Yule Tale

By Sevilodorf

1421 Year's End

A few days before Yule

(Note: Hobbits celebrate the last two days of the year, along with the two days of the year outside the calendar and the first two days of the new year as Yuletide. Please see the Appendices of LOTR for more accurate information)

The drizzle that had begun as Sevilodorf left the village of Henneth Annun began to fade away to a mere sprinkle. Throwing back her hood, Sev pushed back the canopy of her cart and let the last weak rays of the December sunshine full upon her face. This storm had come in suddenly from the northwest and brought with it a bitter cold that had Sev shivering in spite of the heavy woolen sweater Alfgard, the Henneth Annun manager of Esiwmas’s delivery service, had forced her to accept 

Sev cupped her hands together and blew on them. Even thick gloves did little to stop this cold, and her feet inside two pairs of thick socks and sturdy boots felt like lumps of ice. To the northwest she could see clouds piling up once again.” At least we’ll be home,” she called out to Dream plodding patiently along the muddy road.

Home. Not for the first time, Sev considered how strange it was to consider The Burping Troll, home, and its residents, family; but they were. There was no use in denying that. Nor that she felt pulled between the Troll in the north and Pelargir to the south. 

She had journeyed south only once since the return from Nurn. Borrowing a mount and a packhorse from Alfgard and allowing Aerio to accompany her after several heated discussions with both the Elf and Halbarad resulted in Celebsul raising his eyebrows at the three of them. Not that she ever had any real intention of going alone. Though the King’s men did their best to keep the roads safe and in repair, it was still a great distance to travel, and not something to be done lightly in the winter months.

The time spent in Pelargir had served to strengthen the feelings she and Anardil had for one another, but also emphasized the barriers the duties of both would place before their time together. After her return to the Troll, she had been quietly overjoyed to receive several messages from him. Letters that told of interesting things he had seen and people he had met and always a reminder of how much she was in his thoughts. Gathering her courage she had slowly penned replies, going so far as to ask the help of Belegalda in matters of spelling. 

The temperature dropped as the sun slipped behind the clouds. Ice had been on the puddles in Henneth Annun last night and would no doubt form again. Another glance at the clouds confirmed that more rain was on the way as well. Thank goodness, she would not have to make the trip to Henneth Annun again for several weeks. She had made certain that all her customers were well supplied this trip and had loaded the cart with provisions requested by Meri and Erin, as well as picking up a few extra odds and ends to put aside for the upcoming Yuletide celebrations. 

Sev smiled to herself at the excitement of the hobbits for the last several weeks. Discussions for days had centered on the six days of Yule, especially upon the food to be prepared. Sev figured that if everything discussed was actually prepared and eaten the residents of the Burping Troll would each gain at least ten pounds. When she departed for Henneth Annun, the kitchen had been a madhouse of activity with each of the three hobbit lasses and several elves preparing their favorite cookie recipes. Sev had declined to join them, though Erin had forced a promise from her that she would prepare something for the upcoming celebrations. 

Actually, Erin had collected vows from everyone from Anoriath to Gubbitch and his boys that they would prepare a special treat or activity. Considering the varied backgrounds of those involved this would be a Yuletide to remember. 

******

Ignoring the raindrops hissing gently as they met the warmth of his skin, the Balrog stood in front of the Troll occasionally peering into the growing darkness. Sevilodorf should be coming along the road anytime now, and he knew she would need help unloading her cart. As he waited he amused himself by picking up pinecones and setting them aflame with the touch of a finger. He was getting much better at controlling his flaming and had not scorched the walls of the Troll in over a month. Though he recalled with chagrin the incident when Bob’s request for mulled ale had resulted in a fireball that singed Bob’s eyebrows and left a charred place on the ceiling. 

The last pinecone fell with a quiet sizzle into a puddle as Sev’s cart drew into the courtyard.  The Balrog grinned widely as Sev waved a hand in greeting and pulled up before the steps. “I can always depend on you to be here to help, Balrog. Thank you,” she said, climbing down from her seat. “If the two of us unload things to the porch, no one else will have to get wet.”

“Sounds like a plan, Sevilodorf,” the Balrog said in unconscious imitation of Milo. Sev grinned and let down the tailgate of her cart. “Everything out and on the porch except that box there.” She pointed to a large box settled under the right side bins. “I’ll take that up to my room.”

The Balrog nodded and began unloading the crates and boxes containing the provisions the Troll was not able provide for itself. Just as the last crate was unloaded from the cart, Bob came splashing through the puddles. 

“You timed that well. The work’s all but done.” Sev gave Bob a measuring look. 

“Now that is surely an unjust accusation.” Bob replied indignantly. “I was just in the barn doing your chores as you were so late returning.”

“Sorry, Bob. It’s been a cold ride. Thanks for doing the barn.” Sev still thought it was not beyond him to wait around the corner watching until the last moment, but she was willing to concede that when he did work, he worked hard. Stomping her icy feet in an attempt to bring back some feeling, Sev gratefully accept Bob’s offer to unharness Dream and settle her for the evening.

The Balrog hoisted two crates to his shoulders and said that as his feet were so muddy he would carry these to the back cellar door. Sev snorted as he went around the corner, from his expression she would guess he had already run afoul of a hobbit or two’s feelings about muddy floors. Using the hedgehog shaped scraper Cel had created and set beside the front door, Sev carefully removed as much mud from her own boots as possible. 

The scents of vanilla and cinnamon swept over her as she opened the door juggling the unwieldy box. Obviously the baking frenzy continued, though the mountain of edibles spread along the bar appeared to be more than enough to feed the entire city of Minas Tirith. 

Gambesul hastened over to relieve Sev of the large box. “You are well come, Sevilodorf. The weather is changing for the worse and Gubbitch has predicted snow before morning.”

Removing her gloves and hanging her damp cloak on a peg near the door, Sev replied, “I can believe that. It is certainly cold enough. Snow would be more welcome to my mind than all this rain.” 

Gambesul flashed a wide smile. “Aye, and to the hobbits as well. They were so excited at Gubbitch’s prediction they insisted Master Celebsul and Aerio attempt to produce some form of sled.”

“Is that where everyone is? I wondered.” Sev glanced about the empty common room. 

“The Rangers are seeing to the animals at the moment. And Pippin and Camellia are finishing dinner preparations.” 

“If dinner is almost ready, let me take that box to my room and grab a quick bath. I’ve been thinking of that warm tub for the last hour.” Sev took the box from Gambesul and headed for the hall at the end of the bar. “There’s a pile of things to bring in from the porch. Most of it goes to the kitchen and cellars.”

Gambesul nodded and said that he would get Milo and Carcharien to help him bring the provisions in. 

Sev made a quick stop in the bathing room to turn the taps and get the water running before climbing the stairs and gathering a change of clothing from her wardrobe. Pulling the door shut behind her, she wondered again what the box addressed to her in Esiwmas’s hand contained. The letter that accompanied it had been filled with greetings for the Year’s End from Esiwmas, Irosa, their children and Rolfe, plus a short note she was to pass on to Celebsul concerning Rolfe’s well being. Ah well, the box would not go anywhere and she longed for a warm bath to wash away the cold.  

********

When Sevilodorf pulled aside the top wrappings, she was glad she had chosen to open the box in the privacy of her room for nestled inside a bed of soft clothes was a large wooden bowl she recognized immediately. Made of polished maple, the bowl shone gently in the candlelight and tempted her to touch its smoothness; yet she hesitated. For to touch the bowl would be to release the floodgates of memories she had keep firmly in check. 

Stepping away from the bed, she turned to the window to stare out at the darkness and instead found herself facing her own reflection. After touching the gray strands that frosted her hair as ice now frosted the windows, she reached inside the collar of her shirt and pulled forth the silver chain Esiwmas had returned to her the previous summer. Candlelight reflected off its simple oval pendant as she fingered its smooth surface. 

Family. To the Rohirrim, family was all-important. As important, she reflected, as it appeared to the hobbits. Who you were and where you fit within the family structure determined so much of your life. Tossing this chain at Halene’s feet had resulted in both an incredible sense of freedom and an overwhelming ache of loneliness. A loneliness that had been relieved first, by the friendship of those who called The Burping Troll home and later, by the regard of the quiet ex- Ranger whose grey eyes and wry smile often haunted her dreams. Esiwmas’s words as he placed the chain around her neck whispered in her mind, ‘You may have created a new family on your journey, but the one into which you were born has a place for you as well.’
Now it seemed the family of the past was reaching out to take its place within the family of the present. Returning the chain to its place beneath her shirt, she walked back to the bed and lifted the bowl from the box. Large it was, as must be for a bowl meant to serve the members of a Rohirrim gathering, and smooth. Carefully sanded and polished to release the glow of the wood by a master craftsman, the bowl felt like silk beneath the tips of her fingers.  

Images of a tall pale-eyed man with silver streaked blond hair and a lanky youth with light brown hair flooded her mind. Times of happiness mixed with those of regret and sorrow as tears ran silently down her cheeks. So much had gone awry. So much had been lost. She pushed the bowl from her and wrapped her arms tightly around her middle. 

‘Why had Esiwmas sent her this?’ Sev grabbed at the bowl to stuff it back into the box. At the bottom of the box rested another letter. Picking it up with trembling fingers, she broke the seal.

My dear cousin,

Know that I do not send this gift out of the desire to overwhelm you with memories of a past you have done much to set behind you. Rather in the hope that you will choose to sift through those memories yet again and find those that will serve to strengthen you. 

Know that we are ever here, if you have need of us. 

Waes Hael, cousin. Drinc Hael.

Esiwmas, son of Esrob

Carefully folding the letter, Sev bit her lip. Every time she thought she had reached a point where the past no longer had the power to hurt her… but Esiwmas was right. She must sift the memories and discover the ones worth remembering. The voice of her mother spoke clearly in her mind, scolding as she so often had, “Just because Wednesday’s child is full of woe, does not require you to wallow in it, daughter. Seek for happiness and it will appear as well.” Sev snorted to herself and glanced at the small table beside her bed where rested a small brass edged box. ‘Right as always, mother.’

Reaching once again for the maple bowl, she ran her hands along the sides. “Waes hael,” she whispered. “Drinc hael.”

**********

Sevilodorf made her way carefully down the stairway to the kitchen. Pausing outside the door, she realized from the voices that not only were Meri and Erin in the kitchen clearing up from the evening meal but Camellia and Pippin and several others as well. More of an audience than she had desired to begin with, but none that were not friends. 

As she pushed open the door, the voices stilled and eyes widened at the sight of the enormous bowl. Before anyone had a chance to speak, Sev asked, “Meri, do you still have some apples stored in the cellar? And some nutmeg, cinnamon, cloves and brown sugar.”

Meri stepped from the stool she had been using to reach the sink and wiped the soapy water from her hands. “Yes, of course we do. What are you going to use them for and where did you get that beautiful bowl?”

“Esiwmas sent it to me for Year’s End. It’s been in the family for years. It’s a wassail bowl. And as Erin insists I must contribute somehow, I thought I would make some.”

***********

On this first night of Yule the many residents and friends of the Burping Troll were spread throughout the common room in groups both large and small. In one corner, the towering forms of Russ the Beorning and the Balrog conversing with Milo, and the undersized Nik formed an incongruous quartet. A larger group, which had been engaged in a game of similes, now stood laughing hysterically at Bob’s response of  “as dangerous as…hobbits when you steal the last tart.”  By the window, Brillammen and Azaelia watched proudly as Tigerlily sat scattering tidbits from the tray of her high chair to the floor where Warg waited to lick them up.

The common room of the Troll was as dressed for the occasion as its residents with boughs of evergreen and sprigs of holly tucked about the room. A ball of mistletoe festooned with ribbons hung from the rafter nearest the hearth. While some studiously avoided it, others like Bob had a tendency to plant themselves beneath it pretending not to realize where they stood. 

Tables stood arranged in a large u-shape and spread with white clothes.  The best china and glassware sparkled upon the table alongside silverware polished to gleaming perfection through the efforts of Milo, Aerio and Titch, who had wandered into the kitchen the previous afternoon and found himself immediately put to use. 

Titch now sat very stiffly in a bright red vest with an extremely high collar attached to his shirt. Such was the height and stiffness of this collar that he was forced to revolve his entire body to see objects to either side of him. Gubbitch had warned him to be on his best behavior and so far Titch had interpreted this to mean, “Do not move!” 

Hooknose on the other hand had taken a decided fancy to a bowl of walnuts and was happily tossing them into his mouth and crunching loudly. Elros watched the orc for a moment, then reached into the bowl and held out the nutcrackers. Hooknose stared in bewilderment, then grinned at Elros toothily. “Now, why would ah need those? Got ma teef don’t ah?” 

Elros nodded in agreement at the sight of Hooknose’s dental work and tossed the nutcrackers back into the bowl. “You are absolutely correct. Forgive me. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

“Nah problem. Would tha like one?” Hooknose held the bowl out to Elros.

Elros heaved a small sigh of relief as he was prevented from having to respond by the opening of the kitchen door and the appearance of the three hobbit lasses laden with trays of small wooden cups. Behind them bearing a large wooden bowl came Sevilodorf. Though a Sevilodorf none here had seen before. Gone were the leggings and long tunic. In their place had appeared a dark blue gown edged at hem and cuff with silver threads. The deep scooped neckline of the gown revealed a fine silver chain from which dangled an oval pendant. Gone too was the single thick braid; instead, silver combs gathered her hair into a chignon. 

Sevilodorf paused self-consciously, then squared her shoulders and said firmly, “Close your mouth, Aerio. You’ll catch flies that way.”

Aerio’s mouth snapped closed with an audible click as quiet laughter filled the room. 

Sevilodorf settled the large bowl onto the center section of the tables and said, “Erin, as we all know has coerced each and every one of us to participate in this Yuletide celebration. In Rohan, Yule is a time for looking back and looking forward.” A shadow appeared in Sev’s eyes, but her voice continued with only a slight wavering. “So to you, my friends, I bring a custom greatly treasured by my family. It would normally begin with a song, but as we want this to be remain a festive occasion, I will simply recite the words. And before you ask, Aerio, it is a traditional verse I have translated to the Western tongue. Therefore, not of my own composition.”  Sev shook a warning finger at Aerio; but as it was accompanied by a smile, he merely smirked in response. 

With the rolling Rohirric accent thicker than was her norm, Sevilodorf recited, 

“Come, hither bring the holly bush to decorate the hall, 
With lofty bows of mistletoe to hang around the wall-- 
Spread wide the snowy table cloth upon the shiny board-- 
And bring the best of every thing the larder can afford. 
Then place a seat for every guest, let here the glasses shine, 
It was my father's custom and so it shall be mine. 

Now bring the massive yule log--the fire pile well up, 
For we must draw around it to drain the wassail cup. 
The harmless joke shall pass around in spirits gay and light-- 
Our laughter shall ring out loud, and echo with delight-- 
The old their gossip shall enjoy--the youth with mirth combine, 
It was my father's custom, and so it shall be mine. 

Now clear away the table, and take away each chair, 
And let the merry music rejoicing dance prepare. 
Place here the cakes and there the nuts and there the rich preserves, 
Good housewives bring your dainties, keep nothing in reserve.
For Yule comes but once a year, its joys let none decline, 
These were my father's customs, and so they shall be mine.”

Then as Sevilodorf, with the help of the three hobbit lasses, ladled servings of the faintly steaming dark ale into the wooden cups, the fragrance of cinnamon, cloves, ginger and nutmeg filled the air. When each of the companions held a cup, Sevilodorf said, “The traditional toast is  ‘waes hael’ meaning ‘to your health’, with the response being ‘drinc hael’. However, there is another toast I would like to use first. One given to us by a friend several months ago.” Lifting her cup, Sevilodorf said quietly,  "A salute to the people of our hearts. Blest be the living, and peace, to those who have left us."

Quietly the company lifted their cups and drank and for a time the common room grew still as each of the company thought upon the people of their hearts. Then, lifting her cup once more, Sev said, “As I said, it is a time for looking forward, as well as back, and with that thought … Waes Hael!”

And in the many voices of the Troll came the response, “Drinc Hael!”
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