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“I booked you into a hotel,” Sandra pleaded with him.

“Sebastian’s hotel, I’m sure.”

With that, all bets were off and Sandra knew it. She no longer cared. She couldn’t have the same fight over and over again.

“Oh, no... That’s my kind of place, you made it clear. I found you a nice, budget friendly hotel, just the way you like it,” and with a few taps on her phone, Sandra sent him all the details.

“Have your assistant bring over the rest of my things. I wouldn’t want to invade your space again.”

Adrian threw the overnight bag over his shoulder and rushed out of her home.

“Sure, slam the door! Nice macho move...”

She turned her back and stomped to the living room, her eyes searching for something. There it was! The corner of a black plastic object was sticking out from underneath a throw pillow on the sofa. With the TV silent and the pillows neatly arranged, Sandra felt she could finally relax, taking in the peace of her pristine home.

That wasn’t how she wanted the conversation to go. That wasn’t how she wanted anything to go. And that was definitely not how she imagined things would go between them when they left Edelweiss Inn at the beginning of the year. She stared at the dark screen, wondering whether to try and talk it out one more time... or not.

“Hey bitches! A girls’ Christmas instead of a couples’ Christmas... what do you think?”

Mimi’s text made Sandra jump to her feet. She had already told Felix she wouldn’t spend Christmas at the Inn with their friends, but no one else knew about it. Mimi’s idea, however, was not a bad option.

“YES!!!!” Sandra tapped instantly.

“But only us and NONE of the boys, Mimi!” Sabrina wanted to make sure. The perfect way to avoid an uncomfortable situation, she thought.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Laura joined the conversation. Once again single, she wasn’t looking forward to spending the holidays with all those couples.

But what was making all of them not want to spend Christmas with their significant other, Laura wondered.

*
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SEBASTIAN FORGOT ALL about the pressing work waiting for him as he hung up on Felix. That was a low blow even for Mimi, and he was furious. Sure, he said he was considering spending the holidays at home this year; but she had no right to exclude them like that.

“Book the fucking place,” Adrian’s angry answer came as soon as Sebastian let them know what was going on.

“Oh, we’re going!” George agreed. Normally, he would have understood Sabrina’s need for space; but these were special circumstances and he wasn’t going to step back. “Are you sure you can find us accommodation?”

For all of Sebastian’s connections, Christmas was only days away, so how could he find any available rooms?

“Actually, I made all the arrangements... what were the chances any of you said no?”
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It was getting dark when Sandra pulled in front of Edelweiss Inn. She gazed at the lit up windows of the massive silent building facing her, then her eyes wandered off to the barely distinguishable mountain peaks in the distance. The snow was there, she knew it, yet she couldn’t see it that cloudy winter evening. Sandra’s heart sank and she felt a lump in her throat.

“Looks eerie, doesn’t it?” Laura tried to distract her friend.

“It looks cold and distant... Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” she sighed.

“You mean, you shouldn’t have come at all or you shouldn’t have come without Adrian?” Sandra seemed overcome with sadness, and Laura felt guilty for selfishly being relieved it wasn’t going to be a couples’ trip. “Too late to change your mind and turn back now,” she pointed at the bellboy rushing to their car.

“Nice service,” Sandra forced herself to smile. “Felix and Dana seem to be on top of everything.”

The owners let the two of them in charge of the inn and apparently they were doing a great job. Since she was there, she might as well make the best of it, she tried to convince herself, taking another look at the Christmas lights decorating the building.

“Come on, it won’t be so bad. We could do with some girl time.”

“Let’s hear you say that after spending a few hours with Mimi,” Sandra quipped and they both giggled.

Dana was standing by the door, glowing with anticipation.

“So much for making a discrete entrance,” Laura whispered.

“Sabrina and Mimi are waiting by the fire,” Dana chirped after giving each of them a big hug and letting them know how happy she was to see her old friends.

“Life in the mountains agrees with you, you look great,” Sandra replied with a warm friendly smile, holding Dana’s hands in hers.

“This year felt like a blur, like nothing I’ve experienced before. But it was great,” Dana agreed. “Come on, let’s join the others. The bellboy is taking everything to your rooms, don’t worry,” she added, noting Laura’s eyes following their luggage.

“Hey! No point in trying to make an entrance, no one to sweep you off your feet this year,” Mimi jumped off her chair, genuinely happy to see them. But Mimi was Mimi and she couldn’t help a small dig at the two friends, reminding them the way Sebastian welcomed them the previous year by lifting each of them in his strong arms.

“Mimi...” Sabrina tried to stop her, but what was the point?

“That was then and this is now,” Laura replied, rushing to give Sabrina a hug while Mimi was hugging Sandra.

“I’ll say...” Mimi agreed.

The room became silent for a moment, the women quietly analysing one another, uncomfortable with all the reasons for which their group was reduced to half.

“Ladies... Welcome back! And Happy Holidays!” Felix broke the uncomfortable silence, entering the room with a large tray of mulled wine mugs.

The sight of their old classmate and the scent of seasonal drinks filled everyone with warm, bittersweet emotions.

“Felix!” The four guests jumped to hug him, while Dana giggled as she went to help him with the tray. She liked to think that they too could notice how much he had changed over the past year.

“That’s the stuff,” he grinned, hugging each of them. “Dana, it’s settled. From now on, I’m the only man allowed in the inn,” he winked at his girlfriend.

“Careful what you wish for,” she laughed.

“I think we can live with that,” Mimi approved.

“I’m the luckiest man in the world,” he smiled hesitantly. “But right now, I think I’ll give you a chance to miss me while I get dinner ready. No, no, you stay and catch up with our friends. I can handle everything,” he stopped Dana as soon as she motioned to follow him to the kitchen.

The women settled into the large cosy chairs, mugs of mulled wine in hands, ignoring how quickly he left the room. They couldn’t care less about whatever kitchen emergency was taking him away.

“Come on, spit it out,” Mimi urged everyone, fully aware that all eyes were on her, measuring her from head to toe.

She had changed in the most visible way, and she was aware of it. For a moment each pair of curious eyes sank into a mug of wine, and big gulps of the seasonal beverage served as a good excuse to drown out words.

“If we’re staring, it’s with admiration,” Sandra took the lead. “You look amazing and we’re taking in this new you.”

“Exactly,” Laura nodded. “But what triggered all of this?” Mimi would be painfully blunt with any of them and she saw no reason to act differently.

Mimi’s signature red hair was now a beautiful shade of auburn, styled into a sleek long bob, clearly lacking her usual extensions. Her now natural nails were short and covered with classic silver polish. To complete the makeover, the sensual influencer had given up fake eyelashes, green contact lenses and low-cut tops, and replaced them with a more demurred outfit and natural looking makeup. Sure, she was the same stunning, sexy, impeccably dressed woman, but in a very different packaging, which now seemed to provoke a degree of discomfort that Mimi had trouble hiding.

“It had to be done... for my daughter.”

She could see puzzled eyebrows raised in disbelief, and much as they annoyed her, she couldn’t really blame them. Mimi often doubted her own story, despite knowing how terrible she felt when she realized on what path she was setting her daughter.

“Is everything all right?” Sabrina’s curiosity quickly became concern as she started to glean the potential reasons for Mimi’s transformation. After all those years working as a teacher, she was well-aware of the impact body issues could have on children.

“Yes. Fortunately, she’s smarter than her mother,” Mimi tried to lighten the mood. “But she came to me crying one day, begging me to take her to the salon, so she too could be beautiful like me. She wanted hair and nail extensions and to be taught how to do her makeup... like her mom.”

“No...” Sabrina sighed.

“Yeah... she’s at that awkward age when puberty is right around the corner. So of course I did what every mother does and told her she was beautiful just the way she was. The words were out of my mouth before I could think. I was that parent. So before storming out in tears, she gave me a thorough look and pointed out how I’d been whining all week about an allergy which would make my nails look disgusting from then on, because I could no longer wear gels and acrylics. And she didn’t forget to ask what my real hair colour was as she slammed the door behind her. Just out of curiosity, as she put it.”

“Like mother, like daughter,” Sandra giggled, forgetting her own drama for a moment.

“I hope you’re wrong,” Mimi laughed. “Anyway, we had a good talk once she calmed down and I explained why I was doing things a certain way, why she didn’t need to follow in my footsteps, and how my choices weren’t necessarily always the best. You know what she said to all that?”

“That she wants a boob job too?”

“No,” Mimi laughed. “Although, Laura, she did previously ask how old she had to be in order to get one. No... she just said that she suspected I was often wrong, but she didn’t know how to tell me, because apparently I don’t handle the truth very well.”

“Point at which – let me guess – you blamed her father for putting that thought into her head,” Dana ventured.

“Of course... but I kept my mouth shut. My mother used to do that all the time when I was a child and I hated her for it. So I never say anything negative about her father. And honestly, I doubt he ever speaks badly of me, he’s not that kind of man.” While Mimi found her ex to be dull and completely wrong for her, she couldn’t deny that he was a good man and a wonderful father. “But enough of all my boring parenting woes, I want to hear something juicy. Like how come you were so quick to ditch Adrian and spend Christmas just with us, Sandra...” Mimi wasn’t ready to talk about her own relationship yet, but she was more than curious to hear about Sandra’s.

This time, all eyes turned to Sandra. Despite her attempts to deflect their attention, her friends still viewed her as the central figure of their previous Christmas reunion. They had been middle school classmates and childhood friends, and Sandra was the one to bring them together again at Edelweiss Inn the year before. The completely refurbished inn didn’t look anything like it used to when they spent the holidays there as children, but there was something magical about that place. They could all feel it and they were grateful to Sandra for setting up the reunion.

While most of them found love in the arms of an old friend or flame, Sandra’s story still seemed to top everyone else’s. She had set up the reunion with Laura and Adrian in mind, hoping that bringing them together would help her clear her head and say yes to the man who proposed to her. Instead, Laura introduced everyone to her new girlfriend. So Sandra had to finally acknowledge her feelings for Adrian and accept his love. Judging by the photos on their social media, their relationship was perfect and they were happy together. Sure, they all knew how deceptive appearances could be; but somehow they needed Sandra and Adrian to be the perfect couple. Otherwise, what chances did they have?

Sandra sighed, staring into the empty mug in her hand. She was finally feeling more relaxed. But it wasn’t just the wine. There was something about that place, about being surrounded by her old friends and shadows of their childhood.

Before the drive to the inn, she hadn’t shared her relationship troubles with anyone else, not even with Laura, her closest friend. And a big part of her wanted to finally open up to her friends, despite being a very private person. Over the past year she felt she had no choice but to let the outside world invade her personal life, and the most she could do was to try and control the narrative. Meanwhile it felt like she was living a lie, that image of the perfect couple haunting her for several months. She loved Adrian with all her heart, but lately there was no real joy behind those happy photos, she felt.

“I’m not even sure when everything started to fall apart... I mean, I know what the problems are now, but how we ended up here is a mystery. Maybe we’re not right for...”

“No, Sandra, don’t say it,” Dana interrupted her. “You and Adrian are perfect together.” The others nodded and Sandra once again felt the same kind of pressure that tormented her over the year.

“No one’s perfect, Dana... let alone me. I fell for the same illusion. I also thought we were perfect together. Maybe it was the fog of the past or the romance of Christmas, I don’t know... something made me believe in that happily-ever-after. But then we returned to the reality of our lives... and our very different lifestyles.”

It was a lot easier to claim they had different lifestyles than to admit they were very different people, Sandra found.

“But you still love each other, don’t you? You can make it work if you do,” Dana insisted.

“We do, that’s what makes it so hard. But love doesn’t conquer all in real life.” Mimi and Sabrina nodded, while Laura and Dana exchanged almost desperate looks.

“Maybe time apart will do you good,” Dana hoped. She didn’t really know what to say, but she wanted to believe that once you find the right person, everything else falls into place.

“Maybe... But I don’t see how it can change certain things. He wanted us to live together, and when I could no longer stand having him in my home, I booked him into a hotel and kicked him out... literally minutes before Mimi suggested this trip.”

“You didn’t...” Sabrina gasped.

“You’re my hero,” Mimi grinned with admiration.

“No... Why?” Dana was unexpectedly distraught.

Laura was the only quiet one. For months she suspected her friend was struggling and Sandra finally filled in the gaps on the way to the inn. All she could do was offer her support.

“For one thing, he never even asked if I wanted to live with him. He just showed up with his bags at my door. I kept waiting for him to go back home and as I finally asked when that would be, all hell broke loose. How I’m distant, I don’t think he’s good enough for me, I don’t make room for him in my life, I’m ashamed of him and a million other things. It was like I was having a fight with high school Adrian, all his insecurity, anger and frustration projected on the woman he couldn’t have. Only I was right there with him, which somehow made everything worse.”

“That’s insane, not asking you what you wanted.” Sabrina was outraged. “Was living together even discussed at any point?”

“In general terms. Since he could write anywhere, he suggested he’d be the one to move. But I thought he meant no longer do the long distance thing and live in the same city. I’m a city girl to the core, I made that clear; and he dreams of a house in the country, with a huge garden where we can grow our food. Can you even picture me in such a place?” Mimi wriggled her nose with disgust while the others burst into laughter. “Exactly. So that was it, we didn’t even discuss the possibility of getting a place together, much less him invading mine.”

“But it wasn’t all bad, was it?” Dana wouldn’t give up.

“Of course not. At first, it was great. We took turns visiting each other to spend weekends together. He has this tiny apartment and I didn’t want to intrude, so I always stayed in a hotel when going to see him. I suppose he felt he had to do the same when visiting me, and that was fine. Then he’d extend his visits and spend a day or two at my place as well. I didn’t think much of it and I said nothing. After all, he’d been so supportive with all my PR nonsense. I don’t know how I would have coped with everything without him.”

“That one was all me...” Laura added apologetically.

They already knew that her relationship with her assistant was not well received. Up to that point, Laura had been the face of their company and Sandra could have her privacy. For the good of their business, that had to change and the focus would have to be on Sandra, they were informed. Apparently the timing was perfect, since Sandra was dating a charismatic writer with an amazing social media presence.

She reluctantly complied, but that didn’t change the fact that she hated every aspect of it. While Adrian was perfectly comfortable sharing bits and pieces of his life with strangers and loved making her a part of this experience, she felt she was leading a double life. The virtual one, she thought, was the kind of pretence which hurt both her and all those anonymous people coveting it. But she and Laura put in years of hard work and sacrifice to get to that point, so what other option did she have? Besides, she knew how guilty Laura was feeling, so she did her best not to complain.

It would eventually pass, she kept telling herself. Until then, she would make the best of it and accompany Adrian on part of his book tour. They had a wonderful time and were closer than ever during those weeks, she confessed to her friends. Even the social media side of it became tolerable, Adrian managing to turn it into a sort of fun game.

Then, one autumn evening he showed up at her door, casually announcing he was moving in, and Sandra didn’t know what to make of it.

“What do you say when the man you love tells you he wants to live with you? How do you explain to him that you love him to bits, yet you also need your space? How do you make him understand that you hate the mess and the noise and the childish nonsense he sees as normal in a home, but you don’t hate him?”

“Come on, Sandra, I’m sure you can afford a cleaning lady,” Dana rolled her eyes at what she thought to be a spoiled person’s problems.

“I have one. She used to come once a week, and then on a daily basis once he moved in. Do you think that prevents him from throwing his dirty clothes on the floor once she’s gone? Or from constantly forgetting to flush the toilet? Or from never rinsing a sink after he shaves? Or from leaving dirty dishes everywhere and from spilling wine on every white rug he can find? It’s like living with a child... one who throws a tantrum and turns up the music or the TV every time I try to get some work done. Just as the scandal was dying out and I was thinking I could finally go back to my normal life and the work I loved... Not all of us can handle that, Dana. And if we don’t want to, I don’t think we should put ourselves through it just to hold on to a man, the way we’ve been taught.”

Dana opened her mouth to contradict her, but Sandra raised her voice, preventing her from interrupting once again.

“You know what, Dana? The only time I actually felt calm and content after he moved in was when I finally kicked him out. And I believe I should be free to live the kind of life that suits me, not the one which would validate other people’s choices.”

Sandra was feeling angry and frustrated thinking back of the previous months and the man she still loved despite his flaws. Yet she was also experiencing a sense of relief as she was finally able to talk about it.

“So you broke up,” Sabrina concluded.

“Technically, we didn’t. But we haven’t said a word to each other since he moved out, so it’s only a matter of time,” Sandra sighed.

“Relationships are all about compromises,” Dana advised.

“Of course, but up to which point? Is there any point at which I can stop and be myself without feeling guilty about it? When am I allowed to place my needs before his?” Sandra wondered.

“She’s right, Dana. It’s not all black and white.” Sabrina jumped in angrily. “She’s wildly successful, she’s bright, beautiful and young, but she should give up anything just because a man decides to move in with her without even asking first? Give me a fucking break! Holding on to a man at any cost is still the only dream we’re allowed to have as women? Thanks, but no, thanks.”

Angry Sabrina rarely made an appearance. But when she did, she made herself heard. Back in the day, that was how Mimi and Sandra knew they had gone too far with their competitive, often mean and destructive behaviour. While Sandra also had George on her side as the voice of reason, Sabrina was the only one who could get both girls’ attention. At their previous Christmas reunion, however, Sabrina secretly promised herself to give up her role as the group’s mild-mannered mediator; and now it felt good to take sides. It also felt good to no longer keep her anger bottled up inside.

“Sabrina... what have you been up to recently?”

Just like the other women in the room, Mimi became aware that Sabrina’s anger was not only about Dana’s comments or Adrian’s behaviour. She liked to think that after their last Christmas together, the two of them were close again. But the truth was, she had no idea what was happening with her friend, having spent the better part of their drive to the inn, as well as all their previous conversations, complaining about her relationship with Sebastian. Now, at last, she was determined to make up for it.

“Oh... nothing much. Just raising George’s child and befriending his baby momma... you know, his ex-wife,” Sabrina filled them in.

Jaws dropped and perplexed looks were exchanged. Both Mimi and Sandra reduced to silence, at a loss for words, at the same time... That’s a first, Sabrina thought to herself, somewhat amused. Those two were usually the ones with shocking news, whereas her life was more on the boring predictable side.

In fact, when she left Edelweiss Inn with George a year ago, she couldn’t wait for their boring predictable love story to unfold. She was done with unfaithful impulsive men, like her former husband. She was also done helping her sister raise her daughter, forgetting to live her own life. It was finally going to be her time... her time for herself... her time for dreams come true... her time for passion... her time for all kinds of passion. And then...

“Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you tell me?” Mimi was the first to find her voice.

“Because... it wasn’t my news to share. George wanted to keep it a secret for a while, until he could figure out how to deal with the situation.”

“I can’t believe he’s been keeping this a secret. The bastard!” George was her close friend, so Sandra was particularly upset he didn’t share this life changing event with her. But he was Adrian’s best friend... did Adrian know and he didn’t tell her? Oh, well... what was one more secret anyway?

“You know him... he’s bad at handling the unexpected. He was going to share the news with the group over Christmas, he said. It all comes down to his feelings of guilt and shame, I think, even if he claims it’s because he doesn’t want his colleagues to know.”

“That’s insane! No one would care...” Mimi was outraged.

“Sabrina... I’m so sorry...” Sandra wished she’d been more involved in her friendships and less into her work and love drama.

“But what exactly did happen?” Dana prodded.

“What is it that you don’t understand? Do you want me to give you the birds and the bees story?” Sabrina snapped in a highly uncharacteristic way.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you’re not comfortable sharing,” Sandra assured her.

“No, it’s fine. Actually... you have no idea how good it feels to finally be able to talk about it.” Meanwhile, Dana was trying to make a discrete exit. “I’m sorry, Dana. It’s not about you, I’m frustrated with the situation. How the fuck did this happen, is exactly what I’m asking myself.”

“No, I’m sorry, Sabrina. I understand perfectly. Anyway I’m just going to bring some snacks, Felix is taking his time with dinner. Don’t have too much fun without me,” she added cheerfully while leaving the room, her eyes full of tears.

“Please tell me he didn’t cheat on you with his ex...”

Sandra couldn’t help feeling somewhat responsible. After all, part of her plan when organizing their first Christmas reunion was to also bring Sabrina and George together. They belonged together, she thought, they were so right for each other. But that was what she thought about her and Adrian too, and look how well that worked out...

“No, nothing like that. But sometime before our reunion and after their separation, it seems they were feeling particularly lonely, so... one plus one equals three in this case,” Sabrina rolled her eyes. “But I wish he told me that from the very beginning; he made it sound like they were completely over long before they were separated.”

“Would you have made a different decision?” Mimi was curious, thinking about her own decisions and the data she had when making them.

“Probably not,” Sabrina admitted after thinking for a moment. “But it still would have been nice to know everything.”

Laura, Mimi and Sandra nodded in silence, allowing her to share at her own pace.

“It’s not the fact that he has a child that’s the problem,” Sabrina confessed. “I could have been happy for him. It’s the way he’s handling the situation and the kind of expectations he has of me.”

“Wait... Weren’t you taking some classes? Between that and work, how did you manage to handle everything,” Laura wondered.

“I was... I still am, but I changed my initial schedule. I want to get my degree in psychology, and this time I’m not giving up, no matter what. At first, he was supportive. Then the whole baby thing sunk in. His ex was overwhelmed and it was assumed that I would help, like I helped my sister with my niece. I pointed out that my sister was a widow, but that tiny detail went ignored.”

Frustration was etched on Sabrina’s face as Sandra reached out and took her hand. Sabrina squeezed tight and blinked the tears away.

“What was that nonsense about befriending his ex?” Mimi couldn’t understand.

“Like I said, she was overwhelmed and George wasn’t of much help. I couldn’t just ignore her. But I was very clear when I told both of them that things would change after she gave birth, and they needed to figure it out between the two of them. That too was ignored,” Sabrina sighed. “Instead they were still relying on me to organize everything. A couple of months later, I let George know that I was stepping back, because I wanted to focus on my degree, not on their family.”

“Good for you,” Laura voiced everyone’s opinion.

“You’d think... He was thunderstruck by my ‘sudden decision’, because the way he saw it, that was our family. In fact, since I can’t have children, that was actually a fortunate solution to my situation. Ten days into our relationship I find out his ex is pregnant and somehow I’m supposed to see that as the answer to all my problems. It’s simply assumed that I want to be involved in that child’s life as if it were my own, and I’m supposed to once again put my life on hold. I never said I wanted children with him, I don’t even know that for myself. Yet I’m a woman, we’re dating for ten days, so clearly I must want that. And all my help and support during her pregnancy... apparently that was only normal.” Sabrina’s voice was dripping with resentment.

“Since no one else is addressing the elephant in the room...” Mimi’s eyes were moving from one person to the next. “I’ll be the bitch, as always, and ask. Are we even sure it’s George’s child?”

Sabrina was grateful to Mimi for bringing up the matter. Whenever she broached the subject with George, she felt petty and small, and she was afraid her friends would see her the same way.

“That’s the other thing. He refuses to ask her for a DNA test, even if she was seeing other men at the time. Apparently she told him he was the father and that’s enough for George.”

“Wow... that’s... I’m so sorry, I can’t find the right words... and I feel like I put you in this crazy situation,” Sandra had to apologize.

“What? No, don’t say that.” Sabrina was astonished. “I realize how this must sound, but it’s only one side of the story. I love him and I know he loves me. We’re great together in so many ways. I haven’t given up hope that once he has enough time to learn how to handle potentially being a father, we’ll find our way to each other and to a good relationship. But until then, we need some time apart. In fact, he doesn’t know it, but a professor of mine made me an amazing offer and I accepted. I’ll be part of a teaching and counselling programme abroad next year and she’s helping me do all my coursework online.”

“That’s a wonderful opportunity,” everyone jumped to congratulate her.

“The man you love wants to raise a child with you and you don’t think you’re lucky? Instead you’d rather leave the country?” Dana returned unnoticed and now she was standing there, holding a tray of nibbles, a strange look on her face.

“I think this is a highly subjective and personal choice, Dana, which shouldn’t be made based on other people’s opinions and expectations of you.”

“You’re right, of course. I’m sorry...” Sabrina’s calm, but distant tone made Dana reassess her judgemental attitude.

Felix followed closely with fresh drinks, hungry for fresh gossip.

“Is it true? George is a father?”

“So they tell me,” Sabrina indulged his curiosity.

“That poor bastard. That’s it for the good life, you barely had any time to enjoy each other. I feel for you, Sabrina.” His compassionate smile was met by Dana’s nondescript grimace.

“Is that smoke I smell coming from the kitchen?”

“Funny girl...” He placed the drinks on the large coffee table, then pulled Dana to his chest for a quick kiss. “Enjoy your drinks and appetizers, ladies. Dinner will be served soon.”
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“AT LEAST IT’S NOT CHER’S If I Could Turn Back Time...” George could no longer keep quiet as Steven Tyler’s voice started flowing out of Sebastian’s expensive audio system. I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing was more than he could take.

“What do you mean?” Adrian turned to his tired friend who’d been pretending to sleep since they picked him up.

“What he means is that if we have to listen to one more Metallica or Aerosmith ballad, I might drive into incoming traffic,” Sebastian retorted, loosening his already loose tie.

Adrian stared at the dark empty road ahead and decided he liked his odds.

“I thought you liked Metallica and Aerosmith,” he objected, turning up the volume.

“Not on a loop for hours and not on a night like this, I don’t. That’s it, you’re cut off,” he announced, disconnecting Adrian’s phone. “I need something that doesn’t make me want to leave you by the side of the road, buddy,” and he opted for a nondescript club mix.

“That goes really well with your new look,” Adrian mockingly pointed at Sebastian’s expensive suit.

“Grow up... I had a meeting and I didn’t have time to change, no big deal. Since I was driving to town to pick you up, I thought I’d handle that too.”

“Sorry, Mr Big Shot...”

Sebastian was tired of getting that from Mimi.

“What’s your fucking problem?”

But Adrian didn’t have an answer. For some reason, Sebastian’s obvious success and new style irked him. The grownup serious business look, the luxury SUV instead of the fast sports car... some changes were so sudden and unexpected, while the changes he wanted took forever to happen.

“I don’t know... it’s not about you, this whole mess with Sandra is fucking with my head.”

“I know the feeling,” Sebastian empathized and George nodded quietly.

There was some sort of solace in knowing that both his friends had relationship problems and appeared to be on the verge of a breakup, just like him. Yet, the thought of Sebastian about to become single again was also unsettling.

“Adrian and I were bound to fuck everything up sooner or later, especially with women like Mimi and Sandra. But how come you’re in this sinking boat with us?” Sebastian briefly glanced at George, who was sulking on the backseat.

They were on the road for several hours, but other than a couple of perfunctory, almost monosyllabic exchanges, this was the first time they were talking. Sebastian picked up Adrian and then George and they were now driving to the same mountain town where they were supposed to spend a couples’ Christmas. But now their girlfriends were going to spend the holidays at Edelweiss Inn alone, wanting nothing to do with them, as though they didn’t even matter.

Sebastian wasn’t sure whether it was revenge or forgiveness he was seeking, but he was boiling with anger when he was thinking of it. Adrian had no plan either; but he felt that he needed to be with Sandra for Christmas, otherwise he would lose her. And Sebastian was right – it wasn’t all about the women and their needs. They had no right to change all their vacation plans without even asking them.

Meanwhile, even if he couldn’t understand Sabrina’s behaviour, George knew it was time for a big gesture. He saw Sebastian’s invitation as the perfect context to make it happen. A romantic place like Edelweiss Inn on Christmas, their old friends together, that was exactly what they needed. Besides, there was something he promised to share
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