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By Will Harvey
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1. Bolt of lightning
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Hardly anyone noticed the old, forgotten building partly hidden by an overgrown hedge as they walked, jogged or drove past its austere, stone-pillared entrance. Set back from the busy main road, very few people knew about the thirty-four elderly residents who lived within its bland brick walls. St. Michael would turn over in his grave if he knew that his namesake had been used inappropriately to identify this place as a nursing home of distinction. 

In one of the small, stiflingly hot and altogether drab rooms, John Marutuk lived out most of his life. Occasionally, when he managed to slink past the overprotective staff, he wandered into town or sat beside the river in the park. However, it would never be long before he was spotted by a misguided do-gooder who informed the home of an absconded inmate.

Apparently, he had dementia – memory like a sieve. It was for his own good to be kept out of harm’s way in this soul-destroying place. 

One day, it was a Wednesday, John Marutuk thought about his insufferable plight, about wasting his life in this hellhole and about the appalling food that was about to arrive – it was lunchtime. Suddenly, it was all too much to bear. An inner rage uncontrollably boiled up inside him. This was completely out of character as normally he was a temperate and tolerant man. Today was obviously an exception, and it didn’t help matters that his bed was on fire – to be more accurate, a roaring inferno.

Perhaps it was down to a faulty electric blanket or, more likely, the bolt of lightning that, a few moments earlier, had spontaneously shot out of his finger-ends.

Naturally, he would blame it on the electric blanket.

 


 

 

2. Grandpa’s coming to stay
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Perhaps, not uncommonly, as with most tales involving Kings, castles, magic and dragons, it begins in current times – breakfast time to be precise. 

Tegan and Caron, identical twin girls, were supposed to be sitting at the table, having their cereal. They were also supposed to be washed and dressed, supposed to be… a lot of things, but as usual, they weren’t. They were behaving exactly like many other excitable six-year-old girls, and doing it noisily. As yet, it seemed, they hadn’t learnt to talk, laugh, cry, move about or do anything quietly, which was inconvenient as the phone began to ring.

‘A little quiet please, girls, while Mummy answers the phone,’ said Daddy (Larry Wheaton to everyone else) while eating burnt toast and reading a damp newspaper.

‘How come I always have to answer the phone?’ grumbled Mummy (Jennifer Wheaton to everyone else), breaking off from doing the million and one things that need to be done at this time of day.

‘Because, sweetheart, you have such a nice telephone manner,’ flattered Daddy.

Predictably, the children didn’t quieten for long, if at all and Larry had found something far too interesting in the newspaper to repeat his request. Jennifer answered the phone cheerfully, but as the seconds passed by, her cheeriness dissipated. 

 ‘Sorry, could you repeat that. The line’s terrible.’ 

Despite the crackling phone line, she heard everything the first time, she just wanted it confirmed. There was no way around it, she had to tell Larry.

‘My dad’s coming to stay with us for a couple of months,’ she said quietly and quickly, with trepidation.

‘Really will have to have a word with the paperboy. It’s the third time this week he’s delivered a rain-soaked newspaper… Sorry, love, what did you say? Sounded just like you said your dad’s coming to stay for a couple of months,’ chuckled Larry, continuing to read the damp newspaper.

‘I did.’

Suddenly, Jennifer had Larry’s full attention – and also the children’s.   

‘No, no, no way! Two months with a senile geriatric. He’ll drive us all mad!’

‘The home’s had a bad fire. Eight weeks before they can move back in… and my dad is only just turned sixty, I object to you calling him senile geriatric!’

‘Mummy, he is!’ confirmed Tegan.

‘See, even the children agree,’ said Larry.

‘You could at least show some concern… ask if Dad is OK!’

‘Obviously, he’s OK, or he’d be in hospital, not about to grace us with his presence!’ snapped Larry. 

‘Look, I’m not happy about it either, but… you’ll just have to go mad!’ 

‘Grandpa’s coming to stay. Grandpa’s coming to stay. Grandpa’s coming to stay…’ chanted the girls. 

At least two of the family were happy with the news. It couldn’t be avoided. Grandpa, Jennifer’s father, was coming to stay for an awfully long time.

John Marutuk, mostly, if not always known as Grandpa, was not yet of an age to be classed as geriatric, but it seems dementia can strike one down at any age. For five years, he had been confined, imprisoned and incarcerated in St. Michaels. This happened to be most of the twins’ lives. Of course, it wasn’t a prison by any stretch of the imagination, but that’s what Grandpa always told the children when they visited him. Now he was being released, but certainly not for good behaviour! It wasn’t expected that he would remember the family home, the names of the children, perhaps not even that Jennifer was married. However, he would always be Grandpa and father, with the same old quirky sense of humour.

 

‘Grandpa!’ yelled the children in unison as they ran towards him.

‘Cathy… Tania!’ cheered Grandpa as he hugged them tightly.

‘Their names are Caron and Tegan, Dad,’ said Jennifer sternly but calmly.

‘That’s what I said, diddle I? Well then, my little cherubs, how have Mummy and Daddy been treating you? Plenty of sweets, I hope and letting you stay up late?’ My, my, I thought you were children, but obviously, I was wrong. Definitely young ladies now. Are either of you married yet?’

‘No…’ said Tegan hesitantly, ‘but Caron’s got a boyfriend!’

‘Really, is he good-looking?’ asked Grandpa. 

‘Dad, behave yourself!’ scowled Jennifer.

‘Oops, I’m in trouble. We can catch up later when Mummy and Daddy aren’t listening,’ Grandpa winked. ‘Right now, I’m a little tired… If you could show me to my room, porter. I trust it’s a ground floor room with en-suite and coffee and tea making facilities?’

‘Yes, Dad, our best and only guest room with an excellent view of the recycling yard!’ said Jennifer.

‘Excellent… and where’s Leonard?’

‘Larry… At least you’ve remembered I’m married. His flight’s been delayed. He should be home by five.’ 

 


 

 

3. Table for two
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For Jennifer and Larry, the first few days were awkward, inconvenient and disruptive, but the children loved having Grandpa staying with them. However, as time went by, they began to realise that they had much more time on their hands. True, there were more toys to clear away and messes to clean up… and another mouth to feed, but Grandpa had fully taken over the role as ‘amuser of the children’. They were completely captured by Grandpa’s larger-than-life character and his complete indifference to the general problems of life, which Larry and Jennifer always seemed to be submerged in. 

‘Look at them, they absolutely adore him,’ said Jennifer, out of earshot of the playful trio.

‘I know. I never thought I’d say this, but I think I’m beginning to like having him around,’ said Larry.

‘Sweetheart, I’m touched. Not a senile geriatric, then?’

‘Oh, he’s still that, but he’s fitting in better than I thought.’

‘I think we’ll miss him when he goes back.’

‘I wouldn’t go that far!’ snapped Larry.

Grandpa’s ear began to burn.

‘Act natural, team, I think we’re being talked about.’

‘They do that all the time,’ said Tegan casually, as she finished off crayoning in the red bit of her picture.

‘Tell you what, why don’t the two of you go out for a meal or something? We’ll be fine,’ encouraged Grandpa.

‘Thanks for the offer, Dad, but no, best that we don’t,’ said Jennifer.

‘I see. You’re worried about my dementia. Look, one thing you don’t forget, and that’s how to be responsible. I’m perfectly capable of looking after Candy and Tracy.’

‘Caron and Tegan!’ scowled Jennifer.

‘That’s what I said!’

‘Grandpa, why don’t you ever call us by our real names?’ asked Tegan.

‘Got to keep up the act,’ whispered Grandpa. 

Jennifer and Larry were easily persuaded. Moments later, Larry was on a website, booking a table. 

‘Well… alright then, but we’ll ring you… Every half an hour. Make sure you answer the phone, or we’ll come straight back. Dad, do you think you could give them their supper and put them to bed? Tegan, keep reminding Grandpa what he has to do.’  

‘Don’t worry, Mummy.’

Perhaps going out and leaving someone with dementia in charge of two six-year-olds was highly irresponsible, but Larry and Jennifer had been easily lulled. They hadn’t had a night out on their own for months. It was what they deserved; they owed it to themselves. They convinced themselves it would be all right. 

‘Remember, answer the phone when it rings, it’s the green button. Any problems, Lloyd and Eileen are next door. There’s sliced ham and cheese in the fridge, and the jelly should be set by now. Clean pyjamas are on the bed. A SHORT story, they’ve got to be up for school in the morning,’ chanted Jennifer, hoping she had remembered everything. 

‘Yes, yes, Judy, trust me. We’ll be fine!’ said Grandpa, calmly.

‘Jennifer!!’

‘Only kidding, Jackie.’

Jennifer and Larry kissed their precious children and hesitantly left.

‘Grandpa, you do know Mummy’s name, don’t you?’ asked Tegan, worriedly.

‘Of course, I do. Now then, I have an important story to tell you, certainly not a short one. So, early tea, washed and in bed for seven.’

Naturally, there is nothing better than the enticement of a bedtime story to obtain complete obedience from two excitable children. By five to seven, both were in bed, fed, washed, and teeth brushed.

‘Come on, Grandpa, hurry up, we’re ready for the story,’ nagged the girls, in unison.

‘Patience, patience, all good things come to those who wait. Just have to do something important. Be with you in a moment.’

The girl’s bedroom was very much a pink-themed room with two identical single beds close together. Grandpa sat between them on a small stool.

‘Right then, where shall I start?’

‘At the beginning, silly!’ said Tegan.  

‘Right, good place, good place!’ 

 


 

 

4. Identical twins

[image: Image]

 

‘Once upon a time… 

A time, long before Mummy and Daddy were born, there existed a kingdom – a magical kingdom. As you know, in most tales of magical kingdoms, there is usually a certain amount of wickedness and cruelty, but for now, we begin with incompetence more than anything.’

‘What is incompetence?’ asked Caron.

‘Good question… An example: Daddy’s incompetent when he makes anything or fixes anything.’

‘But Daddy can’t make or fix anything,’ said Tegan.

‘Exactly! Right, where was I? Oh yes, this magical kingdom, the Kingdom of Marutuk, was a very compact, modest little kingdom. A kingdom of just a few thousand people, situated on a flat plain of beautiful, green, fertile land. Perilously high mountains surrounded the kingdom, isolating it and sheltering it from the harsh mountain climate. There was another reason why the climate was so warm and pleasant, but I will go into that later on. Exactly in the centre of this sheltered, pleasant land, perched upon the only small hill, stood the most elaborate of all fantasy castles. Constructed entirely of white marble, solid gold window frames, and roofed with the rarest blue dragon scales, it overshadowed the idyllic surrounding farmlands. Things weren’t all rosy, though. The people of the kingdom, protected and isolated from the rest of the world, were harshly ruled by evil King Worgin. They had little choice but to accept the way things were and get on with their mostly peaceful, often subjugated… er, bossed about, life.’

‘Grandpa, we know lots of big words. We do go to school, you know,’ said Caron sternly.

‘Right, point taken. It was a day, however, when all was not peaceful. For many years, the king had waited for an heir, and finally, the day had arrived. The king decreed that when a royal birth was imminent, every church bell in the land rang loudly and continuously until the Queen gave birth. For hours, the incessant chiming echoed off the mountainsides. This is where you begin to realise that all was far from perfect in this idyllic kingdom. This was the only occasion when the bells rang. No one, apart from royalty, was allowed to do anything noisily: No shouting, no screaming, no cackling, and no rambunctious children. To utter so much as a raised voice could result in banishment from the kingdom. It was, after all, a peaceful kingdom – for most of the time.’

‘Are we ram… bunctious?’ asked Tegan.

‘You have your moments,’ replied Grandpa.

‘Did church bells ring when we were born?’ asked Caron.

‘I should imagine so. You are very special. Anyway, the constant chiming continued for many hours. All through the night and most of the next morning. Then, suddenly, the faint cries of a newborn baby could be heard, reverberating about the castle walls. The people sighed with relief as peace returned, but it was short-lived. Barely a minute later, the bells began to ring out again. The bell ringers were now very tired, and any melody to the ringing had long since waned. The din was awful, the birds couldn’t compete, so they ceased their chatter and the animals covered their ears with their hoofs. Suddenly, though, it was all over. The ringing of the bells was replaced by the faint cries of another baby. As expected, the Queen had given birth to identical boys.’

‘Like us! Twins!’ both cried.

‘Yes. Naturally, there was a certain amount of disorder in the Queen’s boudoir. Two new royal sons, completely expected but completely unprepared for. 

The royal midwife now had an immense responsibility resting on her overworked shoulders. Before she could present the babies to the queen, they had to be prepared, bathed and wrapped in spotlessly clean white blankets. Of course, in time, the queen would love her new children, but for the moment, cleanliness was imperative. She simply couldn’t tolerate any mess or gooiness that comes with new babies. Yes, it was a quirky realm, a harsh realm, but over the years, the people had become accustomed to the royal foibles.

With the mayhem and predictable eagerness for the queen to see her two squeaky clean babies, the midwife was understandably flustered. She had three helpers, but they were all mostly useless and hysterical. It was an extremely important event. 

Being identical twins, the babies really were the same in every possible way, but it was vital to know which was the firstborn. Only the firstborn would be the one in line to the throne. However, most importantly, only the firstborn could inherit the King's control over the dragons and inherit his magical powers.’

‘Dragons?!’ said Tegan and Caron together in excitement.

‘Yes, real dragons. After a few long, chaotic minutes, the midwife and a helper carefully carried the babies into the Queen’s boudoir. The baby carried by the midwife had a blue ribbon tied around its wrist to indicate that it was the firstborn. Queen Mererid was eager to see her sons. She appeared to have made a remarkable recovery after her lengthy ordeal.

‘My sons, my adorable sons!’ she bleated as she clumsily perched one in each arm.

By now, the boudoir was full of dignitaries and the kingdom’s elite. They all echoed the queen’s words: Yes, yes, adorable, absolutely adorable. Naturally, despite being royalty, they were unquestionably adorable. 

Suddenly, unannounced, King Worgin, a scrawny, unkempt man, a good twenty years older than the queen, stormed into the room. As usual, he was not in a good mood. He thundered across the mosaic floor in his heavy leather boots towards the incredibly large poster bed.

‘Get out, you vermin!’ he screamed at more or less everyone in the room.

Even his wife quaked in fear. Predictably, the babies began to wail loudly. 

‘Control them, wife!’ bawled the King.

The Queen did her best to console the newborn, but she was inexperienced in baby calming skills. In fact, she was completely inexperienced in any form of baby-related skills. Feeding, winding, bathing, and nappy changing would always be done by someone else. She placed both her children into the specially made royal cot, which did little to quieten them.  

‘Which one is the firstborn?!’ he blared.

‘The one with the blue ribbon. Please, husband, speak softly,’ requested the Queen.

‘They’re identical,’ snapped the King. 

‘Yes, I know… and handsome,’ smiled the Queen.

‘The firstborn shall be named Rosh, the other, Java,’ commanded the King.

‘Yes, good names,’ said the queen quietly, clearly having no say in the matter.

To the Queen's surprise, the king carefully lifted Java, the second-born, the one without the ribbon, out of the cot.

‘I need a way to identify my firstborn,’ he said callously. 

He examined the baby closely and then, without hesitation, sliced a deep cut in the baby's forehead with one of his long, sharpened fingernails.

‘He was a very, very bad king,’ Tegan summarised.

‘Yes, he certainly was. In times gone by, the kingdom was mostly ruled by caring kings or queens. However, for far too many years, the evil King Worgin had been on the throne. 

As expected, the Queen was mortified. If she had any doubts before, she now knew for certain that her husband was a truly evil tyrant.

‘Attend to him!’ bawled the King, hastily passing the baby back to the Queen.

It was truly horrific. Blood oozed from the cut, quickly covering much of the baby’s tiny face. The Queen screamed for help. Cautiously, the midwife and her staff entered the room and dashed over to the injured child. The king was completely unsympathetic and ignored the ensuing mayhem. His attention now focused on the firstborn – the one wearing the blue ribbon. He lifted the baby out of the cot and carried him, carefully, away from the turmoil and over to the window.

He whispered softly into one of the baby’s tiny ears, ‘One day soon, all this will be yours, my son. You will have my powers, as I have inherited my mother’s powers, as she inherited her father’s powers. You will reign over all the people in the Kingdom of Marutuk. You are very special, and I will vow to protect you until my death…

And I’ll tell you more tomorrow night. Sleepy time now, you two!’

‘Grandpa, are you for real? You’ve only been going for five minutes,’ said Tegan with her hands on her hips.

‘Daddy reads to us for at least an hour,’ said Caron.

‘Hmm, I’m sure he does… Alright then, another ten minutes, but you’ll have to stick up for me if Mummy finds out.’

‘You can count on us, Grandpa.’   





 

 

5. Childhood
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‘Right, where was I?’

‘The nasty king has just nearly cut the baby’s head off,’ said Tegan enthusiastically.

‘Yes, with his evil, pointed fingernail,’ added Caron.

‘Well, that’s a slight exaggeration, but a wound sufficient to leave a lasting scar.’

‘You did say a deep cut!’ said Tegan firmly.

‘Like the scar on your forehead, Grandpa?’ suggested Caron.

‘Anyway, the wound became infected and took many months to heal. This resulted in Java being a sickly child, suffering from many diseases throughout his childhood. The firstborn, Rosh, in complete contrast, was strong and healthy, much to the delight of his father. Naturally, Rosh was the privileged one as he would eventually become king. As you know, good Parents never have favourites, but the king was a very bad parent and broke all the rules. The king spoiled Rosh beyond words. Everything he wanted, he had. Java, on the other hand, was despised by the king and treated cruelly. The king had a lot to answer for. 

The Queen lived with a constant struggle. She may have been remote and unfeeling to the people of the king’s realm, but she would always love her children equally. However, to upset her husband, the King, was unwise. In his presence, she had to appear to favour Rosh.

In their early years, Rosh and Java were inseparable. They were, after all, twin brothers with the same likes and dislikes. They played and shared their experiences. Often, they would walk into the distant woods where they would pretend to be marauders, having stick fights or spending hours playing hide and seek. Rosh would sometimes share gifts from the king with his brother. Despite being identical to look at, they were worlds apart. Rosh wore exquisite, lavish garments often adorned with gold and slept in a very comfortable four-poster bed in a luxurious bedroom. Java wore little more than rags and had to sleep with the servants in their quarters. However, none of this mattered. They were both happy – perhaps, if the truth were known, Java more than his brother. 

The years passed by. The people of the isolated realm continued to be oppressed, and the children quickly became young adults. It was now time for the king to turn his firstborn son into a man, ready for the tasks he would eventually have to perform as the kingdom’s ruler. This took all of Rosh’s time. Learning to ride a horse, use a sword and other matters only known to the king and Rosh, now took priority. Java had to find his own feet. His mother was powerless to help him as she was completely dominated by her husband. Fortunately, a kind couple, the kingdom’s blacksmith and his wife, Dalkus and Junie, took him under their wings. They brought him up and gave him a useful skill. He used this skill to become a bladesmith.’

‘Bladesmith?’ asked Caron.

‘Someone who makes swords and knives. It was a very humble profession
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