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Family Getaway but Can’t Get Away from Family.
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JANGLE, JINGLE, the reins echoed with the thud of hoofs on cold earth. A spray of snow chilled ten-year-old Raoul’s cheeks. He suspected they were bright red by now, but he didn’t mind, so mesmerized was he by the spectacular view ahead. Snow blanketed the ground under a vivid blue sky. Thickets of the evergreen forest provided an invigorating scent, and in the distance jagged mountain tops hinted at intrigue. Sure, he was itching to arrive at the chalet of Papa’s friend and seek adventure, but the sleigh ride was equally fun. His day would have been complete if it hadn’t been for his family.
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MAYOR JACQUES GAUDREAU of Ugine, the French alpine village, had invited Papa to the chalet after the two met while attending King Henry’s court in Paris. The two had become instant friends. Raoul heard they had shared more than a few bottles of wine, swapped scandalous stories, and even engaged in light-hearted shenanigans. Raoul liked Mayor Jacques before meeting him, and a chalet in the mountains was the perfect way to spend Christmas. There was only one problem... 
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AN ELBOW STABBED RAOUL’S waist. “Raoul, do you see the bird circling in the sky? What kind do you think it is? Do you think it will fly closer? I wonder what it eats,” said an excited younger male voice with an annoying high-pitched squeak.
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RAOUL ROLLED HIS EYES. Theo, his younger brother, was five years his junior. Over the past ten years, Raoul had grown accustomed to his older sisters, who sat across from him in the sleigh. Adela, the oldest at fifteen, was bundled up in furs and a wool scarf tied around her head. All he saw were her eyes peering out from between a scant opening. Aumule, aged twelve, sat with a blanket over her head. Only a short time ago, his sisters were the greatest nuisance. Now they were no longer a bother...but Theo. He was always in his business.

Raoul rested back on his seat and raised his gaze to the sky where the bird circled, occasionally dipping low as if it had found its prey. “Those birds are giant raptors known to eat little boys,” he teased.

Theo wedged himself closer to Raoul. “Rrrrreally?”

Seated on Theo’s other side, Mama wrapped her arm around his small body and hugged him close to her. “No,” she said in her natural voice of authority. “Raoul, don’t scare your little brother.”

Raoul rolled his eyes harder and wider. He placed his elbow on the sleigh’s armrest and propped his chin on his fist. He couldn’t wait to get away from his family and find some peace. 

“So, what are they?” Theo asked, wiggling away from Mama and back toward Raoul, so close Raoul feared he would soon be on his lap.

Overhearing the conversation, the sleigh driver turned around. “Could be a vulture or an eagle. Many types of raptors are here, but trust me, little boys are not on the menu. They mainly prey on small animals and birds.”

Raoul spun around to see the driver’s comforting eyes and Papa smiling warmly beside him. He then glanced down, meeting the eager, brown-eyed gaze of his little brother. He would have found him cute except for traces of food crumbs on his lips and dried boogers in his nose. Raoul couldn’t imagine being this much of a mess at age five. He turned his gaze back to the landscape – snow-packed roads, towering pines, vivid blue sky and in the distance, the most jagged mountains he could imagine. Adventure awaited once he could elude the family.

It was nearly sunset when the sleigh arrived at Mayor Jacques’s two-story chalet. Narrow open windows were built into the timber façade, and a long porch by the main door that overlooked a clear lake at the bottom of the snowy hill and mountains in the distance. Raoul was the first to leap off the sleigh. It felt good to move his legs. He jumped up and down a few times, testing his stability. Just as he was about to run to investigate the forest, a grip on his collar pulled him back.

“You’re not going anywhere now,” Papa said. “You have two whole weeks to explore.”

Raoul gazed pleadingly upward at Papa. “But my legs...I need to move them,” he whined, dancing a little jig to get the stiffness out.

“You will have plenty of time to move,” Papa said as a jolly, handsome man neared. 

The man was so tall he towered above Papa. He had messy light brown hair, a square chin and a smile that hinted mischievousness. 

“Count Raoul!” the man shouted at Papa, coming at him with arms open wide. “So nice to see you again!”

“You as well, Jacques! My family is overjoyed with your invitation. We anticipate the merriest of holidays in this beautiful locale,” Papa said.
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AS THE MEN EXCHANGED greetings, Raoul glanced over at his mopey, blanketed, fur-covered sisters. They had been whining nonstop since they left home in northern France. Neither had wanted to come here. They were missing parties, even one in Paris, where available noble bachelors would be in attendance. Instead, they were forced to celebrate the holidays with family here in this “god forsaken place,” as Adela called it. 

Papa rested his hand on Raoul’s head. “This is my eldest son, Raoul. He was most eager to visit and explore. He has quite an adventurous spirit,” Papa said, as he lifted Theo in his arms, “and this little moppy-headed sprite is my youngest, Theo.”

Mayor Jacques held out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you boys. You have an upstanding, and fun, father,” he said with a wink, which surprised Raoul. He knew Papa to be easygoing – well, easier going than Mama. But fun?

“Nice to meet you, as well, Mayor Jacques,” Raoul said, shaking his hand. 

“No need to call me Mayor Jacques. I am a friend. Call me Jacques,” he said. 

Raoul uneasy calling a man by his first name, but he did insist. “Jacques, “We’ve heard much about you.”

Jacques laughed. “Not too much I hope,” he said, then looked in the direction of Mama and his sisters. “Please make yourselves at home. You will find warmth and comfort. I have stacked the chalet with plenty of food. Nestor, my concierge, will help carry your luggage inside. My head mistress, Annabelle, will show you to your rooms, and Chef Renaud has planned wonderful dishes for you.”

“Will you not be staying with us?” Papa asked.

“Oh, my good friend,” Jacques said, resting his hands on Papa’s shoulders. “Business in town calls me today, however, don’t fear. I will visit often, and there will be plenty of time for fun, eh? Now is the time for your family to settle after a long journey.” 
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THEY TRULY HAD TRAVELED a long distance. The journey started a week ago with stops along the way. The family had stayed with Papa’s friends, most of them boring old fusspots. They would stay in one place only long enough to arrive, eat, and sleep before they were off again early the next morning. It was good to finally arrive at their destination where they would settle for the Christmas holiday. 

The woman named Annabelle stood in the doorway. She was full-figured but hardly plump. Her cheeks were dimpled and had a rosy tint. Her blonde hair was plaited around her head in braids. 

“Welcome,” she said as Raoul and his family entered. 

Inside, wooden chairs were draped with blankets, and a long trestle table was situated in the center. In the corner of the room, a chess set rested on a small table. Across the room, a wooden box held iron balls.

“We call this the community room. There is a chess set and boules for a game of pentange,” Annabelle said. “Here we will have our community Christmas feast. Since we have a few days until Christmas, you all can help decorate.”

Decorate!? That’s for girls! Raoul thought, and by the disgruntled sighs of his sisters, he suspected they had even less interest. Adela checked her fingernails, and Aumule gave a dramatic eye roll.

“Sounds fun,” Mama said, gaining an encouraging grin from Theo. “Right girls? Raoul?” 

“Sure. Of course,” Raoul and his sisters muttered.

At the far side of the room, a hot fire blazed in the hearth. Mounted above the mantle was the head of a strange looking animal. It had the head of a deer with large, curved horns in the shape of a semi-circle.

“What kind of animal is that?” Raoul asked.

“It is an ibex,” Annabelle said. “Similar to a goat but much larger.”

Theo skipped ahead of Annabelle and Raoul. “What other kinds of animals live here?” he asked.

“Well, there are bears, boars and wolves,” Annabella said, which caused Theo’s eyes to widen.

“Hear that, boys. There are many dangerous animals in the forest. It is important that you stay close to the chalet, Mama said.

Raoul sighed dramatically.
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“YES,” MAMA INSISTED. “There is plenty of space nearby for you to find adventure.”

Then a strapping middle-aged man of average height entered carrying their suitcases. He had tufts of grey hair growing at the front of his thick mane of brown hair. Wrinkles creased around sharp blue eyes, and his thick lips curved into a modest smile.

“Hello, I am Nestor. I am Mayor Jacques’ concierge. I am here to help with all the family’s needs. First, however, I need to deliver these bags to the proper rooms.”

“Those are Aumule’s and mine,” Adela said.

Annabelle pointed upstairs. “Let me show you the family quarters.”

As everyone followed Annabelle, Theo trailed Raoul so tightly, he clipped his heels.

“Watch it,” Raoul scolded.

“Sorry,” Theo said.

“Raoul, don’t be mean to your brother,” Mama said.

Raoul rolled his eyes and quietly mimicked Mama’s scolding. “Don’t be mean to your brother...blah, blah, blah,” he whispered.

“I heard that,” Mama said.

How did she know? Raoul rushed up the stairs ahead of his family and behind Annabelle. The hallway was clean and clear and smelled like pine trees. It was like a giant treehouse, which might be fun for him though probably not so much for his sisters.

When everyone arrived
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