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An Unexpected Guest

The snow had stopped falling. But it lay in huge banks along the roadside, its pure white surface dented by impacts where the fir trees had shed their loads. The road was a single sheet of densely-packed ice, still bearing the tracks of tires that had compacted it down, and I was glad of my truck’s four-wheel-drive as I steered into the short driveway of the cabin.

Hard to imagine a scene more Christmasy than this. The snow, the trees, the mountains rising around on all sides. But I wasn’t feeling the joy of the season as I parked my truck and stepped out, the snow crunching under my boots. I grabbed my bag and climbed up the stairs to the front door of the cabin, opening the door and stepping inside.

It was unchanged. It always was. The cabin was practically a time capsule, and it spent most of its life sitting there empty and silent, just waiting for me to use it.

These days, I didn’t get a lot of time to do that.

Closing the door behind me, I stopped for a moment to take off my snow-covered boots, then walked across the wooden floor in my socks. Despite the cold outside, I opened the window. I needed to air the place out after sitting so long undisturbed. There was a good store of firewood in the living room next to the stove, and I lit a small fire, then carefully fed a couple of logs inside, feeling warmth growing already from the expanding metal.

I smiled, a little sadly, as I looked around the high-ceilinged living room with its huge floor-to-ceiling windows giving a spectacular view of the valley below. It was my parents’ place. We used to spend every Christmas here, and every corner of this cabin seemed to ring with memories of my childhood and adolescence. Vanished now, along with my parents, mom dying less than a year after dad did, unable to go on without him. It wasn’t like I ever forgot about them. It wasn’t like a day went by without me thinking of them. But being here always brought it back, made me feel that loss more keenly. Maybe that was part of why I didn’t come here that often.

It would’ve been different, I knew, if I had kids of my own. Maybe that was exactly what this place needed, not to banish the ghosts it held, but to bring them back into a warmer, more vibrant experience of life. Children’s laughter would make these wooden walls what they used to be again, a place of joy and happiness, a place for family. That had never happened for me. I never gave my mother the grandkids she so desperately wanted, and as an only child, I felt that pressure and the failure to deliver, one of few failures in my life.

I did well at school, and I’ve done well at work. I make a good salary. I have a lot of years left in my career, but if things carry on like this, I’ll probably be able to afford retirement far earlier than my parents ever did. I have a nice place downtown, plus this cabin. In the eyes of the world, I’m doing great.

And normally, it feels that way. There’s a lot to be said for a life that’s all about you. I get to do whatever I want, and never answer to anyone. And it’s not like I’m always alone. I’m a decent-looking guy, and I take care of my appearance. Plus, I’m financially stable. That by itself is enough to make sure I can find women to have some fun with, when I want them. But for the last couple of years, that’s all it’s been. Nothing serious. These days, I’m not even sure if I want anything serious anymore. Maybe I don’t. Maybe the way it is is the way it should be, the best way it can be, and I just need to accept that.

But the things we want don’t have to make sense. Our desires don’t have to be rational, and are often more powerful when they’re not. We can want two or more things, even if they completely contradict each other. Maybe we want them even more keenly then. Maybe the things we desire correspond to different parts of ourselves. Maybe we’re not meant to be any one thing. Maybe, no matter what we do in life, there will always be part of us that will wonder what it might have been to live another way.

I could feel the heat spreading out from the stove now. The high-ceilinged living room took a while to heat, but I knew the stove was more than capable of getting us there. And just as I was about to take my coat off, I remembered I had left my shopping in the truck.

Muttering under my breath, I stepped back into my boots by the door and stomped down the stairs outside, grabbing the hand rail to keep from slipping. I grabbed the bags from the back seat, then headed back inside, carrying them to the kitchen and unpacking my purchases into the fridge. Reaching inside, I found the rounded shoulder of an expensive bottle of whiskey, my Christmas present to myself. I twisted out the cork and took a whiff of the delicious smell that rose from the neck of the bottle.

Not yet. It wasn’t even dinnertime yet.

As the heat continued to spread from the stove, I took off my coat and hung it by the door. I sat down on the sofa, sliding my phone out of my pocket, scrolling through my feeds. Relaxing. Not something I’m especially good at, not something I’ve ever really learn to do well.

Part of my mind was already thinking about work, about what we could do in the New Year to increase revenue, about how to re-energize the team once they all came back from their holidays. The therapist I had for a while had told me I needed to find ways to separate my work life from my private life, and I felt like that was true, but that didn’t mean I knew how to do it. After all, what private life? There was work, there was the gym, and there were the errands and chores we all have to do to keep our lives running smoothly. Then there were the relationships, or situationships, the short-term entanglements I started online, that invariably fizzled out sooner or later. Not much to write home about. Not what my parents had envisioned for me, certainly.

I push the thoughts away. If I wasn’t careful, this was going to turn into a sad and gloomy Christmas. It wouldn’t have been my first. Sometimes, it felt like coming to the cabin, with all the memories it had of my happy childhood, was a mistake. But then, staying at home in my empty apartment seemed even more unthinkable. Somehow, the city is almost unspeakably lonely at this time of year, full of people as it may be. The cabin, at least, was isolated, away from everyone else, and I could almost pretend that the world outside had ceased to exist.

I had my phone. I had brought some books I had been meaning to read. The cabin had Wi-Fi, at least as good as you could expect out here. I had stopped at the supermarket on the way up to the cabin, buying food and drink for several days. With time on my hands, I could cook a proper meal for myself, then spend the evening alone, like I mostly did, just me and the whiskey bottle and whatever I could find online to entertain myself.

It could be a lot worse.

Reaching toward my backpack, I pulled out one of the books I had brought. As the warmth of the fire continued to spread through the cabin, I peeled back the pages and started to read, the silence I was shrouded in interrupted only occasionally by a crackle of the log on the fire and the occasional soft whump of a clump of snow sliding off the roof above.

It got dark gradually, but early. Lost in my reading, I didn’t notice at first until I was starting to struggle to pick out the words on the page. As I stood up to turn on the light, a splash of car headlights swept across the cabin, pouring through the tall windows, and I blinked against them for a moment as a car pulled into the driveway.

There weren’t many other cabins along this road. Thinking about it, it felt like that was the first car I had seen since I had arrived hours earlier. I watched disinterestedly, assuming someone was using my driveway to turn around.

But the car stopped. The engine still running, a question mark of vapor rising from the exhaust pipe, the lights no longer blinding me, pointing away from the window, lighting up instead the back of my truck.

The driver looked up at me through the windshield. And my brows drew together in surprise as I recognized the person behind the wheel.

Suddenly, the car moved. The wheels spun on the ice of the driveway as the driver tried to put the car in reverse. Tossing my book aside, I hurried to the door, sliding my feet into my boots without bothering to lace them. Coatless, I stepped out into the cold, hurrying down the steps toward the car that was still spinning its wheels at the entrance to my driveway.

She was frantically messing with the gear shift as I strode toward the driver side window. It was her. Unmistakably now. I hadn’t seen her in two years.

“Elena? What are you doing here?”

She didn’t answer right away. She looked back over her shoulder, turning her head as she tried to put the car in reverse, but traction failed her again. Slamming the car into park, she heaved a deep breath that raised her shoulders, letting it out in a sigh that I couldn’t hear through the glass, but could see as clear as day. Then, finally, she turned to look at me, as if she had been hoping to get away without even acknowledging my presence.

“Um, hi,” she said.

She had changed her hair. Its natural colour was dark, almost black, but now I saw that she had lightened it by several shades, highlighting it so that the ends were almost blond as they hung loose against the shoulders of her coat. Other than that, she hadn’t changed. The same full lips that formed dimples when she smiled under those prominent cheekbones, though she wasn’t smiling now. The same big, liquid eyes, the kind you could get lost in, the green tint shifting to gold when the light was just right, made even more prominent by the contrast with her naturally dark hair and eyebrows. And the wicked arch to those eyebrows that gave what was an undeniably pretty and sweet face a slight edge of seduction, of mystery, of suggestion. She was still stunning. Maybe even more so, as if my memory of her couldn’t keep up with the real woman that she was.

“What are you doing here?” I asked again. She hesitated, looking away from me back out through the windshield of her car at nothing in particular for a moment. Then she rolled down the window, the warmth of the passenger cabin leaking out into the cold mountain air as she sighed again.

“I didn’t know you’d be here,” she said. “I’m just going to go.”

“No, wait,” I said, my hands gripping the top of her door through the now-open window. “Why would you come here if I wasn’t here? Or even if I was?”

She paused again. Again, she looked away, struggling with some admission she clearly didn’t want to make, but finding herself now in a spot where she couldn’t really avoid it. She raised those eyes to me again, and after all these years, after all this absence, they made my heart flutter in my chest.

“I just… I wanted to be alone. I just had a big fight, and I didn’t know where else to go, and I knew this place was close, and I thought I’d have it to myself and…”

“Have you been using this cabin?”

Even as I spoke the words, some things started to make sense. I didn’t come up here often, so when I did, it wasn’t easy to say if something was out of place. But there had been a few times, a few trips up here just to look in on the place, when I wondered why I had left a particular mug by the sink, or why I hadn’t remembered to take the garbage with me. Little things like that, easily dismissed, telling myself I must’ve just forgotten. She had been careful. Careful enough that I probably never would have guessed what she was up to if she hadn’t mistakenly pulled in to the driveway now.

“Not often,” she finally said. “It was just… I had a key, and you never asked for it back. And I was going to send it to you. But one time I was in the area, and I came up to look at it, and I just… I don’t know. It’s like a sanctuary. I never had anyone else here, never told anyone else about it. I just come here sometimes when I need to clear my head.”

I shook my head slowly. This was beyond belief, that my ex had continued using my parents' cabin after we had split up, behind my back. I was so shocked by it all, I wasn’t even mad. I was just stunned at her sense of entitlement. Then again, she had always had an impulsive streak to her.

“Well you may as well come inside,” I said. Releasing my grip on the door of her car, I took a step back in the crunching snow. She looked at me, those stunning eyes flickering for just a moment over me.

“I should go,” she said.

The engine of her car was still running. But she didn’t reach for the gear shift. Instead, she just sat there, with both hands on the wheel, looking at me.

“It’s getting dark,” I said. “And clearly, your car is not ready for these roads up here. If you’ve been staying here anyway, you may as well make yourself at home. We can get you back to town in the morning.”

She said nothing at first, just looking at me with an unreadable expression on her face. Those lips were slightly parted, showing just a glimpse of her white teeth, her breath forming a faint fog in the cold air in front of her.

Then, her decision finally made, she parked the car and rolled the window up. Killing the engine, she stepped out into the snow, ice crunching under the heel of her boot as she walked toward the car and opened the trunk. Inside, she had a bag, and she threw it over her shoulder, closing the trunk and walking toward me. As she stepped past me, walking toward the cabin, she slipped, and I reached out and grabbed her arm to steady her.

“Thanks,” she breathed softly, barely looking at me as she reached for the handrail of the stairs.

I followed her toward the cabin, my head still spinning with the strangeness of all this. She wore a wool beret, a wool coat cut to flatter her figure, and underneath it, a grey knit dress that was barely any longer than the coat that came down to the middle of her thighs. Her boots were red, suede, with a low black heel that thumped on the stairs as she followed my own footprints, avoiding the deeper drifts of snow.

She looked good. She looked great, in fact. She always did know how to dress, but she was also lucky that she looked good in just about anything. And her little outfit was obviously chosen for a reason. She hadn’t dressed like this to be alone. Whoever she had had this fight with, it was someone she wanted to look good for, and even though I had always thought what happened between us was water under the bridge, it still made my heart contract a little bit to think about that.

Not that I thought a woman like her would be lonely for long. But part of us always wants our exes to shrivel up and die without us, doesn’t it? Impossible, in her case. But as long as I didn’t know she hadn’t, I could pretend that it was possible she had. Now here she was, looking stunning, apparently thriving, though still making plenty of bad choices.

She stepped into the cabin, thanking me as I helped her with her coat, hanging it on the rack next to mine. As she lifted one foot, reaching for the zipper of her snow-covered boot, she put her hand on my shoulder to steady herself, and the moment was weirdly intimate. Leaving her boots at the door, she stepped in her socks further into the warm cabin, and I followed her.

“I’d say make yourself at home, but I guess that’s what you have been doing.”

She rolled those stunning eyes.

“Okay, okay. Not gonna let that go, are you?”

“Well, no. You’ve been using my cabin behind my back. You don’t think that deserves an explanation?”

She sighed theatrically again. Sliding her beret off her head, she ran her fingers through her hair, tousling it was both hands. As she did, I watched her grey dress rise, watch the wool hint at the curves of her body underneath, and a stray memory of her, sprawled out in my bed, gasping with pleasure, her cheeks flushed with orgasm, raced through my mind as I hurriedly tried to push it away. Thinking of her like that wasn’t going to help me now, even if it did seem more or less unavoidable. Being in the cabin alone had already stirred up some old memories. Now, having her here stirred up a lot more.

“I’m sorry, okay?”

But she didn’t exactly sound it. Turning, she walked toward the sofa and sat down heavily on it, folding one leg under her as she did. I tried not to look at her thighs as the dress slid over her smooth skin. Whoever she had gotten all dressed up for had fumbled it big time. Just like I did, I guess, a couple of years back.

“It’s just… I could never afford a place like this. And I know you don’t use it very much. I only came here a few times, just what I wanted to be alone. I mean, I have happy memories of this place. I remember that time we came here with your parents.”

I nodded through the pain that gripped my chest like the fist of some invisible giant. Elena and I were together where my parents died. In fact, she was the last partner I would ever have who knew them. My mother absolutely adored her. I knew they were hoping that she would be their daughter-in-law, be the mother of their grandchildren, become part of the family and inherit this cabin and fill it with light and laughter the way I still felt someone needed to. At one point, I had hoped the same thing.

Their deaths put a strain on our relationship that, in the end, it wasn’t able to take. I’m not going to say it was all because of that, or even that it was all my fault. Elena’s not perfect either. But in the years since we broke up, I had had plenty of time to wonder how things might’ve been different if that hadn’t happened. And since her, there had been no one else like her. No one else I could imagine spending my life with, no one else I could imagine spending more than a few nights with. The women I met and fucked quickly irritated me, bored me, made me feel hollow and empty. Probably I did the same to them. Certainly, I didn’t care if I did.

“Doesn’t mean you just get to help yourself to it.”

“I know, I know,” Elena said, speaking to my back as I turned toward the kitchen.

Outside, the sky was already dark, and the clouds that had been visible before the sun set seemed to be growing heavier. I had left the city early myself, seeing on the weather forecast that a storm was possible, knowing what it would do to the roads. Taking two glasses from the kitchen cabinet, I rinsed them under the faucet, then uncorked one of the bottles of wine I had brought with me and filled the glasses.

“Thanks,” Elena said quietly as I walked back across the living room and handed her the glass. I sat down on the other end of the sofa, taking a sip myself. It was still so surreal to have her there, so unexpectedly. And in a weird way, it was like winding back the clock on the last two years, as if they had never happened. For me, at least, they may as well not have.

“How have you been?”

She asked that question quietly too, as if any loud noise might startle me. I shrugged. There was little to report. The two years without her had been fairly empty. Work. Short-term relationships I had no intention of telling her about. Nothing to report.

“Okay, I guess. Still working at the same place.”

“Seeing anyone?”

She raised those arched eyebrows just a little as she spoke, and for the first time, I saw those dimples forming on either side of her faint smile, and I felt my heart fluttering again, just a little.

“No. Seems like you are, though.”

Elena let out a funny little growl at that.

“Yeah. No. I don’t know anymore.”

“That bad, huh?”

She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped herself. A funny little smile showed again on her face as she took another sip of wine, holding the glass by the stem in both her hands as she lowered it to her lap.

“You don’t want to hear about all that.”

Outside, thunder rumbled low, and she turned her face to the window. In the silence that followed, the fire popped and whined.

“It’s not like we have much better to do,” I said. “I think you got here just in time, and we can’t go anywhere now. I think we’re stuck with each other until the morning, so you may as well tell me how you ended up here.”

Elena turned her face back to me. Again, those startling eyes moved over my body, taking sight of me sitting there on the other end of the couch. Maybe assessing how much she wanted to tell me, how much she wanted me to hear.

“Well, I was seeing someone,” she said. “Andre.”

“Serious?”

“I thought so. Not so sure he did now.”

“Were you together long?”

I asked the question as casually as I could, not trying to fish for information. Or at least not trying to seem like I was. But Elena’s slight pause before she answered told me that was exactly what she thought I was up to.

“About eighteen months,” she said.

Probably that meant two years. Right after we broke up. Hopefully after, I thought with a sudden burst of anger. But there was no reason to believe otherwise. She hadn’t left me for another man, and if she had met one soon after, well, that was no surprise, looking the way she did. She couldn’t go grocery shopping without being propositioned by someone.

“Well, you don’t waste any time, do you?”

I hated how bitter I sounded. Elena just shook her head.

“I didn’t leave you, Jeremy,” she said softly. And that was true, more or less.

I didn’t like the person I was becoming, didn’t like the way I was starting to treat her, and neither did she. It was about as mutual as these things can be. Not that I hadn’t had plenty of moments of regret and doubt afterward.

“So what happened?”

Outside, thunder rumbled again, and my thumb circled the edge of my wine glass. The truth was, I didn’t particularly care, didn’t really want to hear about it. But it was impossible not to talk about it, the elephant in the room between us. And I didn’t want to talk about what happened with us. We had already come far too close, and it was already bringing up all kinds of painful memories.

“You know how it is. It isn’t just one thing. Things haven’t been great between us for a while, but I was kind of hoping this Christmas, we might turn things around. I booked a cabin not far from here, just the two of us. I thought it would be romantic.”

“Sounds it.”

“It wasn’t,” Elena said, with a smirk that didn’t hide the flash of pain in her eyes. “He’s not – I don’t know. I’m sure you don’t want to hear about him. But he just – has a way of talking over me. Of acting like my opinions don’t matter. Of not recognizing how hard I’m trying, as if he’s owed all this.”

“Sounds like a jerk.”

Elena’s smile was a little deeper this time.

“Maybe. Maybe he always was, and I just didn’t notice it. I don’t know. It’s weird. Men are weird. He’s the last guy you’d think would be overbearing, because – “

She stopped abruptly. She bit her lip, as if she had said too much, as if she wanted to physically stop the words pouring out.

“Because what?”

“Oh no,” Elena said, shaking her head as she laughed. “I need a lot more of these before I get into that.”

As she spoke, she waved her wine glass by the stem. It was empty, just a tiny red dot of liquid shining at the bottom. Standing up, I took the glass from her hand, taking the hint at the same time, and she laughed again as I headed back to the kitchen to pour us each some more.

“This is such a bad idea,” she said, her smooth brow furrowing for a moment as she closed her eyes.

“As I recall, those used to be some of your best ideas,” I said.

She laughed again. Outside, lightning flashed, a purple streak lighting up the sky and casting sudden shadows across the living room, through the windows of the cabin that, with her here, no longer felt quite so lonely.
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