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Prologue

[image: ]


“To whom should I make it?”

Formal, yet attractive smile on his face, Adrian took the book and opened it without even looking at the woman standing in front of him. A familiar scent permeated through the rough shell of his memories, but he refused to look up and associate it with anyone else.

“That’s ok, just sign it. It’s already dedicated to me,” a sweet playful voice retorted and the pen in his hand suddenly felt leaden.

To the woman who taught me the meaning of love... we’ll always have Christmas, the printed dedication read. With all my love, Adrian, he scribbled almost illegibly underneath before daring to look up, afraid. Afraid she was nothing but a figment of his imagination. Afraid of what those eyes might tell him. Afraid of the past, but even more so, of the present. Joy, however, was stronger than fear and Adrian propped himself up, heart pounding wildly, hands steadily planted on the table between them. The table... he wanted to push it aside, to make it disappear, together with the endless line of adoring and impatient readers waiting for the author to sign his latest book.

“I didn’t know you were in town... what are you doing here?”

The September sun was casting a soft shadow on her face, and she looked more beautiful and unattainable than ever.

“I didn’t know you were in town either... I flew in for a meeting and I was on my way back to the hotel when I saw the sign in the window... I had to come and see you...”

There was something otherworldly in Sandra’s words... but at least she could string them together slightly more eloquently than him and her voice wasn’t shaky, Adrian noticed.

“I’m so happy you did...” All the things he wanted to tell her and this was all he could utter? “But you don’t have to leave right away, do you? Can you wait until I’m done here and then...”

“I don’t know, I have to catch a flight, but maybe...” Sandra tried to wiggle out of the uncomfortable conversation about to unfold in front of several pushy strangers tired of waiting their turn for a moment of his attention.

“Ahem...” The woman standing in line behind Sandra cleared her throat loudly, elbowing her in a less than subtle way. Of course someone looking like that was going to get the handsome author’s attention... Well, Sandra wasn’t going to get their time as well, the stranger behind her decided.

“It was good seeing you again.”

With a smile, Sandra leaned over the table and her cheek swiftly brushed against Adrian’s in a quick impersonal hug before the stranger could rudely push her copy of the book between the two of them.

The pushy woman felt her knees buckle when Adrian gave her his irresistible lopsided smile and apologized for the delay. But the glow in his eyes had nothing to do with the anonymous face he barely noticed.

All it took was for him to look away for a moment and the one he really wanted to see vanished in the crowd.

Later, while he was still trapped behind the table, the exhausted bookstore manager would hand him Sandra’s brief note.

I couldn’t wait any longer. But thank you for the book. The new ending is so much better... now it works.

What did she mean by that? Adrian had no clue, but all he could understand was that Sandra was no longer waiting for him.
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The window on the driver’s side went down and a pair of brown eyes took in the scene across the street before the SUV came to a complete stop. Mimi wrapped her scarf tighter as the cold December wind whipped her face in front of the old abandoned house. The windows were boarded up, the roof looked like it was leaking in countless places and the dried stalks of overgrown weeds were so tall that you could barely see the graffiti covered walls.

Of course I’d be cold here...

With the push of a button, the window went back up, a barrier against the cold and the past alike.

A loving father pushing a little brown eyed girl in the swing he built for her in front of the house... the same father teaching her to play football between her mother’s beautiful rose bushes... a mother not yet bitter, showing her how to fix her hair in order to emphasize her pretty little face. Sure, all those warm, beautiful, yet distant memories were real... or at least they felt like real moments at some point, before she knew better... But they were almost nothing compared to all the other ones, to the cold and darkness and anger that followed.

If only they stayed together, the brown eyed little girl couldn’t help thinking. But the mature brown eyed redhead behind the wheel knew better. Her father tried, but he couldn’t be happy with her mother. No one stood a chance at happiness next to her, Mimi often thought when she was older and she was starting to have trouble meeting her mother’s insane expectations.

Despite all her flaws, her mother’s experience did teach her an important lesson. Men leave. And if they don’t, they disappoint you. In the end, they will always choose the easy way out and put their needs above yours, just like her father chose his peace of mind over protecting his daughter and fighting with his former wife.

For a while, they still had the house. Life could go on like nothing was wrong and she could pretend to be like her friends. After all, didn’t they all live in the same neighbourhood? Some of them may have lived in big impressive houses while the ones in modest homes had to struggle to keep up, but at the end of the day, somehow they all had a place in that beautiful, slightly elitist part of town.

Sebastian, Sandra, Laura, Dana, Mimi, and even Sabrina, George, Felix and Adrian lived minutes away from one another. Together at the kindergarten and on the playground, they shared toys and happy childhood milestones without suspecting there was any difference between them. Even in those first school years they could still fool themselves and imagine they were all alike, although by then everyone could tell the difference between Sebastian’s family palace of a house and everyone else’s homes.

Life’s cruel reality soon began to transpire, especially for her, as time inevitably made her parents’ divorce real. When school started, her father already had a new home, a new wife and a new daughter Mimi instinctively adored despite her mother forbidding it.

“These visits are for you to break them up, to remind him of what he’s missing, not for you to play babysitter to that whore’s bastard,” her mother’s words rang into her ears, an echo from the past mixed with the wind rattling broken windows.

The once stunning respectable woman became unhinged as weeks, months and eventually years trickled by while Mimi failed to make her father leave his new family and come back to them; and she wasn’t shy about pointing it out to the little girl. But for Mimi, the landmarks were different.

First it was the clothes. The days when her mother happily dressed her up like a little doll were a thing of the past. All the cute dresses and colourful shoes were starting not to fit her anymore and when some new ones had to be purchased, her mother angrily berated her in the store about growing up too fast and her father not caring about them, spending all his money on “the whore”. The lady at the cash register asked her to lower her voice, and for the first time Mimi felt what it meant to be ashamed with your family.

“See what you make me do?” Her mother collected the shopping bags and pulled Mimi’s hand so hard, it brought tears to her frightened brown eyes.

Then it was the food. Whenever Mimi spent time at her father’s place, his new wife would watch her in speechless amazement as she scarfed down all the food on her plate and all the sweets in the pantry. Back home, her mother barely cooked anymore and she often forgot to go grocery shopping, as she seemed perfectly able to live on wine, coffee and cigarettes. But at least none of her friends knew about it, was the little girl’s rationalization when her father dropped her off back home, the small care package his wife prepared for her surreptitiously hidden in her backpack.

Then birthday invitations started to get lost in the mail. Whispers grew into rumours and then loud laughter and painful gossip as Mimi was being excluded from more and more of her friends’ activities... especially Sebastian, Sandra and Laura’s. Since their parents no longer found the divorcee’s behaviour appropriate, they were careful to avoid any direct contact with her as though misery was somehow contagious.

There was no hiding it anymore... although, ironically, hiding was becoming easier than ever, if only Mimi chose to go down that path... she could just evaporate, disappear from their lives if she stopped pushing and elbowing her way back into her friends’ circle, the girl understood one particularly cold winter night in the dark empty house.

Yet again, her mother forgot to pay the bills, so there was no heating or electricity when Mimi returned from school. No food either.

When I grow up...

A silent vow took shape in the girl’s heart that night. No darkness. No cold. And food? Only the best for her. Clothes too. Everything. She would show them. When I grow up...

The following morning – it was a Saturday – Mimi left the cold house and went to Dana’s. Her mother was at a spa for the weekend and they should have a slumber party, she suggested, a large smile on her face and the voice of a child without a care in the world.

She wasn’t lying. Her mother was indeed spending the weekend at some resort to calm her nerves after a stressful week. Certain things are life’s basic needs, like air or water, she explained to Mimi. And a woman had certain duties to herself and in society, her mother taught her, stubbornly refusing to let go of relics from a life she could no longer afford, despite the monthly child support payments coming from her ex-husband. Besides, these things were vital if she wanted to get him back. Well, aside from Mimi breaking up his new marriage, of course. But she was certainly doing her part, her mother reasoned; and if it wasn’t working, it must have been her daughter’s fault.

Making friends wasn’t easy for Dana, so her parents didn’t feel they could be picky. For better or worse, Mimi offered their daughter a social circle, kept her occupied, happy and out of their way, and that was all they needed to know. If the girl wanted to spend weeks and weeks at their place, they had nothing against it, just like they had nothing against paying for her school trips and events, just so their mousy daughter wouldn’t be lonely.

Mimi was still welcomed in Sabrina’s home as well, but mostly because her parents didn’t get too involved in their daughters’ lives. Liberal thinkers, they believed in allowing children to make their own choices, thus learning to cope with the consequences, good and bad alike. Living off teachers’ salaries and having inherited their modest house, they weren’t among the wealthier inhabitants of the area and they had no interest in snooty social games.

That was the extent of Mimi’s support system when reality took another swing at them and they had no choice but to leave the house that had been the only home the girl had known. Whatever hope there may have been for her mother to recover, this blow would irrevocably extinguish it.

Safely confined in her warm luxurious SUV, Mimi could still see a brown eyed girl close the cast iron gate behind her one last time before joining her mother on the backseat of Sabrina’s father’s car. The two girls worked incessantly to help Sabrina’s parents pack and move everything to a small apartment across town, while her mother was unable to do anything else but smoke as she watched life as she knew it reach an undeniable end. A tall, slender, silent shadow unable to cope with the truth, Mimi thought as her mother squeezed her hand when the car started to move.

Such a selfish shadow, the unwanted thought assaulted the girl’s mind when she breathed in the scent of Chanel No. 5 and cigarette smoke while her mother rested her head on her bony shoulder.

Somehow, someday...

A second silent vow resounded in the little head, her eyes full of tears as Sabrina’s father drove away. Somehow, someday, she’d be back. She’d live there again and she’d look down on everyone.

That she did. Mimi leaned back in the heated leather seat, eyes closed. From the terrace of her extravagant penthouse in a modern building a few streets away, she could now afford to look down on the beautiful neighbourhood, surrounded by warmth and light.

Who could have guessed on such a day that the worst was still to come? Not only did she no longer live next to her friends, having to take a bus across town to and from school, but she was beginning to no longer feel or look like them either.

Later on, not being able to go to the same high school they did was an unexpectedly painful humiliation. Then there were no words to describe the envy she felt at the sight of Dana’s beautiful expensive clothes and accessories, although her friend had no sense of style. Meanwhile, if she still wanted to fit in with all of them, to attend Sebastian’s parties, date him and his cute friends, go out clubbing with all her former kindergarten friends, Mimi had to swallow her pride and accept Sandra’s hand-me-downs and keep raiding Dana’s wardrobe.

It wasn’t until their first Christmas reunion that Mimi finally understood that back in the day her friends cared about her outfits far less than she thought they did. It was really all about her feelings of inadequacy and need to fit in, when in fact a good part of what really united them at the time was the pain of growing up in families ruled by some degree of dysfunctionality. Sandra, Laura, Sebastian and his rich friends may have been snobby and judgemental; but so was Mimi, she looked down on Felix and Adrian with the rest of them. Then, for different reasons, George judged and looked down on everyone else. They were no more to be blamed for what their parents tried to instil in them than she was.

Mimi may not have had the money, but she certainly had the attitude; and that was what kept her afloat. She was a stubborn resourceful child who refused to be sad for too long. Petty rivalries with Sandra, silly love and revenge games with Sebastian kept her going, and she had her loyal little minions, just like those two had theirs.

Fake it ‘till you make it... If she didn’t know what that meant, nobody did, a satisfied melancholic smile lit up her face as she opened her eyes to cast another look on the decrepit property across the street. For years she couldn’t be on that street without having to swallow her tears; but once she managed to successfully claw her way back in the old neighbourhood, she occasionally stopped by whenever she felt down or uncertain.

The place had been abandoned for years, left to fall apart by some unknown owner, like so many other properties in the area. Luxurious houses or modern buildings like the one she lived in would eventually replace them. That was what had become of some of her friends’ childhood homes, and it pained her to know the house in front of her, with the long gone swing in the front yard and cast iron gate, would meet the same fate.

“They’re not coming. Dana isn’t happy and she wants you.”

The phone buzzing with Sandra’s text made Mimi jump out of her skin, abruptly bringing her out of her reverie while dropping the intrusive device.

Shit...

“10 minutes, I still have to pick up the dress,” Mimi replied, glancing at the time on the display.

Shit, shit, shit... They’re about to close.

The dark SUV made a swift U-turn on the quiet empty street and Mimi sped away without looking back at the deserted house, just like she hadn’t decades ago. Now the confident, beautiful, wealthy redhead knew she could weather the storm.

A quick look at the label on the garment bag with which the shy young woman rushed out of the store and she could be on her way home. She barely had time to close the door after carefully placing the dress on the backseat before Mimi drove away. Her eyes followed the redhead’s car all the way to the luxurious building at the end of the street until it disappeared in the underground garage. Her boss was friends with Mimi and one of her salons was just next-door, but the young woman doubted she would ever stop feeling intimidated by that powerful presence.

“I can’t get over this view... your place is amazing,” Sandra nodded appreciatively when Mimi found her on the terrace, wrapped in her coat, the wind messing up her hair as she was sipping her coffee.

Sandra’s vote of approval... once upon a time, it would have meant everything to a brown eyed girl. Now they had to focus on Dana’s wedding and the bride-to-be was their number one priority. All personal feelings had to be set aside. But Mimi was certainly thankful that Sebastian was already at the inn and Sandra had the decency not to mention him. In return, Mimi didn’t bring up Paul. However, that was more about her than Sandra.

“I won’t argue with that,” her lips arched in a delighted smile. “Oh, I have the dress; we can cross that off the list.”

“That’s good. Let’s hope we still have a wedding too.”

“Come on... it was a long shot, everybody knew it. She knew it. Dana won’t call off the wedding just because she couldn’t convince her grandparents to attend. Who needs those judgemental old farts anyway?”

Just like her, Mimi wasn’t the type to forgive and forget, Sandra remembered. Dana’s grandparents never approved of her when she was a child. In fact, they didn’t even approve of their own granddaughter, no matter how hard she tried to please them. When Dana decided to move to Edelweiss Inn and run it, finally breaking free from them, the old couple’s reaction was cold and offensive, and Dana hadn’t spoken to them since. Well, not until she invited them to the wedding, that is... yet another opportunity for them to put her down for being an embarrassment to the family.

“It’s not just that. Have you checked the weather,” Sandra sighed. “Up there, at Edelweiss Inn,” she answered Mimi’s questioning look.

“What, is it finally snowing? The white wedding we’ve been hoping for...”

“Not exactly. It’s raining. It’s been raining heavily, and apparently there were some landslides earlier in the day. I’m not sure what happened, I think both the road and the railway were washed away or something. The point is, we can’t get there and they can’t leave. I looked it up after Laura called to tell me,” she lied to avoid mentioning Sebastian’s name. “Felix didn’t have the heart to tell Dana, but she needed to know.”

“That fucking place... there’s always something,” Mimi exploded. “Remind me again, why the hell did we buy it?” A long angry rant would’ve been nice, but that clearly had to wait. As though this wedding wasn’t hard enough already... “Ok... deep breath... this isn’t about us...”

“Trust me, I know what you mean,” Sandra rolled her eyes in support.

“How bad is it?”

“She’s in the guest bedroom. Sabrina’s with her, she’s much better at these things than I am.”

“Apparently it pays off to have a psychologist among us,” Mimi’s attempt to make light of the situation put a smile on their faces as they hurried to the spare bedroom to face the crying bride.

As it turned out, they weren’t wrong. Dana was sad and angry, but Sabrina did manage to calm her down and make her stop crying. Now however, she was looking at Mimi and Sandra with hopeful eyes, expecting them to perform some kind of miracle.

“I don’t think there’s much we can do, other than wait and see what happens, with the rain and everything. The wedding is still a few days away, I’m sure they’ll sort it out. Anyway, just in case, I think our best bet is to try and get Felix out of there, so we can have you married here. Or anywhere else you want, but there,” Mimi quickly added at the sight of Dana’s tearful eyes. “I mean, it’s a mountain... people hike, there must be some paths through the woods... and he’s outdoorsy, in good shape, he can handle it, right? People do that sort of thing all the time, right?” She was grasping at straws in order to console Dana and her eyes circled the room begging for support.

“And the baby? Is he supposed to throw our baby girl in his backpack and hike down the mountain like that?” The shrill voice was threatening to become hysterical.

“Right... I forgot...”

“I’m not getting married without my daughter present. It has to be there. That’s my home and they’re my family. It may not mean much to you, since it’s not some luxury penthouse and he doesn’t have millions in the bank, but that’s my life. And I love it, no matter what anyone else thinks. So it’s either there, or not at all.”

Bridezilla much?

That frown only meant one thing, and Sabrina couldn’t let Mimi lose her temper.

“Of course it’ll be there, all of us know and understand that. Right?” She gave Mimi a stern look. “Just like we know your anger is about your grandparents, not about any of us.”

“Of course it’s about them. They always make everything only about them, none of us matter, none of us mean anything,” Dana’s shoulders sagged, a defeated look in her teary eyes. “You should have heard what they were saying about Felix. Actually, no, no one should hear people talk like that about other human beings. The first time I leave Felix and my baby girl alone, and for what? This is all their fault. If I hadn’t come here to talk to them face to face, I’d be at the inn right now, getting ready for my wedding, instead...”

Venting was what she needed and the three friends let Dana talk until tears and words felt superfluous. Although sad, she was once again calm and rational.

“There might be another way,” Sabrina announced in a foreboding tone, and neither Mimi nor Sandra appreciated her glance.

“There is?” Once again, Dana happily clung to the glimmer of hope Sabrina was offering.

“We can’t drive there and we can’t take the train. But perhaps we could fly... and the two of you know someone with a helicopter, don’t you? I think we should look into that.”

“No, no, no,” both Mimi and Sandra interjected at once. “We can’t bring Paul into it, it’s none of his business. No... I mean, I couldn’t... could you? No, no, no...”

“Oh, that’s right! And he’s your plus one... So if he was going to come anyway... you could ask him, couldn’t you? Or maybe let Sandra ask him...” In her mind, Dana was quickly gluing back together the shards of her broken wedding dreams, and none of them could be so selfish as to refuse her.

“Fine... you call him,” Mimi conceded.

“What? No, why me? You call him.”

“No way! He’s your ex fiancé, he’s always had a soft spot for you.”

“And he’s your boyfriend, so you call him!” Sandra snapped.

“I can’t. We’re in a fight right now. That leaves you.”

“Ok, enough!” Sabrina stepped between them. “Mimi, you need to call him. It needs to be you,” she insisted knowingly.

“Really? How so?” She shot her friend a betrayed look. After all, Sabrina should have known better.

“That’s what makes sense.”

Because... think of Adrian... think of Sebastian... It’s bad enough Paul has to be there, but for Sandra to call him... Sabrina wanted to say and she hoped Mimi could understand.

“Whatever... fine, I’ll call him,” and with an angry defensive move, the redhead grabbed her phone and retreated to her bedroom.

*
[image: ]


MUCH TO DANA’S RELIEF, Mimi’s bruised ego was all it took for Paul to agree to fly them to Edelweiss Inn. The weather would be fine by morning, his pilot assured him, and all the four friends had to do was pack their bags and be ready when the car arrived to take them to the heliport. Their prince would be there with his white helicopter to rescue them, he added, and Sandra, Mimi and Sabrina made a wry face when the message was read aloud. All Dana cared about was getting back to the inn, and as far as she was concerned, Paul was indeed coming to her rescue. There was nothing wrong with asking for help when you needed it, just like there was nothing condescending about offering it to someone else.

“We’ll drive ourselves to the heliport. Thank you.” Mimi replied, and the other two nodded approvingly, while Dana rolled her eyes.

Now that that particular crisis was solved, there was something else threatening to keep her awake that night, and her friends held their breath for a moment, wondering what other compromises they might have to make in order for the wedding to go smoothly.

“All right... let’s hear it. I ordered dinner, but this should keep things interesting until it arrives. What secret can you possibly have that could derail your plans of marital bliss with Felix?”

Once they were comfortably seated in the spacious living room, admiring the elegantly decorated Christmas tree in the corner, Mimi returned with a cheese platter, a nice bottle of wine and four glasses; and as she placed the two trays on the table, it remained unclear whether by interesting she meant wine or Dana’s dilemma.

“Well...” Dana downed half a glass of wine in one breath for courage. “As you know, my parents made some provisions for me when they moved abroad.”

Moved abroad, fled the country to avoid taxes and jail... same deal really, Mimi couldn’t help thinking.

Having a good inkling of what was coming, Dana’s parents managed to surreptitiously transfer the bulk of their fortune somewhere safe and then literally flee the country over night. Rumour had it that they were taking the blame for something her grandparents had set up. But whatever the truth was, they certainly didn’t mind the chance at a new start in some exotic country where they were supposedly leading a quiet, comfortable life. Even with their status dwindling, the judgemental old farts, as Mimi liked to not so fondly refer to the grandparents, had enough connections to make everything go away once they fled. But Dana’s parents didn’t want to risk it, so they were determined to never step foot in the country again. So Dana’s only hope to have any family at the wedding was to convince her grandparents to get over their narrow-mindedness, which was clearly not happening.

Dana was in her late twenties when her parents disappeared without a word, and a feeling of abandonment still haunted her occasionally. As always, they hadn’t deemed her worthy of knowing the truth, and it was only after their departure that she found out about their troubles. That was also when she learned that the big house they all lived in was actually in her name, as well as some investments they had made years back, so she would be provided for, if necessary.

It was always going to come down to this, Dana kept thinking as she was getting her life back in order after their departure. It was sheer luck that they didn’t have to leave her much earlier, when she was a child, Dana was convinced. And even when she could eventually travel to see them again and they did their best to assure her that they would have taken her along if it had happened when she was a child, Dana still felt a strange emptiness, like her parents weren’t really her parents.

In the aftermath of their sudden departure, Dana’s first decision was to sell the big house and move out of the neighbourhood where everyone seemed to whisper behind her back. For better or worse, her parents provided her with financial security, more than enough to support her modest lifestyle in the new one bedroom apartment. While it was in a beautiful new building, spacious enough and modernly furnished, it was in no way reminiscent of the house in which she used to live with her parents.

Of course she could have gotten a job to increase her income, but her grandparents discouraged her efforts whenever they expanded beyond part-time work. She didn’t have what it took to handle the working life, they kept telling her, at the same time enraged that she systematically turned down all the suitable matches they found for her. Dana finally mustered the courage to put an end to their toxic influence when she moved to Edelweiss Inn, and they couldn’t forgive such an offense. She fired their people and with Sebastian’s help, she found someone else to handle her affairs. But Felix didn’t know the details of her financial situation.

“I may have glossed over the numbers, and he was never really curious about my income. Then, last winter, when the whole inn business went down and all of us bought it... well, he thinks I borrowed the money for our shares from my grandparents.”

“And did you?” Curiosity overcame Sabrina.

“Of course not. I just used some of the money I had from selling the house. And, as you already know, only my name is on the papers, not his, since it was my money.”

“Which makes perfect sense,” Sandra shrugged and the others nodded in approval, unable to see the problem.

“And today, when I saw my lawyer,” Dana continued, “he told me to ask Felix to sign a prenuptial agreement... like I’m some sort of heiress or something,” Dana laughed uncomfortably. ”I mean... how do I even tell him?”

“It’s only business, it doesn’t really mean anything. And Felix is a fair man, he loves you and he knows how much you love him. I’m sure he won’t mind signing it,” Sabrina tried to reassure her, even if she didn’t exactly see signing a prenup as the epitome of romance. But despite her romantic nature, having been through a divorce taught her that love stories don’t always mean happily ever after.

“But not only will this make it painfully clear that technically I’m his boss – one of his bosses anyway – but also that I lied and kept important information from him. And last year, when he was so worried about the inn being sold, and then so relieved when all of you decided to buy it, I said nothing. I just convinced him everything would be ok, one way or another.” The more she talked about it, the more concerned Dana became, considering the potential outcome of such a conversation with Felix.

“At the end of the day, this is good news. It means that the two of you have a safety net in case something goes wrong. Call me a materialistic bitch, but more money is a good thing,” Mimi underlined. “He has to see that. If you suddenly found out that he had more money than you thought, wouldn’t you be pleased?”

“Yes, but it’s different for him... men find this sort of thing threatening.”

“I don’t think Felix is like that...”

Sandra and Mimi exchanged embarrassed looks, hoping they could keep dancing around the past without offending Dana. While they were in awe of how Felix managed to turn his life around since he and Dana moved to the inn, they had no trouble remembering how comfortable he used to be taking advantage of all the money and perks that came with being Sebastian’s friend when they were children. So the silent understanding between those two could only mean that Dana’s lawyer was right, Felix needed to sign that agreement, Sabrina suspected.

“Look how well it worked out for Sandra and Adrian... He’s earning a lot more than Felix, and he still couldn’t cope with the fact that she had more money than him. Don’t tell me that had nothing to do with the two of you breaking up or taking a break from each other or whatever it was you decided to do last Christmas. We were all there, we saw how he reacted.”

True enough, Sandra admitted, money had a lot to do with it.

“But Adrian’s different, you know that...”

Yeah, unlike Felix, he wouldn’t have accepted money from Sebastian for anything in the world, Mimi couldn’t help remembering. She shook her head, chasing away the thought. No, Felix was different now. People do change, and it wasn’t fair to judge him based on what he was doing when he was fifteen. All of them were a mess back then.

“Ladies, this little gathering of ours is becoming far too serious and boring, don’t you think? We could use a distraction,” Mimi suggested as they were finishing their dinner in silence. “How about we go out for drinks? Maybe dancing? Make the best of Dana’s last night in town as a single woman?”

Almost empty wine glasses clinked and the four women cheered. Yes, all of them needed a distraction. Thoughts about what they had to face once they arrived at Edelweiss Inn were bound to keep them wide awake anyway. So they might as well stop overthinking and have some fun before dealing with the remains of their romantic lives.
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A startled concierge jumped to his feet when the elevator door closed behind Laura. Not many of the hotel guests were early risers and he could normally doze off at this kind of hour without a care in the world. So the elevator’s disrespectful ding sounded unnaturally loud in the silent lobby, rendering him fully awake. There was another one of them the day before... What the hell is wrong with these people, he wondered, checking the reservations to see for how long he could expect the early birds to inconvenience him at sunrise. If he had the money to stay in a five-star hotel like this one, he would definitely not leave that insanely comfortable bed before noon, he yawned.

Laura couldn’t remember if Adrian took his coffee black or not. But at this hour of the morning, any coffee is great coffee, she reasoned, staring at the takeaway double espressos she was holding, waiting for the elevator to reach Adrian’s floor. Of course, not everyone shared her opinion, the sleepy grumpy bartender made that clear. Judging by the way he looked at her, nothing was worth waking up so early if you didn’t absolutely need to. The concierge was of the same mind, he was deeply asleep in his chair when she walked back and forth past the reception desk. She made a point of walking as quietly as possible so as not to bother him; night shifts weren’t easy.

The lush carpet muffled her steps on the way to Adrian’s room and she was wondering how to go about knocking with a coffee in each hand, when the door opened abruptly while she was only a few metres away. Problem solved!

Problem not solved...

Instead of Adrian, a woman about their age was leaving his room, clutching her computer bag to her chest while shoving the room key in her pocket.

“Good morning,” she smiled politely and hurried to the elevator, and Laura managed to nod in response and keep walking, as though she was still going somewhere with those coffees.

After she heard the door close behind the pretty stranger – she was indeed really pretty, Laura couldn’t help noticing – she returned to the elevators and took another one back to her room, two floors up. In a different world, they could be friends, she pondered, thinking of how the woman with the warm smile seemed quite comfortable in her own skin at that hour of the morning, in her oversized parka with no makeup on.

Unable to sleep, Laura went exploring and found the perfect place to watch the sunrise, right by the outdoor pool. It was empty this time of year, but there were still some tables and chairs lying about, so she decided to invite Adrian to watch the sunrise with her. They both loved it and that way they could catch up as well... perhaps she could even suss out where his mind was at regarding
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