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Chapter 1

Maria stood at the chalet windows, her fine
wool dressing-gown wrapped warmly around her,
staring out over the mountains, the slopes, the snow; it was
beautiful. But where does the snow end, she wondered? As she saw it
just seemed to go on and on and on, to become one with that
mornings colourless sky and continue into eternity – beyond. Before
her illness she’d sometimes wonder about that incomprehensible
‘beyond’, letting her thoughts wander towards it apprehensive as a
child at the onset of some new and solitary adventure yet with the
same eagerness and daring; to later return with renewed energy. But
she’d no wish to delve deeper now. Strange how illness changed one,
altered character, it was like existing obliquely, not running on
lines any more. Maria, still at the window, saw with surprise that
it was raining, not snowing. The temperature had risen most
unseasonably, in still mid winter, just the evening before and huge
slabs of snow had slithered down from the roofs of houses as if
shoved carelessly aside by some giant thumping through the little
town. This morning the rain fell straight down, very deliberately,
pock-marking the heaps of snow at the road side, splashing into the
puddles forming, like pebbles. You could only just see the rain
streamers, it wasn’t pretty at all. The larch trees in their winter
brown formed ranks of desolate soldiers, so still they stood, so
apathetic seeming from this distance; whilst the clump of fir trees
in the foreground, before the French windows where Maria stood
watching, were not dancing in the slight wind that had suddenly
whipped up again, but twitched and writhed insanely. ‘Oh how
different a picture when it snowed, how strange this untimely rain’
thought Maria. But it was all so strange lately, almost as if the
world outside reflected her innermost state of mind. She hoped it
would snow again before her return to Milan the following week, but
of this she would not think this morning. Thoughts
wandered back to the snow, it’s magic remained from
childhood when, nose flattened against a cold window pane, she
would watch in awe, excitement running up and down her eager,
wriggling body, the beauty of the first fall of winter’s snow.
There was silence, gentle movement, snowflake patterns: it was like
ballet dancing for her. She had been taken to see the ballet at the
Scala Theatre on several occasions and remembered particularly
‘Swan Lake’. Music was certainly there amidst the floating flakes,
she was sure of that, yet she knew it to be so soft, so subdued a
melody, that only angels could capture it, mortals could only
watch. A fairy world existed then. Maria smiled at her musing and
wanted a smile to change her adult present world a little as in
children’s stories. It was time to dress, later if fine enough, she
would take her daily walk. It was easing up a little now; to the
left of the mountain range a creamy yellow strip emerged from out
of a mottled corner of sky. The fir trees had calmed down and
nearby a dog nosed around in its busy, independent way, seeking new
smells and stimuli from a patch of rain released
ground. Good gracious, even blades of grass showed, the
brief shower had been as tempestuous as in spring, since when had
one seen grass in those parts in January? It was pale, discoloured
grass bleached by weeks of snow to the snow’s own whiteness. On
opening the shutters wider Maria heard the wind and the still
pattering rain and it was not difficult for her to imagine the sea
behind the mounts. For the first time in months Maria felt a
stirring inside herself, a spark of life; she was
happy to be there and witness to the intemperance of the day. Few
skiers dotted the slopes, but it was surprising that there
should be any at all on such a day. What passion
was it, she wondered, that flowed through man’s veins urging him in
such sport and ventures? What secret longing sent him
hurtling down or swooping upwards on those often dangerous
mountains: soaring up and down like an eagle or climbing sure as a
mountain goat. What made man penetrate wildernesses, aspire to the
stars? She stopped wondering and began her morning.

It did not take long to tidy the small chalet. The
golden pine covering on the walls smelt pleasant for the peculiar
dampness of the day had penetrated the room and the habitually dry
mountain air had taken on the fragrance of forests
after April showers. She took time over her toilet; dressing
with care she chose a bright berry-red pullover with a high neck
rollover collar, it contrasted strongly with her light, luminous
complexion and set off her really dark, lustrous hair. Maria was
beautiful, really beautiful. Tall, but not too
tall, slim but not excessively so, with full round breasts
and gently curving hips. That morning she looked better than she
had done for days and going out into the cold would whip colour to
her cheeks and the pure, sparkling mountain air would brush away
any remaining tiredness from her eyes. Carefully wrapping a grey
mohair scarf round her neck and shoulders, taking pleasure in its
voluptuous softness, she thought how romantic she looked with her
pale complexion and large lucid eyes. Visions of sleds, of bells,
of furs, of gas lights, of romantic encounters in pre-revolutionary
Russia raced through her mind with startling rapidity. Laughing at
herself again, not just smiling but laughing outright so that her
eyes crinkled, became alive, vital, she drew on warm gloves and
ventured out into the now brightening January morning.

The rain had stopped completely,
the wind had dropped and a deepening blue stretched across
the sky; the clouds withdrawing disclosed once more the well known
mountain scene. The sun was strengthening, the mountains stood
again in all their Alpine glory. It was to be a fine day after all.
The only sound now was of melting snow trickling from roof gutters
and a clump, clump of ski boots up the track as some skiers
returned home for a proper midday meal. It must be around twelve,
thought Maria, having forgotten to look at the clock before
leaving, her watch was deep in her jacket pocket, its strap broken.
She decided to keep to the road, so as to arrive at the little
French town in time for lunch. Although she
loved the feel of her moon boots sinking into the passive snow on
the fields, it would be too much of an ordeal today, for the snow
was wet and it was late. So up on the road,
determined to enjoy the walk ahead, she made for the frontier
barrier.

The officials knew her well and exchanged a few
words:

«Thank goodness the rain’s over.»

«Yes it looks as if it will be a clear day Madame,
it’s fine over at Montgenèvre.»

“We’ll need more snow though before long, if it’s
going to melt like this.”

“Oh there’s plenty for the moment and it will snow
heavily in February for sure if not now. Enjoy
your stroll, Madame.”

Chit chat meant a lot to her and she liked to look
into the faces of all the people she met. Everyday folk;
shopkeepers, barmen, young mothers with their offspring scrambling
in the snow or in the play areas with enormous Mickey Mouses and castles, the old men who did odd jobs around
town, livening themselves up with Schnaps or Brandy in their morning coffee; with one and
all Maria exchanged a greeting, a word or two. She almost felt the
same way about trees, observing them as she walked along. The
larches now were very sad looking before the pale green tufts
dressed their stringy boughs in late spring. But from a distance,
etched darkly as they were against the pale sheet of snow, they
made beautiful patterns and sometimes, in late afternoon when the
sun lent its last rays to them, the dull brown turned lemon, the stringiness ethereal. Now the mornings’ rain had
melted a little snow about their trunks and they stood as if
on saucers, seeming immobile figures cut by children’s fingers for
some toy scene. But it was the fir trees she felt for most. They
were so plushy, like furry mountain dogs. At times she felt like
embracing them as if to steal a little more fullness for
herself.

Along the road, came three horses ridden by a man,
girl and boy. Stepping slowly on the wet asphalt,
the animals’ bodies shone, coats gleaming in the now
brilliant sunshine, rippling muscles displaying health and
strength. Their stable smell lingered a moment
after they’d passed on, saturating the chill, sterile air
with a warm, earthy animal odour, not unpleasant. Nearing
the French town slush formed shallow puddles on
the road, some the sun lit to liquid gold and Maria stepped carefully over them as though that
one act of walking over sunlight could exorcise negativity
and suffuse her whole being with light. Here at
Monginévro-Montgenèvre in French as was on the
entrance sign – the familiar scene of a ski resort prevailed.
Babies muffled up like mummies in their prams or parents arms,
red-cheeked children dancing about impatient to get back on the
snow or unwillingly trotting along,
complaining of tiredness or empty tums. Teenagers, men and
women of all ages, in couples or groups, herds of them, with
one desire only: to be back on the skiruns. The middle-aged,
lingering a little longer over their baquettes and paté or mustard
drenched hot dogs, swilled down with beer conversed at outside tables, hugging the sun’s warmth. Then
they too replenished, would be back on the slopes as if
drawn by the music of a magic horn. All but the very old are found
here Maria realized, all but the aged and infirm. Then as if to get
away from the overly active, sporty scene, she made her way towards
the old part of town, comprised of one narrow street parallel to
the main road, a little to the back. Here stone houses lined
the way punctuated with tiny boutiques, hide away
night clubs, well assorted patisserie. The sight of bilberry
tarts in one such a window made Maria’s mouth water, she remembered
it was past lunch time and should eat something. The cake shop was
shut so she made her way back to the main street, promising to come
again another day to explore the old part. The busiest bar half way
down the street attracted her attention, she felt ready now to face
the bustle and confusion of the young skiers, patrons of the place.
Many had chosen to sit outside, with tanned faces turned towards
the now glorious sun, but a cold wind prevented her from joining
them. After a moments’ hesitation she entered. Inside it was not
too crowded; a sound of music, not overly loud and a pleasant smell
of chips and coffee greeted her, along with the
cheerful sight of flickering flames from log fire at the
back. She moved towards it, easing between a group of young skiers
at the entrance. Their spontaneous laughter, their outrageous jokes
fell about her as their words were flung from one to the other like
snowballs in a fast fight. Their eyes were bright with wine or
brandy and a faint blue aroma of French tobacco lingered on their
fashionable ski jackets. Carrying a little of their enthusiasm with
her Maria made towards the semi-deserted back of the room, not far
from the crackling fire and sat down at a small table. Dark beams
stretched across the ceiling, patched between with forest green
plaster, while on the rough white walls hung old farm implements
strangely resembling mediaeval instruments of torture. A huge cart
wheel, a leather yoke, a saw so thin and menacing
it seemed to hold a row of shark’s teeth. Above the
fireplace a wooden sled, a wide ladder, all in dark brown like the
beams and the clover-shaped tables. Then there were dull, iron
knives and bright copper pans, pots, bed warmers and coffee
grinders and hanging from the centre a cauldron so huge, so bright
it glowed like a planet suspended from green space. All these old
objects from the past told tales of cottages, farms, of daily
occupations of days gone by and provided a homely
atmosphere welcome contrast to the brash, acrylic colours of modern
times and also to the monochrome landscape outside. That would
change of course with the spring but at
present seemed everlasting. Here humanity in the shape of
its simple country tools had left its mark its colour and
with the glowing fire as well Maria felt warm and
comfortable. She had ordered and was now enjoying a late lunch. The
paté was good and Maria could not remember when she had eaten so
willingly. The sharp contrast of the crusty
French bread, the rich meat paste with the rather too chill red
wine pleased her. She’d tried to warm the wine in her hands before
sipping it and now it was finished. Life
was good for her. She must have smiled to herself for she was startled to hear a voice before her
say:

«That was a lovely smile, may I
join you for coffee?» She was too surprised to reply, then
realized that it was the young man from the table right near the
fireplace who stood before her. He’d been sitting with his back
towards her before.

«I’m sorry, only if you wish of course,» he
continued in hesitant, rather bad French.

Maria looked up into his
clean-cut face and felt a new smile surfacing from within
her as from a deep pool of light. It was as though she had absorbed
some of the pale sunlight from the melted snow she’d splashed
through.

«I’m Italian» she answered in her excellent
French; «You are?»

«Yugoslavian” he replied in her
language, «My mother was Italian.» He was
already seated and was looking at her so intently, so earnestly
that at any other time and from anyone else, she would have been
offended, thinking him outrageously rude. But now, although she did
not understand herself, she felt pleased. The strangest colour eyes
fixed hers; the iris was yellow or rather topaz, like the ring she
wore sometimes. Topaz, the colour that puddle had taken on in the
noon sunlight: puddle coloured eyes. She wanted to laugh; it was
the wine of course that had gone to her head slightly. Dark, such
very dark hair, almost as dark as hers, she was near black. From
his mother or his Yugoslavian father? She could not decide. There
was almost gypsy pride in that profile and the way he held his
head, or was it latent nobility? All these annotations raced
through her mind in those first few seconds while he ordered coffee
and lit a cigarette. But there was much that escaped her, something
felt which she could not define. After coffee they
talked of themselves, told each other their lives
and nearly two hours passed. The place had
gradually emptied; noise, bustle, confusion slipped through the
swing doors to the outer door with the last of the skiers; the
music was then turned down. Lazily the fat bar man flicked crumbs
with a spotted cloth, rinsed glasses, returned to the tables and
dropped ash from his cigarette end where he had just cleaned, then
went back to the bar to arrange glasses on the shelf behind. His
movements repetitive, almost mechanical. An old dog rose stiffly
from in front of the fire where it had been peacefully sleeping
throughout the day to nose out morsels dropped from plates onto the
red tiled floor. An occasional crackle from the fire, the last
retort from a log, the only sounds to punctuate their conversation.
In their time together they told each other
all the basic facts of their lives. Very grave had he become
when she mentioned her illness, her reasons for keeping the exact
nature of it to herself. She’d been operated for a tumour, but had
sworn her doctor, a family friend to secrecy to deceive her husband
that it had been a simple cyst and the following treatment hormone
replacement therapy, Why? It was difficult for her to explain how
her husband would have taken it. She hardly knew herself why. No
chemio or rays, thank goodness, but some medication all the same.
His young face, they had not spoken of their ages yet but he must
have been five or six years younger than she, had for a while worn
that distressed look she’d seen on her father’s face at granma’s
funeral. Then he gently placed her hands in his and she felt again
a smile well up like the first smile that morning. A smile that
surged upwards from deep down to instil brain, body, her entire
being with pure joy; she was happy. The bar man glanced in their
direction, stubbed out his cigarette and went behind, presumably to
the kitchen; they were alone; He let her talk no more and began to
talk of himself, of his difficult life as a writer and journalist.
He told of his ideals, ideas, projects and problems: his view of
life. He was not married but had had an intense relationship that
had ended after five years, when she left him. He described his
holidays spent as a child in northern Italy with his parents and
his mother still alive. Often in the mountains, that’s why he liked
skiing so much. He told her of his country, Yugoslavia, with its
turbulent past, its hundreds of islands off the coast with their
pebble beaches and crystalline sea and the
woods and hills. Then he spoke of the mountains he so loved: the
dramatic scenery of the Dolomites nearer his homeland and the sheer
absolute beauty of the Alps here. His mother was from Como and
they’d always come skiing here instead of holidaying at the
nearby Trentino resorts, for mother preferred
French cuisine to the dumplings and Austrian influenced
dishes of the Dolomites. He spoke fondly of his mother; she’d loved
these high mountains reaching up into the purest skies and had
painted a little. His words were coloured with that same enthusiasm
that Maria felt to be hers when remembering her childhood. She told
him that she too had loved to draw and paint when young, but that
it was a long while since she’d sketched anything though she felt
she still observed the world with an artist’s eye. The door swung
wide open and a group of skiers entered on a blast of cold air.

«But you were skiing too,» exclaimed Maria as if
noticing for the first time her friend’s boots, the goggles laid
carefully on the table, the ski pass dangling from
his jacket. «I’ve kept you off the slopes, oh whatever is
the time?»

«Kept me» he said gripping her fingers so hard she
thought they might snap like icicles to then melt
in his palm.

«Kept me you have! and
pleasantly too.» then softly, «And tomorrow you will again,
won’t you? Shall we meet?» That seductive smile again, thought
Maria,

«You will come won’t you tomorrow?» He got up and
putting on his jacket called for the bill.

«I’ll ski now, there’s an hour and a half of
daylight left and the snow’s good.»

How tall he was, she thought. As
he helped her on with her coat his hand brushed, almost
imperceptibly her breast, but she felt it. It was no more
than a fluttering of a moth’s wing, or a leaf touched by a whisper
of wind, just a murmur of movement really – but she felt it. He
wound her soft scarf around her, then gripped her shoulders. She
felt they might splinter and she saw herself
scattered in tiny pieces all over those pebble beaches,
woods, mounts of his Yugoslavia. He said quietly,

«Same time here tomorrow.» Squeezed her arm and
left.

Downhill the road ran, out of the
little French town back towards the Italian border two
kilometres away. Maria set off with a heart full of song. How often
does one hear singing nowadays, she thought? It cannot be so very
long ago that one could capture strains of songs floating from open
windows in villages and towns; from the North down to Naples and
out to Sicily. You could hear groups singing in the streets, road
workers singing to help pass long, hard hours and boys as they
delivered groceries and men and women at work in the fields.
Nowadays it was rare indeed to hear even whistling along the way.
But as Maria retraced her steps on the now dry asphalt she felt
like singing. They had even spoken of it whilst discussing
music.

«Do you sing?» Marc – that was the young man’s
name – had asked her, and she told him, yes, she’d
sung once as a girl in school concerts and when first
married. Now walking back towards home, she wanted to sing. As a
bird, freed sings as it soars higher and higher to its newly found
freedom, so would she winging her way in a new
world just opened up for her» The road was
empty, only an
occasional car rushing blindly by, lost in its own roar. This did not bother her, so she began to sing.
Softly at first then, gaining confidence, more strongly,
till the clear notes cut through the pure air to skim over the
snowy fields, slip into the icy stream, penetrate the very heart of
the mountains around her and give her back their strength. What an
extraordinary day. Before falling asleep she thought over the day’s
events. It was as if that unseasonable shower had acted in some
mysterious way on her spirit, had washed away all
the melancholy caused by her illness, radically changing her
as it had changed the landscape. She’d felt well that morning and
all that had happened since, during the strange day, had only
enhanced her well-being; she had entered a new pattern of
things.

It was dark when she awoke still
night, alone as she would be all week, for her husband’s
business kept him in the city and he only joined her
week-ends. She usually looked forward to those
days, but now was only thinking of the morrow. Tomorrow
came. Not a sliver of light penetrated from outside, not
a sound. Still drowsy with sleep, only half awake,
day dream images began dancing in her brain. A celandine, waxy
bright appeared in a March field, a yellow
spark in the grey early light. That was how she felt now, that
was the golden feeling born inside her
yesterday, that was like… oh she would not
pronounce the word, but she would live it. Slowly her left
hand cupped her right breast beneath her nightgown. It felt
soft and young still and Maria had beautiful breasts, white,
smooth, warm as risen dough and right now they seemed fuller,
rounder under her stroking fingers. The palm brushed the tip and stayed there, where she had felt Marc’s
inadvertent touch when helping her with her coat. She saw
his smiling lips – the celandine petals-widening
in thick grass, she imagined… How long, oh how long since
Cosimo had aroused her. Maria fell asleep and dreamt.

Chapter 2

The temperature had dropped considerably and it
had snowed a little during the night, just enough to do away with
yesterday’s slush and dress the uppermost branches of the fir trees
with white flounces. All was delicate and fresh again and so
pretty. Maria decided to walk over the snow today, to leave early,
cross over the fields and, sinking her boots in the soft virginal
covering, leave zigzag tracks behind her like some wild animal out
on its daily search for survival. And was that not like she? It was
much colder, but the sun was rising and as the night clouds
disappeared no new ones showed on the horizon to mar the turning
blue sky. It would snow no more today she mused a little
disappointed, but that was better for walking; here were the white
fields of the summer golf course waiting for her; it would be fun.
She dressed carefully, choosing from her wardrobe colours that set
off her light complexion and lovely dark hair: soft green and
violet. Very few cross-country skiers were out yet and keeping near
the tracks for easier walking Maria set out for Monginévro to meet
Marc. But it was early still so she decided to follow tracks that
led down to a stream. It was only a brook really and as she peered
down through the crystal water to the pebbles and stones
intertwined with reeds on its bed, she saw all colours and shapes
and wished she had a pencil and pad with her to sketch what she was
staring at. It was a lightning flash that streaked through her
brain, she had not sketched since she’d been married. She
remembered the albums she’d filled as a girl, her water colours
too. Her gaze moved upstream a little and she noticed a stone,
about the size of a fist, pyramid shaped and white, tinged with
pink: it was quartz. It would be too heavy for her bag now, but
taking note of the exact spot where it lay, decided to collect it
another time for use in her arrangements of flowers, twigs stones,
that she’d been doing lately. Setting off once more she realised
she was almost hurrying to her appointment with Marc. Two crows
soared overhead in the cobalt blue sky, cawing insistently, seeming
to follow her. A helicopter droned above and cross-country skiers,
now out in abundance swish swished along the tracks.

She soon arrived at the French town and made
straight for the bar. It was early so did not enter but decided to
wait outside in the sun, but all the pavement tables were occupied
and seated at one, two Italians were glancing in her direction, not
rudely but enough to annoy her, so she left and made for a shop
window. She’d not gone far when she decided to turn back; it was
then she saw him coming up to the road from the snow. On seeing her
he waved and reaching her as fast as his ski boots allowed, took
her arm.

«Have you been waiting long? No. What a beautiful
day isn’t it. You look so well.» he was full of enthusiasm, then
more seriously said: «I wondered if you’d come.»

«Why not,» she replied lightly, but with heart
beating furiously. «But the bar’s full, where shall we go?»

«I know, let’s go to the caravans over there and
have a crepe or something. Is that alright or would you rather go
up to Danlio’s with the chair lift? I’m afraid it too will be
crowded though.»

«Oh no, let’s stay down here”, she replied and
arm in arm they made their way through the multi-coloured
throng.

There were two caravans situated beyond the car
park. Mothers, grandmothers, some fathers, were sitting about with
babies, placid in arms or sleeping in prams. Excited toddlers were
tumbling in the snow, children were wrestling and teasing each
other or snowballing, teenagers relaxed a while before taking the
ski lift up again and dogs were chasing each other or their own
tails, completing the picture. Everyone, man, woman, child, pet was
out to enjoy to the full the beautiful day. Marc and Maria made
their way to the smaller of the two caravans. Never had the smell
of frying seemed so appealing as it wafted towards them through the
chill air. Chips turned crispy gold in the deep oil in one half of
the huge fryer; the other half held churros, coils of sweet dough
cooked till crunchy then drenched with sugar. Again and again the
hot metal disc was carefully greased for moon sized pan cakes. The
two French boys were kept very busy for hungry skiers provided good
business. «Fromage, jambon, Gran Marnier?» Maria’s eyes shone like
a child’s at a fairground. The cold made one hungry allright.

«No, a Hot Dog please,» Maria answered the boy in
French. «Pour Monsieur?» «Mais oui, me also.» They simultaneously
sank their teeth into the crusty French bread with its filling of
hot sausage covered in pungent mustard that made their eyes water,
their noses tingle. The beer was good too, cold, stimulating. Marc
took a paper serviette and brushed a crumb from Maria’s chin.

«This is fun; are you happy Maria?» That same
urgency in his voice as his eyes searched hers which were smiling
at him over the rim of her beer mug. ‘Yes’, they answered him
silently from under her high brow, freed at last from all tension.
As they walked back towards the road music started up at the nearby
ice rink and they saw skaters begin to glide out gracefully, arms
held outwards like birds in flight whilst beginners hesitated at
the rail.

«Can you skate?» he took her hand without waiting
for a reply and led her towards the rink.

«I’ve not skated for years, and I was never very
good.»

«Nor am I, come on it will be fun.» The music
increased in volume, the whole valley rang with its notes; the ice
rink was a kaleidoscope of colour as skaters of all ages sped over
the blue tinged ice, leaving behind them a myriad of fine lines cut
by their blades. Maria was keen to try, all fear of falling put
aside, confident with Marc beside her. He led her towards the skate
hire cabin and ten minutes later, boots fitted as well as they
could be, they gingerly stepped out onto the ice. They both moved
cautiously forward round the ring, trying to let the music lead
them. ‘One two, one two, one, two, three,’ hand in hand; it was
just like dancing together. As Marc never once let go of her, when
she fell he followed. Neither spoke, both concentrating on the
rhythmic steps of the skating, moving together in time, gradually
gaining confidence and picking up speed until they moved away from
the edge and joined the other skaters. It was a whirling of music
and patterns. Faster and faster they went, in and out, round and
round. Maria’ s heart beat ever faster, soon she would need to
rest. As if reading her thoughts, Marc slowed down; they stood
still a moment in silence, panting a little.

«That was good. Let’s try to go backwards now,
then we can dance.» But almost immediately he fell and she on top
of him. Both were laughing so much they could not get up,

«Are you hurt?» «No, not at all and you?» As they
helped each other to their feet he pulled her nearer to him and
they stood together on their skates, very still and very close,
until she began to tremble.

«You’re cold,» he said, «Let’s go.» As they made
for the exit he curled a lick of her hair behind her left ear. It
was the second time that day he had touched her face and each time
she had had the same sensation. There was nothing sensual about it,
none of the physical excitement she had felt as they fell together
on the ice, it was just an immense feeling of well-being, of calm,
a current from that cool touch that went through her like a spring
breeze, restoring her. The moment passed. Suddenly a hand bell was
being rung and a carnival figure appeared at the ring side, a huge
tray suspended round his neck was piled high with sticky, honey
smothered doughnuts. Children shrieked with delight and went to
take them and all the skaters swarmed like wasps to a jam jar. It
was Shrove Tuesday, last day of carnival before Lent, Maria
remembered. They each bought one and tucked in. Marc tried to say
something to her but gave up his mouth full was covered with
honey.

Maria chuckled, then they both ate in silence,
but Marc’s eyes never left her. Pulcinella rang again his hand bell
and made his way towards the street all the while shaking the tiny
bells that adorned his cap and sleeves. He was soon surrounded by
children once more; the little ones clapping hands and jumping
about, the older ones waiting their turn, coins ready. One or two
were dressed in carnival costumes. Maria had enjoyed her eating
today as she had not done since she was a child; she licked the
honey from her very sticky fingers as the clock struck three. Time
for Marc to be off. He was easing into his ski boots again when he
saw his friends making their way to the ski lift.

«Alain, Piero,» he called, «I’ll be right over.»
They waved back. «I’m going now and you must get home before it
turns cold. Tomorrow?» he paused, «You’re free tomorrow aren’t
you?»

«Yes,» she replied slowly, «I’m always free.»

«Well then, we could go and eat in France.»

«We are in France,» she laughed.

«I know, but further on. I could do a bit of
cross-country there, at ‘La Vachette’ and you could take the sun
and relax and we could eat in one of the villages and talk some
more, would you like that? You don’t have any engagements with
friends or anything else, do you?»

He was unsure. For the first time she felt the
difference in their ages. He did not know what she did in her free
time, didn’t know how a married lady alone spent her free time.
Maybe she’d prefer to rest and read or mix with others. She helped
him out of his dilemma.

«My time’s my own and I’d like to meet you.» His
self assurance returned, he ran his fingers through his thick hair
and pulled on his hat.

«Great. There’s a beautiful wood that runs down
the valley and we…»

«It’s going to be a Little Red Riding Hood
outing, is it?» she teased, surprised at her audacity but trembling
at the same time. He kissed her on the cheek but very near the
corner of her mouth, firmly, his lips still moist with honey, as if
to seal their friendship. Then stood back and looked at her as if
expecting a reproof,

«I’ll bring the car to the frontier at ten,» he
said, touching her hair. Maria suddenly felt low. She wondered what
he thought of her, if he really liked her. Did he feel anything
more than superficial attraction? The gift of her beauty, at times
a real blessing, could also be a hindrance to the development of
true friendship. He was younger and she was a married woman. What
was happening? Why oh why was she not able to live the moment as
she had yesterday? Maria felt incredibly sad of a sudden, but was
answering him calmly.

«Yes, what car is it?» «Red Renault.» He turned
and made towards the skiers at the lift, waving his ski stick.

Marc turned and saw Maria slowly making her way
across the snow towards the gentle slope that would take her up to
the road leading out of town, back to Clavière. Her figure became
smaller and smaller as she went further and further from him. For a
moment that same shadow of unexpected sadness traversed his brow as
it had Maria’s a few minutes previously. It lasted no more than a
few seconds, then euphoria returned and he caught up with his
friends brim-ful with joy, looking every bit the gladiator,
triumphant in the arena. Piero and Alain had obviously noticed him
with Maria for on his arrival they were smilingly questioning him.
We can only imagine that they were asking him ‘Eh, Marc, who is the
bella signora,’ Marc’s reply is lost to us in the whirring of the
ski lift taking them up the mountain.

All morning of the following day, before setting
off to meet Marc for the outing in France, Maria thought over her
situation. Not her immediate, particular situation concerning the
extraordinary, hardly credible events that had swept her up these
last days like a flood tide, picking her up as mere driftwood,
carrying her who knows where. These things were not for pondering
on, these were events to live. Right now she was thinking of her
illness, her marriage, herself in general. Breakfast finished she
was quite unable to concentrate on the newspaper propped against
the still warm pot of tea. She absently flicked through the pages,
but no piece of news – just horror all around; in Italy, in the
world, no decent article, all so flippant, so boring, nothing
indeed caught her attention. So giving up she let her thoughts take
possession of her again. On returning to Milan there was a hospital
appointment to keep and then she would know, more or less, how she
stood. But how ridiculous it seemed; could one know when and why
and if and where, one might die? Could not one slip and fall this
very day into the abyss; or could not the firing squad fail? What
the exception, what the rule? It was fear the real problem. Does
not the pheasant live joyfully on the wing his last moments before
being shot down, of course, he does not know death but soars
through life to the end. Yet the condemned man waiting behind bars
knows, through fear, a death most of us will never know. She had
been right to hide the exact nature of her sickness from her
husband, good Lord he never could have stood the news, she would
have had to protect him. She remembered her threats, to the family
doctor and at the hospital:

«It’s my illness, my life, tell him what the hell
you like but not…»

She took the pot from behind the paper and poured
a dribble of tea, but it was luke-warm, undrinkable. Her mother
could never understand how anyone could even crawl to the bathroom
in the morning without a tiny cup of extra strong, aromatic coffee
inside them, downed in three gulps. Maria had loved the smell of
coffee hissing like a steam train of old from

her mother’s little Neapolitan metal coffee pot,
but for her the taste was never quite as satisfying as the aroma
and she preferred to drink tea, a particular brand of Chinese
Black. Thoughts returned, she remembered her mother, how she’d
envied her mother’s faith. The soft, round trusting face appeared,
the grey eyes smiling, convinced on a return from Sunday mass;
silently communicating, ‘I know, I believe and it is so. ‘Cosimo,
her husband, then came to mind, Marc had asked her about him at
their first meeting. But Maria was unable to focus on him clearly
now, he was distant seeming no part of her present scene. Rising
from the breakfast table Maria’s dressing gown fell apart: the firm
diaphragm, the only just, gently rounded, smooth stomach with its
deep navel, seemed to belong to a young girl. Maria was pleased
with her body; the tiny scar of her operation below the pubic hair
line was invisible now, she had good healing skin. Breasts, slim
body, firm limbs, were covered with the pale, light beige sheen of
one who has spent many a sunny summer since childhood at the sea;
caressed by soft Mediterranean winds, washed by tepid waves,
sculptured to perfection. Covering her nakedness she opened the
French windows. Sun flooded the room, but this was no summer sun.
She felt the chill through the fine wool covering and after taking
a long, deep breath, shut the doors forcing out the cold and just
leaving the lazy sunlight to stretch its morning shape over the
carpet, lapping her bare feet standing there. That one breath of
pure, ice cold air, woke her to her new reality: she felt
exhilarated as though she’d sipped some weird, narcotic potion, a
draft offered her to dream beautiful dreams, Life lay before her,
behind her, all around, continually changing. It was a bee hive of
activity, of colours, shapes, forms, sounds. Her mind glanced back
and saw a tapestry of faded colours, with figures hardly
distinguishable, faces as ghosts, patterns lost. She saw herself a
child wandering there, surrounded by interests, desires to do, to
be, to know, to explore. What on earth had gone wrong? Now she had
everything and yet nothing, a tapestry so threadbare, so faded it
was worthless. She had lost her soul. At once an intense desire to
live fired her. Day dreaming was brushed aside with the toast
crumbs as Maria remembered the time. It was so very late now that
dressing was a hurried, lapsidasical affair, but it did not seem to
matter so very much any more. One could be pleasing, presentable
with just a little care she reckoned for this morning’s day
dreaming had traced a new design on her canvas, colours more
brilliant were showing, a picture was slowly to appear. Outside the
morning shone. Soon sap would start rising in trees, winter, today,
seemed already a memory. Yet she knew how deceptive the high Alps
were, snow blizzards would come again; February, March, April, here
the snow stayed till well after Easter. But right now, with the
clear sky, the light, the bird song, the promise was there of
spring.

«Good morning Madame, a most beautiful day,» the
frontier official tipped his cap and waved her on, Just beyond the
curve she saw a red car and quickened her step, her heart was
beating faster and faster and everything about her was bright and
lively. She arrived at the car and he was smiling, elbow on the
lowered window.

«Its summer, take my hands, let’s wander to those
yellow sands.» flinging his arm towards the flattened yellow grass
at the side of the slopes facing south where the snow had gone. A
romantic poet, thought Maria, pleased. She was in the car in a
second and touched his arm.

«There really is a touch of spring abroad, I
noticed it as soon as I opened the windows this morning.»

«The snow will melt and all the flowers will
appear,» he grinned «and next month they’ll be skiing on
daisies.»

He touched her cheek which glowed, neither spoke,
both felt wonderfully in form as one does only when one has slept
well, dreamt well, woken well to a day that starts off with such a
light-hearted step that one asks no more of it, only that it should
continue as it began. Maria felt well in body and mind. Whether
this was momentary illusion or whether it was-, to continue we
cannot yet tell, but the fact is, she was so taken up with living
in this new state of heart and mind that had overtaken her since
her encounter with Marc, so very happy, that her physical being
reflected that inner light shining from her eyes. All morning she’d
pondered on her problems and now all those had been erased from
memory; like amnesia, or like being reborn. Now, sitting quietly
beside Marc in his car, she thought only of him. There was so much
she wanted to talk to him about and she did not know how to begin.
Suddenly the world was full of meaning for her and how close, how
very near to her she felt him. But no words passed her lips, Marc
too could not remember when he had felt so happy. It was as if his
life had quite unexpectedly been completed, as if the missing piece
of a jigsaw puzzle had been found out of the blue and put in place
and the finished picture was there before him. Maria was the
picture. Never once in his life had he thought about an ideal woman
or for that matter a woman he’d like near him always. Nor a woman
who could belong to him in this way. He did not browse over the
facts: that she was married, that she was older than him and had
been ill. No, he only let his imagination roam in anticipation of
the hours that lay ahead of them in the already magnificent morning
– and knew how very much he wanted her.

The car slowed down at the French frontier; he
stroked her hair whilst he lowered the side window to show the
officials their documents. They were flicked through with a nod and
a gesture. Not a word more had passed between Marc and Maria during
the two kilometre drive in no man’s land between the two countries.
Then he spoke:

«As you enjoy walking, I thought you might like
to walk to a little hamlet I know after ‘La Vachette’, whilst I ski
there.»

She’d noticed his long skis in the rack when she
got in the car.

«It’s so pretty down in the valley», he continued
«The road’s clear and meanders beside a river. Just beyond the bend
there’s an inn where we can have lunch, they’ve excellent
food,»

«He’s behaving like a lover», she mused, the
lover she’d never had and she was thrilled and excited because it
was all so new to her and because… He interrupted her thoughts.

«We can walk down to the river afterwards if you
like and if you’re not too tired. I want you to see the old bridge
and…» the car stopped abruptly as he slammed on the brakes, a huge
dog had darted from the side to cross to a spaniel pulling at the
leash. Still in town he was driving slowly, through throngs of
dogs, every sort imaginable; dachsunds to dalmations, past
children, skiers, shoppers, a motley mix of holiday makers.

«You were saying?» «And,» he said softly and then
paused for such a long while Maria feared he must have forgotten
what he wanted to say to her previously. «And, Maria, I want to
kiss you and hold you for a long, long time, very close, in the
middle of the snow field, or down by the river or amongst the trees
and I want to feel your heart beating with mine, no other sound,
just the silence of the snow or maybe a little jingling of the
stream, or a bird’s cry.» But only his eyes spoke these words, his
lips said:

«Just look at those birds up there Maria.» They
were out of Monginévro now, coasting down the winding mountain road
leading towards the valley and La Vachette. High above the wooded
slopes two birds hovered, now swooping down, now rising up, then
almost still, poised against the clear sky. He pointed them out to
her. The trees here were very thick, mostly evergreens. Across the
valley the rock side high up shone ruddy with iron ore, the colour
of ox blood. The birds streaked suddenly away into the distance,
like swift arrows outlined against the blue backcloth of sky;
rapacious birds seeking fresh hunting ground. Marc’s eyes met
Maria’s an instant then returned to the road. They were down in the
valley now and turning off onto a side road came to a clump of
stone houses, no more than a hamlet. Maria stared out across the
plain, an immense stretch of white on which stood out patterns
formed by trees, tracks, banks, a bridge or two; a restful sight.
Marc gave her instructions of where to go, a hug, a quick kiss and
he was off skiing. Maria then started to walk along the road. it
was a really beautiful day and such a different scene down here in
the valley, a welcome change from the panorama higher up that she
was used to. The wintry countryside stretched out gently before her
and there was the constant sound of the river finding its way
through the snow and ice, murmuring an ancient melody. As well as
the trees there were small, stubby bushes dotting the white fields
and little hillocks and from beneath one she saw a low long, sleek
creature dart out. A stoat, a weasel? There were more varieties of
birds down here, blackbirds, thrushes, chaffinches all busy with
the difficult task of procuring their daily food. A farmer passed
on a bicycle and touched his cap.

«Bonjour», «Bonjour.» She replied. It was not
long before Maria arrived at the village Marc had described to her.
The grey stone houses seemed to have been sleeping there for
centuries, as in the other hamlet, but there were more signs of
life. In the tiny square at the entrance a large fountain of
sculptured ice, seeming glass and marble, was playground for a
batch of sparrows. They were hopping about drinking from the
trickling spout and the tiny pool in the shiny ice floor. Smoke
rose from chimneys and the yards were busy with farm wives
earnestly plucking chickens. Cords held stiff washing, starched by
the cold to scarecrow shapes. Dogs and cats hugged the sunniest
corners whilst old men stepped gingerly onto the road, slippery and
dangerous in the shade, puffing away at their pipes as the chimneys
above puffed away into the blue. A goat eyed Maria as she passed by
with such disapproving eyes above its severe little beard, that she
wondered if it read her thoughts, for she was thinking of Marc and
when they would meet. It was still early and though sunny and warm
to walk in she did not feel like sitting outside to read the book
she’d brought with her for much of the village was in shade, then
she spied a bar and decided to go there, take a coffee and
croissant and relax until it was nearer the time of their
appointment.

The room was full of plants; geraniums,
sansevieria, delicate ferns and fat cacti filled the window.
Brasses decorated the sills and a huge ghisa stove in the centre
warmed the room well. She sat down by the bay window, studying the
different greens of the various plants. The hard, shiny
«mother-in-law’s tongue» succulent cacti, the ferns making strange
patterns with their leaves against the glass like paper doilies on
a shiny plate and there were also geraniums, flowerless as yet but
with their particularly strong, scented leaves which Maria loved
and which she now rubbed gently with her fingertips. A homely woman
with untidy hair, whisping out from under a scarf, took her order
and remarked on the beautiful day. She seemed pleased to see
someone at that hour. A young person was singing in the back, her
daughter maybe. They had no croissants so Maria took a slice of
apple tart with her coffee. The soft apple filling tasted vaguely
of cinnamon and the milk coffee was frothy and piping hot. Maria
felt so happy and at peace with the world that she began to wonder
if she was quite normal that morning. She felt well, really well at
last. Was it so, or was it just the illusion of, dare she say it to
herself, of being in love? With the warmth of the room, the comfort
from the apple tart and coffee she relaxed. She felt as though
she’d been dipped into the waters of that singing river outside,
but not now in wintertime, on a really warm day at the beginning of
summer, in June, whilst all around the fields, the hedgerows were
in flower. She’d let her whole being, body, soul be washed,
caressed by the fresh waters, to be then lifted out and laid down
on the bank of soft green. Her half closed eyes rested on the light
and shade of the green ferns by the window. Every cell of her body
was cleansed, restored, vital. She could feel drops of water fill
her eyes; her tears or river droplets? She blinked them back,
leaving eyes clear at last of the dust of days and days of past
dreariness. Then taking out her book she read for half an hour. The
woman didn’t mind, Maria was the only customer in and added
something to her somewhat monotonous day. Maria studied the woman
when she turned to go to the back. Her legs must be bad, she
thought, for she walked very slowly and though not stout had a
somewhat swollen look about her, like something that’s been left
too long in water. Her eyes were watery too and pale, but the voice
was courteous and kind. Maria decided to ask her about the
restaurant when she returned.

«It’s not far from here is it, straight down the
road?»

«Yes, Ma’am, that’s right, but it’s shut today.»
«Oh no! Anywhere else one can lunch, nearby?» «Have you a car?»
«No, not here, I’m on foot and my friend’s coming on skis».
«There’s nowhere then Madame, I’m sorry.» Well, that’s that I
suppose, thought Maria. She paid and left. They could come back
here for a beer, a panino but what a shame, the day had started so
well and Marc would be disappointed. ‘But what’ Maria turned her
head, ‘what was that wonderful smell wafting out of the shop next
door just passed? ‘surely the oldest, most comforting smell of all
times, of freshly baked bread’. She decided to buy things for a
picnic then and there. Ting a ling, the door jingled as she entered
the little village shop, the smell intensified. She bought a hot
flute and a grocer from across the road provided succulent ham, a
wedge of Brie, a corkscrew, knife and a bottle of white wine and
plastic cups. It was decided; they would picnic somewhere for it
was really warm now and Marc would know somewhere suitable. Placing
the packages in her hold-all she started off along the road,
carefully avoiding the shadows where the ice, unseen against the
black of the asphalt was a hidden menace. Out of the village the
sun shone brilliantly over the valley and she could see the cross
country skiers, beyond the river, weaving in and out amongst clumps
of trees. They sped silently across the fields, tiny, coloured
streaks, like carnival streamers on a clean street. Some stood
about in groups of twos and threes waiting for the slower ones to
catch up. Apart from their modern dress, the scene reminded her of
a Bruegel painting. Many families skied together with often the
family dog, nose high in earnest gangling along with them beside
the track. The very fast, the athletic, flew with easy grace, legs
raised alternately behind them, like birds flying parallel to the
snow; Marc was in that class. She remembered how fine he looked
dressed in his cross country ski outfit. Dark green corduroy
knickerbockers over his slim hips and thick maroon ribbed socks
that arrived to the knee and his jumper, beige with dark green
flecks. Less alien looking than normal ski wear with the huge
jackets and boots and these shoes were more like dancing slippers.
She’d laughed when she’d seen him put them on. He was even more
attractive dressed like this. She wondered what he was like on his
job, wearing a suit or jeans? He was young and in journalism she
supposed one did not have to conform to any standard, nowadays so
many dressed casually. Her husband, no, his work as director of a
large advertising agency, called for smart dress at all times.
Everyone of his working days he wore a suit. Though stout he was
still a pleasant looking man at fifty and took great care of
himself. She thought of him with affection, a brief moment, no
more. Someone was shouting from the field, over to the right. The
sun was fierce now so she put on her sunglasses straining to see
who it was. A figure was waving a ski stick and calling, «Maria,
Maria». It was Marc. She’d been so lost in thought that she’d not
noticed that her walking had brought her to the restaurant. She
verified that it was shut as the woman had told her it would be;
the green veranda tables had their chairs upturned on them, the
windows were tightly shuttered and a notice hung on the door,
«Wednesday closed» Marc was working his way upwards, the track
behind him now, across openfields. He climbed up the slope to the
road just behind her, removed the skis and joined her at the
gate.

«Damn it, it’s shut. Now what do we do?» he
looked desolate.

«I’ve bought some things at the village. They
told me it won’t open today so I thought of a picnic. Is that
alright?» she queried. He was smiling again, his racy enthusiasm
returned.

«Wonderful. We can go down to the river through
those trees, over the bridge there’s a track and the snow’s not
deep. Great, great.»

He was carrying his skis on his right shoulder,
she took his free hand with hers and they walked from the village
out into the bright light together, then he put on his skis again
and skied slowly down the bank towards a clump of trees.

«Follow me,» he called to Maria. Maria walked
carefully in the tracks he made in the snow and they made their way
through the trees. Sun light filtered through branches, it was a
medley of light and shade, of silver and grey, of white patches and
dark shadows, until there before them shone the river, flowing
beneath an old wooden bridge, that bubbled along on its way banked
by a beach of smooth, flat stones. Marc left his skis stuck in the
snow at the edge of the thicket, they then stepped cautiously over
the log platform down to the stones. How clear the water was here,
burbling and gurgling with its incessant movement and music over
pebbles, between banks of snow, round twisted trees, under many
bridges, on and on and on, to eventually reach the sea. The sound
of the running water was quite hypnotic and they both sat down and
listened to it enchanted and in silence with the splendid sun
illuminating, warming their faces.

«Are you hungry Maria, I’m starving. It was great
skiing today.» «Yes I am, let’s eat.» She was straight away sorting
out the contents of the paper bags she’d brought along. Marc opened
the bottle and poured a cup for them both. He’d fixed the wine
bottle carefully between two stones surrounding it with snow.

«Want some snow in yours?» «I’ll try,» she
laughed. He picked up a handful of soft, clean snow and divided it
between their two cups. Snow crystals sparkled, melting in the
golden, mellow wine. It was like drinking down cool, winter
sunlight; quite delicious thought Maria as the wine invaded her
every cell. Marc bent towards her, his eyes laughing yet drowsy,
lips still damp with the wine and snow. His slim brown fingers
tilted her chin towards his mouth and he kissed her with lips firm
and demanding, then softening, then opening around hers and gentle,
gently as a bird at a pool, he sipped her as he sipped wine. Just
the tip of his tongue, first caressing, tasting, then exploring and
penetrating ever deeper. She responded with warmth and urgency,
then broke apart and put his head to rest against her face whilst
she fingered his dark hair at the nape of his neck. Then he, taking
both her hands in his, scrutinized her.

«Maria…» he started but did not continue. They
silently studied each other, half sleepily, seeking, searching, for
what? Maria saw he was lost, but she was unable to help him, for
she too felt uncertain, unsure of herself and of all that was
happening. They were together in their momentary distress, neither
spoke and in a while it vanished and they both relaxed
simultaneously.

«Let’s eat,» she said seriously, whilst reaching
for one of the paper bags and he helped her to prepare their picnic
lunch all the while talking to her.

«This river runs all the way down the valley to
Bardonèchia. One can, in the right conditions, arrive there on
skis. Miles of lovely scenery. I did it last year and then wrote an
article on it. I love nature,» he emphasized, «and believe that
only by writing more and more articles, by making people aware of
the ecological question, by awakening the public conscience
concerning these things; respect, appreciation, can we hope to save
even a tiny part of our natural heritage. Man is becoming a slave,
not only of machinery, but of everything material. Look how the
masses discard their refuse wherever they go: plastic, paper,
bottles, cans. Have they not eyes to see the picture before them?
Are they insensitive to the living scene, to the beauty before
them. If each and every one of us does not stop trampling,
uprooting, discarding, violating his own little sphere, how can it
be prevented on a world wide scale, by communities and nations?
People need to be informed. What did you read in your paper this
morning? What did you find that was not tragic, horrific,
depressing, appalling?»

Maria remembered her browsing through the
newspaper that morning; it was all so true. Marc continued on the
same subject: «Just look at the television, look what’s being
transmitted to adults and children alike; violence and rubbish.
Where is all this taking us, where is humanity going. Ah but the
potential of the human mind, the spirit of mankind is still there,
has always been evolving, growing, but now I feel the whole world
is in danger. I’m a journalist, Maria, I tell facts but I want to
get the facts right, to go beyond corruption, to further …» He
broke off, drew his long fingers through his hair and pushed it
back over his forehead.

«My first book,» «You’ve really published a
book?» Maria was surprised; he’d never mentioned it.

«Yes a short novel. Quite a success, the critics
spoke well of it. But this book was just action, suspense, drama,
with a spattering of the many psychological, emotional problems
that modern man trails around like a ball chained to his ankle. But
I want to go deeper next time, to push readers to delve deep into
themselves, to get to the root of their own problems, because only
by bettering ourselves may we ever hope to change for the better
the world around us. I personally believe in evolution not in
revolution, but what is happening now on the planet calls for
drastic measures for a near dramatic situation. I believe things
will worsen, Maria, this is only the beginning. Look at the
terrorism here in Italy nowadays, I fear for my country too. The
situation in the Balkans has been precarious for decades. So
through articles, books I would reach my readers heart, to not only
awaken his interest in certain topics but to stimulate him to bring
about betterment all round. Things must change, but if they don’t
from within in the right way, in each and everyone of us, no outer
change can be permanent.»

Maria was excited hearing him talk like that, he
was an idealist and had not she been thinking over such things
concerning herself recently? How true it all was. She started to
tell him a few of her own thoughts, between sips of wine from the
already half empty bottle. She talked of her life in Milan, her
friends, desires and the re-awakening of creativity within, but
only this last subject seemed real, all else was far off. In focus
at present was just their being together in those incredibly
beautiful surroundings. During a pause and on finishing a bit of
her crusty roll she said to him:

«Marc, do you believe in God?»

«Well,» another pause, «when younger and during
university years, I went around professing atheism, like many of my
contemporaries. But then, after my mother died in sixty-eight, a
change came about. Now I do believe in something, but what exactly
is hard to put into words. An essence, an intelligence, cosmic
consciousness, pure energy; beyond and yet within this «circus of a
set up» comprehensible to a few, alien to many. I’m afraid I don’t
think much about it. But I do understand the comfort that the
traditional religions give to so many and often I envy their faith
that «asks no questions» and their devotion.

Maria was thinking of her mother. Marc looked
into her eyes that had softened, taking on a far away look with his
last words, wanting to kiss her, but he stopped himself.

«I certainly believe in female deities, the sort
sculptured on temple walls in Asia. Big round, melon breasts, lots
of them.» He was laughing and she blushed. The wine was taking
effect. They stretched out on the stones on the jacket and anorak
they’d been sitting on, to rest a while enveloped in the warm,
yellow light of the afternoon while the river nearby lulled them
with its song on its way out to greater rivers a distance away and
then the sea beyond. They held hands and Marc fell asleep, his
smooth, tanned face turned upwards to the sun. Maria shut her eyes
too and after a while dozed, just a few moments. On opening her
eyelids she sat up, stretching slightly to ease her limbs off the
stone bed. Marc slept still. She wanted to embrace him, lie in his
arms, to throw away all reserve, but his sleep wrapped a cowl
around him, taking him from her. She looked at the snow patches
around them, melting off the stones and took a handful and placed
it in the centre of a particularly large, flat stone in front of
her, then watched. The white crystals started to dissolve,
disappear, they were no more than a trickle of water that flowed
down over the edge of the stone to vanish amidst the other pebbles
on the river beach. It was a dark, greyish brown stone, but as the
water trickled from the tiny heap of quickly vanishing snow, it
seemed to turn the stone red, dark red, like blood trickling. Maria
stared, then took the stone in the palm of her hand. It was not so
warm now; a slight breeze chilled Maria’s cheeks and she felt very
much alone and very small. Marc awoke and lay still a few seconds
looking at her whilst still caught in the web of dissolving dreams.
Then he rose up drowsily and turned to her.

«Maria how long I’ve slept, I am sorry.» he
glanced at his watch, it was four-thirty five, time to go; they
packed up. A thimbleful of wine was left in the bottle.

«A last drop to share, pass me your cup.» He
poured it out for them and when they’d drunk, he pulled her to him
and they stood a long time close together, down beside the
water.

«I’m in love with you Maria, je t’adore.» He did
not say, «I love you» and she was grateful, but again,

«I’m in love with you Maria, as I have never been
in love before.» She could not answer him, tears filled her eyes
and then fell fast and with out sobbing down her cheeks. She tasted
the salt on her lips and felt her skin tightening and could not
even blink back her crying, so just nodded and he understood and
kissed her eyes then and gently left hold of her. The weather was
changing; clouds had massed during the afternoon and walking back
along the road where he had parked his car, whilst Marc skied
there, Maria noticed how different the countryside appeared now, no
more bathed in the brilliance of the midday sun. It was as when
stage lights have been dimmed, so that we strain our eyes to catch
even the slightest movement on stage, full of anticipation. A fine,
grey net veil hung before her and the scenery she knew so well. The
deciduous trees seemed less stark, more ethereal now in their
nakedness. The river was almost invisible. The very whiteness of
the snow had changed; a winter scene of another land: the lowlands.
She felt her mood change too, softened by the gentleness all about
her. She’d nearly arrived at the point where the car was parked.
There was the little lake beyond the bridge; skiers were hurrying
back towards the hamlet and there was Marc fixing his skis on the
rack, turning his head every so often to see if he could catch
sight of her. As she drew near the car Maria felt the first flakes
of snow brush her forehead and she turned her face upwards towards
a sky that seemed to be descending.

Chapter 3

Yesterday’s long walk in different surroundings
and all that had happened during the long afternoon, hours so rich
emotionally, so full of special moments in the development of their
friendship, had left her by evening so tired that after a very
small meal she had retired to bed and fallen at once into deep,
dreamless sleep. On waking she thought over the events of the
previous day, the intense conversation they’d had punctuated with
pauses when they both withdrew into themselves. She remembered
Marc’s sleeping face; it was the sleep of a babe, of one who is at
peace with himself and the world around, when body and mind are
settled in complete harmony. She felt well with Marc and he with
she, Maria was sure of it. It must be possible for them to continue
their friendship, whatever the basis, it seemed so right. Her
husband, Cosimo, now seemed light years away, far, far, from her.
She’d never thought of him once whilst with Marc, how could this
be? Maria was confused but felt no guilt for what she was doing and
feeling. Her eyes were still closed as she lay abed, her relaxed
body felt drowsy, warm, in the hug of the feather duvet. She
stretched her lithe legs down the length of the bed, but felt the
chill corners and quickly drew them back up into her soft cocoon.
She wanted Marc; she wanted to make love with him. It must be right
she illuded herself, having lost all sense of proportion and
inexperienced as she was in such matters, was quite unable to
foresee what their love making might lead to. Her left hand lay
over her heart and she let it wander, her breasts felt fuller and
rounder than usual under her stroking fingers. Maria had always had
a beautiful bust but of later years it had naturally lost a little
of the bloom of youth, the soft sheen, the sculptured firmness of
when she was younger, but this morning she felt it as years ago.
She wanted Marc’s mouth there urgently. Her hand brushed the smooth
stomach with the deep navel, remembering how concave it had been as
a girl, a valley almost. Now it was a little dome, a low hill. She
felt she was still lovely enough to be loved in that way,
passionately.

She felt desire and was desired by Marc. She
wanted her body to be explored to be aroused more than she felt
Cosimo had ever done. Always loving and affectionate towards her
but also distant of late; his work she supposed. Now she wanted to
be played, strummed like a musical instrument and loved in that
way. Maria day dreamed and let her imagination run wild. She was a
grotta, a deep sea grotta, dark and mysterious where daylight never
penetrated but only sea water dared to enter, reaching every corner
of her, washing her with the deep, blue green of the depths; a sea
woman she was, with the sea’s rhythm, the sea’s moods. She then
visualized Cosimo and again felt he had never been a true lover, an
amante. For her something had always been missing in their physical
relationship; was that why there had never been a child, she
wondered? Maria forced herself to get up at last and stretching
like a feline, flung off the covers and went to the French windows,
opened them and pushed wide the shutters. The room was flooded with
light and blinking she gazed out onto a fairy world. She had risen
like Venus from the depths of her early morning drowsing and now
stood at the entrance of the Snow Queen’s realm. In wonderment she
saw before her the silver-white, lace dressed fairy land of her
childhood. It had snowed heavily during the night, silently, whilst
she had slept like a babe and all had been transformed. She
watched, enchanted, a shower of snow fall from the upper branches
of a fir tree, catch the light like the tail of a comet one moment,
to then settle invisibly, here and there on the snow beneath. It
was beautiful. She decided to go out straight away, to breakfast at
the nearby Chalet Bar on hot chocolate and raison bread and so made
her way to the bathroom to wash and dress. It was then she saw a
piece of paper slipped beneath the front door: a few lines, a verse
by Esenin and then, «Fresh Snow!« Followed by a pencilled snowflake
and ‘We’re skiing this side today, meet us at Pierino’s at one
o’clock. Marc.» Another snowflake for a kiss. Pierino, a tiny gnome
of a man, had a little bar at the bottom of the ski slope, near the
lift. On sunny days there were deckchairs to eat outside, but not
today. Would it matter her meeting him there, she wondered? But of
course not, there were his friends with him too, she’d be in a
group. The morning passed quickly enough as she busied herself with
various jobs that needed doing around the house, whilst outside the
snow ploughs worked away clearing the roads, shoving snow and
piling it high at the wayside. On the low slopes children were
shrieking with delight and shouting to each other from their
toboggans. On her way to Pierino’s Maria smiled as she saw the
littlest ones laughing and trampling around for sheer joy in the
soft, floury snow. They fell, to be picked up again by their
mothers, looking like little snowmen.

Inside Pierino’s tiny bar it was smoky and
already fairly crowded. Maria sat down at a table at the end where
she could watch the door. They had not yet arrived and it was far
too cold to wait outside, but she could watch them descend the run
from the window. Pierino was doing a roaring trade. The nimble
fingers of Paola, the girl who helped him, were busy making and
taking round sandwiches and hot rolls, as he poured out the drinks.
The shiny coffee machine hissed, steam enveloping it in a cloud, as
milk frothed and bubbled at the spout. Hot chocolates were dealt
out along with cappuccinos and teas. Beer mugs were whipped back
and forth onto the counter where tall jars displayed anchovies
under oil and little goat’s cheeses spiced with red pepper or
dressed with aromatic herbs. Behind, on a wooden board, stood the
dark, mountain hams ready to be sliced, alongside sausages of wild
boar that were piled in basins like little logs. Skiers thronged,
bagging free places on the benches, leaving the floor wet and
slushy with snow from their boots. The door swung open again:

«Here we are.» It was Marc and his three friends;
a French boy, an Italian and a very pretty girl, slim and blonde,
Italian too.

«Grab some stools, we can all fit round this
table.» Introductions were made and easy chatter followed as it
always does when a group of friends meets up with someone new. The
Italian boy and girl went to order rolls.

«Panini then? Ham for everyone?» «Salami for me,»
said the French boy. «Wine or beer?» «Let’s have wine today,
red.»

Marc and Maria were left with the Frenchman, an
attractive boy with bright beady eyes and a wide smile. Maria spoke
to him in French and he complimented her on her fluency. Every so
often Marc caught her eye and for a second less, far less, they
penetrated one another, brushing aside the curtain, entering the
other’s secret world, finding themselves each mirrored in the eyes
of the other. Marc’s eyes twinkled as he told Alain of a white hare
he’d seen on their last descent. The couple came back with a tray
piled high with big, crusty, bread rolls stuffed with salami and
ham and all fell to eating. The red wine flowed, spilt on the paper
cloth, danced in their glasses, flushed their cheeks, brightened
their eyes. «Chin chin, chin chin, cheers!»

Lunch was a brief affair skiers could not stay
away for long on such a day from the ski runs. When his companions
went to pay and get some cigarettes, Marc took hold of Maria’
[...]




