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While snow fell elsewhere, the city of Good
Times—capital of the Fairytale Kingdom—basked in perpetual summer.
Palms lined the golden streets, and a beach of white sand
overlooked an eternally-warm sea. Clouds never obscured the sun.
The citizens were the best-looking in the whole kingdom, and
perhaps the world.

And in the cool of the morning, the suntanned
teens of Good Times High School walked daily to their early-morning
classes: to “Introduction to Alchemy” or “The History of
Enchantment,” to “Jousting” or “Potioneering” or “Gold-Spinning
101.”

Among the crowd walked Hugh, present but
unacknowledged, “there” but not there. A boy of the shadows, son of
no one important or good. A loner; an unusual teen—a disadvantaged
teen—but bearing all the common difficulties of that age.

Hugh had a secret: a crush he would never
admit to anyone. King Roland’s daughter, Beauty, was the queen bee
of Good Times High School and she certainly did not know who Hugh
was or even know his name. Perhaps she saw Hugh staring at her
slack-jawed from the darkness, but she never talked to him. She
dated Prince Charming, captain of the jousting team, who shoved the
unpopular goblins and gremlins into lockers. A jerk to the core;
but he did not bother Hugh because he did not know Hugh.

No one knew Hugh. He was alone, by himself,
unacknowledged. Invisible.

 


~

 


Hugh’s father scrubbed the muck of Good
Times; every day he got up early in the morning with his brush and
brushed until very late at night. Hugh’s paralyzed mother stayed at
home, wanting to work and add money to the family coffers, but
unable to.

When the report card came in the mail with
F’s in every class, his mother looked at the papers, sighed, and
turned them face-down. “What’s bothering you, Hugh?”

“I have a crush on a girl: Beauty.”

“Oh, you poor thing.” His mother put a hand
on his shoulder. “Don’t set your sights so high, or you might be
disappointed. Set your sights lower, like your father and I; and
you will never grieve.”

But Hugh wanted to rise above the
muck-scrubbing of his father. And he decided the next day to gain
courage, and talk to Beauty.

 


~

 


The next day, Principal Mugwort canceled
school. Carrier-pigeons flew to every doorway. Yet Hugh was
disappointed; he thought he finally gained the courage to talk to
Beauty. Yet when he read the entire letter, his eyes widened:

 


Disaster has befallen the palace. A dark
enchantment has come over it. All classes canceled for the rest of
the week.

 


Hugh ran outside into the cobblestone
streets. A wall of thorns surrounded the palace at all sides;
thick, cloying brown vines arrayed with sharp prickers and choking
tendrils. As Hugh watched, the thickness of the thorny wall grew
before his eyes; and he realized he found his chance to impress
Beauty. He would cut through the thorns and rescue her from the
impenetrable wall.

 


II.

 


He ran all the way to Good Times General
Store. He usually bought things at the cheaper Bob Goblin’s Grub
Shop, but they would not have what he wanted.

The shopkeeper, a plump man in a brown apron,
looked at him askance. “What is the muck-scrubber’s son doing in my
shop?”

“I want a woodcutter’s axe,” Hugh
replied.

“And do you have the coin to get it?”

Hugh reached into his pocket and produced
five silver coins. “This is all I have.”

The shopkeeper threw back his head in
laughter. “You can’t get it, boy. It costs at least fifteen silver
coins to buy.”

“I can work for you,” Hugh said.

The shopkeeper’s mocking face turned serious;
his lips bent into a frown. “You can work for me, you say?” he
said. “If you work for me a week and scrub my floors to a shine,
then perhaps I will give you the woodcutter’s axe.”

 


And so, Hugh worked at the shop for a week,
since school was canceled. He got out his pail of water and soap,
and scrubbed the shop’s floors—first with a mop, then with a
scrubbing-brush.

As the days progressed, the wall of thorns
grew in thickness until it was tougher than the city of Good Time’s
own curtain walls. Two times, the king’s servants tried to burn the
wall down, but the wall would not catch fire. They attacked it with
catapults, but the boulders only bounced off the flexible
thorns.

Once the floor of the shop sparkled in the
light of the torches, Hugh went the proverbial extra mile and
layered the floor with beeswax. The last night, he rearranged every
item in the shop, making sure they all aligned perfectly for
aesthetic effect. He burned scented candles to give the area a
fresh scent, and was sure the shopkeeper would be pleased beyond
belief.

And when the shopkeeper arrived in the
morning, Hugh told him, “I would like the woodcutter’s axe
now.”

The shopkeeper threw back his head in
laughter. “No. You may not have the woodcutter’s axe. I don’t trust
a muck-scrubber’s son with a weapon; but you may have a copper
coin.”

“Keep your money!” Hugh hissed. He flicked
his middle finger at the shopkeeper—who responded only with further
laughter—then, shaking with anger, Hugh turned and ran out the
door.

 


Hugh looked for other opportunities as the
nation stayed on high alert; no one knew why the wall of thorns
sprouted over the palace. Some thought the Warlock Kingdom cast a
dark spell over the city of perpetual Good Times. But no news came
from inside; the entire court was trapped within the harsh, cloying
thorns and none could either enter or leave.

Hugh’s heart was still on Beauty; still, he
envisioned her long locks of summer-gold hair, and her brilliant
eyes blue as the city’s always-clear sky. Principal Mugwort had
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