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1

Alec

 


Once upon a time, a long, long
time into the future, there lived a Princess. How can she live in
the future? It is as easy as living in the past. To tell you the
truth, she really lives in the Present. Only in the Present—though
most people seem to prefer living in the past. I don’t know why. I
suppose they live in their memories. When you do nothing much, you
don’t create new memories, so you have to live in the past. But not
the Princess. She has so much to do that a lot of what she does
spills into the future.

The story I am about to tell you all
happened a long, long time ago, and it continues a long, long time
into the future. Sometimes it all seems like a dream; at other
times it feels as real as the pink Christmas flowers on my
windowsill. It all depends on what mood Alec is in. It also depends
on a great many other things, but Alec didn’t know about them,
until a long, long time into the future.

 


 


One autumn day Alec woke up feeling
rather queasy. His temperature was running a little high, and his
mother, worried as most mothers usually are, told him to stay home.
For most boys this would be a reason to be happy, but Alec liked
his school. Perhaps not every subject, but on that day they were to
have Geography, and Alec always managed to imagine that he was
traveling to the places they were studying.

It first happened when the prim Miss Brunt,
the geography teacher, was showing them a map of Peru. The large
map had colourful photographs on each side, depicting people from a
bygone era. On the slopes of a mountain that looked like cascading
terraces, there were men and women and children all surrounded by
strange animals she called llamas and alpacas. Miss Brunt explained
to the boys and girls that, although these were photographs of
paintings, people still dressed in these same clothes, even more
beautiful than a springtime rainbow. There were reds and crimsons,
and rich blues and oranges and sunny yellows. They, Miss Brunt
said, wove all their cloths themselves. Above the people on the
green terraces, there rose a big stone wall upon which stood a man
dressed in even more splendid attire. He was taller than the
others, and he looked down on the men and women below him with a
kindly smile. He must have been some kind of a king or ruler.

And suddenly Alec was an Inca prince,
dressed in princely regalia, in colourful clothes spiced with gold
thread. He stood next to the king and with him looked kindly upon
his people from the top of the wall. He smiled down, and as the men
and women approached, he distributed gold nuggets to them that he
had collected on his many travels.

“Alec!” Miss Brunt’s voice was even louder
than the laughter of his people.

“Yes, Miss Brunt?”

“Are you paying attention?” she asked
sternly. But not too sternly. Alec was her star geography pupil,
even though his attention seemed to wander at times. “You
are paying attention,” she affirmed for her own
satisfaction.

“Yes, Miss Brunt!” Alec agreed even as he
handed another gold nugget to a youngster about his own age
reaching up on his toes. “Would you like one, too?” he asked Miss
Burnt quietly.

Luckily, Miss Brunt was already explaining
how to make wool from Vicunas.

That same evening, on returning home, Alec
read up all he could on the Inca Empire in the Encyclopedia. His
dreams that night were filled with soaring mountains, their crags
disappearing in mysterious mists while their bases seemed lost in
deep, even more mysterious ravines. He pondered their mysteries
while he traveled on a narrow mountain path, a stony trail high in
the sky. Behind him, his people followed with a number of llamas
carrying his tent, food and water.

 


He was only ten when he started having such
visions. By the time he was twelve, he’d sat on the thrones of the
Egyptian Pharaohs and the Czars of Russia; slept in a Cossack tent
in the middle of the Mongolian desert; shared hot, sweet goat milk
in cozy yurts surrounded by the inaccessible and forbidding Afghan
mountains. He’d crossed the Atlantic, the Pacific and the Indian
oceans in a variety of ships, the powerful square-riggers, their
sails billowing in the steady easterlies. Once, he almost died from
lack of water on a raft that had strayed from the trade routes into
the treacherous doldrums. He’d reached the North and the South
Poles on foot, skis and sled. He’d climbed Everest and K2 in the
perilous reaches towering over Kashmir. He’d sat at the feet of
gurus in a somber Buddhist monastery, listening to the secret chant
of Aum.

As time went on, his visions had become more
and more real. He not only imagined the places he saw, he actually
felt the cold air of the high mountains, he smelled the stale
miasma of the subterranean caves, he tasted the thick black tea on
the deck of original two-masted dahabeahs with their lanyard
supporting their triangular sails, drifting majestically on the
slow-moving waters of the Nile. He once woke up with bites from a
scorpion he suffered crossing the Sahara on foot, only to find a
tiny spider looking down on him from the ceiling.

 


On his thirteenth birthday, suddenly, it all
stopped. His father gave him a computer with a connection to the
Internet. For a while the world opened its secrets to him, but… it
wasn’t the same. There was too much information. Alec knew too
much, and places sort of became real on their own. Too real to
visit in his daydreams. With his curiosity sated, overwhelmed, his
imagination could not spring wings.

For almost a month Alec did not travel.
Neither in his sleep nor in his daydreams. He grew restless, almost
annoyed. Surely, he could not have seen all the places and moments
of history. He was only thirteen, after all. There must be others.
What other places would fire his mind, his desire, strongly enough
to take him there? Even for a while.

Alec withdrew into himself. He tried hard to
imagine the places he’d already visited, but it didn’t work. It was
as though he remembered them, as if they were real, very real,
memories, but... well, it just wasn’t the same. Reliving memory is
a poor substitute for living in the Present. He had to experience
his dreams in the Here-and-Now, not as some detached fragment of
history. When he sat on the gilt throne of Russia, he sat on it in
that very moment. He crossed the deserts, the wilderness of the
Gobi, the unforgiving oceans, here and now.

And then his parents went on holidays. For
the first time Alec was left alone in the house. No supervision, no
babysitters, no neighbours looking in on him to make sure he didn’t
set the house on fire. He was alone, free. He was the master of the
house, the master of his time. He was the master of himself. That
was when Sandra first came.
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Princess Sandra

 


At first he didn’t see her. He
felt her. Very gently. It was as though someone were watching him
from very close, yet without ever touching him. On the second day,
he thought he saw a girl’s face smiling at him from the mirror. At
first he was scared, but she was so beautiful. More beautiful than
any girl he’d ever seen in his life. Not that he ever looked at
girls very much. He had other things to do. But this...

The second time, he saw her image in the
window when he was drawing the curtains. It was already dark
outside, and the glass acted like a dark mirror. The face, a smile
rather than a face, glanced at him and was gone. Alec pulled the
curtains apart again, but to no avail. There was no one. In or out
of the house. The room was quiet; there was no wind outside. The
night was at peace. Alec was not.

He had to think about this. What was going
on? Am I going crazy?

He lay flat on his bed in a position in
which, until recently, he enjoyed such marvelous imaginary travels.
He lay back and tried to think things through. He was pretty sure
he wasn’t going crazy. Just relax, he told himself, as though
nothing bothered him at all. As though he didn’t care. Eventually
he convinced himself that it had been one of his daydreams.
Slightly out of control, but a daydream. Slowly his mind cleared
and he thought of nothing.

He heard a voice. “I’m sorry,” it said.

Very slowly, Alec opened his eyes. There was
enough light in the room for him to know that he was alone. Anyway,
the door was closed, as were the windows.

“I didn’t know how to contact you...?”

This time the voice was just a little more
distinct, although it wasn’t really a voice. It did not come from
outside. Alec was used to hearing many voices on his travels. He
assumed that finally, after a month’s break, he was finally going
somewhere. Only usually he "saw" the places first—then he heard
voices. Then he heard people talking. This was the other way
round.

“Can you hear me?”

The voice was definitely that of a girl.
Maybe the same girl he’d seen.

“Of course,” he said out loud.

“Ouch...”

“What?” He almost shouted.

“Please, not so loud,” the girl’s voice said
in an urgent whisper. “I asked if you could hear me. There
is nothing wrong with my hearing.”

“Sorry.” Alec didn’t know what else to say.
“You’re the girl in the mirror,” he added, mistrust still in his
voice. “Aren’t you?”

“I am Princess Sandra.”

“I am Alec,” he said. What else could he
say?

“Of course.”

“You know me?” Slowly Alec was drawn into
the conversation. He was not traveling anywhere; he was neither
dreaming nor imagining things. His eyes were wide open, he was
aware of lying on his bed, of the ceiling above him. There was
familiarity all around. Yet he heard her voice as distinctly as
though she were sitting right next to him on the... well, on the
chair next to the bed. Perhaps more so. More clearly, I mean.

Alec was too experienced a traveler to ask
her how come he could hear her. What’s more, after a whole month of
doldrums, he was hungering for new experiences, new thrills, even
if it meant talking to a girl.

“Why did you come?” he asked.

“Because you stopped traveling.”

“I didn’t want to...” He was instantly on
the defensive. Then he interrupted himself, "You know about
that...?"

He felt silly. Of course she knew. She’d
just said so. He hated making a fool of himself, especially in
front of a girl. Suddenly the passing image in the dark pane
flashed before his eyes once more. A beautiful girl, he corrected
himself.

There was a giggle. “You think so?” She
giggled again.

“I think what?” He suspected what was
coming. He cringed.

“That I am beautiful.”

“How do you know?” Alec was trying hard to
maintain his composure. He’d never, ever told any girl she was
anything, let alone beautiful. There was another quiet giggle
followed by a moment’s silence.

“Where are you!?” His tone rose again.

“Shhhh... You know I can hear you. It hurts
a little when you speak too loud. Anyway, you know where I am. I’ve
been here for a long time.”

“What?” Luckily the shout of surprise came
out as a whisper.

“Well, I’m your... there isn’t really a word
for it. I’m sort of your other half.”

Of course. What could be simpler? I am
talking to my other half, who is not in the room but I can hear her
every word. I must sleep more and give up the Internet for a
while.

“Oh no, not on my account...” Sandra
pleaded. Her voice was sort of diluted, as if she were drifting
farther away. Suddenly Alec got scared.

“Don’t go!” he said in a tone halfway
between a plea and command.

He desperately needed company. Not of other
boys who could only kick a football or swing their baseball bats,
but someone to spend time with when he was alone. The moment he
thought that, he realized that he was in trouble. How on earth can
you spend time with someone if you’re alone?

“You are now.”

Her voice was like a caress. Like the
beautiful smile in the mirror. Alec blushed even as the thought
crossed his mind. He half expected another giggle, but happily none
came.

“Yes, I am, aren’t I…” he mused to himself.
This was great! I mean it was nice, he quickly corrected his
thought.

“Are you staying here long?” He tried hard
not to sound too hopeful.

“Of course. I’m here all the time.”

“What do you mean?” His voice rose
again.

“I told you. I am your second half. I really
don’t know how else to put it.”

“You mean that without you I’m
incomplete?”

“Of course!” This time her voice smiled but
there was no giggle. “We are like two peas in a pod. A single pod,
but two peas.”

Alec chewed that over. "How come we never
met? Before, I mean?"

“I don’t know.” She sounded a little sad. “I
suppose you never really wanted to, before, I mean.’ It was funny
how she echoed his words.

“You mean it was up to me?”

“Oh, yes. It always is.”

Now this needed thinking over. There she
was, true, a girl, but this couldn’t be helped. Anyway, as long as
nobody else saw her, there wouldn’t be any snide remarks from the
guys. They always had to make jokes about girls. No matter what
they did. Girls were this, they were that. Always something. If
girls were so bad, how come they could never stop talking about
them? There were other subjects? He couldn’t tell them about his
own fantastic voyages. They were his and his alone. Not even his
mother or father knew about them. He’d tried to tell them once or
twice, but then he overheard them saying that it was his overactive
imagination. They said he would soon grow out of it.

This last thing they said really hurt him.
Really hurt...

He did not want to grow out of it. Never.
His journeys into the unknown were the most wonderful times he had.
They were better than anything. He would rather die than give them
up. Sure, he liked school, but he had few friends. No really close
ones. None he could tell about his trips. They would laugh. Or call
him a sicko. Or worse.

Perhaps it was his size. He was shorter than
most boys in his class. Not very good at sports, the team sports,
that is; he learned early to keep to himself. He could hold his own
in chess or other games that did not require physical ability. He
liked walking by the river, but others preferred to play. Together.
Always together. In a crowd. He hated crowds. The very same boys in
a crowd behaved differently. It was as if they were continuously in
competition. As if they always wanted to outdo each other. What
for? He never discovered. Alec had no desire to do anything better
than anybody else. He only wanted to do his own very best.
Regardless of what anybody said.

And now?

And now he had a chance not to be alone. To
share his innermost thoughts and not be laughed at. Well, perhaps a
little giggle, but not really a laugh.

“Can I see you?” he thought out loud.

“Yes and no.”

“What sort of an answer is that?” he wanted
to know. He wished she wouldn’t talk in riddles.

“I’m not. You can and you can’t. Or can,
depending on... Oh, I don’t know! This is the first time we are
talking like this.”

Alec didn’t want to hurt her. Least of all
lose her. Girl she might be, but she was here and now. In the
Present. He didn’t have to travel anywhere to meet her. And, well,
and she did appear to be beautiful.

“I didn’t mean to offend you.” He really was
contrite.

“Thank you.”

“What for?”

“For still thinking that I am
beautiful.”

“Oh...”

Alec was exasperated. The boys talked
stupid, but girls weren’t all that easy, either. Why were they so
obsessed with beauty? His father once said it was only skin deep.
That was after his mother spent two hours in front of a mirror
making herself nice for him. Alec remembered he thought his father
wasn’t nice that time. Well, what if they are obsessed with the way
they look? There are worse problems in life. Even if you’re just
thirteen years old.

For a little while there was silence.

“Why is it so important to you?” he
asked.

“How I look?”

“Yes.”

“It isn’t.”

“But...” Girls were always
exasperating.

“It is not important to me how I look. It is
important to me what you think of me,” she explained, and even as
her voice formed in his head, he grew closer to this very voice. It
was almost as though he were talking to himself, only much, much
better. There was an intimacy that he’d never experienced before.
Not even with his mother. Close, but not the same.

Alec supposed that she might well be right.
He was never really concerned how he looked. His mop of unruly hair
giving him the appearance of a precocious absentminded professor,
his relatively big head, the object of some school-time ridicule,
all seemed of little importance. His mother always told him that
his blue eyes looked like the bluest sky on a late summer day. He
always found the skies on late summer days on the gray side, what
with all the pollution that Dad always talked about. Still, he
seldom saw his own eyes. A mirror was something only girls used. Or
so he thought.

And this brought him back to Sandra.
Princess Sandra? He got up from the bed and walked out to the
mirror in the hall. He looked and looked, but no beautiful girl
stared back at him. In fact, she seemed to have disappeared.

“Sandra?” He whispered.

Silence.

“Damn.” He knew it was bad to swear. "Damn
and damn again,” he thought.

He clenched his teeth. “Damn!” he repeated
out loud. But Sandra was nowhere to be seen. Nor heard. She was
gone.
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The School

 


The next morning as he walked
to school, his head was full of remorse.

He was really annoyed with himself. Walking
to the mirror had been very rude. One doesn’t walk away in the
middle of a conversation without saying a word. It just isn’t nice.
He must have offended her. Suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks.
A man behind him only just pulled up short of falling over his
heels.

“Sorry, sir!” he said quickly. “I forgot
something,” he lied.

The man didn’t say anything and walked on.
Alec hated lying. He never did it on purpose. Sometimes it just
popped out. “Sorry,” he repeated under his breath, this time to
himself.

What stopped him in the middle of a busy
sidewalk was something he’d just remembered from yesterday’s
conversation. She said she was Princess Sandra. Princess!
For crying out loud! He walked out in the middle of a conversation
with a Princess. Without so much as a beg your pardon.

“I walked out on a Princess... How could I
have been so stupid?” he asked himself. “How could I have been
so stupid???” He shook his head from side to side as he
walked on.

 


 


There was no Geography today,
but history was almost as good. It was History that gave Alec the
chance to travel not only to different places, but also to
different times. He could do that also with Geography, but History
was better. He learned, relaxed, and waited for what might happen.
Before, he usually succeeded in taking a trip about once a week,
and the trips were followed by at least three nights of vivid
dreams. They were almost identical, only sometimes he did not have
such a good recall of the dream. Sometimes, he could recount them
minute by minute. Only there was a different kind of passage of
time in his dreams. In an hourly daydream he could go all the way
to the North Pole and get back in time for supper.

It was funny how it worked.

He smiled to himself. He remembered when he
told Miss Brunt some things about Egypt that he saw on one of his
travels, which Miss Brunt had never told them about in the
classroom. She was taken aback and grilled him how he knew such
things. She only let him be when he told her that he read about it
on the Internet. This was the first and only time he ever lied in
school. From that moment on he never, never volunteered any
information. He answered questions when asked, and stuck to the
subject he was asked about.

The classes dragged on and on and on. Alec
had just one thing on his mind. The Princess. She was not a thing,
obviously, but he was completely preoccupied with all things
concerning her. Would she come back tonight? Ever? “Yes!” he said
half aloud and quickly cleared his throat. “Sorry,” he
half-whispered. He decided to pay more attention. During the
afternoon he had Math and Geometry. To him they were both one,
really. It all had to do with logical thinking. He was really quite
good at that. But his heart wasn’t in it. He still preferred
Geography and History. He wondered why, now that he hadn’t traveled
for a month, Math did seem more interesting.

Finally school was over for the day. He was
prepared to run home practically all the way. And then he heard a
vague giggle. For the second time today, he stopped dead.

“Sandra?”

Nothing. No more giggle, not a word. “Are
you there?” He tried again. Where was ‘there’, anyway. That’s
right, where was there?

He slowed his pace. Maybe she wanted to see
the school. He walked to the parapet and sat down. It was an older
building, put up probably some 150 years ago. All stone, smoother
higher up and rough at ground level. The original side-hung
wooden-frame windows had all been replaced with aluminum, for
easier maintenance. Or so he supposed. He wondered how he knew
those things. The eaves overhung about two to three feet, with
copper gutter and down-pipes, all green from the pollution.
Probably acid rain, he thought. And then he wondered again: “How do
I know these things?” He’d never read up on the school buildings,
never even read an introductory pamphlet. His parents did that. It
was of absolutely no interest to him. Yet now...?

He walked around the building discovering
details that had never before entered his awareness. There was a
carved stone portal over the heavy, ornately carved main doors.
Almost like a castle he’d once visited...

The boys and girls didn’t use these doors,
except on festive occasions. When some ceremonies were held with
the parents present, the heavy doors were opened directly onto an
impressive entrance hall. The Headmaster would stand there and
shake hands with the visitors. The parents, of course, not the
pupils. The boys and girls never touched the Headmaster. Not until
they finished school and got their certificate. Alec would shake
the Headmaster’s hand next year.

There were many other details Alec noticed
until he felt tired and slowly walked home. Funny how he’d
completely forgotten about Sandra. The school building was really
interesting, he thought. It was almost like traveling...

Almost.

When he got home, he went to the fridge. His
mother had left him exactly twelve of them. One for each night of
their holidays. He wondered why he’d never had any brothers or
sisters. With two or three of them, there wouldn’t be enough room
in the refrigerator, and his parents would never be able to go on a
holiday. That was probably the reason. Of course, they could buy a
bigger fridge. But then the kitchen would be too small. He didn’t
really feel like another TV dinner.

He switched on his computer instead and
clicked to open the Internet. He looked up some buildings from
about two centuries ago. They did look fairly nice though also
rather somber. He wondered if people were also somber in those
days. The older buildings looked even more interesting. He read
about two of them, then quit the Internet and stretched out on the
settee. A minute later he woke up in the darkest, scariest, dampest
dungeon he could imagine. Only he wasn’t imagining it. He really
was there. Right in it.

He shivered all over.
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The Castle

 


Alec had absolutely no desire
to travel to the murky innards of a medieval stone castle. He
really wanted to meet Sandra again, rather than resume his travels.
And if he had to travel, well, there was plenty to see of a stone
castle without having to end up in a dungeon. And then his heart
almost stopped!

He was sitting on a stone bench, about a
chair’s height. Around his wrists and ankles he saw metal rings
with chains leading to great rings in the wall behind him. The wall
was just close enough to lean against if he lifted his legs off the
floor. The room was about eight by twelve feet, no more than six
feet high, with a slot of a window just below the ceiling. There
was no way anyone could escape through that slot, even if he could
free himself from these chains.

“What on earth am I doing here?” he
wondered, half aloud. “What on earth am I doing here?” he repeated,
listening to his own voice.

 


The walls remained absolutely silent. There
was no sound of any nature anywhere. He felt, and probably was,
completely alone.

For a moment he panicked. “I’m going to
starve to death.” Then he calmed himself, remembering that this was
only one of his trips—unpleasant, but only one of his trips. “But
why the dungeon?”

There were footsteps behind the wall
directly in front of him. In the darkness, he thought he saw a door
in the wall. If you could call it a door. It was little more than
four feet high. A door for...

A door for a rather short thirteen-year-old
boy.

 


The door didn’t open, but a slot at its foot
swung into the cell and a plate was pushed in. Someone pushed it
along the floor with a stick until it was within Alec’s reach. The
chain on his left wrist was longer than the one on his right. Alec
bent down to retrieve the plate. There was an odd-looking sandwich
on it. It was some kind of meat on a soggy piece of crust with
another piece of crust lying on the edge of the metal plate. Lord
Sandwich obviously hadn’t been born yet.

“Supper?” he wondered.

And then he heard a quiet sob. He would have
paid more attention if he hadn’t been so hungry. He put down the
‘sandwich’ in short order and looked around for something to drink.
At this very moment, the hatch in the door swung towards him again
and a metal jug was pushed along the floor. “Room service,” he
remembered his father saying last winter in a Florida motel. Room
service it was, only by now his eyes had adjusted to the murk of
the dungeon and he saw that the water didn’t look that clean. There
was an easy way out. What you can’t see, can’t hurt you, he mused,
closed his eyes and drank avidly. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve,
his spirits improved somewhat. Just then he heard it again. The
sobbing. This time not just one catch of breath but a series.
Someone was crying. Close. Very close.

Even as he asked himself the question, he
knew the answer. The Princess needed his help. His Princess. His
Sandra. This would make up for his rudeness last night. But he was
cast in irons, hand and foot. There was a heavy wooden door
straight ahead, but he was sure it was locked. And his Sandra
needed help. Alec was torn between the desire to break the chains
with his meager strength or join Sandra in her sobbing.

He did neither.

For a moment he sat to consider his
situation. He relaxed as best he could and closed his eyes. The
idea came to him with vivid clarity. He remembered how he got here.
How he got anywhere on his travels.

He closed his eyes and imagined that his
irons were falling off. He expected the clang of metal... Alas,
nothing happened. Nothing except for another plaintive sob. He
looked at his arms in desperation. There was a peculiar sheen on
his arms and legs. As if he were sprayed with just a little silver
dust. Just a little. Very slowly he pulled his hand against the
metal bracelet. Even before anything happened, a smile brightened
his face. The bracelet had been made for adults, not for
thirteen-year-old, rather small, boys. His left hand slid quite
easily through the irons, as did his other hand. The legs were a
bit more difficult, but the sound of quiet weeping from nearby gave
him the fortitude to bear a little pain. Well, quite a lot of pain,
but he was free—except for the heavy door reinforced with iron
bars, and the unknowns of a strange castle. Not to mention the
unknown whereabouts of his Princess.

 


 


“Sandra... Sandra... where are
you?” He listened for an answer. None came.

Then… an agonizing shriek broke the silence.
There was no doubt about it. There were other people in the
dungeons. There were the masters and the minions. The torturers and
the tortured. Alec shivered. A cold sweat covered his whole
body.

“Where on earth am I?”

This was not at all like his old travels. On
previous trips, he experienced extremes of cold and heat, and even
the lack of air at the top of the Himalayas, but this? This was
scary. This was not at all like a dream, waking or not. All his
previous experiences had been real, but in them he was a sort of...
spectator, while he was also participating. Here he was right in
the thick of things. The dampness was too damp. The stone walls too
forbidding. The feeling of being alone in his predicament simply
too oppressive. This was much too real, even for his liking.

Another shriek followed by a whimper
propelled him to his feet. In three steps he was at the door. The
door was not even bolted. ‘How come?’ he asked himself. Is this a
dream after all? And then he remembered that until minutes ago he
was tethered hand and foot in heavy irons. They, whoever
they were, never imagined he would free himself. An adult
evidently couldn’t. For the first time Alec was really happy that
he was small. Small even for his age. With a sigh of relief he left
the dark chamber.

Outside, the corridor sloped upwards, ending
in a flight of steps; funny, rather small steps. As though designed
by or for people as small as himself. At the foot of the flight he
stopped and listened. Nothing.

He had to do something.

He climbed the stairs and arrived about
eight feet higher up at a landing which extended to the left and
right, only to end in two flights of stairs, each leading down.
Immediately in front there was a door leading to...

There was no time to speculate. Again he
heard gentle sobs and a sleepy yet painful whimper. Then silence
again. Total, absolute silence.

A 50/50 chance. On instinct, he ran down the
steps on his left. The door at the bottom of the flight was latched
shut. At least he wouldn’t need a key he didn’t have. He raised the
latch quietly. The dungeon inside seemed even darker than his own.
Lying on the stone bench under the slot window was a man. A very
large man. There was blood on his face, and his left arm hung loose
from his shoulder. He cringed when Alec came near him.

 


“Easy now,” Alec whispered. “I’m a
friend.”

The man looked at him half with fear, half
with mistrust.

“I’ve come to get you out of here,” Alec
assured him, having absolutely no idea how he would go about this
salutary mission.

The man looked at him again.

“Who are you?” the monster asked.

“Never mind that. We must get you out of
here.” The man did not look as though he placed much faith in
Alec’s words. “My name is Alec, if you must know.” And then he
added as an afterthought: “I’ve come here to free the
Princess.”

“They got her, too?” The man seemed even
more desolate than before.

The man knew the Princess. This might help.
Of course, it might not. “Can you walk?” Alec thought they’d wasted
enough time.

As the large man got up, he was half-bent at
the waist to fit under the low ceiling. He staggered, sat down, and
got up again. He obviously was much weakened by his ordeal but
almost obediently moved, albeit slowly, towards the door.

“Do you know who your torturers are?” Alec
asked over his shoulder.

“Of course,” the man talked with a rasping
voice. “It was them little ones. It always is. They can’t stand us
big’uns. They’re jealous. That’s what them is.” Then he added in an
even quieter voice, “I thought you was one of them, at first.” The
words, albeit not very grammatical, came at a flood. He seemed to
feel better after they spilled out.

“This way, up the steps.” Alec led the
way.

“They gave me that drink to drink and it was
poisoned. They tortured me, an’ there was nothing I could do. No
strength. I fell down them steps. No strength at all—the little
bastards.”

“Why do you keep saying how small they are?”
Alec wanted to know.

“They are no bigger than you’s.” The man
nodded to himself. “Only uglier. Much uglier.”

Alec preferred not to ask how ugly he was
himself. His mind was already working on saving his Princess. She
must be down the other steps. There was no other way he could have
heard both, the man’s whimpers and the Princess’ sobs. At the top
of the landing, he told the huge man, still doubled up to fit under
the ceiling, to wait. That’s how he must have fallen down those
steps, by hitting his head on the ceiling. Poor sap, Alec felt
genuinely sorry for such a big man with so little initiative.

He ran down and pushed the door. Sandra was
lying on the stone bench, rather like the man had been, but she
hardly covered half of it. Her face was hidden in her hands. She
was crying quietly.

“Princess...?” Alec was sure it was she. As
sure as he was that he would save her. Whatever the cost. Even if
it cost him his life.

 


Very slowly, Sandra raised her face. The
tears ran down her cheeks, yet the smile of recognition illuminated
her face. The whole dungeon seemed brighter.

“Alec, oh, Alec!” she cried, running into
his arms.

Now this wasn’t funny. Thirteen-year-old
boys do not take girls into their arms. Never! It is an unwritten
law of boyhood. So Alec just stood there, only gently pressing
Sandra to his meager chest.

“Now, now,” he consoled. He knew this was
the right thing to say because he’d seen it in a TV movie only last
week. All too quickly Sandra recovered. Alec was prepared to suffer
her embrace a little longer, for her sake, of course. Nevertheless,
she pulled back.

“How did you find me?” she asked.

“Later,” he admonished in his most masculine
voice, which wasn’t very masculine at all. But Sandra obeyed
anyway. “Follow me,” he added in a loud whisper.

He led the way to the door and then let
Sandra pass him. He needed time to think. What on earth was he
going to do? He had two people to save and no idea how to do it.
The little ones, whoever they were, might be back any moment. A
second later Sandra was back in his arms.

“What happened?” he asked in a whisper.

“There is a monster up there. A very large
monster!” She pressed herself into Alec’s body as though trying to
get to the other side of him.

“He’s a friend.” Alec smiled for the first
time. “I got him out of his cell, too.” The look of admiration in
Sandra’s eye was more than Alec could hope for.

“You freed him?”

“Well, he was drugged and couldn’t walk. I
think they expected him to sleep for a few hours yet.”

The monster’s face cracked in a hideous
smile.

“Princess!” he rumbled.

He tried to stoop even lower to pay her
homage and almost fell down the stairs. He would have pinned the
both of them to the stone floor. Probably broken all their
bones.

“Igor?” Sandra asked incredulously. “Is it
really you?”

“Yes, Princess. A bit worse for wear.”

Suddenly his heavily accented speech had
become completely normal. Almost refined. Alec supposed that one
must speak well in front of the Princess. It is only proper.

Sandra ran up to Igor, for that was indeed
his name, and fell into the huge man’s massive arms. She was good
at falling into men’s arms, Alec thought. Maybe a little too good?
And then he heard the familiar giggle. He bit his tongue.



“Do you know the way out of here?” Sandra
asked. “Alec saved me, but I’m not sure he knows the way...?”

“Yes, Princess, right through that
door.”

“Hold on!” Alec commanded. “How do you know
that there are no bad, ah, little ones out there?”

“Well, there may be, but I’m not drugged any
more. I’m not afraid of them when I’m myself.”

“Let me go first, then.” Alec was still in
charge. Igor obediently took two steps back down the other
staircase to allow him access to the door. Alec pushed the door’s
heavy metal handle but the door hardly moved.

“Here, let me. After all, you did save me,”
Igor said behind his back.

And as Igor reached over Alec’s head and
pushed the thick wooden door, Alec literally fell through. He
caught himself on the very edge of the settee. Igor and, what was
worse, Sandra were gone. He was alone in his living room. He looked
around just to make sure he was really here and alone. He didn’t
know whether to laugh or cry. He decided to lie back a while and
think about his adventure. Dream or not, he had saved Sandra. Or so
it seemed.
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Hello Again

 


He must have dozed off for a
few minutes. When he came to, a whimsical smile was playing about
his lips. He was reasonably happy with his performance. He
remembered every detail. He had been afraid, but he had overcome
his fear. He hadn’t run to save himself but had risked his freedom,
perhaps his life, to help others. So what if it had only been a
daydream? It takes just as much guts to act in the real as in the
imaginary world. He remembered waking up covered in sweat after
some of his previous adventures. And today was no different. But
what was most important, he had actually met Sandra. Sandra—his
Princess. He couldn’t think of her in any other way but as his. Of
course he had no claim on her, none whatsoever, but... he had saved
her.

He was her knight.

She was more beautiful than he ever
imagined. That is, than when he half-saw her in the mirror and the
dark pane of glass. Her hair was long and golden. Pure gold.
Perhaps all Princesses have golden hair, but it didn’t matter. His
did, and that was enough. She was just a little shorter than he,
but just tall enough to fall into his arms comfortably. He blushed
at the recollection. And then he tried to remember what her tiny,
lithe body felt like against his. And then he did remember, and he
blushed again.

He went to the kitchen and got himself a
glass of water. He came back and sat in dad’s favourite armchair.
It swung to and fro, it spun around, and you could lie completely
flat on it. It was quite a chair. He sat down, released the back
support and relaxed. He wondered if Sandra would ever come on
another of his jaunts. Gosh, she was beautiful. Her eyes shone like
little stars. Her face and hands seemed to fill the dungeon with an
eerie light. Like moonlight from a full moon. Alec desperately
tried to think of other things. Not a chance. His thoughts made a
loop and came back to Sandra. He wondered why.

“I told you.” He heard her distinct voice.
He fought the desire to sit up and look around and managed to keep
perfectly still. “It’s all right.” Her voice smiled. “I’ll stay a
while. After all, you did save me.”

For some unknown reason there was a chuckle
at the end of that assurance. A chuckle much too close to becoming
a giggle. Alec was a little hurt.

“I’m sorry,” she assured. “I really am very
grateful.” And when Alec still remained gruff, she added, “You
behaved like a real gentleman. Like a knight in shining armour.
Really!”

Alec relaxed again. “Thank you, it was
nothing.”

“Saving me was nothing?”

“That’s not what I meant!” He really had no
idea how to talk to girls. They always twisted everything and got
the better of you.

“Did you enjoy the adventure?” she asked
innocently.

Alec had seldom, if ever, enjoyed anything
more in his life. It wouldn’t do to admit it, though. She would be
bound to laugh.

“No, I wouldn’t. I would be flattered.”

“Can you read all my thoughts?” Alec was
becoming exasperated again.

“Pretty much.” Her voice smiled. “Only if
they are not bad ones. Those I can’t, but I can sense them
all.”

“Is that when you go away? I mean when I
have bad thoughts?” he asked.

“I never go away.”

“But...”

“I never go away. Sometimes you lose contact
with me. I am always there, or rather here, with you.”

“I’d never lose contact with...” And Alec
blushed again. I must really stop this blushing business. It’s
embarrassing. He prayed she couldn’t detect these last
thoughts.

 


For the next little while, even without
uttering a single word, Alec was acutely aware of her presence. He
was still tired from his ordeal, but he felt contented, relaxed,
complete. As if two lost parts of him had found each other and
become one. Alec realized that, although he couldn’t read or sense
Sandra’s thoughts, he could, in a way, sense her emotions. He
sensed her smile, her worry, her concern. Even gratitude. It had
nothing to do with the actual words. Yet it was there,
unmistakably. It was like playing the piano. There were no words,
but the emotions were all there. As plain as could be.

He also knew, just knew, that she always
spoke the truth. He couldn’t imagine her lying. He wondered if she
could lie, ever.

“No.” The same smile.

“Not even not to hurt someone?” Alec
pressed.

“Not even not to hurt someone.” Quite
definitive. Since Alec couldn’t quite figure it out, she continued,
“What you hear, when I talk, are things that you really want to
hear. In your heart. Not what you were taught by your parents, or
in school, or read in books, but what is really at the very depth
of your...”

“I know what you mean.” Alec sensed her
meaning. “I know that I can always trust you. Always!” He added
again as though defying anyone to contradict him. Then he changed
the subject. “Who was Igor? Have you known him long?”

“I met him before. He has a problem with his
size. He thinks that anyone who is half his size is against
him.”

“That’s about half of the world’s
population,” Alec quipped.

“Exactly.” Her tone wasn’t smiling. After a
moment she added, “There are some people who think that those
larger than they are also against them.”

“That’s different!” Alec was adamant.

“Is it?” He sensed her smile again. “Does
size really matter that much?”

Alec did not answer. He remembered the feats
he performed in his dreams. Size had not come into it. Not at all.
He knew she was right, but it wouldn’t do always to admit that a
girl was right.

“Can’t you help him?” He changed the
subject.

“I do. I always show him that although I’m
little he has nothing to fear from me. Not just physically but also
in any other way. He never fears big men because he’s bigger than
most, so he channels his fear toward the ‘little ones’. But I also
never laugh at him. Never ridicule his apparent clumsiness. But he
must overcome his opinion of himself by himself. That’s what the
dungeons are for, mostly. To help people overcome their fears.”

“You mean my saving him might help to
restore his faith or trust in, ah...”

“...in people much smaller than himself.
He’s already learned to trust individuals. He must still learn to
feel comfortable in a crowd.”

“A crowd of little people?”

“Next to him, everybody is ‘little
people’.”

There was another moment of silence. It
seemed to Alec that we all had things to learn. Regardless of size,
or age or anything else. Life was a continuous lesson, or a series
of lessons, if one chose to treat them as such. We could learn and
move on, or refuse to learn, and, sort of, keep walking in circles.
He wondered if all people knew that; if they knew that life was a
continuous lesson.

“Unfortunately, no. There are many who seem
to refuse to learn.”

“What happens to them?” He felt sorry for
such people.

“Their lessons become more and more...
persuasive.”

“You mean they are forced to learn?”

“No. You can’t teach anyone anything. All
learning comes from within yourself.”

“Then what are schools for?” Alec asked
triumphantly.

“Schools are there to convey to the pupils
what the consequences of other people’s thoughts, ideas or deeds in
various circumstances are. Whether the pupil accepts the lessons
contained therein is up to the pupil. No teacher can force anyone
to learn.”

“She can fail them at the exam?”

“Not really. It is the pupil who fails the
exam. Miss Brunt, or any other teacher, can only affirm this fact
by allotting the pupil an appropriate mark.”

The Princess was right again. Gee, she’s
clever! Alec felt incredibly proud that such a clever (and
beautiful), and kind, and courageous Princess would choose him to
be her knight. He was the luckiest boy in the world.

“Do other boys have Princesses? I mean
know... I mean hear...”

He felt very embarrassed. He didn’t own the
Princess. He did not have her.

“I know what you mean.” She was kind again.
“Yes. All boys will discover, sooner or later, their... other
halves. And the girls, too. They will find their Princes.”

“And adults? My mom and dad?”

“For them it’s harder. They are set in their
ways, and it is harder for them to free themselves from the
evidence of their senses. They believe only what they see and touch
and smell, and so on.”

“But I do the same...?”

“You do the same, but you also accept what
you see with your eyes closed. For them it is harder.”

The Princess seemed to search for the right
words.

“There are some adults,” she resumed, “who
still accept the reality of the imaginary world. Mostly they are
the artists. They create from what they sense within themselves.
They sort of bring it out. From within to without.”

“I thought artists had models, or painted
what they saw.”

“They do, but only up to a point. A moot
point. The object or the person they are looking at acts as an
inspiration. They use what they see to focus their attention.
Leonardo da Vinci didn’t paint the face he saw. Not even the smile.
What he painted was the secret thought, the mystery, the
enigma...”

He thought he understood what Sandra was
saying, although he’d never really looked at the Mona Lisa in quite
such a deep way. But really, it was not the painting, as such,
which had made such an impression on him; it was the smile on the
lady’s face. What was she smiling at? Why was she smiling? Was it
something Mr. da Vinci had said? No, he’d never thought of a
painting in this light.

“So artists can travel?”

“There are some who do travel on the wings
of their imagination, just as you do. But what is more important,
many of them can translate what they see within for others to share
on the outside, or in the material world. That way they expand the
awareness of the people among whom they live.”

He felt, again, that he had so very much to
learn. Alec was looking at artists with a new respect and decided
to investigate the books on art his mother kept in the living room.
He was sure that Sandra would be a great help to him. Of that he
was very sure. He wondered if one could ever learn enough to know
everything. Not to have to visit the dungeons any more. Not to have
to...

“There is always more to learn. Always, no
matter what you already know. Remember that every new day is the
first day of the rest of your life. Think of it—of life—as going on
forever. Think of having so much to learn that you could never,
never get bored. Not if you lived for a million-million years. Nor
even longer. Think of life being fun...”

But Alec wasn’t thinking at all. His head
was leaning slightly on his left shoulder, his heavy eyelids
shutting out the remains of daylight. He sank into a dreamless
sleep, resting his imaginary body before the next taxing exploits.
He was sure they would come. What form they would take, he had no
idea. But it was the fact that they were ventures into the unknown
that made them so fascinating. So enticing.

And then, there was Sandra... her voice
still reverberating in his youthful heart.
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The Far Country

 


Alec woke up in the middle of
the night, his mind telling him that something about Sandra had
changed. Then he got it. Last night, before he went to sleep, she
hadn’t been talking like the little girl he’d first met. She hadn’t
giggled as much, not even really laughed. There had been no jokes,
no verbal sparring. Obviously, what she’d been trying to tell him
was important and… he’d fallen asleep. “I’ve been rude again,” he
thought. “I must stop being rude to Sandra.”

With this thought still fresh in his mind,
he ran upstairs and went to bed. The good thing about being alone
in the house was not having to wash himself. At least, not every
time. Not even his teeth. Just dive into his bed and sleep.

He woke up at seven, washed, made his bed,
ate a bowl of Cornflakes and ran to school. He felt elated as
though he’d accomplished something great. Something he’d never done
before. At the back of his mind he knew what it was. He had saved
his Princess from a fate worse than death. He’d never understood
what that meant, but he’d done it anyway. He was a knight in
shining armour.

He almost tripped as he remembered a detail
from last night. Was it last night? Time got funny when Sandra was
around. Anyway, he recalled his arms and legs down in the dungeons
having a slight sheen. Was that the shining armour? Was he really a
knight? A real knight?

For a moment he was in danger of falling off
his steed.

He continued on his way with hops and leaps,
parrying the thrusts and lunges of his imaginary adversary. Carried
away, he punched his sword right through an old lady’s fruit
basket. He pulled back, saluted with his invisible blade at his
nose, and beat a hasty retreat. The lady was still scratching her
head when he turned the next corner.

School kept him busy for the next six hours.
He was happy—cracked a few jokes. The boys and girls
actually laughed at them. Was he becoming popular? Life was
becoming more beautiful by the minute. He actually enjoyed
all his classes, and afterwards he hopped and skipped
practically all the way home. It was good to be... To be what? He
didn’t care. Just to be!

 


An hour later he made himself a TV dinner
that didn’t taste bad at all. Not after the soggy crust with the
long-dead meat on a metal plate yesterday. He smiled at the
recollection. Could it have all been just his imagination?

Frankly, he would never believe it. Nor
would anyone who had taken part in last night’s exploits. Then he
had an idea. He rolled down his socks and looked at his ankles.
There they were. The red welts he’d made pulling the irons over his
heels. They didn’t hurt any more, but the telltale signs were still
there. He’d been in the castle, he’d been there, and he had
saved Sandra and the big, big man. He wondered if Igor was becoming
more sure of himself. It was really strange that a man that size
could be afraid of anything. He was so strong. And yet?

He had so much to learn.

 


He wished Sandra were here. Of course, he
already knew that you do not command a Princess to your presence.
You can save her, you might even hold her in your arms for a
while—if you’re really lucky—but you do not command her. She would
come when she chose. All he could do was to be ever ready to
welcome her. To wait upon her every whim. If he so much as heard
her laughter, or a sigh, or even a giggle, he would be ready to
drop everything and be at her disposal.

A deep, tremulous sigh escaped from his
young, lonesome heart.

It was not easy being a knight.

By ten o’clock Sandra hadn’t come. He worked
on some schoolwork, took out the garbage. All the things a man must
do around the house. And then he did brush his teeth, wash his face
and hands, and behind his ears. Then he hesitated for a while and
decided to wash his feet as well. The red welts were gone. Funny
that, he thought, and went to bed. After another few sighs he was
fast asleep.

 


 


The stars were everywhere. The
sky wasn’t blue, it was as black as the velvet dress his mom once
made for a ball on New Year’s Eve. Black and deep—deep beyond
imagination. There was no end to this blackness. And suspended in
this soft velvet were those innumerable diamonds. Sharp,
crystal-like; some shimmering, some fixed with the coldness of
broken ice.

“The Far Country.” He heard a mere whisper.
In this cathedral of the Infinite, one could only talk in whispers.
Even Sandra.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw one
diamond chip expand and then explode like the purest silver and
gold firecracker. He had no idea how far it was from him, but it
did not seem to get any closer.

“A Nova. An exploding star. She’d run to the
end of her purpose in her present form. Many planets will get their
raw materials from this event. Isn’t it beautiful?”

He sensed, more than heard, her voice. It
was as though she were right inside him. As if she occupied the
same space. “Two peas in the same pod,” he remembered her saying.
Gosh, this is just marvelous! He wished he could show it to his mom
and dad. Especially to mom. She liked beautiful things. And
this...

Anyway, here was the greatest silence he’d
ever heard. If you can hear silence. The only other thing to be
heard was the regular beat of his heart and vague cracking
sounds—rather like the electric sparks when he combed his hair in
the winter. In winter he had to comb his hair or his hat wouldn’t
fit.

“The hydrogen atoms falling right through
you,” she explained. How come she knew so much? She looked about
his age... “Here, you’re mostly empty space. Only a weak
electromagnetic field keeps your body together.”

He had no idea what this meant but thought
it best not to ask.

“We’ll talk about that later.” She sensed
curiosity and added, “I promise.”

His body was very slowly spinning about its
own middle. Both ways, lengthwise and about his waist. The Nova,
still growing in size, was drifting over his left shoulder. Coming
into his view was a ball of fire with some round, much dimmer but
more colourful balls moving slowly around it. They all moved in the
same direction but at different speeds. He wondered what...

“A sun with its planets...?” she whispered.
“Not the Earth’s sun, but a sun about five times bigger. We are two
galaxies away from the Milky Way.”

He looked around, trying to understand what
it all meant. “Why here?”

He sensed her amuse-ment. For some reason
she would not tell him. He already knew her well enough to know
that there was a reason for her silence. Perhaps he wouldn’t
understand. Yet. Already that last time she had not treated him
like a little boy. Perhaps after he had saved her, she had decided
that he was quite mature. For his age, of course.

“Do you remember nothing?”

What was there to remember? He’d never been
here in his life. Not even on his wildest travels. Suddenly a large
block of ice was falling straight at him. It came out of nowhere.
Out of total darkness. He panicked. He shut his eyes and saw
himself sleeping in his bed. This same instant, he relaxed. The
stars were still there, the missile was gone. “Thank heaven,” he
sighed. He was doing a lot of sighing lately. But you should see
these stars. Zillions upon zillions of them. Everywhere.

“That was a comet. It missed us by about
thirty thousand kilometers.”

So he had made a fool of himself. In the Far
Country all things were measured with a different yardstick. You
might call it a divine yardstick. It was a different ball game
altogether.

“What am I supposed to remember?” He
returned to her last question.

“This solar system. Look at the fifth planet
from the sun, the one on the left.”

The planet on the left grew larger even as
he looked at it. It seemed perfectly round. As he got nearer to it,
or was it the planet getting closer to him, he counted seven moons.
All different sizes, some dark, some reflecting light. Most were
silverish, but one was perfectly red. It was just beautiful. Like a
great big red ball. All smooth and shiny. “I remember that ball,”
he thought, but the memory was no more than a vague whiff of a
dream. His attention was distracted by the main planet. It was like
the Earth, only it seemed much, much bigger. There was a beautiful,
clear blue halo around it, and suspended in the halo were myriad
clouds. There were levels upon levels of them. They must have
reached an incredible height. They almost seemed to reach the
nearest moon.

“Why does this place look, sort of, sort
of...?” He couldn’t quite say it.

“...familiar?” she prompted.

“But it can’t be!? It just can’t!” he
insisted.

She didn’t say anything. Alec hung or
floated in space, his mouth slightly open, his eyes wide.
“Familiar?” he thought. “This world, this moon, moons, these
clouds...” And then images formed in his mind. “These oceans, these
mountains piercing many layers of clouds, these forests where the
trees were as high as the tallest building on Earth, these...”

His head spun. His mind couldn’t contain the
pictures and memories crowding into his mind. The planet receded,
the sky grayed a little, and the zillions of stars seemed to rush
away, swallowed into the ever-expanding grayness.

 


Alec slept. He was overwhelmed by the
mounting memories. He slept until his wristwatch beeped repeatedly
seven o’clock. For the first time in a long time he didn’t remember
much of his dream. He thought he’d seen Sandra, but he wasn’t
sure.

Next time… he smiled. Next time I will not
let her go so easily. And he jumped out of his bed and ran to the
bathroom. He had to take a shower. The first in three days. A long
shower. It felt good. He decided to shower more often. Even if he
was perfectly clean. Just for fun.
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Home

 


Although he couldn’t remember
most of last night’s dream, or perhaps because of it, Alec’s mind
kept returning to that night in the castle. Three days had passed
since that night, in or out of a dream. A sleep-dream or a
daydream. Not that there was so much difference. He didn’t really
care. What he did care about, and couldn’t help, was not seeing the
Princess. Once or twice he thought he heard her voice, but then…
but then he was again quite alone. No mother, no father, no Sandra.
Just Miss Brunt and a bunch of noisy boys and girls.

He counted the TV dinners. There were six
left. In six days his parents would be back. Why didn’t they call?
He spent most of his evenings at home. They could have called. Only
six days, but it felt like a year. His sulking was interrupted by
the chime of the telephone he had just relegated to eternal
silence.

“Mom?” he virtually shouted into the
mouthpiece.

“No, son, it’s me. Your father,” his dad
added unnecessarily. “We called you twice, but the rest of the time
we were offshore, and our cellular couldn’t reach you. How are you
doing, ol’ man?”

“Oh, I’m fine, Dad. Just fine. How’s
Mom?”

“We’re both fine. I wanted to ask you how
you are coping. Are you sure you’re OK? Not feeling too lonely, are
you?”

“Who, me? Dad! I’m thirteen years old. I can
take care of myself.”

“Good! Now listen. I’ve left two hundred
dollars in the left lower drawer in my desk in the study. That’s in
case you need it. To tell you the truth...”

“Ali, darling, this is me. I love you. We
both love you,” Alec’s mother interrupted. “Darling, do you think
you could give us a few extra days? Say till Wednesday. It’s just
that this man has this...”

“Mom...”

“...this marvelous yacht and he offered to
take us to the Virgin Islands and back in ten days. We wouldn’t be
able to get back by Sunday. But we won’t go if you need us. You
must be honest with me...”

“Mom!”

“Yes, darling?”

“It’s all right. Stay as long as you want.
Dad just told me where he left me some extra money. I won’t starve.
Enjoy yourselves!” he lied. He already missed them something awful.
He hadn’t thought he would. But he did.

“Thank you, sweetheart. Say so long to
daddy. I love you...”

“Bye, Mom. Have a good time.”

“Bye, son. Be back soon. Don’t forget about
the money. The bottom left drawer. Use as much as you want.
Bye!”

And the line went dead.

Alec’s dad was the best dad a guy could hope
to have. How many dads would give their thirteen-year-old access to
two hundred bucks? He was kind, generous, even not bad to play
chess with, but he saw the world as numbers. He put a dollar sign
on just about everything. “Give him a few bucks and he’ll be all
right,” was his motto. And the trouble was that, more often than
not, he was right.

 


Alec supposed that just such a father, a
husband rather, was precisely what his mother needed. She was the
very opposite. Money was of no consequence to her, not that she had
any idea of its worth. She chose her friends from all walks of
life, regardless of their financial standing. She once dragged out
their ‘cleaning lady’ to the Museum of Fine Arts, on the day on
which the girl was supposed to do the cleaning, just so that the
poor girl would get a taste of a little culture. Creative impulse,
she called it. His mother, not the girl. Then his mother did the
cleaning herself but paid the girl anyway. Somehow, this made
mother laugh in unrestrained joy. Alec always envied his mother for
her facility in dealing with people. She was just herself,
perfectly natural. People seemed to accept her for what she was,
without conditions or expectations. But, at the same time, dad
could not really trust her with the domestic finances. Left to
herself, she would find a thousand worthy causes on which to empty
their bank account. For dad, two and two always made four. For
mother it depended on the circumstances.

So now they would be back on Saturday.
Sunday at the latest. Not Wednesday. The house was sort of empty.
And silent. He liked the silence but not the emptiness. Yesterday
he started listening to his own footsteps, just not to feel so
alone. And now even Sandra appeared to have gone.

“I must do something.”

He started by making a grand tour of the
house. He never realized that it had been years since he was in his
parents’ bedroom alone. Or in his father’s study. If I am the
master of the house, he mused, then I’d better know what is what.
Or what is where. Just in case. Never mind in case of what. People
in charge have to know things.

He didn’t find anything exciting in either
the bedroom or the study. Funny how the ‘forbidden’ always seems
fascinating. Not that he’d ever been expressly forbidden to enter
certain rooms; but, well, he always knocked before he did. Now,
being in charge, he had the right to go anywhere.

This took care of most of the day. The
following day loneliness returned. Somehow, just hearing his
parents’ voices filled the void that was growing deeper and deeper.
There was only one thing to do. That evening he went to his own
room, sat in front of the dark window, and waited.

“She will know that I am lonely,” he
murmured. “Why am I whispering?”

No one would hear him. He could speak as
loud as he wanted to. “I’m a man. Men don’t get lonely,” he said
out loud. The lie didn’t work.

He got up and returned to the living room.
He sat in dad’s chair and tried to figure out what to do next. All
he needed was a little company. Surely, even men need that, don’t
they?

And then he caught his breath.

“She heard me! Sandra heard me,” he
whispered. It wouldn’t do to actually tell her out loud. It
wouldn’t be manly.

Yet even as he leaned back in dad’s chair,
trying to decide what to do with the rest of the evening, her voice
came to him with the usual softness, almost hesitation, as if she
weren’t sure she was welcome. That’s ridiculous, he shook his head
from side to side. The Princess not welcome???

“Thank you. It is nice to hear you, too, Sir
Alec.”

Alec’s chest got about two inches bigger. He
knew he was a knight, but it was nice to hear it from somebody
else.

“At your service, my Princess,” he replied
in kind. They both laughed.

How was it that whenever I’m in touch with
Sandra I don’t care what happens to me? How come she makes me so
happy? She doesn’t have to do anything, just be there. That’s all
I’ll ever need.

“But I’m always here,” she whispered as
though a little hurt.

“Then how come I can’t see you or even hear
you?”

“Hearing and seeing are only two ways of
being aware of my presence.”

“But...”

“Alec. It is only a few days since you first
heard me. Don’t you think you have a lot to learn?”

Did he ever! He was again embarrassed by his
possessiveness.

“It’s not that. It is just that you are
here, on Earth, to live your life. Not to escape into dreams. It is
all right to dream, in fact it is very good, but not all the time.”
She sounded quite adamant.

“But I don’t dream all the time.” He felt
offended.

“But wouldn’t you like to?”

Of course, he would like to. He would like
to spend all his time with Sandra, even if it meant saving her from
a dozen dungeons. Or from anything or anybody anywhere else, for
that matter. No matter how hard, how difficult. He needed to be
with her.

“But we are together all the time,” she
admonished.

“...like two peas in a single pod,” he
remembered.

“Exactly!”

“So how come I feel alone?”

“It’s an old habit. You just don’t know how
old. All people think that they are alone all the time. In fact
they never are. Not one of them. It’s just that they don’t know
it.”

Now Alec wasn’t sure he liked that. He could
just about tolerate other boys having their Princesses (whom they
probably never saw or heard), or even girls having their Princes,
but everybody? Everybody—that’s an awful lot of people. There would
have to be millions and millions and millions of Princes and
Princesses all over the place. They would be virtually...
virtually... He couldn’t quite say the word ‘common’. His Princess
would never, never, be common. No, sir. Not as long as he
was her knight.

“It doesn’t quite work like that,” she spoke
in her kindest tone. When Alec didn’t react, she continued, “You
now begin to understand how you and I seem quite different and that
only together do we form a complete unit. Two peas, one pod.”

She stopped. She seemed to be waiting for a
response. None came. Alec was churning the idea of zillions of
Princesses gallivanting all over the world, being chased by
zillions and zillions of boys.

“Sorry,” he said, finally. “Sorry, I just
thought...”

“...that you are unique.” Her presence
smiled. “You are, Alec. You are quite unique. There is no one the
world over who is anything like you,” she assured him, her voice
full of conviction.

Alec recovered most of his composure. Even
if there were zillions of Princes and Princesses, none were likely
to be as beautiful as his Princess. Nor as clever, he suddenly
realized. She sure knows a lot for a girl!?

There was that giggle again. He blushed, the
first time in four days. He was getting better at controlling his
emotions but not yet his thoughts.

“Well, even as you are an individual
different from anyone, anywhere, and yet you and I are sort of...
one, so it is with other people. But all the Princes and Princesses
also fit into a… into a... pod. All together they form a… a King
and Queen.”

Now this was more than Alec could stomach.
He had spent three days waiting for her. And before that, all his
life. That’s right, all his thirteen years and seven months. That
was a long time to wait. And now he discovered that she was… well,
she was…

He was filled with very mixed emotions. He
couldn’t help holding Sandra in the deepest chamber of his heart,
but he refused to let other people in there. Something was going
very wrong with this setup.

Hey, maybe Sandra doesn’t know everything.
Not everything?

But the other side of his heart told him
that Sandra cannot lie. Not even if she wanted to. Not even to him,
so as not to hurt him.

This time it was he who left his daydream.
He was a little angry, terribly disappointed. Almost cheated. All
he ever really wanted was a real friend. A secret friend. Someone
he could count on. All the time. Always. Someone with whom to share
his dreams, his travels. To go where no man has ever been before…
With those words Captain James T. Kirk had sent him on many of his
jaunts.

Now he learned that his Sandra was sharing
some other pod with others of her kind. This wasn’t fair. He had a
right to keep her.

“She is mine!” he almost shouted. “Mine and
mine alone!”

But at the same time he knew in his heart of
hearts that no one ever owns a Princess. It was the Princess who
owned him. Entirely. Lock, stock and barrel.
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Home Again

 


He slept until ten. Actually,
the last hour or so he wasn’t asleep, but stayed in bed trying to
work out yesterday’s discussion with Sandra. After careful
negotiations with his ego, he decided that what Sandra did when she
was not with him was her business. After all, when he went to
school, or anywhere, he didn’t ask Sandra for her permission.
Sandra was as old as he was, and she seemed to know tons more than
he did. Maybe she had to attend classes in some kind of a school of
her own. Who can tell what Princesses do with their time?

And he had seen her quite a few times. Well,
seen and heard. He couldn’t really accuse her of not sparing him
enough of her time. For all he knew, she might have to hold court,
or something, every day. Princesses could be very busy.

Only she’d said she was always with him.
Trust girls not to make sense. She couldn’t possibly be in his
‘pod’ and some other pod at the same time. Could she?

Could she...?

 


By ten o’clock he decided that, whatever
Sandra did today, he had to take a shower and then have breakfast.
This afternoon he had promised to go to a tennis match with Pete
who lived next door. Pete was his good buddy. If Alec ever went
anywhere, it was with Pete. Or with mom and dad, of course. Pete
was his tennis partner, and they played twice a week. Once after
school and once on the weekend. Normally, on weekends, and weather
permitting, Pete and Alec would play singles for an hour, and then
they would face any other two guys for one hour of doubles. They
never lost a match against anyone their own age, and they often
beat boys seventeen and older. The gym teacher, Mr. Grimm, who
doubled as the school tennis pro, told them that they could play
doubles at the junior pros, but Alec resisted. He preferred to play
in friendly matches, where he could serve as Laver, or McEnroe, or
that Brazilian guy with as much hair on his head as Alec himself.
He’d learned to copy their style of serving. So much so that Mr.
Grimm would shout from the sidelines, “Show me AB, for a change.”
AB stood for Alec Baldwin, which was the name Alec had inherited
from his father. There was also some film star of that name, but
absolutely no relation. There were also over two dozen other
Baldwins in the telephone book; and as far as he knew, they were no
relations, either. Except for Aunt Martha, but she died last
year.

They would have played today, but Pete’s dad
had got them tickets for the pro match final. A chance too good to
miss.

His own dad preferred baseball and football,
and Alec thought both games a bit dumb. For dad, baseball was the
nearest he could get to cricket, and football to rugby. For Alec
they were just a bunch of guys dressed up in funny tight pajamas,
who did a lot of spitting and patting each other on their rear
ends. Alec would never allow anyone to touch his behind. Never.

 


In the shower, he stood at the helm of a
large sailing vessel, a brigantine, his strong arms firmly on the
wheel, his mother and father cringing below deck, while he fought
off the waves. His jaw set in defiance, his face awash with the sea
spray. By the time he was finished, there were pools of water all
over the bathroom floor.

Later he made himself a boiled egg with
toast and a glass of milk. The egg came out much too hard, but a
little mayonnaise took care of that. He had four eggs left and some
TV dinners. He had to do some shopping if he was going to survive
till his parents returned. Unless he resigned himself to eating
only food wrapped in plastic. He was already seeing himself
stranded on a desert island, bereft of food and drink, casting a
long, thin, emaciated shadow on the sand, when he remembered that
he still had six Minute Maid orange juice concentrates. Well,
bereft of food, he at least would not die of thirst. Two hours
later his shopping was done and, armed with a twenty-dollar bill in
his pocket, he knocked on Pete’s door.

 


After the match, he invited Pete home for an
orange juice. They played some games on the computer, tried to play
chess, but it was getting late, and Pete still had to do his
English essay. By six Alec was alone again. By six-thirty, he
couldn’t get his mind off Sandra. By seven he gave up trying. By
seven-o-five, he heard her voice.

She sounded different.

 


Her voice was friendly, but, well, it
sounded a little guarded. As if she weren’t as spontaneous as
before. As if she’d decided to choose her words a little more
carefully. Alec didn’t like that. He wished they could get back to
the old trust. He’d already forgiven her for not being with him all
the time, at his every whim, even though, he reminded himself, he’d
never had any rights in that department to begin with. That it was
she who was essentially the giver. He, the taker, the recipient of
her gifts. Except for his saving her, of course. Suddenly an idea
struck him.

“Am I forgiven?” he asked.

In that instant the tone of her voice
changed to the old familiar, almost conspiratorial intimacy. “I was
never angry,” Sandra replied. “I just didn’t want to hurt you
again.”

Alec breathed deeply. Wasn’t she something?
He was nasty to her, and she didn’t want to hurt him.
The Princess was definitely something else.

“Do you remember our visit to the Far
Country?” she asked.

“Of course. The big sun, the big, big
planet, the clouds, the mountains, the...”

“That’s the one. Do you know why I took you
there?”

He had no idea why Sandra had taken him to
the Far Country.

“I thought so.” Her voice smiled. “Do you
have any suspicions?”

He thought for a while. “Well, there is one
thing. The place, the planet and the moons, I mean, well... they
looked familiar. They looked as if I’d seen them before.”

“Just seen...?”

What was she trying to do? What else was he
meant to say? They looked familiar. That’s it. But—just a minute.
How come I remembered the planet from the top down and from
the bottom up? I really remember looking up at those soaring
mountains disappearing into the clouds above, reappearing again,
and again hiding their crowns in even higher clouds. How could I
possibly have seen that from below? But, for that matter, how could
I have seen them from above! That’s even more ridiculous.

“Not if you obey the laws of that
reality.”

“Reality?”

Alec’s pulled his thoughts back from the
mountains. One of the most beautiful sights in the Far Country,
Sandra knew.

“Yes, Sandra. It did look familiar. But
that’s not possible.”

“It was your home for many years.” Her voice
came as a mere whisper, as though she thought that the idea might
be too much for him.

He knew, intuitively, that Sandra couldn’t
lie.

“I am thirteen years old,” he said,
nevertheless.

“Yes, you are.”

Well, why didn’t she explain? Was he
supposed to figure it out himself? How can I be thirteen, actually
thirteen-and-a-half, and have lived somewhere for many, many years?
Come on, Sandra...

“Were you there with me? I mean on that
planet?” he asked instead.

“Of course, I am always with you.”

She had said that before. The pod.

“How old was I then?” The question didn’t
make any sense but had to be asked. There are some different rules
out there.

“On that particular occasion we stayed there
for one thousand three hundred and twenty-three years.”

“What! How long? And we were together?”

“It’s always we. It cannot be
otherwise.”

This wasn’t getting any easier. One thousand
three hundred... for crying out loud, I’m only thirteen! And
suddenly Alec remembered the shadow he’d cast on the sand on the
Desert Island. The place he had been going to starve to death on
before he went to the grocery store. It was a long, long shadow
cast by a tall, lanky man. He must have been at least as old as his
father. Only taller and much thinner. Were all things so
flexible?

“You are whatever you think you are.”

“You mean I could be any age, right now?”
There was just a pinch of doubt in his voice. He did trust Sandra,
but any age?

“You must also obey the rules of the world
you live in. If you want to change certain things, you must change
your reality.”

“Like using my imagination?” He was
beginning to catch on.

“That’s how you start.”

“There is more than imagination?” He should
have known better. He knew now by his own experiences that other
realities were just as real.

“Some realities you just imagine. Others you
create with your mind. They are not quite the same.”

“That’s it?” As if that weren’t enough!

“No. There is more. But the next step is
harder to explain.”

But Alec was busy digesting. He’d never
imagined that there might be different ways to travel. On the
inside, he meant. Not just imagination, but—what did she say,
mind?

“How can you imagine worlds without using
imagination?”

“You did it when you were outside our Home
world.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you remember?”

In an instant Alec felt suspended in the
middle of nowhere, in total darkness, surrounded by zillions of
stars. This time it all looked sort of familiar. This was exactly
where he had been on his first visit to the Far Country. Far
Country? Home planet? Somehow these terms sounded right. How come
he thought of that? Home planet, he repeated again, and it appeared
before him, suspended in the glory of the Universe. “My Home
planet...”

He felt a smile coming from Sandra. No
words, just a warm smile.

Alec was suspended in a place he’d never
imagined. He couldn’t have imagined. Surely, you can’t imagine what
you’ve never seen, can you?

“This is what you have created in your mind,
instead.”

He heard her voice, but his heart was filled
with such wonder, such gratitude, that he was speechless. There was
a beginning of knowledge formulating in his consciousness.
Knowledge he never suspected existed. For now, he was imbued with
beauty on such a gigantic scale that even his mind could hardly
embrace it.

But that was quite another story.
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The Parents

 


He spent Sunday walking
through the park, skimming flat stones over the canal, trying to
chase squirrels as they played peek-a-boo around the tree trunks.
Pete invited him for a Sunday lunch that his mother had prepared
with her usual excess. If Pete wasn’t careful, he would grow up as
fat as his father. Not that his mother was a lightweight. She kept
her pounds down, though not quite successfully, by constantly
bouncing up and down, prancing to and fro, passing this and that,
making sure everybody was happy. Happy, in her definition, meant
having your mouth full of food.

The next three days Alec was quite busy at
school. The end-of-the-year exams were approaching, and Alec was
used to scoring quite well. He really liked learning. Almost
anything. He did have his favourite subjects, but he found, early
on, that the more you know about anything, anything at all, the
more interesting it becomes. And he was still slowly working his
way through the leather-bound collection of Shakespeare his father
had given him last Christmas. His father thought it was important
for Alec to read the best of the best, as he called it.

 


At home he was catching up on his reading.
Not just schoolwork, but the old classics ranging from Dickens to
Conan Doyle. His reading always resulted in short but very real
exploits, in his imagination, on the subjects just read. He visited
old London, dodged the drunks in the East End, stole apples from
the carts in the Covent Garden market. It was unfortunate that some
of his exploits occurred when he was supposed to be paying
attention in school. Miss Brunt was not amused. When she asked Alec
to describe what was the architectural style of the Notre Dame
Cathedral in Paris, he jumped up and screamed, “I only took one and
it was full of worms!”

Miss Brunt was about to remonstrate with him
for his inattention when he was whisked away from danger by the
ringing of his cell phone. It was dad, confirming his parents’
return on Wednesday.

“What did we say about the cell phones
ringing in the classroom, Alec?”

“Sorry, Miss Brunt. It’s my father, he’s
away and…”

“Yes, I know. Now put it away and pay
attention.”

Thanks, Dad, Alec whispered. In the process,
the worm-eaten apple had been forgotten.

 


And Wednesday was here. In about three hours
his parents would be back home.

Alec excused himself from school at three to
return home and clean the place up for their return. Miss Brunt
knew about his parents’ being away and trusted Alec’s judgment.
Since Alec had touched neither broom nor vacuum cleaner in almost
three weeks, he had plenty to do. It wasn’t that the place was
dirty, or messy, but it didn’t look fresh. He took care of that. He
wondered if either mom or dad would notice.

Then he returned to his room, quickly got
rid of his homework, and returned downstairs. The place definitely
looked cleaner. He suddenly remembered that he hadn’t done any
dusting. The kitchen dish-cloth did the job in ten minutes. Then he
lay back in dad’s favourite chair. He knew he would lose it the
moment dad got back. His father seemed quite unable to sit anywhere
else. He promised himself that when he grew up, he would have his
own chair, with his name on it. It would be his spaceship, his base
of operations for his jaunts and frolics. He really hoped he
wouldn’t grow out of them, as his parents suspected. And then he
heard footsteps on the front porch.

 


“Darling!” his mother screamed for the whole
neighbourhood to hear. “Darling, how I missed you!”

Alec felt himself swept off the floor, his
feet dangling, the air squeezed out of his lungs. Motherly love can
be a frightening thing.
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