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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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Day 1
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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 scales, 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 kinda 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
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