
  
    [image: The True Bride]
  


  
    
      The True Bride

      A Fairy Tale Retelling

    

    
      
        Linda Jordan

      

    

    
      Metamorphosis Press

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Linda Jordan

      Published by Metamorphosis Press

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The True Bride

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella woke early with the rooster, George, up on the roof of the barn and crowing before the sun even rose. The brown, wooden barn felt cold this morning, even with the wool blanket. It was growing thin. At least the winter had passed and spring was well on its way.

      The barn wasn’t a large one and now lay mostly empty. There was no more grain to store. They only had enough to feed the animals. Her stepmother said they couldn’t afford to grow it any more. Not after Papa died. They didn’t have enough money to care for the crop. Her stepmother was not a farmer. Ella couldn’t do it all by herself, along with caring for the animals.

      So, now they paid the lord from the money made by raising geese and making comforters and pillows. A luxury for most people. Even Ella didn’t have either of them. But her stepmother sold them on market day in the prosperous nearby town.

      Ella loved the smell and feel of the barn. It felt warmer than outside and had a closed in smell that made her feel at home. Inside the house didn’t feel that way anymore. So it didn’t matter quite so much that her stepmother had taken Ella’s room as a workroom and told her to sleep in the barn.

      Above her the low, arched wooden rafters hung heavy with cobwebs filled with flies and fat spiders. The weather was warming up, so the cow and the horse weren’t inside the small barn. They preferred to sleep outside. The hens were still perched inside on a rail. Waiting for their breakfast, before they went outside to scratch for bugs. The geese were kept inside at night too. They were beginning to nest and needed protection from foxes and badgers. Once the eggs hatched, the geese would fend off an attack.

      Ella rose from the pile of itchy straw, hung her blanket over the wooden divider to air out, and flung open the double barn doors. She made her way outside to the well. It was a teeny bit lighter outside, enough to see her breath.

      She washed her face with cold water from a bucket and dried it on her coarse, brown skirt. Which probably just smeared the dirt around and would make her stepmother angry, but it was all she had to use. Ella pulled the straw from her long, dark cloud of hair, and ran her fingers through it in an attempt to untangle it. Then she braided her hair into one long, thick tail hanging so low she could sit on it. The chickens had followed her out and scurried around her feet.

      She fed the chickens and went back into the barn to collect their eggs, except for those the smallest hen was sitting on. The little white hen always pecked at Ella, making deep gashes in her hands, so she left her alone. There were enough eggs.

      She took the willow basket of eggs and set them on the stone steps of the little stone cottage where her stepmother slept.

      Papa had died last winter and Ella still felt heavy with grief. She missed him terribly. There was no kindness in her world anymore.

      Returning to the barn, she fed the noisy geese and brought the sweet red cow in and milked her. Once the milk bucket was full, she led the cow out to the pasture and let her loose with the horse, and then hauled the heavy wooden bucket full of milk to the door of the barn, trying hard not to spill it. The gray-striped tabby cat followed her, mewing.

      Ella stopped and looked around, then dipped her finger in the milk and let the cat lick it off.

      “There is your treat. Now go back into the barn and catch some mice for the rest of your breakfast. The barn is full of them.”

      Ella had heard the mice squeaking in the night.

      The skinny cat meowed at her, and then scampered back inside the barn.

      Ella left the comforting, animal smells of the barn and hauled the milk to the stone steps, not spilling a drop. Her stepmother stood on the steps waiting, hands on her hips.

      “You took your time, you lazy girl.” She tugged the bucket from Ella’s hands and milk sloshed out. “Now look what you have done.” With her free hand, she slapped Ella’s cheek.

      “I am sorry,” said Ella, pulling away. She almost put her hand to her cheek, but slid it in the pocket of her skirt. To show weakness would only make her stepmother more angry. She blinked away, hot tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

      “Carry the eggs inside and make quick work of your breakfast. You have got work to do.”

      Ella picked up the basket of eggs and hurried inside. She put it on the kitchen work table and sat at the other wooden table. On a plate sat one cold, wrinkled sausage and a piece of stale bread.

      She ate them quickly, not complaining. The sausage was chewy and rich tasting. The bread chewier. Her mouth felt dry. She’d drink some water later.

      “Hurry up.”

      Ella ate as fast as she could, choking down the dried-out food.

      When Ella finished, she washed her plate in the cold dishwater, rinsed it, dried it with a towel and put the plate on the shelf.

      “I am taking the last of the down comforters to market today. You will stay here and get all the feathers in the workroom picked.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “If they are not finished when I return at dinnertime, you can expect a beating. None of us has the time to while away the day.”

      “I understand.” Ella went into the workroom, which had been her bedroom until Papa died, and looked at the bags of feathers and down. She sighed and opened the coarse fabric curtain to let in more light. The dust that rose made her sneeze.

      It was a plain room with an earthen floor beneath the thin layer of straw, just like the rest of the cottage. It had been her room for sixteen years, until the day Papa died and Ella was thrown out into the barn.

      She took two empty sacks and set them at her feet, t. Then partially emptied one bag of down and feathers out onto the table. She went to work separating the fluffy down feathers from the small stiff ones, moving as little as possible so the down wouldn’t blow away. She put the down and the little feathers in separate bags.

      Ella heard her stepmother leave in the wagon and felt a sense of relief. She continued to work steadily, her back aching from being in one position for so long.

      The sun passed across the sky and she had only sorted two bags of feathers. Ten more bags sat waiting. Her body ached and tears ran down her face.

      Stepmother would be home soon and she’d get another beating. It simply was not possible to do this much work in one day. But she wanted to help. Ella had promised Papa when he lay dying that she’d help her stepmother. He’d said, “Your stepmother is not a farmer. She’ll need a lot of help when I’m gone. You will have to be that help. Take care of my farm, will you?”

      Ella gave her word that she would. She loved the farm and the animals who lived there. So she always did the best she could. It never seemed to be enough for her stepmother.

      Ella worked faster which made the feathers and down fly everywhere. She felt frustrated, abandoned and lonely. Her heart ached with an emptiness that made burning tears run down her cheeks.

      “Why do I have such a horrible life? Why did Papa have to die?” she wailed at the bare stone walls.

      A low voice replied, “Be comforted, my child, I have come to help you.” An old woman pulled up a chair in front of her and asked, “What is troubling you?”

      The old woman had long gray hair, wild and escaping from a bun. She wore dark clothes and was slightly hunched with age. Her face looked wrinkled from years of smiling. Her voice had a kindness to it that made Ella’s heart ache even more. She hadn’t heard such care directed at her since Papa died.

      “My stepmother has ordered me to separate all these feathers by suppertime. She will return soon and I just cannot do it. She will beat me again, as she does every time I cannot finish the work she has given me. She gives me tasks that are impossible.”

      “You poor thing. Please rest while I take over for a time?” The woman caressed Ella’s face and hair, making her feel loved again.

      Ella lay down on the two bags of feathers she’d sorted, breathing deeply. She was soon lulled to sleep by the familiar tune the old woman hummed while separating the feathers from the down.

      Ella woke just as the sun was lowering itself in the sky. She stood up groggily, looking around at the room in wonder. The old woman was gone and all the bags of sorted feathers were neatly stacked.

      She began to dance, remembering the lively tune the old woman had hummed. It was one her father used to whistle when he was happy. Ella began to dance around the room, stopping only when she heard her stepmother return in the wagon.

      Ella sat down in the chair, folding her hands and waiting. It was the first time she’d ever accomplished every task set out for her, with the help of the old woman, of course. Her stepmother would be pleased.
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