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			CHAPTER ONE

			The snow bunting lithely swoops from the powder-covered branch, tweeting joyously in unison with the others. The bird puffs up its dark feathers, a speck silhouetted against the backdrop of the purest white. Its milky breast hardly noticeably against the backdrop of fluff. The snow continues to fall gently. The bird earnestly quivers and shakes off the impending flakes.
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			David stopped at the intersection, contemplating which way to turn. The rain fell thunderously, cascading torrents of silvery droplets onto his new, sleek Bentley. How he loved his perfect life. New York was bustling with activity. Christmas was here and the weather was freezing.

			

			He had to buy presents for Eve, his gorgeous wife, to whom he had been married for over 30 years. She was younger than him when they met but age had caught up with them both. David was now fifty-seven years old and Eve had just turned fifty-five. She really took great care of herself. They had a son, Nick, who was bright and curious from a young age. A smile swept over David’s face, his thoughts drifting to the years when his son was a young boy. Nick, always asking questions, his curious and intelligent eyes full of life. David’s heart grew proud thinking about his son’s accomplishments. He reminded himself to call Nick the moment he arrived home. 

			His thoughts drifted to his soirée he was having with his closest friends later that evening. Eve was aware of this, and she had also planned a weekend trip with her friends. She was a happy-go-lucky sort of person, with a wide variety of friends and parties to attend. Life seemed to take a brighter nuance whenever Eve was around. Tall and blonde, with beautiful blue eyes. A treasure to say the least. How he adored her! 

			There were days when she was extremely demanding and headstrong, which of course did not sit well with him. Expensive clothing, beautiful lingerie, and jewels were lavish items on the top of her list. He was always happy to oblige—she deserved the best. 

			He smiled as he made the corner, his office block was to his right. He only had one interview on his schedule, then the rest of the day was party planning. He had to remind Mrs Sinclair that they still required more wine and cigars for his friends. The party was going to be intense. He could feel his body tingling with sensation. He was excited to meet up with his friends, and this eagerness was evident in his demeanour. He exhibited confidence and contentment as he made the right turn towards his office block. 

			

			As David came closer to the office, his thoughts briefly shifted to the interview he had scheduled. He was not particularly keen on hiring a temporary secretary during the holidays, but Mrs Sinclair had insisted it would lighten the workload. David trusted her judgement; she had been his reliable right-hand for over two decades. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder about the applicant. “A promising résumé,” Mrs Sinclair had assured him, though David knew all too well that a résumé could only tell half the story.

			The rain continued to hammer against the windows of his sleek Bentley as he parked in the underground garage. He exited the car, brushing droplets off his coat, and stepped briskly towards the elevator, his mind whirring with lists for tonight’s soirée: Wine selections, cigar brands, appetisers—it would be an event to remember, filled with laughter and camaraderie. Eve had teased him earlier about his meticulous planning, but he knew she appreciated his efforts, even if she preferred spontaneity in her own affairs.

			As the elevator doors closed behind him, he glanced at his watch. The interview was in fifteen minutes. Enough time to collect his thoughts and prepare. With his usual composed demeanour, he swaggered into his office and was greeted by Mrs Sinclair’s cheerful smile. “Here we go,” he muttered under his breath, ready to tackle the day before the festivities began.
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			She had bought potatoes and a plump chicken to roast. “Frozen carrots and peas to add colour to the plate,” she thought aloud. She would ask Grandma to make potato salad and a cherry pie. The occasion was to celebrate her acceptance letter from the University of New York. She would be studying Law. She was as clever as can be. Her teacher always said she would amount to whatever she set her sights on. And she was ready. She would become a famous lawyer and set herself and Granny free. It was only the two of them and she was ready to make her grandma proud. 

			She flicked her thick auburn hair away from her face. Her exotic green eyes sparkled like emeralds as she envisaged her future success. She already saw the glitz and glamour to which she would amount. The world was hers; she only needed to claim it. Her heart was racing for the unexpected. She could feel something was going to happen to her soon. It was written in the stars. The universe was calling her, favouring her. She could feel something in the air, and it was not only Christmas spirit and joy. Lady luck was about to intervene. 
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			Eve smiled happily as she went about her Christmas shopping. It was so good to be alive. She and David were so much in love and happy. We should have had more children, she thought absent-mindedly. But that was now over and done with. At least they were happily married, unlike their friends going through divorce or separation. She and David had to work so much harder at their marriage. The earlier years were tougher, but as he progressed in his career and she had so much to do at home, things began to look better, and they both found balance in their lives. 
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			David greeted Mrs Sinclair, his secretary of many years. 

			“Good afternoon, Mr Burton,” she smiled cheerfully in response, “on time as always.” 

			David smiled back at her and waved as he hurriedly shook off his overcoat, exposing broad, masculine shoulders. “Let’s do this one interview and head home,” he said formally, whilst taking out the paperwork in front of him. 
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			Amber pulled at her skirt vigorously; it had hitched higher up her thighs as the day had progressed. She had on her little black skirt, a formal blouse, and a jacket. This would do for the three-month secretary post—before her studies started. She nodded to herself. She needed this income to support her granny and herself, not to mention the tuition fees at university. Let’s not run this too far, she reprimanded herself. One day at a time. First the acceptance, now the part-time holiday job. I have this, her alter ego reflected. 

			

			She entered the elevator with trepidation—yes, she was a bit nervous. Her armpits were moist, and she nervously bit her lip. Well, it’s too late to turn and run! she scolded internally. Best meet this beast head on and hope for the best. She scrounged in her small bag for her perfume and delicately sprayed a bit at her neckline, then she stylishly gave her hair a quick fluff and breathed deeply. What must be, will be. She pressed the button to the top floor and waited for the smooth ride of the elegant lift. She gazed ahead into oblivion as her imagination took charge of her thoughts.

			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Peter stood impatiently at the coffee kiosk; he really was in no mood for his day to drag on any longer. After two excruciating interviews, things were not exactly looking up. After completing his law degree, he was ready to hit the legal world in full swing. Landing the job was what was killing him right now. He refused to humiliate himself by asking his mother, who was somewhere in Italy, to finance him any further. Something ought to happen this week. He brushed his long, slim fingers through a luxuriant layer of thick blond curls, straightening it to the back. He seriously needed a haircut, which was on the agenda later today. 

			He paid for his coffee and sat at one of the corner tables, unintentionally scrutinising the customers. He took out his laptop and seriously attempted to concentrate on the online applications that interested him. His eyes caught sight of a girl across the road, drawing his attention as she entered the office doors. She had long legs and was clad in a skirt and blouse—dishevelled in her rush, he supposed. He sat examining her as she entered the building.

			

			The buzz of his cell phone interrupted his trail of thought, and he answered swiftly. “Yes,” he snapped, forgetting that he was expecting important calls. “Yes, yes,” he continued, suddenly sitting up straight, hope and excitement exuberating from his slim masculine frame. “Of course, yes,” he continued. He spoke for a few minutes longer, then ended the call. He yelled a buoyant “Yes!” with one fist pumping the air, his other hand in his hair, as usual. He had just landed himself a job and he was smiling a victorious smile. “Well, that did not take long at all,” he congratulated himself. “I start next week!” He savoured the strong coffee, enjoying his last moments of freedom before the actual real working world started. 

			As he sat there, he was already calculating how he would manage to get a deposit together for a car and help his father get the old house in a better state. Yes, he had a lot of planning to do, and he was eager to start. There was no chance of resting, he had a world to conquer—and that he would! He had promised himself ages ago that he would be a success. This promise, of course, had not started well, with him dropping out of school in his final year but he rectified all that after the school psychologist had talked some sense into his stubborn skull. Well, that worked out well, as he was in the top three of his law class, yet nothing had developed for weeks before now. Not a single call. He realised it had to be attributed to the holiday season. It had to have been the holiday madness, he nodded to himself, deep in thought. After all, he was sharp, clean cut and utterly ruthless—if it came to that. Now that he had landed the lawyer position, he would make associate within eighteen months, that much he could promise himself. He quickly walked to where his old beaten-up truck was parked haphazardly, spanning two parking spaces. “Idiot!” he murmured under his breath and then drove home to tell his father the excellent news.

			

			All things considered, life had gone smoothly for the early part of his school career. It was during his teenage years that he became a problem child. But that too, was only a phase and all a thing of the past now. He was a very industrious worker and somehow that had been noticed, since he was fortunate to secure a scholarship for himself. Ever since that good news, he had put all his energy into his studies and made everyone proud, especially his father. 

			Girls came and left his life as his studies progressed. It was for this reason that his father never asked him much about the girls he was dating, it was someone new every other month. His father was aware that Peter was as restless as his mother had been in her youth, and that it would also pass. Jack, his father, knew that only someone special would change Peter, and that most probably, it will not happen soon. 

			Peter accelerated, he wanted to share the news with his father and do some planning in his small room. Yes, he was eager, and he drove his truck until it shuddered and passersby were shaking their heads in disapproval. He smiled, his beautiful white teeth contrasting against his tanned skin. His broad shoulders flexed proudly as he manoeuvred his vehicle in and out of traffic, his youth allowing him to be fast and reckless. He swerved into their driveway with a screeching halt and lithely jumped out of his vehicle. “Pops!” he shouted, hitting the door like a storm. 

			

			“Yes, son?” called his dad from the television room. “I’m in here!” His father chuckled as he heard his son almost charging in through the big front door. This surely meant that he had good news. Jack smiled cheerfully as he gradually hoisted himself up from the chair to greet his son. The two impulsively hugged one another, smiling into each other’s faces. His father patted him joyfully on his back. “Well done, son,” he said smiling. Kissing Peter on both cheeks. How he loved his child, who every day looked more and more like his roving mother, whom he missed dearly. 

			Jack slowly opened the wine cabinet and selected a bottle, suggesting that Peter should pour it. “Let us celebrate my son’s achievements!” he declared. Once the glass was in hand, he saluted, still smiling, and drank the liquid in one swig.

			Father and son sat quietly in their favourite chairs, looking out at the falling snow, surrounded by the crackling warmth of the fireplace. After the initial glass, they slipped slowly, a mischievous gleam in both their eyes, silently smiling at each other. His father nodded at Peter, lifting the glass in salute again and savouring the velvety smoothness as it enriched his palate. The two of them sat there, comforted by silence and camaraderie, knowing that they had each other.

			

			CHAPTER THREE 

			The secretary looked pleased as she saw the young girl entering the glass doors. A bit too young, she thought but shrugged it off as it entered her mind. “Good afternoon, welcome,” she smiled, gesturing for Amber to have a seat. 

			Amber smoothed her skirt nervously and sat down. “Mr Burton will see you shortly,” smiled the older woman, looking at Amber. “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?” 

			“Yes, please,” Amber muttered “if it’s not too much trouble.” 

			Mrs Sinclair hurried out to the second office to put the kettle on. She did not believe in the coffee machine; she was too old-fashioned. Love should go with making a good cup of tea, she thought. Love and patience. Just like the real world needed love and patience. She meticulously rinsed all the cutlery, shined the cups, and put it all on the beautiful silver tray. Just as her employer loved it.
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			David stared at the girl sitting quietly across from him. Mrs Sinclair was bustling about with the tea trolley and various tasks as she scurried back and forth. David cleared his throat to get his secretary to gain composure and settle down. “Why do you want this position?” he asked Amber kindly. 

			She smiled a sweet smile whilst facing him. “Well, I hope to study next year and this holiday work exposure will be particularly good for me… And I need the money,” she added, frankly. 

			

			He really wanted to ask her about her personal life but let it rest. Mrs Sinclair’s responsibility was to inform the girl more about the duties and times. The secretary seemed quite happy with the young girl, especially as she would have a month’s rest with Amber taking her place. 

			After the girl had left, Mrs Sinclair agreed that Amber was the perfect candidate for the office. David sat listening to her jabbering and focused his attention on the light snow that had begun to fall across Central Park.
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			Eve made sure the housekeeper had perfect instructions regarding the soirée for David and his friends. She ordered all sort of Savory hors d’oeuvres—cocktail shrimps galore. Oh, how she loved to entertain. It was a pity that she could not stay tonight as she and the girls had already planned their weekend trip, as was done every year. It also gave David and her some time apart to replenish their love for one another. She loved how he missed her whenever she went on her girls’ trips. It kept the spark alive. 

			Eve looked at her stunning figure and was thankful that her consistency in attending aerobics classes for many years had paid off. She wanted to have facial surgery but David had not yet succumbed to this request. He always insisted she was beautiful as is, and that was that. She did acknowledge though, that she had kept her youthful appearance through hard work and diligent dieting. She would always watch what she ate and, on occasion, went to a health farm for detoxification and relaxation. “Being a model wife is hard work,” she pouted her red lips and grimaced to herself.
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			Granny May merrily waddled about the cozy apartment, dusting the windowsills and occasionally smacking the heavy curtains with her vacuum hose detachment. She was looking forward to the following day, as Amber and herself would have a small lunch on the balcony. 

			How she loved the snow falling and the city lights sparkling everywhere. She missed her dear old husband, but she knew that she would one day be at his side again. She walked towards the kitchen with a smiling heart. Life was good. She was stirred from her reverie as she heard Amber’s key in the keyhole. She hoped that her granddaughter had gone for the interview as she had said she would. 

			“Hello, Granny!” Amber called as she entered the quaint, warm apartment, scanning the front area for her grandma. 

			“Here, dear,” Granny called. “And how was it? Did you get the job dear? 

			Amber smiled. Typical Granny, straight to the point—no beating about the bush. “They will inform me tomorrow, Granny, as soon as they have seen all the applicants,” she quickly replied. Amber disliked any unnecessary stress that could cause her grandma to have heart fluctuations. “It seems good Granny, but we will wait for the news.” 

			

			“Yes, child, but I have a good feeling—you will be lucky, same as your mom always was. God bless her dear soul.” 

			Amber hugged Granny and carried the parcels into the kitchen. It would be so wonderful to celebrate her birthday tomorrow with some good news as well. She packed the items into the cupboards and made a strong cup of tea for herself and her grandma. 

			She adored sitting in the cozy lounge staring out into the snowy evening skies. She sighed and hugged her teacup closely. Granny had a warm woollen fleece covering her knees and was reminiscing about the good old days with Grandpa. Amber listened to Granny with a smile. The television was abuzz with Christmas songs and carols. 

			As the evening drew to a close, Amber assisted Granny to her bedroom and made sure she had taken her medication. “Good night, Granny,” she murmured softly as she gently closed the bedroom door. Then she cuddled up in front of the television and prepared herself cozily for a night of movies. For a couple of seconds, her mind reverted to the afternoon events and the interview she had at the law firm. She hoped they would call her early, as some good news would certainly uplift their spirits. She could not make much of Mr Burton, but he seemed kind and gentle, quite the opposite of a hardened lawyer. Mrs Sinclair, of course, was a beautiful character. Amber was glad to have met such a kind-hearted woman. The movie started and she shrugged off the day’s events. What will tomorrow bring, she wondered. 

			

			Outside, the world was muffled in a gigantic, thick mushroomed layer of white snow, unfolding into a scenic winter wonderland. The sweet scent of woody smoke invigorated the icy, crisp air. Somewhere far off, the sounds of distant snow ploughs could be heard, clearing the streets. The city, now calming somewhat, all covered in its arctic blanket, was a pristine, pure, and magical landscape.
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			At that very moment, David was staring out at the night sky, puffing a cigar. His friends were all around, drinking and being merry. He thought about the day’s events, especially being at the office. His thoughts clearly recalled big green eyes and a beautiful kind smile. A surprisingly nice girl, he nodded to himself. 

			

			CHAPTER FOUR

			The nomadic birds swooped low in circular motions, in search of any signs of insects or worms. A few caught sightings of evergreens and plunged simultaneously, hoping to be the first to catch the early worm. And soon it was American Robins everywhere. 

			Eve made sure she had packed sufficient gear for the weekend with her girlfriends. David was on a call with one of his associates regarding an upcoming business proposal. She was so impressed with the way her husband dealt with delicate matters. He was always level-headed and composed, no matter the severity of the matter at hand. She loved him dearly for his maturity and his fair and unbiased approach towards his work ethic. He was liked and respected by his fellow workers and a keen favourite to manage the stressors for the firm. She sighed softly, giving thanks to the knowledge that they loved each other after all the years of being married. Thirty years on and they were still in love. 

			“I’m leaving soon, love,” she called out to David, making sure that he had ended his call with his work colleague. He rushed towards her and kissed her neck playfully. “Stop that!” she laughed, enjoying every minute of his attention. He grasped her mischievously and they hugged like teenagers on a first date. 

			“I love you,” he whispered softly in her ear. They kissed gently and walked hand-in-hand to where her driver was waiting. David blew his wife another kiss and waved goodbye until the black vehicle disappeared around the bend. He stood outside with his hands in his pockets for a good ten minutes then walked back in. 
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			As snowflakes started falling softly on the windowpanes, nestling cozily to create their own white mystique, Amber was gently drifting off into a state of utopia. Grandma May was resting peacefully under her cozy covers with intermittent sighs to signify her youthful dreams. 

			Amber stirred as a passerine tried perching on her window, letting out a repertoire of songs. The trees nearby were a haven for various snowbirds making the most of their cold environment. The winter finches’ sharp chirping hit a crescendo with the traffic horns, creating a rebellious scenario. The flush of birds in flight, searching for seeds and berries to eat, competing in the cold, added to the scurry and hustle of a busy world. Though there were still a handful of folks contented just to be warm and cuddled up, rather than facing the icy weather and frosted air. 
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			Eve’s chauffeur was whistling jovially as he drove the four girls to The Point Luxury Resort and Spa. He was accustomed to the rich and famous lifestyle they led. He was simply happy that his employer was so kind and charitable. He had heard stories amongst his fellow workers of some horrible employers that made their lives unpleasant. Franco thanked his lucky stars for his work and Mr Burton for allowing him this opportunity. Franco had a sordid past, one that he kept to himself. He in fact, had learnt his lesson, keeping a low profile and his lifestyle as simple as can be. His wife was in her third trimester, and he was looking forward to being a father. Yes, he was in happy spirits, providence had given him another chance at gaining recognition and respect in his humble world. He was anticipating the arrival of his baby boy very soon. Nicole, his wife, was as excited as he was. They had met fresh from high school and have been together ever since. 

			

			He was from the Bronx, as was Nicole. They were both Puerto Ricans by descent but born in the Bronx. They were just fortunate to have a good life, unlike some of their friends and family that had it bad. His parents were still alive, living a quiet, hassle-free life. He reminded himself he needed to visit them soon. He smirked. Life was good for Franco, and he intended to keep it that way. 

			He accelerated carefully on the icy road keeping his rich cargo intact, fully aware that the champagne was flowing and the ladies were jovial and animated in the rear of his limousine. The music was blasting as a precursor to the fun and excitement that loomed invitingly. The women, all in their fifties and desperate for more fun and adventure in their lives, huddled together with laughter as their infectious excitement escalated. 

			Eve poured the golden champagne into the crystal glasses as the girls laughed and whispered to each other. Faith was ogling Franco, much to the other’s delight. Franco enjoyed the drive, smiling as he heard the clink of glasses and the laughter that ensued. As the afternoon hour progressed into night, the shadows grew darker and the snow fell. Franco, a bit tired now, concentrated fully on the highway in front of him. His fingers strained, gripping the steering wheel anxiously. His forehead furrowed in deep concentration as his eyes followed the white marks on the road—and then it happened.
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