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It was
the longest winter on record. The year had stretched into the
beginnings of spring, but still a harsh wind whipped around and
sleet and snow fell to the icy ground. People had retreated to
their homes, turning into recluses to shield themselves from the
unforgiving elements. Every house had an orange hue emanating from
the windows as candles and lamps burned furiously.


Billows
of smoke streamed out of chimneys, as if they were being absorbed
into the bleak night sky. In the city centers it was hard enough,
but in the less traveled rural areas the conditions were almost
insurmountable.


Supplies
were unable to be delivered because the small, winding roads were
iced over and many of the small shops and gas stations were closed
because the owners didn’t have the fortitude to keep them open.
They couldn’t be blamed, because never in their wildest dreams
would they have thought people would willingly go out in the wintry
wilderness, but some people had no choice.


Out in
the misty world a solitary figure braced herself against the
onrushing wind. She was clad in a thick coat, every extremity was
covered and a thick scarf was wrapped around her neck. Only her
eyes were barely visible as a scratchy woollen material covered her
face, and a hat was brought down low over her forehead, covered by
the hood of her jacket. Even with all that protection the aching
chill still reached down deep into her bones, but she gritted her
teeth, clenched her jaw, and fought for every step.


She
stepped into the wind, slightly hunched forward for two reasons;
firstly to fight better against the wind and secondly because a
heavy backpack was sitting atop her back, weighing her down. She’d
been walking for what seemed like hours and her legs felt as though
they were on the verge of collapse. Every muscle was screaming out
in pain and her body was begging her to give up and collapse in the
snow, but her resolve would not waver. She pushed the pain and the
thoughts aside and then, in a glimmer of hope, she saw the outline
of a building ahead.



Straining every muscle to move forward, the woman earned
every inch that she covered. As she approached the house she
noticed that the ground seemed harder underfoot. She looked down
and saw that a thick layer of ice covered most of the area, and she
surmised that at one time it must have been a lake.


She
paused for a moment and imagined how it must have been in the
summer, with children laughing and diving in, adults relaxing and
splashing about…and now it was just a barren, lifeless area. She
moved forward and she almost heard the ground crack under her feet,
but experience had taught her that this ice was too thick for that,
too strong.


As she
grew closer the house loomed large before her, and she looked up at
the tall chimney. No smoke was coming from it and she could see no
light. Human contact would have been nice, but part of her was glad
it was abandoned since she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone
turning her away.


She
started to think about what happened to the people who lived here,
but there was a sudden strong gust of wind that swept through and
caught her off balance. As she struggled to regain her footing she
slipped on the ice, and only just managed to shoot out her hands
before her face smashed against the cold surface. The breath rushed
out of her and she cursed, clenching her hand into a fist and
thumping it against the ground.



Gathering herself, she pushed herself up, but as she did so
she caught a glimpse of something in the ice, a flash of color in
this otherwise drab landscape the world had turned into. She
crawled over so she could peer into the milky abyss. She squinted,
even though the cold scratched at her eyes. Below her was the hazy
form of something red, and then something that was a darker grey
than the ice it was encased in, and then…something
paler.


She
scrambled away in shock and fell on her backside, lowering her
forehead into the edge of her hand and wiping away some of the
flakes of snow that had gathered there. She shook her head and
tried to not let the sorrow weigh her down, but at least she knew
what had happened to the person who lived in the house.


It was
such a terrible fate, and she had heard about other people
suffering from it on her travels, but she could never have imagined
the calm dread that seeing a body frozen in ice instilled in her.
Slowly, she rose, and out of respect she took care to not walk over
the corpse, but she felt a chill spread through her body that was
different than the familiar one caused by the weather.


Her feet
crushed snow as she reached the house. It stood alone, withstanding
the howling winds and the onslaught with which the world was
battering it, it stood tall and strong like a modern-day castle
under a siege. The weary traveller inwardly breathed a sigh of
relief that she had found this refuge. She walked over to the front
and up the steps, the porch provided a little shelter but she
didn’t dare pull back her hood. She tried the door handle but it
was stuck shut.


She
swung the bag around from her back and set it down on the porch
with a thump. Patting one side of the bag, she flipped it around
and then smiled when she saw the hammer. She lifted it out of its
pouch and then swung it at the door. It took a few swings, but soon
enough the ice cracked and the film that covered the door fell
away, making soft clattering noises as the shards of ice fell to
the floor. She heaved once, heaved twice, then again and again
until eventually the door gave way and swung open.


Darkness
beckoned, but it was more welcoming than the extreme conditions she
had traversed. She picked up her pack and moved into the house,
closing the door behind her. As it shut the sound of the whistling
wind faded. It was strange. For so long it had been her only
companion and now it was so distant that she thought there was a
chance she may actually forget about it.



Rummaging around in her pack again, she pulled out a
flashlight. After switching it on a powerful beam of light
immediately stabbed through the darkness. The ceiling was high, and
she found herself in a large hallway. In front of her, wide stairs
led to another floor, while doors led into different rooms on the
floor she was currently on. Even though her legs were weary she
decided to explore, just in case any dangers were lurking in the
shadows.


The
floor creaked under the weight of her boots. Shadows danced when
she swung her flashlight around, but all the rooms were empty. Her
heart thumped in her chest as she moved from room to room, somehow
afraid that all this was too good to be true. A thin layer of dust
covered everything.


In the
living room she examined the mantelpiece. It stood over a large
fireplace, but in it were only the ashes of a fire. On the
mantelpiece there was a photo. She reached out a hand to look at it
more closely, and after brushing off the dust she saw a woman
wearing a red hat and a grey top smiling, holding a pair of skies
in one hand while her other was wrapped around a man. She put the
picture back and moved on.


The
kitchen was bare, other rooms had reminders of a life; board games,
some CDs, a television, but otherwise it was completely devoid of
anything other than sad memories. Perhaps the wait had been too
long and they tried to find some other sign of civilization,
perhaps the man had left and the other woman had gone searching for
him, perhaps…perhaps they had just had enough.


The
traveller thought the saddest thing was that nobody would ever
really know what happened to these people. They had obviously loved
each other, they might even have been happy. No-one would ever know
how they spent their last days or what their last thought
was.


Did they
get to say goodbye to each other? Were they still in love by the
end of it all? Too many unanswered questions, but the traveller
knew that was most likely how her life was going to end up, just
another frozen corpse a long way from home, her possessions only a
name and a backpack full of things she had collected along the
way.


The beds
were still intact, and the traveller thought a silent prayer. After
all her woes it finally seemed as though she had found somewhere
she could regroup and perhaps even wait the winter out.


Going
back downstairs, she raided the kitchen and was delighted to find
rows upon rows of tins. She picked one out and took it into the
front room. She pulled up a chair and perched on the edge so she
could watch the fire. There was some wood in a bucket so she
arranged that, and then she pulled out a match, lit it, and placed
it carefully amongst the wood and kindling. It wasn’t long before
the fire started to burn, and she nurtured it carefully until it
was roaring ferociously.


The fire
jumped and sparked and the flames licked her skin, prompting her to
pull down her hood and unwrap the scarf from her head. She also
pulled off her gloves and her coat. Her pale skin glowed under the
warmth of the fire, and the dancing flames were reflected in her
dark eyes. She shook her head and let her knotty, matted auburn
hair flow down past her shoulders. For the first time in a long
time she felt almost normal.


Once she
was warm she settled into the comfortable chair and let out a
relaxed sigh. She clasped the tin in one hand and took out a sharp
knife, plunging it into the top and sliding it around, tearing away
the metal













































































































































*********














cover.jpg
THE LONGEST WINTER

B

ODETTE HAYNES





