what that was before they did. It was certainly true in his case. But he wasn’t sure about the others.

“So... what was it like seeing her again?”

“What do you think? Nice... and scary... far more intense than I expected. I’ve only seen her for a minute, last night when she arrived. But did Mimi have to be here too? After what she’s done to Sabrina...”

“I’m not crazy about her either, George. But it’s not all black and white, you know...”

George frowned, dismissing the thought.

“Then you don’t know the story.” He wasn’t going to change his mind about Mimi just because Sandra was on some forgive and forget path.

“You don’t know the whole story,” Sandra snapped.

“You may think you knew everything about each one of us, but you’re wrong about this one. It’s not my story to tell... but if you’d only seen Sabrina after that night. And Mimi was the only one to blame.”

“Mimi may have tipped the scale, but Sabrina was crazy about him.”

“Mimi made her sleep with him so she could be with Sebastian,” George raised his voice.

“That day she cried on your shoulder... it wasn’t because she didn’t want to sleep with him, but because she feared everything would be over once she did. And she was right. She blamed Mimi for it because, true enough, Mimi shouldn’t have pushed, she should have known better. In fact, she probably knew better, but she just didn’t care.”

“You can’t know all that... Why would she tell you and not me? We grew up together, I was her closest friend.”

“Right... Because that’s what she needed, an angry, frustrated, jealous boy who didn’t understand, to blame her for her decision. Look at you now, almost twenty years later and you still can’t accept that she chose someone else to be her first, and not you.” Sandra raised her hand, preventing him from saying anything. “Just think about it, how long would it have taken for you to start lecturing her on choosing the wrong guy? Do you think that was what she needed when she was probably already feeling horrible about her decision? So yeah... she only told you part of the story... the one that allowed you to offer her the support she needed and deserved.”

He was annoyed... or was that disappointment and sadness because Sandra knew Sabrina better than he did?

“Then tell me this, since you knew everything. Why did we grow apart, what made her forget I existed?”

At first, Sandra thought he was joking. But seeing his eyebrows inquisitively raised while he was impatiently waiting for her response almost made her smile. Boys were so oblivious to everything... and he was still a boy in many respects.

“You can’t possibly be that dim,” she snickered condescendingly. “Well, my friend, that’s not my story to tell. You’ll have to go straight to the source.”

“Don’t joke about this. I can’t make a fool of myself like that.”

“Because right now, a thirty something year old man asking me if my friend maybe kindda likes you – or liked you – that’s just the image of mature respectability.”

They inevitably burst into laughter, childish drama slowly dissipating, leaving behind unexpected feelings.

“What the fuck am I doing here, Sandra?“

“Giving yourself a second chance perhaps?”

“What makes you think I stand a chance?”

“Contrary to common belief, I don’t have all the answers either. You’ll have to find out. I don’t even know what changed her mind about joining us, I don’t think I was the one to convince her.”

“Hey lovebirds, you about ready to go?” Mimi’s sharp voice echoed in the foyer.

George rolled his eyes, exasperated.

“Now see... you can find excuses for her, you perceive why she wasn’t responsible for Sabrina’s choice. Why can’t you do the same for yourself? Just some food for thought while we freeze on the slope and you’re all nice and cosy here...”

“Sure, sure... Don’t look now, but it seems like Adrian did all the hard work this time. Guess who’s out of her room...”

Much as he was trying to act casual, George was suddenly glowing with joy.

“I’m surprised he managed to get rid of Mimi long enough to talk to Sabrina.”

“Really?” Sandra wasn’t pleased with that new discovery.

“Yeah... since she bumped into him last evening, when they both arrived.”

“Hmm... I guess it makes some sense, although I’m surprised she’s not focusing on Sebastian.”

“She can multitask,” George replied cynically. They both laughed, but he wasn’t forgiving or forgetting.

“Mimi will be Mimi...” she sighed dramatically. “Anyway, I’ll go say hello to Sabrina. And you keep an open mind, you hear me?” Sandra gave George a quick peck on the cheek and ran to the foyer to hug her old friend.
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SANDRA RETURNED DOWNSTAIRS wrapped in a cosy robe. The inn was deserted and she revelled in those moments of refreshing solitude. She wasn’t much of a skier and no one was surprised she didn’t join them. But the truth was, arriving late in the night and only getting a few hours of sleep, and then seeing everyone after all those years left her tired and emotionally spent. She needed some time alone to decompress and relax.

After they left, she dragged herself back to her room, hoping to take a nap. But that was out of the question, it quickly became clear; she was too agitated, her mind racing with thoughts, plans and doubts. Now, however, after a relaxing yoga session in her room, she was feeling much better; once she took a sauna as well, she’d be good as new. But first some exploring while no one was around...

The Christmas tree wasn’t up yet – not before Christmas Eve, she told them – but the inn was otherwise festively decorated. Tasteful enough as well, she decided. The lights were the first thing she noticed the previous night, upon arrival. Pretty, she thought... The staff had tidied up the dining room; fresh green table cloths and handmade centrepieces were completing the seasonal picture. Wreaths with golden and white ornaments, as well as some fairy lights, were decorating banisters, doorways and various pieces of furniture, creating a warm homey feeling. Strategically placed mistletoe made her smile. That should make things interesting...

Nice and cosy as the new Edelweiss Inn was, Sandra couldn’t resist a pang of regret and nostalgia. She sat in one of the large chairs by the window, getting lost in the greeting card like image of snow covered mountains. They must’ve been 14 or so the other time they’d spent the holidays there. Most of their classmates stayed between Christmas and New Year’s, but a few of them arrived earlier. They decorated a tree on Christmas Eve and then Secret Santa brought them funny, creative gifts.

Some recycled wood was probably all that was left of the old inn, she pondered. Ugly rooms with several beds, communal showers and unpalatable food gave them a glimpse into what some austere boarding schools must have been like at a point in time. Nevertheless, they had a wonderful time, she remembered, filled with the kind of warmth, intensity and drama only that age can offer.

The new inn provided all the contemporary comfort they could demand, she thought, while reluctantly leaving the big chair and the astonishing view to go find the sauna. But would they have an equally good time? Could they be just as happy?

Eyes closed, hair up in a bun, hand clutching her water bottle, her sweaty body still wrapped in a white towel, Sandra couldn’t say exactly how much time she’d spent in the sauna. Without a watch, a phone or any other device, completely disconnected, she liked to say that she kept time by water sips in the sauna. Her mind elsewhere, she nearly jumped when the door opened abruptly, letting in dry cold air... and Sebastian.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding... I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

What the hell’s he doing here? Sandra was slightly irritated, instinctively checking her towel when he sat next to her. Then her eyes wandered... damn, he still looks great.

“I wanted a chance to work out. They have a gym here now, you know... it’s small, but has everything you need.” Sebastian stretched his long muscular legs, while she crossed hers.

“I hear skiing is quite a good workout...”

He couldn’t decipher her tone, so he chose to believe it was playful. But as he went on with a detailed account of his workout, he realised he was losing her attention.

“And this way I can have you all to myself for a while,” he suddenly switched gears, giving Sandra a cock-eyed smile while sliding closer to her. Sebastian stretched his arm behind her, and for a moment she couldn’t tell for sure whether the real heat was produced by the sauna or by their almost naked bodies being so close.

“What’s this whole shit about a 20 year reunion?” She seemed to resist his charm and Sebastian suddenly lost his nerve, like back in the day, thus feeling the need to fill distance with empty words. “I’m not the math whiz you are, but I know it’s not 20 years since we finished high school. What the hell, you’re making me feel fucking old when you say, 20 year reunion.”

“Twenty years since middle school. Not all of us went to the same high school, remember?”

“Right... I never thought about that. All of us who matter did, though.”

“Tell that to Mimi...”

Sebastian burst into his loud, carefree laughter.

“Not unless I want her to scratch out my eyes with those plastic claws of hers. You know she’s still bothered by not having gone to the same high school as us?”

“Not surprised... and I doubt you’re helping, with that attitude.”

“Fuck that... Let’s get back to the important stuff.” Sebastian was recovering his confidence, gazing into her eyes and leaning towards her.

“Such as?...”

“Us. When are we... reuniting?”

It would have been a lie to say she didn’t find Sebastian very attractive. He was incredibly handsome and good company, when he stopped behaving like a jerk. A girl could do much worse when it came to a brief holiday romance. But Sandra was looking neither for a relationship, nor a one night stand. Besides, she knew him too well...

“Always a flirt,” Sandra quickly dismissed the question, making it clear she wasn’t taking him seriously. Then she shook the bottle. “Out of water, need to go hydrate.”

“Wait...”

“No, no, don’t get up. Stay and enjoy your sauna, I can find my way.” With feline moves, Sandra disappeared before he could say anything else.

Well... that didn’t go the way he was hoping. Sebastian opened his towel, lying down, one arm curled under his head. If she was going to change her mind and return, then all the better. He closed his eyes, the image of the towel accidentally revealing too much of her silky thighs still fresh in his memory. What was it about that woman? Was it the fact that she was still so hot or the fact that he never really felt like he could have her? He still wanted her, so did that mean she was the one who got away? No... he just had to get her out of his system.
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“HONEY, WE’RE HOOOOME!” Adrian’s baritone voice erupted as they stormed in, loud and cheerful.

They were still shaking off some errand snowflakes when Sandra emerged from behind the reception desk to greet the skiers.

“It’s snowing like crazy out there, we could barely see the road,” Mimi tried to complain, even if everyone knew how much she loved the snow.

Sebastian... snow and Adrian... Sebastian... snow and Adrian... That must have been a difficult choice for her, when discovering Sebastian wasn’t going skiing, Sandra thought to herself, amused.

“Yeah, we had to cut it short, low visibility and what not. Better safe than sorry,” George added, in his typical cautious and balanced manner. But hearing himself and noticing everyone’s red cheeks and playful gazes, he suddenly felt old... too old for his age.

Why did he have to overthink the fun out of everything? He used morals, balance and caution as a shield against anything that might have hurt him... that might have pushed him to feel too much, too intensely, pulling him outside the safety of his comfort zone. The girl next door got in when they were children, turning everything upside down, upsetting his cool, detached, cerebral ways. He liked to believe she was an age related exception. But his soon-to-be-former wife did the same, making him face that frightening reality – not only was he capable of intense passion, but he craved it, once deprived of it.

“Good news, bad news... which do you want first,” Sandra inquired in a neutral tone. Once she found out about the snow storm, her usual damage control mode kicked in. So she was finishing the last of several phone calls when they entered.

“First the bad, so we have something to look forward to.” Sabrina decided for everybody.

“Always with the positive attitude,” Mimi gibed.

“Do you have a problem with that?” George jumped to her defence, but Sabrina turned and gave him a piercing I-can-fight-my-own-battles look, which made him reconsider adding anything else.

Silence prevailed, all eyes on Sandra.

“A big snow storm is coming this way, there’s no getting in or out of here. The train tracks are blocked by fallen trees and the roads are closed until they manage to clear the snow. We’re snowed in. I called everyone, but some might change their mind about coming.”

“So who’s coming and who isn’t,” Adrian wanted to know, much to Mimi’s obvious disappointment.

“Don’t worry, Laura was the first I called.”

“That’s not what...”

“She’s still coming, but there’s no way of knowing when she gets here. For now, she checked into a hotel, waiting it out. Others were on their way too and I think I managed to convince them not to go back. But I can’t say the same about those who were supposed to leave tomorrow. They’re worried either about not arriving in time for Christmas or about not being able to make it back home in time after Christmas. I can’t say I blame them.”

“And the good news is...” Mimi wondered.

“A snow storm is coming, there’s no getting in or out of here, we’re snowed in... together... in this surreal winter wonderland,” Sandra put a positive spin on it, smiling.

“Whatever Sabrina has, you clearly caught it too.”

“I’m sorry... did anyone twist your arm to come here, Mimi?” Sandra frowned. “Bitch and moan all you want, if that’s your image for the day; but none of us would be here if we didn’t want to or if we preferred other options. Meanwhile, we’re in this amazing place, we have everything we need and more, and we’re sharing it with people we like – most of them, anyway. You still remember what sharing means, right? Not the shit on social media...” When it came to acid remarks, Sandra was the queen.

“Give me a fucking break, Miss Selfless Positive Attitude. You’re forgetting I know you since back when you were the bitch from hell. Like that ever changes...”

Mimi had always been a worthy opponent, and the two stepped towards each other, ready to engage in one of their epic frenemy arguments.

“And you’re forgetting I know you since your eyes and your hair were brown, and your lips, much like your breasts, several sizes smaller.”

“You’re calling me fake? At least with me, what you see is what you get, I don’t stab my friends in the back.”

“No, you just conveniently throw them under the bus when it serves your desperate needs.”

“Okay... are we spending the rest of the day here, by the door?” Sabrina intervened, stepping between the two, like so many times before. “Personally, I wouldn’t say no to some mulled wine... and some food would be nice too.”

Sandra took a deep breath and stepped back.

“Sorry, everyone... that took on a life of its own,” she smiled, embarrassed with her childish outburst.

“I’m going to my room to change.” Mimi turned her back, leaving in a huff.

“She had to break them up...” Sebastian whispered with regret while they were all heading for their rooms.

“Tell me about it,” Adrian sighed playfully. “Who do you think would’ve won?”

“My money’s on the redhead,” George ventured.

“I don’t know... the blonde has a mean streak like I’ve never seen,” Adrian weighed in.

George started laughing, in agreement with his friends. Maybe he wasn’t too old after all.

It was snowing heavily and it was starting to get dark outside, George noticed, uplifted. Sandra was right, a real winter wonderland... They were lucky.
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PEACE WAS RESTORED. Between the roaring fire and the early dinner washed down with respectable amounts of mulled wine, personalities were subdued and everyone relaxed. Wine mugs in hands, they moved from the dining room to the sitting area in front of the massive wood burning fireplace.

“Remember how we used to gather in front of the fire to warm up,” Sabrina reminisced.

“God, our rooms were so cold,” Mimi added.

“Is that why you kept trying to sneak into my bed?” Sebastian taunted her.

“Wouldn’t you have liked that,” she replied, and they all laughed.

“These guys’ mulled wine is much better than the swill we used to warm up with back then,” and Sebastian raised his mug after another gulp. “It’s still early, where’s the staff anyway? They keep disappearing.”

“It’s part of the deal. We have the place to ourselves and they get shorter shifts and time off for Christmas.”

“What do you mean, time off?” Sebastian worried.

“I mean, they trust us not to need babysitting. The bar and pantry will be fully stocked, we just go and help ourselves to whatever we want. The owners will be available for any small errands or emergencies, they live nearby. In fact, they’ll probably stop by on Christmas.”

“Phew... fully stocked bar... I can live with that,” Sebastian laughed. “How come they trust us not to burn down the place?”

“First of all, I didn’t tell them you were coming. Second... remember the old couple that used to own the place when we were children? Their grandson is the new owner... and it turns out his wife and I took the same philosophy course. We bonded over a shared belief that our professor was the most boring person alive. Add to that the fact that I promised them we’d have our next teambuilding weekend here, during the dead season. Voila, here we are.”

“That was a lucky break. Well done, Sandra.” Sabrina wanted to say that not all of them could have afforded that holiday reunion, under different circumstances. But she couldn’t find the right words, self-aware of the financial limitations of her teaching career.

“Yeah, Sandra, that’s putting your manipulation skills to good use.” Mimi was still sore after their previous exchange.

“Anyway... what about Secret Santa, now that we don’t even know who will be here on Christmas?” Sabrina jumped in, afraid that those two might decide to pick up their argument from where they’d left off.

“Good point.”

“Do we really have to repeat everything we’ve done eons ago? I hate Secret Santa.”

“Come on, Sebastian... do you really?” Sandra challenged him.

“Fine, if all of you want it,” he gave in.

“You said Laura’s coming, right?” Adrian wanted to make sure, no longer caring what others might think, and Sandra nodded. “I think those of us here plus Laura should draw names separately; then we can have another draw for all the maybes and let them know by phone. Just in case, we should also have some neutral gifts under the tree, you never know...”

“Not a bad idea, I always knew you were more than just another pretty face,” Sandra winked and jumped to her feet. “I’ll get everything ready.”

Mimi gave her a suspicious look. Was she up to something? That woman made her feel paranoid and inadequate at the same time. But you have to pick your battles, she remembered, and she was still licking her wounds. Secret Santa wasn’t worth the effort.

Sandra returned shortly with the two golden bowls which up until recently were resting on the reception desk, filled with white painted pine cones. She placed one of them on a coffee table.

“I’ll draw for Laura too, if that’s ok,” and she extracted a piece of paper that she quickly stuffed in her back pocket after giving it a quick glance, then another one for herself. “Now, in honour of our man with a plan...” and she presented Adrian with the bowl. Two pieces of paper on top weren’t folded, revealing the names written on them, and he picked without hesitation. “Since I’m here anyway,” and she moved the bowl in front of Sabrina.

Don’t cause another fight, she thought she read in Sandra’s eyes, so she retrieved the other unfolded note. It could’ve been an accident, after all; she could have forgotten to fold it. However, that warm happy feeling invading her soul at the sight of the name took her by surprise. Accident or not, she was happy with the turn of events.

“Mimi, darling...” Sandra moved on without flinching. She tried for a friendly humble smile, which Mimi appreciated.

Are you up to something, George wondered when she arrived in front of him. No more overthinking, and he selected one of the last pieces of paper.

“Saving the best for last,” Sebastian grinned, retrieving the last name.

“Always,” she teased him. “Now you do the honours for our absentees,” Sandra pointed to the second bowl. “Maybe this gets you in a giving Christmas mood.”

“You have no idea how long since I’ve been in such a giving Christmas mood...” But Sandra ignored him.

Matching absent gift givers to recipients was the perfect opportunity to remember funny old stories and bits of gossip about them, the same way their little group used to do in the past. Remember that time when the Chem teacher caught Felix with his pants down and he blamed it on a bad zipper?... How about that time when Leo filled all the sockets with ketchup? How about when Dana’s mom caught us smoking?

Time flew by, filled with laughter, reminiscing and friendly banter. Whether they liked it or not, they were no longer 15. Adrian and Mimi were the first to arrive the previous evening, the rest got there at various hours of the night, and that was starting to take a toll on them. Sabrina was the first to decide it was time for her to go get ready for sleep and the others followed shortly.

Once everybody retired to their rooms, Sebastian tiptoed to Mimi’s door and tapped lightly. She opened immediately, a wide beautiful smile making her irresistible.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

Sebastian lifted her with one swift move. She wrapped her legs around his waist, letting him kiss her while carrying her to bed.
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“So you found something. Let me see, let me see!” Sandra emerged from the musty old store holding a brown paper bag and Adrian was eyeing it with curiosity.

“I think so. You wouldn’t think it, judging by the window or that dilapidated Antiques sign, but these places often hide surprising treasures, if you take the time to look. In this case, it didn’t even take too much looking. The owner just pointed me in the right direction; he has anything and everything in there,” Sandra giggled. “Take a look,” and she opened the bag.

Adrian fished out an old record, its sleeve in surprisingly good condition.

“What? Count Basie? Whom are you trying to punish?” Adrian made a wry face. “I sincerely hope you didn’t draw my name, I don’t think I could appreciate the gesture.”

“You know it’s not for you. Speaking of which... Any idea what you’re getting her?”

“I brought something with me. It’s nothing much, but I hope it strikes a chord. Now I’m not sure it’s enough though...”

“Nicely played. And don’t be silly, it’s supposed to be something symbolic, maybe with a message... it’s not about the price.”

“I know... But this place gives me a wrapping idea.” He turned and rushed into the store. “Come on, I need your expert eye.”

Ten minutes later, Adrian was proudly clutching his own brown paper bag.

“She’ll love it,” Sandra reassured him.

The small mountain town didn’t offer many shopping options and the picturesque pedestrian area was swarming with people looking for gifts and souvenirs.

“Any idea what you want to get for this Secret Santa nonsense?” Sebastian broke the uncomfortable silence while walking slowly from one store window to the next.

“It turns out I brought the present with me, I just need a gift box. I don’t think I would have found anything better here,” Mimi rolled her eyes at the stores around them and all the people going in and out.

“What, no designer stores to your liking?” Sebastian baited her.

“The only designer anything on this street are my boots,” Mimi scoffed.

“Don’t forget mine...”

He loved her frivolity and condescendence... because he was just the same. Something caught his eye in a jeweller’s window contrasting with everything else on the street.

“Um... listen... I have to get one of my ladies a gift, I’ll only be a minute... do you mind?”

“Blah... how tacky can you be?” Mimi turned her back to the window which initially drew her attention as well.

“Wait... I was joking. It’s for my mother,” Sebastian backpedalled.

“Whatever... I’ll wait for you in there,” Mimi pointed at the café across the street as she was walking away.

Sebastian tucked a small velvet box into his inside pocket as he was leaving the store. He rushed to cross the street. Hot Irish coffee, a fresh croissant and light conversation with Mimi were exactly what he needed to warm up. But they’d have to wait a little longer, as the cracked, what must have been white paint of the Antiques sign next door distracted him. If only he could find something...

“Do you have any gold jewellery, something with a snow flake perhaps?” Sebastian was in a hurry.

“I think I have just what you need,” the chubby old man with a white beard, white hair and a Santa hat gave him a warm, disarming, paternal look. “Now if only I could find it...” He started rummaging on a lower shelf. Minutes later, he returned victorious. “Here we are.”

Sebastian caressed the delicate bracelet with the tip of his manicured index finger.

“It’s perfect...” The gold needed to be cleaned, but that gave it such a distinctive look. “I’ll take it.”

“Of course,” the owner smiled knowingly while depositing the bracelet in a tiny silk pouch.

An hour later, Mimi and Sebastian were leaving the cosy café, boosted by fresh patisserie and several Irish coffees. After a few steps, Mimi stopped excited in front of the old store window she forgot she was supposed to dislike.

“Look at that, it’s the perfect gift box for my present.”

The tiny antique silver pill box she was showing him was pretty, but it made Sebastian wonder, what gift had she brought with her... and for whom?

“I’ll wait for you out here... I have a dust allergy,” he felt the need to explain.

One good thing about that strange Secret Santa draw, Sabrina realised, was that she didn’t need to shop for a gift; she had already brought one with her. This way, she could fully enjoy catching up and exploring with George. The small town in the mountains was made for Christmas and she greedily took in the atmosphere, ignoring the biting cold. She wanted to be in that moment forever and by the looks of it, so did George, who had already taken countless photos. She was happy to see he hadn’t given up on his hobby. A cerebral person like him needed a creative outlet to find balance, and George was a talented photographer, even if he refused to acknowledge it. Some might have seen the festively decorated snowy old town in the heart of the mountains as a cliché, but much like Sabrina, George saw it as beautifully inspiring.

“My niece will love that snow globe,” Sabrina revelled.

“I think your sister will be pretty pleased with her gifts too,” George pointed at all the bags Sabrina was carrying.

“Do you think I went overboard?” She was laughing, but somehow she didn’t seem as light-hearted as she was earlier, at the Christmas fair. He focused and clicked, capturing that bittersweet shadow on her face before she could stop him.

“Impossible. That’s the best Christmas fair I’ve ever seen. So much of that artisanal, handmade stuff is usually tacky, but they had some really nice things. Are you keeping anything for yourself?”

“Of course! My sister isn’t getting both knitted sweaters... and she’s definitely not getting three scarves. I’ll probably keep one or two of those decorative pillow cases for myself as well. I may have exaggerated with the Christmas decorations though,” Sabrina sighed. “It’s just that I haven’t spent Christmas away from them since... in so long... I miss them.”

George could see her slipping away, about to sink in a sea of unknown sadness, and he wanted to distract her, lift her spirits, so she could enjoy her vacation.

“We can always use some of the decorations on the tree here,” he suggested.

“That’s a great idea.” She loved decorating the tree.

“And who’s getting the gloves?”

“The leather ones are for my sister and the fuzzy pink woollen ones, for my niece.”

“That’s a relief... I was worried they were for me.”

Sabrina moved all her bags in one hand and wrapped her arm around his, pulling him close. It felt like the most natural thing to do for both of them.

“Look at that... I love these little antique stores. So many stories, so much life still left in these objects which will outlive us...”

They stopped in front of the almost opaque window displaying a strange variety of items, her head resting on his shoulder, his head slightly tilted to the side to touch hers, frozen in a moment in time, in a world of their own.

“Santa himself is greeting us,” Sabrina laughed, looking at the nice man smiling at them from inside the store. “Maybe I should get Sandra something...”

“Did you draw her name?” George was surprised.

“No, but she’s been so kind to all of us and she’s put so much effort into organizing this reunion...”

“True... but she may have some ulterior reasons. It’s Sandra we’re talking about...” George wanted to protect her from all potential drama, but then he remembered her look the day before, as well as what Sandra had told him. Not only could Sabrina protect herself, but she was also the one to decide if she wanted to be caught up in some sort of drama.

“Of course she does. Which one of us doesn’t have some ulterior reason for being here?”

She wasn’t wrong, George pondered as she pulled him into the store. He’d always been too critical, too rigid... even when it came to Sabrina.

“Beautiful choice,” the nice old man approved of the silver photo frame Sabrina was holding.

“It is beautiful, but I’m not sure...” Sandra used to have a very similar one in her bedroom, Sabrina remembered. But would today’s Sandra like it? She had no idea what Sandra’s home looked like. She knew she loved silver, but...

“My wife says this sort of classic item goes well in any home... and she has impeccable taste. And it’s on sale as well, 75% off.”

Sabrina smiled.

“Well, who could resist such a deal?”

“If you want, I can put in one of these old photos of the town, a little souvenir for your friend,” and he opened the thin old photo album he was holding. No more than ten or fifteen well-preserved images.

“My friend?” She murmured while flipping through the pages.

“Yes... you wouldn’t buy something so nice for just anybody,” Santa’s lookalike noted.

“These are beautiful...” She turned her head, looking for George. He was nowhere to be seen, probably browsing for old books. The store was bigger than it seemed from outside.

“Aren’t they? Choose whichever you like.”

“Do you think I could have the album with all of them?”

“Of course... Nothing like an appreciative eye enjoying them. Now will you excuse me while I go wrap up everything?”

He was gone before Sabrina could turn her head and say anything.

“Well? Did you find something you might like,” he asked in a low voice.

George had no idea the old man was standing behind him.

“Yes... listen...” He handed him a copy of Wuthering Heights and leaned in to whisper something.

“Of course... Santa always delivers,” the old man joked, winking at George as Sabrina was approaching them.

“So what did you get her,” George inquired as they left the store arm in arm.

“A lovely photo frame... but I’m afraid it might be too impersonal.”

“I think I can help with that... as soon as Laura gets here.”

“Ok... I see what you’re trying to do. I like it.”

“Then how would you like an early lunch? I don’t know if it’s the cold or all this shopping, but I’m starving.”

“I was just thinking that,” Sabrina agreed, directing him towards the cosy looking bistro near a modern jewellery store, which seemed out of place there. “That one looks nice.”

She was relieved he suggested lunch. They were having such a good time, she wasn’t ready to join the rest of the group just yet.

“So what are yours,” George probed, once they settled at a small table in the corner, menus opened in front of them.

“My what?” George and his puzzles...

“Your ulterior motives, of course. I heard a rumour that you didn’t want to come at first and then you had a sudden change of heart. Mind you, that second part made me a very happy man...”

Sabrina took a sip of water, trying to get the waiter’s attention and order a real drink. Between the rush of reawakened feelings and the life each of them had lived in the time they had lost touch with each other... yes, she needed a drink. Once the waiter left with their order, she concluded there was no point in postponing it any longer. Besides, she was curious to find out more about him; and in spite of so many looking down on her, she wasn’t ashamed with her choices. She would have changed many things if she could, but she wasn’t ashamed... she never realised that before.

“It’s not that I didn’t want to come and see all of you, it was so tempting... But it’s a family holiday. I didn’t seriously consider not spending it with my sister and niece.”

“So what changed?” She seemed to need some help continuing.

“Well... my options,” Sabrina sighed. “My sister informed me she and her daughter weren’t spending Christmas at home. She’s been seeing someone for a couple of years, it’s serious... and she wanted to see what it would be like if they took a family vacation and, at the same time, spend the holidays together. As you can surmise, I wasn’t invited. So... I lost it. He’s a great guy, he loves both of them, yet I tried to put him and their relationship down. Naturally, it turned into a huge argument, she accused me of hiding behind her and her daughter because I was too afraid to move on with my own life. So I pointed out how she wouldn’t have been able to get over her husband’s death and raise a child without me. Oh, and also that she was completely selfish and didn’t have that little girl’s best interest in mind when deciding to take her on a Christmas vacation with some guy. Nice, right? And Mimi thinks Sandra is the bitch from hell...” Sabrina managed a bitter smile.

“I think we all have our occasional bitch from hell moments. That doesn’t make us bad people...” George had forgotten how much he loved Sabrina’s sensitivity and altruism.

“You’re probably right... But my sister was right as well. And when I was one sentence away from trying to manipulate my nice into not wanting to go to Greece over Christmas, I finally saw it too and realised it was time for me to take one big step back. My sister wasn’t doing anything wrong; she’d been single for years after her husband’s death, not even considering dating someone new. Now she was finally ready to try once again, and what was I doing?... So I told Sandra I would join all of you... But not before I could throw it in my sister’s face – I had plans of my own, I wasn’t the pathetic loser she was making me out to be.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t thinking that...”

“You and I both. But if she did think it, she might not have been far from the truth. She did need my help with the funeral, the new baby and everything that followed. But we’re at the point where I need them more than they need me. I could see myself clearly, and it wasn’t a pretty sight. I had become one of those helicopter parents to a child that wasn’t even mine. All those months my niece had been fighting for her freedom and I was suffocating her, all the times her mother had to talk me into respecting her little choices, teaching her responsibility and independence... You think it can never happen to you and you look down on others who behave that way. You have no idea how many times I broached the matter with parents at school, secretly judging them. Anyway, here we are... they left to Greece, I came here, and I didn’t even apologize to my sister.” Sabrina took a big sip of wine, fighting off the tears.

“I remember your sister... The strangest thing about the two of you was that you never fought. All siblings fight, yet the two of you never did... not over toys, not over parental attention, not over boys...”

“We still don’t, we have very different tastes in boys,” Sabrina managed to lighten the mood.

“My point is, sometimes fights are necessary and constructive, we need to purge. And we all make the occasional error in judgement; that’s what apologies and grovelling are for.”

“Wow...” Sabrina couldn’t believe her ears. “I never thought I’d hear this from you, Mr Judgement himself.”

“I was a judgemental prick, wasn’t I,” he pondered. ”I suppose I still am, but I’m working on it.”

“Even when we were children, you made judgemental look like a walk in the park. I always thought that was why you were friends with us, all those mistakes you could tax us on,” Sabrina ventured a guess.

“That’s a horrible thing to say,” George pouted.

“See? Judgement,” she burst into laughter. “But we needed you too, someone had to tell us when enough was enough... not that we always listened, but you stood a better chance than most.”

“You know something?... I sometimes envied all of you, that’s why I was often too critical. You weren’t always overanalysing everything; you gave people and experiences a chance, even when you knew it would end badly. There was so much intensity in your lives. Meanwhile, the cynic that I was put you down for your recklessness, but also envied the plethora of feelings you were experiencing.”

“I could have done without some of those feelings, believe me... All that intensity can be overwhelming, and perhaps some judgement can stop you before you have more than you can handle.”

They were taking their time in the kitchen, it seemed, so he dared another question. It wasn’t all he would have liked to know, but it was as far as he was comfortable going for the time being.

“So... did judgement play any part in your divorce? Was he as judgemental as I used to be?”

What George really wanted to ask was, why did you leave me... but he was beginning to glean a possible answer to it; and he wasn’t ready to hear it.

“No one was as judgemental as you used to be,” she teased. “You know... so many told me that I put my sister and niece before my husband and thus ruined my marriage, that for a while I accepted it as the truth. Technically, it wasn’t far from the truth, but it was more than that. In retrospect, we weren’t right for each other. My brother-in-law died shortly after his daughter was born, right after my wedding. Horrible timing... I couldn’t abandon my sister and the baby, so instead of a honeymoon in Paris, I went to a funeral and took on most of the duties of a new mom. I never asked my husband what he thought about it, even if I knew he didn’t want children. He didn’t want them, I couldn’t have them, and we decided it would be just the two of us.”

“You never considered adoption?”

“Like I said, he didn’t want children, and I agreed... In retrospect, I think that was a deciding factor in marrying me. But I broke our deal as soon as we got married, and that didn’t sit well with him. He was patient for a while, but once he realised nothing was going to change, the affairs started. He didn’t bother hiding; I didn’t bother pretending to care.”

“You didn’t care he was cheating?” It was George’s turn to be surprised. Sabrina used to be such a romantic, and when the jerks she was dating turned out to be just frogs instead of princes in disguise, she was always heartbroken... and he would pick up the pieces.

“First I told myself I was trying to be understanding, forgiving... After all, I didn’t offer him the attention I should have, so of course he looked elsewhere. But I eventually had to accept that I didn’t really care; the flame that I believed to be love had died. Had it truly been love, I would have tried harder, I would have cared more, it would have hurt more. There was no point in continuing that way... that was the only thing we agreed on in three years of marriage.”

“I can relate to the part where love turns out to have been just lust,” George confessed.

“Really? You?” Sabrina was astonished. He always seemed devoid of passion. But then again, she never had a chance to see that side of him, she reminded herself. “Now that you know my sordid little story, it’s only fair you tell me what went wrong in your marriage.”

He took a deep breath while the waiter was finally bringing them their food. Don’t postpone telling her the truth, Sandra advised him. It was only fair, Sabrina was right. One more deep breath... Cheerful Christmas songs playing, a cosy little bistro in the mountains, the irresistible girl next door he used to love sitting across the table, and he had to tell her what went wrong in his marriage; and how he was, in fact, still married. It felt like a farce. But it was only fair...

“It makes sense,” Sabrina concluded once he finished his story.

It makes sense? How can she say such a thing? George expected a drink thrown in his face; he wouldn’t have been surprised if she got up and left without a word. But it makes sense made no sense to him. Was this woman a glutton for punishment or had he read the situation all wrong and she wasn’t interested in him as more than just a friend? Friendzoned, yet again... Ok, it was settled, he didn’t understand women and he never would.

“Does it?”

“Of course. If you could just end a marriage without any second thoughts, without hoping against hope that it could be saved, even when you knew better, then you should have never been married in the first place.”

“Did this happen to you too?” George was dumbfounded.

“In a way. We saw a therapist for several months. Admitting that you’re not willing to work on your marriage can be more difficult than pretending to work on it. That’s how we learned we were just going through the motions, when in fact our relationship was over for years.” Sabrina waved to the waiter. She needed another drink. “So have you been on any dates since you’re separated?”

“This is the first one,” George decided to push his luck.

The couple at the corner table smiled coyly. Enjoying their delicious meal and the cosy atmosphere provided the perfect excuse to let all the words sink in.
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“OF COURSE... GREAT minds think alike,” Adrian waved his arms in defeat as she splashed him.

“When I saw we were the first to return from our Secret Santa shopping trip, I thought it was the perfect time to give this a try. Come in, it’s amazing,” Sandra invited him.

“A hot tub in the snow is irresistible, but to find a stunning woman waiting for you in it, is the stuff dreams are made of,” Adrian grinned, taking off his bathrobe, preparing to join her.

Sandra was blushing and he couldn’t tell if it was the temperature or his presence, but he liked it. With her pink cheeks, discrete makeup and hair up in a messy bun, steam wafting around her, surrounded by snow covered mountains, she was a vision. Not hard to remember why he turned to her to forget Laura, he thought for a second, jumping into the hot tub and splashing her back.

Not hard to tell why Mimi was after him, Sandra mused. Funny, upbeat, successful, with a boyish charm and the body of a retired athlete determined not to let himself go, Adrian certainly didn’t fit the neurotic writer stereotype. She felt no need to be discrete as her eyes admiringly scrutinized his body, they knew each other far too well, for far too long.

“You like?” He asked, settling in the tub next to her. Despite the instinctively flirty tone, there was genuine curiosity in his voice, and not the arrogance of a man who’s noticed a woman admiring his body.

“Damn... you’d say you’re still playing football, not writing about it,” she giggled.

“I still play once a week, just for fun. I was a mediocre player at best, and you knew it before I did,” Adrian smiled, lost in a time of shattered dreams.

“I knew nothing of the sort. Much like today, I had no clue about football. All I knew was that you needed a backup plan. And no matter how hard you tried to prove me wrong, I could see you also had a brain, not just a body,” she added playfully.

“You were the only one to think so. Sometimes, I still feel like a fraud when someone tells me they read one of my books,” Adrian admitted.

“I read all your books,” Sandra taunted him.

“Come on, don’t...” It was his turn to blush. “I never thought those would be your kind of books.”

“They’re not, I normally have no interest in sports biographies. But when I heard you wrote your first, I couldn’t resist. You have a wonderful style and somehow you manage to make your characters relatable.”

“You have no idea how much it means to me to hear you say that... You were the only one who knew I liked to write when we were in school.”

“I had a hunch. Making me swear to never tell anyone was a good hint, you know...”

“Getting my first book published was a fluke, a happy accident really. I went back and forth about inviting you at my launch party. But a part of me thought you’d flip through the pages and confirm I was the giant fraud I saw in the mirror. Then I found out you were out of the country on some grant; I still can’t tell which was greater, my regret or my relief...”

“I would’ve come, you know... if you asked... and I wouldn’t have belittled your book,” Sandra gave him a gentle friendly nudge, their naked shoulders touching again, after so many years.

They gazed at the mountains in silence, two old friends leaning on each other, letting hot water and freezing air wash away past regrets and doubts. Whatever architect came up with the idea of that hot tub was a genius, Adrian told himself. On a separate deck on the side of the chalet, away from any prying eyes in the rooms, with a spectacular view of the mountains, it offered not only privacy, but a sense of complete freedom and seclusion.

“We need wine,” Sandra decided. “You don’t mind sharing a glass, do you?”

Only then did Adrian notice the almost empty wine glass behind her, on the side of the hot tub. She tried to reach the bottle and when she couldn’t, she emerged from the hot water, a glistening steamy embodiment of beauty. Equally indiscreetly, he checked out Sandra’s toned slender body, amazed to find her as beautiful as he remembered.

“Damn, woman... for someone who claims to hate sports, you’re in great shape.”

Facing him, she feigned a small graceful bow. Laughing, wine bottle in hand, already starting to feel the freezing cold air on her hot wet skin, Sandra motioned to splash him once again. Instead, she slipped somehow and losing her balance, she fell right on top of him.

“The wine is safe,” and she raised the bottle while he was holding her tight, preventing her from sliding under water, their carefree laughter echoing in the cold silence.

Then the laughter stopped and their lips curled into soft, all-knowing smiles. He pulled her in, she wrapped her free arm around his neck and their mouths met in what should have been a most sensual kiss.

On the path to the hot tub, only metres away, Mimi was turning on her heels, making a beeline back to the chalet, but not before she could snap a photo. Perplexed and annoyed, Sebastian needed a moment to gather himself before he could catch up with her.

“Wait up,” he urged in a low voice, but the redhead wouldn’t hear it.

The two intruders disappeared in seconds, before either Sandra or Adrian could notice anything.

“That’s not how it’s supposed to feel,” Sandra moaned, once their lips parted, and she pressed her forehead against his shoulder.

“Tell me about it... after all, we’re both so good-looking,” and they burst into laughter again, as Sandra rolled off his muscular body, still keeping the bottle above water.

“Here,” and she took a slug before handing it to him, no longer bothered to use a glass.

He drank gratefully, his arm still around the woman he had just kissed, holding her close to him.

“We never had that spark...”

“Or maybe there was always someone else,” Adrian hypothesised. “I mean, it wasn’t bad back in the day, was it?” Sandra shook her head. No, it was not. “And let’s be honest... look at you... it wouldn’t be bad now either. It just wouldn’t be... I don’t know...” He couldn’t or didn’t want to find his words.

“It wouldn’t be anything more than sex, physical relief... something each of us could easily find on the dating app of our choice,” she hit the nail on the head. “It would be the two of us falling into old ways, like in high school. Friends – best of friends – with benefits, who run into each other’s arms when they need comfort or they’re lonely or simply for your run-of-the-mill bootie call.”

“Right...” Adrian grinned once more. “Remind me, why did we ever stop that healthy tradition?”

“Hmm... maybe because it became boring? If it’s going to be meaningless, it might as well be fun and new. We did have options, remember?”

“Right...” Adrian grunted. “Speaking of options... are you still keeping yours open?”

“Did George tell you something,” Sandra asked, although she already knew the answer.

“Maybe... a few things... like why we might be here...”

“And?”

“You and I are good... you had nothing to do with all my screw ups back then. If anything, you prevented me from making even more mistakes. Don’t think I’m not aware of how much I owe you.”

She silently slid closer to him, the hot water enveloping them in a protective cocoon.
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SABRINA AND GEORGE were spending the afternoon in town and were also stopping there for an early dinner, the note waiting for Sandra at the reception read. Good, at least something was going well. Mimi and Sebastian went skiing and probably wouldn’t make it back for dinner, another note said. They were keeping each other busy, so they were less likely to stir trouble – also good.

Adrian caught up with her after having to go back and collect the wine glass and bottle they had forgotten.

“Any news about the roads?”

“Laura says they might be able to get here tomorrow morning.”

“At this point, I’d be happy to know that she can make it before Christmas,” Adrian sighed, trying not to lose hope.

“I know how you feel...”

“Hoping for a Christmas miracle as well?” Adrian couldn’t contain his curiosity.

“Not a miracle, more like a decision... I asked for some time apart to clear my head, and now that he’s respecting my wishes, I still have no idea what I want.” Sandra shook off her melancholy, trying to stay present in the moment. “Anyway, it looks like you’re stuck with me for the rest of the day.”

“I could think of worse things...” Adrian was himself again, light-hearted and fun to be around. Like her, he was also trying to make the best of a beautiful place and good company. “Wanna get out of here, do something?”

“Yes, please... I don’t feel like being cooped up inside. We need some fun... I know, let’s go sledding,” she beamed.

“Yes!” For a second, he looked just like the little boy who used to make sure she and Laura never got hurt when they went sledding as children. “Afterwards we can stop and grab some dinner, it’ll be great.”

Sandra eyed their bathrobes. Perhaps not the most appropriate sledding attire...

“Ten minutes to get ready and we meet here?”

Adrian nodded in agreement.

“If you’re expecting me to say, take your time, you’re sadly mistaken,” and he rushed up the stairs.

The roads weren’t open yet, Laura and whoever else still wanted to join them couldn’t get there. But the
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