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“I hope that you remember that this was not my idea at all, Jeff.”

“It will be okay, Barbara.  Please, just let me keep my mind on the road.”

He could feel it building, the familiar tension, as the Explorer crept forward on the snow-covered road.  Throughout their twenty-nine years of married life she had always lashed out at him whenever stress arose for any reason.  After all their years together he could foresee the warning signs in the far-off distance.  

She sunk down in her seat, unsatisfied.  She had delivered the first salvo, measuring the range and bearing.  He had not fired back, just a half-hearted parry.  She wanted to anger him so that she could cloak herself in justification.  If he would strike back she could enjoy the dual roles of victim and assassin.  Progress on the road was slow, so she would have more opportunities.  She reloaded.
***************************************

Actually, the trip had been Jeff’s idea.  He had called Sid, a business contact and friend, early in November, asked him for the loan of his corporate cabin in the North Woods.  It would be a chance for Jeff and Barbara to get away for a weekend.  They would be alone together for three days.  He wanted renewal, re-contact with her.  They could do it ahead of Thanksgiving and the Christmas rush.  Jeff and Barbara’s business was important to Sid’s, and he readily agreed.  Sid and Jeff were buddies, anyway.  Jeff knew the way to the cabin because he had been there during the prior summer.  Sid had hosted a golf outing at Thendara for Jeff and two more of his best customers.  That had been a good time.  Jeff thought the cabin might yield up another good time for Barbara and him.  It was an impulsiveness that was unusual for him.  The inspiration just wouldn’t let go, so he grabbed the phone and made the call to Sid.             
“Sure thing!” Sid yelled to him over the phone.  “Help yourself to anything there that you find.  There is a lot of canned and dried food.  Just bring the perishables and dress warmly.  There are a couple bottles of Canadian Club left from the golf outing.  Just be sure to check the firewood, I can’t remember what’s left.  You’ll need it because there’s no power in the cabin and it gets cold up there.”     

Thanks, Sid.  Do you think that there’ll be any snow?”

“Probably only a dusting in November.  If it does get heavy, don’t go.  You’ll be deep in the woods and no one comes by at this time of year.”
“OK, no problem, Sid.”

“I don’t know what you’re going to do all weekend.  There’s nothing happening up there in this season.”  Sid added after a pause,   “Or, maybe I do know, after all.”
“Hey, you dirty old man”.  Jeff and Sid laughed.

“Just don’t sue me if you get her pregnant, Jeff!  I’ll send someone over with the keys”

They laughed again.  Jeff thanked him and they hung up.

************************************************************************

As Jeff hung up the phone he felt good.  The banter with Sid made him feel optimistic about the expedition.  He and Barbara needed this respite, he thought.  In September the last of their three children had gone off to college.  Raising teenagers is stressful in any situation.  Jason, their youngest, had been particularly difficult.  

The recession following the 911 tragedy had been especially hard on the retail business that Jeff and Barbara owned together.  It strained their finances and confidence in one another.  For two long years the business struggled to recover.  They repaired the business; it was healthy now.  Jeff and Barbara were not going forget the hard times very soon.
Jeff was fifty-four, Barbara fifty-one.  He had put on a few pounds, but not many.  He looked very much like he had when he and Barbara got married, except that his hair was graying.  He really didn’t care about the gray, but kept fighting the battle of the waistline.  She felt the signs of menopause approaching.  She was not much heavier than her wedding day; perhaps with some slight shifting.  Her dark hair was taking on a salt and pepper look.  Especially compared to others her age, she was still in good shape.  To Jeff, it was a non-issue; he did not care.  He was satisfied that she did what she could to care for herself.  She still looked good to him.  He was glad that she did not color her hair.  Color from a bottle would have diluted the reality of them.  Barbara interpreted Jeff’s lack of concern as indifference.  She was self-conscious of her aging.  She woke up one morning, looked in the mirror, and found that she was no longer a blushing maiden.  It made her rage internally.  Jeff sensed her displeasure, but misjudged the depth of her torment.

All of these factors had combined together to create an atmosphere that was unpleasant and tense.  At times things would improve, but some issue would arise and they would revert back to the stifling limbo into which their lives had fallen.  Neither of them understood their condition completely.  They did not discuss it for fear of opening wounds deeper.  No one outside of themselves knew this, except for Barbara’s mother, to whom Barbara confided all.
************************
In November, when the cold winds over Lake Ontario shift slightly, and the waters of the Lake are still warm and pregnant with moisture, the Adirondacks become a table.  Nature sets a banquet with an impenetrable table cloth of snow, and a silver service of ice.  The weather moves in fast, measured in feet, not inches; the cold measured in fingers and toes.  On the menu are the unwary and unprepared; the wilderness devours them.
It was only after they had made the turn at Eagle Bay that Jeff realized that they were heading into trouble.  They were a long way from any help.  There was no choice except to keep going to the cabin at Big Moose before the weather stranded them.  There they would find shelter and food.  Jeff said nothing to Barbara about this.  The earlier barb had put him off, but he would not have done so, anyway.  He would guide them through danger.  Everything would turn out fine.  He would not give up.  
“And, what were we going to do on this weekend getaway?  Was it to be some sort of romantic rendezvous in the woods?  Were we to prance around naked in the cabin with the hots for each other?  We’re not newlyweds, Jeff.  You could have asked me.  What would have been wrong with a nice hotel in the city?  I haven’t seen my parents in three months.  No, here we are getting ready to freeze to death in the forest.”  As she spoke the words spat out of her like the hiss of a serpent.  The aim of her second salvo had been precisely on target.
Jeff felt the bitter pall of smothered hope descending upon him.  He banished any remaining hopes for their weekend retreat.  Optimism and energy died in the sinking of his romantic plan.  Only adrenalin, charged by the weather conditions, kept him moving steadily on.
Jeff absorbed the verbal assault.  He kept his outward silence.  Internally he answered her “If they find us as frozen ice cubes, we won’t be any colder than your cold heart right now.”  He felt shame at the thought.  He could not despise her, but he was struggling to love her.  

He spoke calmly, because it was now time to tell her of their situation.  

“Barbara, there is hard weather moving in.  If we don’t make it to the cabin we’re going to be in big trouble.  I think we will make it.  It’s only three miles ahead.  We’ll find the passage.  I know where it is.  Please just work with me until then.  I didn’t know this was going to happen.”

She fell silent.  She had known the tone of voice that he had just used only a few times.  Barbara knew it meant a serious situation.  Fear evicted the sense of disgust and venom that had possessed her moments ago.  Now, her husband seated next to her, erstwhile object of her contempt, was her lone vehicle for safety.  She knew her husband, he was resourceful and tough.  It was a difficult situation, but he could handle it.  She just sat silently now, focusing on their situation. 

She knew that she had gone too far, regretted her words.  She just had to vent herself on him, but she asked herself why she had chosen him as her target.  He was at the source of few of her troubles.  Maybe it was the close range and that he had no camouflage that her keen senses could not penetrate.  Perhaps the answer lay in the toughness that she had always known in him.  He was one of the few people she knew that could take such a pounding.  “He’ll get over it”, she assured herself.  She didn’t understand how deeply Jeff internalized the pain.  As high as the excitement of his inspired plan had crested him, it measured the depths that the apparent failure sank him.
“I let this happen every time.” speaking to himself.  He was tired of high hopes coming to worse than nothing.  This would be the last time, he resolved.

The narrow road had now become a path, just a passage in the snow.  Barbara looked out over the reservoir.  The snow fell too hard and densely to allow her see the opposite bank.  Jeff had not exaggerated.  This was the real thing.
The Explorer soldiered on.  A sedan would have been out of service long ago, but another thirty minutes of marching brought them to a roadside gate.  

“We’re here.   Reach back and get the boots and coats.”

While she did so, he went on, “Leave the food here in the Explorer.  It will act as a big refrigerator.  We’ll just bring in the clothes.”

The Explorer couldn’t get close to the cabin because of the snow.  They stood outside the vehicle, loaded down with backpacks and suitcases.  Atop a hill, about three hundred yards away stood the cabin, silent without light or smoke from the chimney.  The snow had already risen to eighteen inches and covered any trails.  A cut in the tangle of trees and shrubs indicated a route in.  It was their passage to safety.

Plodding up the grade loaded with their gear wasn’t easy, especially for her.  She was never an “outdoor girl”.  The wind coming off the hill was against them.  It drove snow into their faces.  It was already deep.  They could hardly see.  The cold was gnawing at their resolve to save themselves.  The cabin was so far away.  She didn’t know how they were going to make it.  It might as well have been a mirage in the desert.  She fell, covering herself with snow.  Jeff helped her up.

He knew that the cabin was their only hope.  Each passage to salvation requires courage and belief.  One can never be totally certain that the view on the hilltop is real.  Guarantees are for the cowardly and faithless.  Struggling upward, through the passage, would save them.  What choice had they?  Going backward was no solution. 

“C’mon, it isn’t far”, he yelled over the gale.

A half minute later, she fell again.  Snow found its way under her parka and inside her gloves.  Jeff helped her up.
“Leave your stuff here.  I’ll come back for it!”  With that he doubled his own load: his share of it that he had lugged from the Explorer and Barbara on one arm as she clung to him.  They had not even gained one hundred yards since leaving the Explorer, and the storm was sapping them.  

Finally, they struggled to the top.  Jeff’s muscles were drained, but the victory over the elements had enlivened him.  Confidence returned.  Barbara had hurt him, yes, but he refreshed his self worth without her.  They entered and set down the bags that he had managed to bring up the hill.  She was still frozen from the trek, unable to move about.  Though out of the wind, the cabin was cold.  He opened the flue and got a fire started as she watched his shaking hands apply the match to the tinder.

“I’m going for the rest of the bags before the snow covers them.”  At that he disappeared out the door and down the hill.

Adversity had placed him back in command of his senses.  He trudged down the hill, searching for the abandoned gear.  His thoughts returned to the aborted marital tryst that Barbara had so neatly spoiled.  The disappointment and hurt left him.  He reviewed events of the day.  His idea had been a good one.  Barbara’s actions, not his, had doused any flame.  He had brought them to safety through the storm, this time and many others.  He would not assume guilt that was not his to bear.  He suddenly felt comfortable as himself.

At the midway point near the bottom of the hill he spied the forlorn Explorer that had been the site of their earlier sparring.  It was an empty shell that had carried them to their point of departure.  It had served them, but not well.  It carried them but had not warmed them.  The vehicle was a symbol of a bitterness that he was eager to leave behind.  He wasted no time pondering it.  He turned his back to it, toward the passage to the cabin and steadily made his way up.

When he arrived inside Barbara was kneeling before the fire, waiting for it to warm her.  The snow that she had carried in on her clothes was melted on her.

“You better put on something dry.  I still have work to do.  There isn’t enough firewood.  I need to bring some in before the snow covers it up.”
That was all he said to her.  With ax in hand he disappeared out into the storm.

********************

It had seemed like their ordeal had taken days, not hours.  In truth, it was only three in the afternoon, two hours of daylight left.  Barbara arose and stirred about the lonely cabin.  There were some canned beans, but she wasn’t hungry.  She found some whiskey in a cabinet and poured some into a coffee mug that she found.  Normally, she would have preferred Chardonnay, but the Canadian Club was all that was available.  The wine would have been mild and dry.  She would have to partake from the bitter cup.   She reseated herself by the fire.

It was her turn for depression.  Jeff’s “to hell with you” demeanor was one that she had seen before.  She knew that he would not approach her for reconciliation.  If only he would, she could be gracious, allow a return to a more acceptable condition.

She took a pull on the whiskey.  It surprised her that the generous swallow did not choke her.  It warmed her belly.  The anticipation of the warmth spreading to her brain freed her to consider the events of the day more openly.

“Why had she lashed him so viciously?”  It puzzled her because she knew his vulnerability to hurt when she squelched his idealistic plots.  She thought that it would pleasure her to do so, but created only guilt and self-loathing.

“Why had she been so quick to reject this tryst in the love-nest cabin?”  In their early years she would have relished it.  He would have ravished her and she would bask in his doing so.  Their satiation of one another would have re-thirsted them.  Their only regret would have been the eventual need to return to the real world.  There were few opportunities for them to do so then, a struggling couple just starting out.  Now she had time, money, and a willing husband, yet she could not bring herself to accept the adventure.  Children, obligations, convention had all contributed in wiping desire away.     

She thought of her college friends.  Perhaps she wanted to be more like them.  Their dress sizes increased by one each year.  Their husbands no longer lusted after them.  In their coffee klatches the women would make little jokes about their mates’ lack of “prowess”, testing their friends and searching for truth.  Maybe they had found the secret: that the effort required for sustaining life was no longer worthwhile.
Barbara sat before the fire, another pull on the whiskey.  She was sobbing.  She did so without holding back.  The dram had forced it out of her.  Jeff was out collecting wood, he could not see her.  If he did, she knew that he would melt in compassion.  She did not want his pity.  She regretted much, but events could not be undone.  Soon Jeff would come back in.  He would want her to ignore him, leave him to his own solace.  Soon she would finish her drink and get some dinner together.  He would need some food.  He should not have gone out without eating something first.  She worried about his sugar.  She would see to it in a minute.

**********************

Jeff strode into the cabin, finished collecting firewood.  He was tired, but somehow refreshed.  He felt the heat from the fireplace.  He hoped to see to food laid out; there was none.
“At least she kept the fire going.”  He would fix his own food.

He glanced to the fireplace.  She was sitting before it, leaning against some pillows that she had propped behind her.  They allowed her to be in a comfortable, half-reclined position, looking pensively into the fire.  She was wrapped head to toe in an oversized Hudson Bay blanket that she had found.  She was sitting on another one.  It was almost five o’clock.  Daylight was gone.  The storm continued to rage outside.  The fireplace cast a glow throughout the cabin, reflecting some objects, darkening others.  

Jeff saw her wrapped before the fire.  Only her head was visible above the blanket.  It was draped in a heap around her. He was perturbed that she had remained there all this time.  It wasn’t cold in the cabin anymore.  Then he considered the possibility that the chill of the trek up the hill had brought on some fever.  He walked to where she was to find out.

Before he had a chance to speak, she looked up at him standing over her.  Remaining seated she said the following, which were the most important words that she had spoken to him since their wedding day:

“Jeff, I have hurt you.  I was unfair.  I was wrong.  I’m so sorry.” She began.  Jeff stood above her listening and thinking.

“I’m talking about today and what I said in the car, but not just that.  I know that is not all of it.”

She ended her statement.  There was no plea for forgiveness, no teary promises for reform.  She had told him the truth.  He would now decide his course.
“Barbara, I’m more worried about our future years than our past ones.  Let’s just forget about who’s right or wrong and get to a better place.”

His reply had been her fondest hope.  She had relied on the remaining untapped reserve that she hoped would still reside in him.  He would never nurse a grudge; never savor a pain that he could inflict on her later.  She had taken a first step.  In his short reply he had buttressed her.  She was ready for boldness.

“Jeff, I know you are worried about our future years.  I’m worried about the future, too, but in a different way.”
She paused, hoping for a reaction, but he yielded no clues to his thoughts.
“I’m worried about the next forty-five minutes.”

With that, she opened her arms that had been clutched together inside the blanket cocoon.  She lay there, half-reclined on the pillows.  Jeff gazed down at her, not speaking, as she held her pose.  Although his voice uttered nothing, his changing expression roared volumes.  Across his face stretched a broad smile, and his eyes showed traces of tears.  

Barbara had removed her clothes before hiding under the cloak of blankets.  Jeff gazed down at her.  His eyes began a journey that started with a smile that was at once relieved and welcoming.  He could see a countenance without contrivances, as the laugh lines crinkled around her teary eyes.  His vision roamed downward, eventually ending its journey at her bare legs, that he had always admired, parted slightly.  In between, his eyes drank in her breasts, hardened nipples dotting smooth softness, lying patiently on her chest.  He watched her breathing, as its pace increased.  Lower, was the triangle of black hair guarding the passage below it.

It touched Jeff deeply that Barbara had done this.  Part of it was her desire for renewal and for him.  Mostly, he loved her for her courage.  She had accepted a horrible risk of rejection.  If he had responded differently, her humiliation would have scarred her forever.  She had gambled on her faith in him, and won.  
“I don’t agree with you, Barbara.  With respect to the next forty-five minutes I can’t think of anything at all to worry about.”  He said this while unbuttoning his flannel shirt.

Barbara let out that deep laugh from the throat that Jeff had missed for such a long time.  It was an involuntary laugh that was not brought on by humor, but rather betrayed sexual excitement.

“Just get undressed and come down here to me.”  Then she let out the deep laugh again.  Jeff was glad to comply.

It was hard, at first, for Barbara to lie motionless in the nude while Jeff undressed.  Her instincts told her to cover up and wait for him under the covers.  He kept looking down at her with that look of desire; she was afraid that a cover up would portray a retraction.  Perhaps she could roll up in a fetal position.  He sensed her impending move.  

“Just stay like you are, Barb.  Don’t spoil the fun.”  He had the ‘push the envelope’ tone in his voice.

“Barb?!”  He had not used that name for her in at least twenty years.  She sensed change in the air.  

As Jeff’s clothing slowly peeled away, Barbara lost her reticence.  The playing field was leveling, after all.  The equality in their nudity served to melt away her shyness.

From Jeff’s vantage point, he saw a woman in the semi-darkness with form and curves that aroused him.  To be sure, it was not a young maiden laid out before him.  Here was a grown woman whose experience could enable her to understand and please a man and allow herself to be pleased.  It was a book that had been read many times, yet could yield new chapters without notice.  The firelight reflected from her, accentuating the edges where her frame pressed the surface.  The soft parts remained obscured, leaving his imagination to define them.   
As Jeff peeled his clothes away, his arousal became evident.  It fueled Barbara’s ardor and confidence.  She lay there patiently waiting for him to complete the disrobing.  Jeff feigned difficulties to slow the process.  His boots were stuck, his fingers too cold to undo the buttons.  It was a playful tease.  He saw her grow impatient.  A loss of reserve would be balanced by an increase in desire.  As she lay nude for a longer while, her inhibitions would melt with each moment.  She knew that he was playing with her, but she liked it.  The prospects of their impending coupling were brightening rapidly.
As he “leisurely” looked about for a place to set his watch she forced the action.

“Hurry up!  I’m getting cold down here… and I’ll leave it to you to figure out what “cold” means.”  No harm in teasing back.
****************************

At that point Jeff knew that the preparatory phase was over.  He sunk down and laid next to her as she covered them over with the blanket, forming a cocoon for two.  They embraced, and her body was warm and inviting.

“Sorry”, in mocked apology, “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

“Yes you did, I know you, but you won’t get away now.”

“Don’t want to.”  They were the final words uttered in the cabin for a long time.

They were still embracing.  They shared a kiss.  It was tender at first.  They massaged and reassured one another.  The kiss turned passionate and probing.  They sought the level of desire of the other and were satisfied.     
He reached his hands to her chest, held her breast tenderly.  His thumb caressed the nipple.  He delighted as it grew harder.  He reached with the other hand and took hold of her cheek.  He knew it would excite her.

She, in response, bent his manhood down slightly and between her legs.  She closed them down on him, then rubbed her slit on his hardness.  He gazed at her face, partially illuminated by the glow of the embers in the now-dying fire.
“Truly she is beautiful”, he thought to himself.  Her eyes were closed, countenance serene.  A fullness poured into him that he longed for.  Her acceptance of his physical favors, with neither reserve nor condition, confirmed her acceptance of their lives together, both past and future.  Their home and children, the business, their beliefs all attained validity.  What lie ahead they would face together.  His anxieties left him.  He would now enjoy her.  Thus were connected the emotional and physical aspects of lovemaking.  The union of the two compounds the act, multiplying its rewards. 
They continued that way for some time.  She was ready for his entry, but he delayed, wanting to prolong the process.  They shifted positions and resumed.  Love had been proven, lust was in order.  He touched and probed her everywhere.  He used his hands, his fingers, his lips and tongue.  She thrilled at the sensations, the liberation, the taboo of some forbidden places, and the nudity in the open room.  It would be evil if it was not between the two of them.  She bent over him and engulfed him in her mouth.  He moaned with the pleasure and the deepening surges.  He allowed her to continue until he felt consummation approaching.  He lifted her up; her expression questioned him.  He wished to deposit within her.  

She understood and rolled onto her back.  She nudged his side, signaling her wish that he mount her.  He did so, but did not enter her immediately.  He sat atop her, weight supported on his arms.  He bent his head down to swallow her nipple.  He eased his hips forward so that just the crown of his penis touched her, gently bumping her clitoris.  

 She responded wildly.  Desire and sensation overwhelmed her.  She pressed her pelvis up to entrap him inside her.  He drew back slightly to prevent it.  He smiled in satisfaction and anticipation.  He knew that this last round of teasing would turn her bonfire to an inferno.  

She moaned and panted in pleasure and wanting as the game of tag continued.  Suddenly, without warning, as she seemed to learn his rhythm, he released her nipple.  Simultaneously pressing forward, he plunged into her, as far as he was able.  He plumbed her depth and she climaxed immediately.  She made no effort to gain control or to silence herself.  In the solitude of the cabin there was no need of modesty or holding back.  She knew that it was her reaction that he sought; she would give it to him.

He began a deep stroking within her.  It was the final movement of their symphony.  He would thrust forward, she would respond in kind.  She finally ended the wordlessness.

“Stop, I can’t take any more.”  In her throes she struggled to push the few words out.

Jeff did not stop, and did not answer her except to strengthen his movements.  He knew well the meaning of her words in the lexicon that they had built in their years together.  The words “Stop, I can’t take any more” in English meant “I’m going to climax again even harder than I did a few minutes ago.”
True to her words, she did so.  He waited for it, wanting to savor and remember it.  Then, he released himself inside her.  It was a climax that completed the full circle of satisfaction for him.  It was the physical completion, achieved alongside hers, with the knowledge of a new openness between them that had not existed when their lovemaking had begun.  She felt him spasm within her.  She squeezed him with her inner muscles to milk him of all the semen and emotion that he could place inside her.

As he began to soften, he stayed on top of and inside her.  He kissed her tenderly, she kissed back; no words were required.  Finally, he withdrew from her passage, the searching completed, and lay down alongside her. 

He held her and she caressed him and felt the muscles in his back and arms.  She thought to herself how strong they still were: these muscles that had carried her up the hill through the snow covered passage to the cabin, had brought in the firewood during the blizzard, and which had mounted her and slain her demons.  They were the same strong cords that had planted their gardens, had embraced her on their wedding day, held her as she struggled through labor, and cradled their babies.
He raised up to collect his watch.  “Seven thirty”, he exclaimed.  “So much for your forty five minutes.”

“You were the one who put the game into overtime, Jeff.”  She quipped back, “but I’m not complaining.”

They relaxed together in the warm blankets.  The fire would glow all night.  They would skip dinner and have a big breakfast.  Savoring their thoughts of what had just transpired, they slept together.

Four days passed before the snow allowed them to emerge from the cabin, uncover the Explorer and start for home.  The vehicle now felt warmer and rode smoother than before.  By that fourth day, they were eager to leave.  It was not out of tiredness for one another, at least emotionally and spiritually.  Physically, perhaps, they needed some short recovery period.  They were anxious to reenter their world with new expectations.  They would set out right away to make their plans reality.  

The Explorer turned from the passage that led to the cabin and onto Route 28.  They were both reliving events of the last days.  He allowed himself a silent thought, “I wonder how she’ll describe what happened on this trip to her mother”.  He chuckled to himself, and then put the little barb out of mind.
“I can’t wait to get home to a hot shower”, Barbara broke the silence.

“And shave your legs!” he teased back at her.

The now familiar laugh came deep from her throat.  

“Maybe I’ll let you shave them for me.” 

“And then what?” he was goading her into an admission of desire.

She gave that laugh again.  “Perhaps we’ll prance naked around the bedroom with the hots for each other.  After all, we aren’t newlyweds anymore.”

When they arrived home, that is exactly what they did.

THE END

