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“Will you visit us for Christmas, Charlotte?”

“Yes, Master, of course I will, but it might not be for long.”

“Of course. You will want to see your friends and family during the holiday...”

She's silent, but nods, biting her lip.

*****
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“She’s called,” says James, “She’s coming next week, but only for the Friday evening.”

I bite back my disappointment. “So, she’s only here for a single night?”

“’Fraid so. That doesn’t mean we can’t make it a memorable night.”

“I suppose not. I’d have liked it to be longer though. We’ll barely have her off the train than we’ll be putting her back on it again.”

“So, we ensure that the evening we have with her is a good one....”

“No sharing her, though.... No passing her around? Not for a single night....”

He shakes his head. “No, not for one night.... I’ve booked the Lodge again.  I thought if we get it decked up for Christmas, she’d like that.” He cocks an eye at me. “I thought you’d like that too.”

Christmas tree.... Log fire.... Candles.... That big fur rug....

Yeah....

“Great idea.... Um, have you checked the weather forecast?”

“I have, yes. It’s talking about the possibility of snow over the next few days.”

“Is that in the City or up in the mountains?”

*****
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At the station, she’s there ahead of us, waiting by the entrance. The day is bright and cold, the sunshine clear and the sky that shade of unsullied blue you only get with the tang of winter in the air; a bite that snaps at the ankles and pinks up the cheeks....

“What on earth is she wearing?” chuckles James.

“She’s dressed up for the season, that’s for sure.... She looks fantastic....”

“Doesn’t she always,” he grins, “but I was expecting jeans and a tee-shirt....”

Charlotte is dressed in brilliant green trimmed with fur, her foxy hair in sharp contrast to the colour, along with jewellery and shoes in a similar contrasting shade. She could have stepped from the set of a nineteen-fifties Hollywood musical and looks like some sort of Christmas Elf, if Santa had the kind of helpers that gave him gritted teeth and a raging hard.

She smiles widely as I step out of the car, gathering her into my arms, my mouth open over hers, before I remember myself and step back to allow James a bit closer.

He, as ever in public, is more restrained, lifting her hand to his lips to kiss her fingers.

“Charlotte, it’s lovely to see you. Michael has talked about nothing else since your phone call last week.”

Then, holding her hands, he stands back to take a better look at her. “You look marvellous, Charlotte,” then, winking, “Good enough to eat.”

For such a beautiful woman, she still has the charm of a small child, looking as though she has seen the pile of presents under the Christmas tree for the first time.

“So where are we going?” she asks, her eyes sparkling, teeth white and bright. “What are we going to do?”

James flashes eyebrows at her. “Oh, don’t worry. We’re going to enjoy our evening together.”

“Where? What?” She’s all eagerness and Surprise Me....

His smile is wicked....

No wonder she’s fallen for him....

“I’ve booked the Lodge up in the mountains again,” he says, “But this time I’ve arranged that it will be decked up for Christmas when we get there.”

Her smile grows even broader, her green eyes brilliant in the sunshine. “Christmas tree?” she asks.

“Yup.” he grins, looking smug.

“Log fire? Candles?”

“Yup.”

“Mince pies and crackers?”

“Yes, and yes, and Michael has packed up a few treats into the back of the wagon here.” 

.... Just a few.... Lol!

As we turn to the car; a heavy-duty four-wheeled drive number, quite capable of travelling off-road, she looks it over. 

“That’s not your usual car, is it?” she says to James, “I don’t remember you driving a station wagon.”

“No, not usually, but the weather forecast isn’t all that good. I thought if we’re going up the mountains, we’d go in something with four-wheel drive and a decent engine, just in case the snow comes down.”

She looks up, scanning the azure sky and the sparkling sunshine, then seems to dismiss it, shrugs and turns to me instead.

“So, what are these ‘treats’ you have packed up.” She’s still grinning like she’s been told that Rudolph has been seen parked on the roof.

“Wait and see.” I’m feeling smug myself. Even with Charlotte’s Olympic appetite, the three of us are not going to be hungry for our one-night of....

..... togetherness....

But she doesn’t know that as well as ‘treats’ I have also packed hot drinks, blankets, snow chains, sandbags, shovels, a water supply, kindling....

.... I don’t trust the mountain weather.

James slaps his arms around himself. “Come on. Snow or not, it’s a bit brisk just standing here. Let’s get going.”

As we leave the City, our red-haired elf sandwiched between us, it feels easy, relaxed. She’s looking out, her lips curving just a little, her arm tucked into mine while James drives.

Does she know she’s doing that?

Then her head leans to rest against my shoulder....

.... yeah, she knows....

James, glances sideways at her, his mouth quirking, and looks away again saying nothing.

Doesn’t he get jealous when he sees that? This isn’t the Club....

We leave the City behind, turning off the main highway, and the winter countryside is a sparkling mosaic of frosted grass and sunlit trees, nude of leaves, but still statuesque and lovely in the clear daylight. In direct sunshine, all is green and bright, but away from the sun, the shaded earth lies white and crystalline.

Ahead of us lie the mountains, and beyond them, piling up, deep grey clouds tower, looming and growing. As we climb, gaining altitude, even in the sunlight the frost lies hard, not having thawed in the daylight. We leave oak and ash behind and instead, hoarfrost coats pine-trees, thick and white. And in places, snow stacks up against walls and tree-trunks, swept there by bitter winds, and now set crisp and hard.

The clouds move in, blotting out the sun and the day turns gloomy, snowflakes drifting down. It’s already cold enough for them to ‘stick’, and quickly the ground and the road ahead of us turns white. As the snow deepens, the car begins to slide. James drops off the gas then shifts into four-wheel-drive before accelerating again. The wheels have traction once more, but now the snow is coming hard and fast, in an ever-thickening fall that reduces visibility to almost zero. 

“Nearly there now,” he says, “It’s only about another five miles.”

Full on, the headlights do nothing but reflect back from the blanket of falling flakes. The wipers can no longer cope with the load, and ahead of us is nothing but a swirling white-out.

Charlotte does not look afraid....

.... and I don’t want her to be....

What do I say? Does she know how dangerous this is....?

“James....”

He’s already looking concerned, brow furrowed, peering forward into the white darkness for a road that is no longer there. And night is falling fast.

“I know. I know....” he says. “I’m sorry, Charlotte, but I think we should turn around. We’re so close now, but it’s becoming dangerous, and I’m not even sure I would see the turnoff to the Lodge. We could drive right past it in these conditions.”

She sounds unconcerned, but her arm still hooked through mine, I feel a tension to her that suggests her relaxed air is feigned.

“That’s alright,” she says, “there will be other times. We’ll stay in the City somewhere overnight. A hotel perhaps? We can still enjoy ourselves together.”

“That’s my Girl,” says James, smiling slantwise at her as he spins the wheel to turn about. 

But the car fails to turn. The wheels screech a protest as he revs, then stops. He tries reverse gear with no more result. The car, and we, are going nowhere.

The snow chains...?

Spades? Shovels? Sand under the wheels? Dig ourselves out?

Outside now is nothing but a chaos of snowflakes which skitter across the windscreen before whirling away into blackness. The temperature out there must be well below zero. And with the chill factor....

We have everything we need in the car but going outside is not to be thought of.

James’ eyes drop to Charlotte, then meet mine, but he keeps his tone light.

“Looks like we need some help,” he says, tapping at his phone. “Bob? Yes? It’s James here. We’re trying to get to you, but we’re stuck in the snow. I don’t think we can make it, but we can’t get out either. Any idea of what’s happening out there...?” 

As he listens, he holds my eyes, shaking his head all but invisibly. “Yes.... Yes? Oh, right.... Thanks anyway, Bob. Yes, we’ll stay in contact. No, we’re fine. We have plenty in the car to stay warm with; food, blankets and such.”

Still making light, “Well, folks, it looks as though we’re stuck here for the night. They’ll be clearing the track, but they can’t get through until daylight.”

All the while he speaks, he’s looking at her. “Charlotte, I’m so sorry. Michael and I had all sorts of plans for this evening, but it looks as though we’re scuppered by the weather. I think we’re going to be sleeping in the back of the wagon until the snow plough gets through in the morning.”

As though the loss of a fun night out was the worst of our problems....

... but his eyes meet mine, casting down to Charlotte. I nod slightly. He’s right. We don’t want her frightened.

She’s putting up a good show. “Have we got plenty of blankets and things?” she asks.

Thank God for forward planning....

“Oh yes, Charlotte,” I say. “Really, don’t worry. I packed plenty, just in case. We have everything we need; hot drinks, food, warm blankets. We’ll be fine.”

“Speaking of hot drinks,” says James. “Why don’t we all have some coffee? You brought coffee didn’t you, Michael?”

“Oh, yes. Coffee, chocolate and.... hot buttered rum.” 

Is alcohol a good idea....?

Mmmm... can’t do any harm. We’re not going anywhere.... and it’ll relax her, stop her getting scared....

“Well,” says Charlotte, with the air of one learning that the cavalry-in-blue are running a bit late, and she needs to keep the wagons in a tight circle for a while yet, “We’ve got the situation we’ve got. We’re not going anywhere. So, let’s enjoy it.”

Fuck me... she’s not scared at all....

James stares at her, wide-eyed. I think I’m doing the same.

“We have food and drinks to keep us going.” she continues, “Blankets.... there’s three of us. I bet we can think of a way of keeping warm, eh?” 

Unbelievably, she winks at us; James and I burst into laughter.

Babe, you’re a gem....

But our situation, whilst not desperate, needs to be dealt with. The temperature is still falling fast and, with the engine turned off, the cab is becoming icy. Already, our condensed breath on the windows is glazing over to filigreed tentacles of frost and my fingers are turning numb. Charlotte is rubbing her hands together, blowing through her fingers.

“Let’s get the blankets out and snuggle up together in the back,” she suggests.

I find the flasks of hot drinks among the provisions, leaving Charlotte to serve up in the cab, whilst James and I wrestle down the back seat, spreading out blankets to accommodate three.

“Most women would be scared useless. She’s no shrinking violet, is she....” I murmur.

He shakes his head, laughing under his freezing breath. “No, she’s not, but I think we already knew that.”

Between us, James and I arrange the back of the station-wagon into a comfortable space, with multiple layers against the freezing air. With three of us sitting under a kind of improvised yurt, thick fleece blankets above and below, sipping soup and hot rum, it’s actually quite festive, Charlotte grinning as she downs cold turkey and Christmas pudding; as usual in huge quantities. James, long in the body as he is, has to stoop a little, but Charlotte and I are quite comfortable. And with three sets of body heat warming the air, the frigid temperatures retreat to a more sensible level.
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