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Beside the fireplace of a secure little cabin, deep in the mountains, two people huddled together, wrapped in blankets of fur and wool. Outside, the storms of winter howled, blizzard winds gnawing at the rafters, gnashing their icy teeth in fury and frustration, for the tiny house was so well-constructed that not even a single snowflake could find its way inside. A happy chance had led the pair to this shelter just as the first of the autumn storms struck, and though it was certainly a cozy place for a young couple to spend a day or two, it was perhaps a bit confined for an extended honeymoon.
No sounds broke the silence but the low fire's crackle and the hissing of wind and snow outside. The lovers crept closer together, taking comfort from the warmth of each other's embrace.
"We'll need more firewood soon," said the young man at length. "And the food's almost gone as well."
"Oh, Charles," said the young woman, gazing up into his face, "what should we do? We can't go outside in this."
He tightened his arms around her. "We may not have a choice." The words did nothing to ease the worry from her face, and he said, "Don't fret, sweetheart. We won't take any unnecessary risks."
She snuggled in close against him, her cheek against his breast. "Let's not talk about such things right now," she said. "Let's not think about them until we have to."
He knew, of course, that failing to think about their many problems would fail to solve them too--but he also knew that his darling was cold and weary and frightened, and if he could alleviate at least one of those sufferings, it was his duty (and his pleasure) as a husband to do so.
"Very well, love," he said, stroking her dark hair, "we'll not think about them until we have to."
Let us leave them now to enjoy their private moment together; such things should not be spied upon, not even by such inquisitive folk as you and I. Perhaps, while they take comfort in each other's arms and forget for a while the deadly storm that ravens just beyond their cabin walls, you would be interested to learn how two such innocents as these found themselves cold and hungry and alone in the middle of a mountain winter?
It's a commonplace story enough, one you no doubt have heard before--perhaps you even have acquaintance who have found themselves in similar straits. Charles was the son of a wealthy businessman, an entrepreneur of sorts, a rising social climber with an eye towards increasing his family's respectability and, eventually, moving in the very first circles. To that end he had contracted a marriage between his heir and a young woman whose name and pedigree were among the finest in the land, though her family's fortune had dwindled to a few hereditary jewels and a crumbling house so entailed as to be worse than worthless. It was a very acceptable arrangement to everyone except the young groom, who quite against his father's wishes had fallen in love with a lady of no name and no family, but whose eyes were dark, still pools that gazed up into his own with perfect trust.
Alisa was nobody, the daughter of a tutor, but she had found in Charles her guiding star, the True North of her heart. Hand-in-hand the lovers confronted his father, who blustered and howled worse even than the storms of winter, but against that tempest the two stood firm.
"I love her, Father, and I will marry her," Charles said. "There will be no more discussion."
"Then you are no longer my son," his father replied, in his voice a mixture of rage and regret. "There will be no more discussion."
Newly wed and newly homeless, alone in a city where not one of his old acquaintance would deign any longer to recognize him on the street, the young man reasoned that their best chance lay in seeking their fortunes in the gold-rich mountains of the west. Had he suggested they seek their fortunes in sunken Atlantis, his bride would have acquiesced, for, as she told him on their wedding day, "Wherever you go, I will follow." And so they packed their meager belongings and struck out for adventure.
Their timing could not have been worse. The caravan with which they travelled had stopped well short of the mountains, and refused to move a mile farther until spring, "For," said the leader, a grizzled old creature with yellow teeth and a squint, "those storms come up mighty quick in them mountains!"
With the foolhardy courage and kingly disdain of youth, Charles said, "Very well--then we'll go by ourselves, won't we, Alisa?"
Whatever objections she might have had were swallowed in trust and love; she shouldered her pack alongside him, and together and alone they continued on their way. The way was hard, but travel had made them hardy, and they were well into the rough mountains of the continental divide when winter descended like a horde of Valkyries with spears of ice.
By luck or fate, it was Alisa who spotted the abandoned cabin, flickering in the white storm like a ghost, just as they were reaching the end of their last strength. They hurried inside and slammed the door, and inside found a haven of quiet, with a fire laid in the grate and stacks of seasoned wood along the walls, cured meats hanging from the smoke-blackened rafters, jars of preserves on shelves and turnips and onions and potatoes in bins.
"We can't stay here," Alisa said uneasily, letting her heavy pack slide from her shoulders. "This is someone's home."
"Whoever lives here," Charles replied, "he won't begrudge us sheltering here 'til the storm is over. No one could be that heartless." He moved forward to the hearth, for although the cabin was snug against the winds, the air was still bitter cold. "I'll make the fire--and when that's going, perhaps we can use some of this food and make a stew. Is there a cook pot?"
The cabin's owner never appeared. Perhaps he had fallen afoul of a wild beast, or been lost in the same storm that nearly claimed their lives. They were kind-hearted and pious young people, and they prayed for his safety, but that didn't stop them from eating his food, burning his firewood, and sleeping amongst his quilts and blankets.
And now, before a fire grown meager as the fuel supply dwindled, entwined amongst those selfsame blankets, a much leaner and shaggier pair gazed into each other's eyes, taking sustenance from their love: the only flower that flourished in this never-ending winter.
"Darling," said Alisa, "I have something to tell you."
"Hmmm?" said Charles, his sleepiness evaporating in the face of those words, among the most terrifying in the English language.
She hesitated before answering, her gaze flicking down to the frayed quilt's edge, and each passing moment taught him new shades of doubt and worry. Then she looked back into his face, took a deep breath, and said, "We're going to have a baby."
Out of Charles' opened mouth emerged a sound somewhere between a squeak and the noise someone makes when he's been punched in the ribs. He gaped at his wife inarticulately, unable to form a coherent thought, let alone a coherent word. At last, as the bashful hope in her eyes faded to worry and dismay, he managed to sputter, "We--we are?"
"You're not pleased?"
"Oh, sweetheart--" He hugged her close, feeling her beating heart against his, resting his face against hers. "Of course, of course I'm pleased! You only surprised me."
He felt her tiny chuckle through his chest. "I own, I was surprised as well."
He kept his arms tight around her, her body cradled against his own, so that she would not have to see the fear in his face.
Days passed and blended into weeks, one storm passing as another howled up through the mountain passes, dumping its burden of snow and ice on the tiny cabin and its increasingly desperate inhabitants. At least, Charles was desperate: even keeping their fire so small it barely heated a tiny circle of hearth, their fuel was almost gone. He had already burnt the useless bedstead (useless because they had been sleeping inside that tiny circle of barely-heated hearth since first they arrived) and the chairs, and the little wooden table was next. They had eaten through the best and most delicious-looking of the food supply first, and were making their way down to the least-appealing dregs: the shriveled onions at the bottom of the bins, the sprouted potatoes, the most mysterious jars of preserves. Although they had very little to do but cook their meals, collect snow to melt for drinking and occasional bathing-water, and keep themselves as tidy as they were able, he was tired all the time.
And then there was Alisa.
More than once, he woke in the night, the fire down to coals, the air in the one room bitter cold, to find her gone. Each time he would struggle upright in the enveloping cocoon of blankets, searching frantically for her with his eyes, and find her standing barefoot near the door, clad only in her nightgown and the lightest of shawls. Each time he called to her, "Alisa. Come back to bed," and she would turn her head and say in a distant voice, "Yes, of course. It is far too early." Obediently she would return to their nest, and he would wrap his warm body around her chilled one until they both once more fell asleep.
One day the wind seemed to cry at a less murderous volume than usual, and he bundled himself in the warmest things he could find and ventured outside, leaving Alisa by the fire. He was no woodsman, and his foragings were not visited with signal success, but he returned in the evening with arms full of sticks and branches that looked promising, some roots and things that might be edible, and, best of all, the half-frozen body of a young (and evidently very stupid) hare, which he cleaned and skinned clumsily well away from their little home. He returned tired, cold and hungry, but triumphant--but the warming flames of pride flickered and died when he saw his wife.
Again she was standing just to the side of the single door, where perhaps a window might have been if the cabin had had windows. She wore clothes more suited to a mild coastal winter than to this current death-by-ice, and her expression was mild, serene, and vacant.
"Sweetheart," Charles said, dropping his burdens without a thought and going to her, putting his hands on her shoulders. "What are you doing?"
She looked past him, not at him. "I'm waiting for the carriage."
"The carriage?" He felt a chill that had nothing to do with spending all day out in the punishing cold and biting wind. "What carriage, love?"
She half-turned to look at him. "To take us to the Wetherbys' party, of course. Don't you remember?"
"Yes of course." He forced the words past the lump of ice in his throat. "How absent-minded of me. Will they still be holding it, do you think, in this weather?"
"Oh yes," she said, and he felt the ice creep all over his body at the vacancy of her bright eyes. "They've been planning it for months; they wouldn't think of cancelling it now." And then she added, "It is a bit blustery out, though, isn't it? Perhaps I should attend to my dress."
He watched her turn away and drift across the room, and the ice clenched its fist around his heart.
The weather eased its crushing grip, and he made more and further trips afield, foraging for anything to keep them alive.
"Where is the carriage?" she asked every day when he returned. "It should be here by now."
Every day he reassured her, "It will be here soon, love. Don't fret yourself."
Then, one day, a day no different than any that had preceded it (except that they were thinner, hungrier, and colder than ever), she said, "What shall we name our baby, darling?"
Her figure as yet showed no signs of her condition; her clothes hung loose on her dwindling frame. She had not mentioned the child since that very first day, and his heart gave a leap. "Well," he said, going to her and carefully taking her hand, "I suppose it depends."
"Depends?" she asked, and his heart sank again. Her face and voice were no more lucid than they had been in weeks.
"Er, yes," he said, "it depends--" her hand was so fragile in his! Nothing but skin over bone! "--on whether it's a boy or a girl."
Her eyes slid back to her imaginary window, and her indifferent hand slid out of his. "If a boy," she said, "let us name him for your father. He was so kind to me at our wedding."
His father hadn't been at their wedding, which was attended by a single witness (a random passerby, grabbed off the street before the church) and the priest (bribed and sworn to secrecy), in a poor and shabby church in a poor and shabby part of town. Charles did his best not to gape at her.
"He complimented my dress," Alisa said, smoothing one hand down the front of the faded, threadbare gown she wore now, "and he wished us many long years of happiness and prosperity. Don't you remember, darling?"
"Er--" said Charles. "Yes. Yes, of course. What an excellent idea."
She was sick, and he could not cure her. She ate almost nothing and slept almost never. She spent her days at a window that didn't exist, watching for a carriage that wasn't coming.
"Oh, my love," he almost sobbed, wrapping his arms around her thin little frame. She was starved away to almost nothing, the curve of her belly just beginning to swell against her dress; he felt he was embracing a ghost, a phantasm. "What can I do--how can I help you?"
But she only said brightly, "Have you seen my blue dress, darling? The new one? The carriage is so late, I think I might wear that one instead."
"Sweetheart..."
She broke free of his embrace, turning back to the cramped little space that comprised their days. He wondered what she saw, for she turned and looked at him. "My blue dress," she said, eyes helpless in puzzlement. "Where has it gone? It came from the dressmaker this morning. Have you seen it?"
He swallowed. "Perhaps--" he said. "Perhaps your maid is pressing it." He took her elbow, and, hating himself, led her back to her habitual spot. "Why don't you wait here in case the carriage comes, and I will go upstairs and ask her."
"Oh, yes," she said. "What an excellent idea!"
He waited as long as he could--longer than he ought to have done, perhaps. One day, intercepting her between searching for her blue dress (whisked away, no doubt, by the overzealous maid) and watching for the carriage, he caught her in his arms. "My dresses," she murmured, wringing her thin hands until he thought the bones would break, "all my beautiful dresses, where have they gone? I wanted the blue one particularly. Why is the carriage not here?"
"Darling," he said, holding her fast. She tried to break away--not very hard--and made a mew of protest. "Sweetheart. Alisa." He kept speaking, calling to her, until she looked at him. There was no strength behind her gaze, just mild disapprobation.
"The carriage is late..." she began.
"I know, love," he said soothingly, "I know. I'm going to go look for it."
The light came flooding back into her vacant eyes. "You are?" she breathed. "Oh, darling!" And she threw herself into his arms.
"There's dinner waiting on the--on the stove." He had been about to say, "on the fire." "And blankets warming for you. And a bit of water to drink." He had filled a bucket to the brim with snow many many times before he had melted enough. "And some extra wood for the fire, in case you get cold." The little table had not survived.
Her look grew puzzled. "But--you won't be gone long, will you?"
"Oh, no," he said, "I shouldn't think so. But I might be delayed, and I wouldn't want anything to trouble you."
"Oh, well," she said, and took herself away from him, to seat herself on the blankets before the fire, smoothing her skirts with hands that once had been dainty, and now were gaunt. "I'll just wait here until you return."
"Love..." he began.
"Yes?" The little birdlike tilt to her head reminded him of the day he'd first met her, and pain clenched his heart.
"Never mind. I'll be back as soon as I can."
His hand dropped to the knob of the door; the winds outside whined eagerly for his blood.
"Sweetheart," said Alisa. "While you're out, will you see if perhaps I left my blue dress at the dressmaker's? I did so want to wear it to the Wetherbys' tonight."
Unable to speak, he nodded his assent. He stepped outside. He closed the door behind him.
They found him that spring--a spring that came late even for those inhospitable altitudes--when the snows melted at last and the murderous bitter winds faded to gentle warm zephyrs. His frozen body huddled in the shelter of some rocks, a knapsack lying on the ground nearby. On his face was a look of peaceful radiance, almost joy.
The knapsack, when searched, proved to contain the usual sorts of things: food, water, warm clothing ... and, most peculiar, a lady's blue dress.
A number of rough jokes suggested themselves, but the serene, happy look on the young man's face stilled even the crudest of jests. They buried him near the rocks where they'd found him, and though they kept the supplies and the pack, the blue dress they buried with him.
But what of his wife, the faithful young bride? She had promised to wait for his return, and wait she did. She waited while the fire burned to ash in the grate, and never did she move to place another branch or to stir the coals. She waited while the melted snow slowly froze in the bucket, and never did she lift it up to take a sip. She waited while the food grew cold and the air around her colder still, and never did she even shift her shawl higher up on her shoulders.
She waited, and for all anyone can say, she may be waiting still.