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Simon Closed His Eyes
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Oh dreams that fill a sleeping mind.

Such things that know not time

And for some they be real

As real as the mind awake

When Dream Mares takes them off

To an altered state
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Part One:  Overture

Chapter One

The Day Of The Bully
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Simon Ash Eleven V, the 5th Earl of Oakland Woods, gazed impartially at his son Simon VI. It was necessary to have an heir. It was necessary that the heir be educated and that schooling was traditionally obtained at Upper Quarters Academy For Boys, funded in a greater part by Oakland Woods. He himself had attended the academy from age six to sixteen, acquiring all the knowledge required to manage The Oakland Woods Estate, Market Village, and various tenant farms. Oakland Woods remained one of the last flourishing estates in modern times and had upgraded to the technological standards of the 21st century. Upper Quarters had added courses in Computer Programing and Technologies.

It was necessary to accept the title of Father, but not the responsibility of that station until his son came home from school to learn the workings of the estate.

“My son. You are now six years of age and it is time to begin your education. Thus, in a week from this day you will be moving to your room at Upper Quarters Academy.

Of course, your mother and I will attend all the student parent functions and welcome you home for Christmas, Spring and 

Summer breaks with open arms. Your mother, and I dare say Nanny, love you dearly. I am very proud to have a son and that pride will grow when you become my apprentice on your journey to taking my place upon my corporeal departure.”

Simon Ash Eleven VI stood there listening and understanding little more than the fact that he was being sent away to school, which was a most frightening thing to him. He did not want to leave his mother and beloved Nanny, not to mention Ruff, the dog and old McCard the grounds keeper who had patiently answered Simons barrage of questions.

“Could I not just go to the common school in Oak Woods Village?” young Simon asked pleadingly.

“No. You must attend Upper Quarters Academy as I did and your grandfather and his father before him. Put such nonsense out of your head.” The older Simon replied sternly. 

Young Simon wanted to cry but he knew his father would not tolerate such weakness, even in a child, especially a male child and his son.

Young Simon nodded compliantly then turned away like a soldier and went out of his father’s study barely holding himself from running away, mostly because there was no place he could really run away to.

One week later Simon was taken to Upper Quarters and registered under the guidance of his mother. His father was away on business in the city.

When all the clerical work was done and he had bid farewell to his mother and Simon was shown to his room, “At least I have a private room,” he thought as he carefully put away his clothing in all the right places and sat at his private desk feeling alone. It was the worst feeling he had ever known and wondered if he would ever recover.

And then things went from bad to worse. 

From day one of classes he despised the teacher, a cranky old codger with all the grace and kindness of the ogres in fairy tales.

Simon Eleven. You must keep your eyes on me at all times. “Your father insist that you learn well and I cannot teach you well if you are not completely attentive,” said Master Lufton, which was followed up by a switch smack across his shoulders. A thing that was hard to believe in this 21st century.

And if the class room was not enough to turn Simon away from the academy there was Allan Bloken and his flunkies.

No matter what institution of education you attend, even the highest orders like Upper Quarters there are bullies. It just happens that the Bullies of Upper Quarters came from affluent, influential families like Simon’s, though being the son of an Earl whose family had donated twenty acres to the school and had financed its construction four generation since should have had its advantages, but ...

Yet Simon did have an advantage which he acquired from the grounds keeper, Mr. McCard. He had taught Simon some fancy foot work and punches in the art of boxing, having been once a feather weight champion himself. “But young Simon, you must never use your skills to be mean. It is good for some time you may require self-defense and it is a grand sport but to use it meanly is a dangerous and terrible thing.” Simon had...secretly attended a youths group boxing match in the village on several occasions and had at last won a title. So his skills, for one so young were quite nicely developed. 

Simon, by nature was a gentle soul and had never thought of being aggressive or reactive against aggression. When challenged he walked away and he was challenged almost daily by Allen Bloken and his minions. Sometimes things got rough and Simon would get knocked to the ground. Yet it was not until the gang of bullies took after Eddie Mosser, Simon’s only friend, that Simon turned. It was an act that would initiate a terrible change in his life and the  structure of Oakland Woods.

Simon was running to catch up to Eddie who was on his way to Library Hall, but before he reached his friend Eddie was waylaid by Allen Bloken and his friends.

A kid named Pauly, who was sort of Allen’s second walked up to Eddie, smashed his books to the ground and then punched Eddie so hard in the stomach that he keeled over choking.

Simon ran even faster and stood between the bullies and Eddie until Eddie recovered and was able to stand.

“That was mean, even for you lot.” Simon accused.

“Yah freaky. What ‘ er ya gonna do about it?” Allen shot back, trying to sound tough like the hard gangsters on TV.

Simon did not answer. He just took Eddie by the elbow and steered him around the bullies toward Library Hall, but before he got two steps in Pauly ran up and pushed him very hard. But Simon was ready. He made a quick recovery move just like Mr. McCard had taught him and turned on his adversary abruptly.

“leave us alone or you will be taught a terrible lesson.” Simon commanded.

Allen stepped up. Laughing harshly and said viciously, “Hey Freaky. You think you can beat me?”

“I know I can if you push me to it.” Simon replied bravely, hoping he remembered his boxing lessons.

Allen Bloken jumped forward and pushed Simon to the ground and something in Simon broke. In a second he was on his feet and had taken a boxing stance.

Allen Bloken looked at him and laughed again, moving in to push Simon back on the ground, but Simon was quick and gave the bully a one two punch that doubled Allen over, but did not stop him. “You’ll get it worse for that, “Allen cried out angrily and charged at Simon, but Simon simply stepped out of the way and Allen charged past smashing head first into the trunk of an old oak tree.

Allen staggered to his feet, enraged, and wiping away a trickle of blood from his forehead. Then he charged again but before he took two steps his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed to the ground.

The gang attacked Simon and beat him until he laid unconscious on the ground. Then they beat Eddie up and finally got Allen to his feet and took him to the infirmary where they told a story, a lie about what had happened.
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Chapter Two

The Day Of Reckonings
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“You are fortunate that Allen Bloken suffered a minor concussion Simon. Whatever were you thinking. I never thought of you as being a bully.” The older Simon admonished.

“I am not the bully Father. You listen only to what the head master said and he listened only to Allen’s lies. He is the Bully. I was defending my friend Eddie whom Allen and his gang were bullying.” Young Simon replied defiantly.

“Who am I to believe. You or five other witnesses besides Allen?” The older Simon challenged.

“Me, because I am telling the truth and if you chose to believe lies then you are as big a bully as they are.” The younger Simon answered the challenge.

“You will be punished Simon. Other than classes and meal time you are confined to your room for two weeks. Then we shall all have another talk to decide the future.”

“Then you are siding with the bullies?!”

“I am siding with the larger body of witnesses.” 

The younger Simon nodded like an older adult, despite his tender six years old. He refused to cry even though he felt like it. He refused to stay angry even though he wanted to be angry in some ways. What he did do is become determined never to trust his father and never follow in his footsteps.

He said after a long silence, “Very well Father. I will obey but you should know I feel as though you have abandoned me and someday when I know how I shall abandon you.”

Lord Oakland eyed his son critically. “I was too lenient on you. You shall be confined to your room for the remainder of the term. When you come home for Christmas break we shall consider your future. My wife is producing another off spring, another male. I shall do better with him I am sure.”

He turned and walked away. Simon watched him go with the fire of anger in his eyes and the seed of something that was not good and would bring him to a place he would have regretted had he had the frame of mind left to do so.

Over the next weeks Simon studied hard, but not on subjects taught in class. He studied elements of survival, how to build a shelter in the wild, how to fish and find food in the forest. He did not want to hunt having read that it was a difficult task and took a life time to learn. He already knew something about fishing, having done so with the grounds keeper on several mornings.

He put together a bag of tools, pilfering a strong knife, small hatchet and hammer, hooks and fishing line, a coil of stout string, salt, which he learned was difficult to find in the forest and a packet of rice for those first few days abroad in the woodland. Oak Wood was huge and a boy could get lost among the trees so that no one could find him, almost. There was one who could if he so chose to do so when it was discovered that Simon had run off.

(I hear your thoughts readers. How could a boy of just six years be clever enough to make such plans and carry them out. Well, to tell the truth it did not work out the way Simon had planned because he was not quite clever enough to pull it off, or rather, there were other elements with alternate plans in place).

And here is what happened. Things that led to the day of reckoning’s final straw.

The part of the reckoning you have read about, the fallout between father and son. But here the reckoning is singularly explored, by Simon. The boy never returned, in such a fashion that anyone would comprehend.

Simon was clever enough to prepare for an adventure in the woods but there are things he never thought of. Things that even adults might not have considered or expected and he neglected to take into account that autumn, though it had been a mild time was waning and the warm days were beginning to be followed by cooler nights.

He did of course have enough sense to bring an autumn coat and long johns knowing even in the height of summer the night in the forest can be chilled. What he did not take into account was that there were things, creatures who lived there that might not take kindly to a human invading their homes. Creatures like bears, wolves and badgers, even coyotes of late.

It started out quite nicely with three days of adventure that brought Simon to a clear understanding of the woods as far as it went. Like nice warm camp fires, fresh caught brook trout and ground berries aplenty, not to mention roasted acorns. And by the light of stars he slept under a lean-to that kept off the dew fall curled up in a cozy sleeping bag. Not even the night noises bothered him because he had listened to many of them on his computer and there in the wilds of Oak Woods he recognized them cheerfully. 

But then, in the late afternoon of the fourth day things took a harrowing turn while Simon was fishing for brook trout. He had one on his hook actually when suddenly he heard a deep resonant growl not far off and behind him.

Slowly Simon stood and turned. There not a dozen yards away stood a wolf, slightly crouched and staring very hungrily at Simon, which was mostly in Simon’s mind because most of the stories he had heard about the wolves in Oak Woods were terrifying.

He ran, which was one very big mistake. The second was, he ran off without his gear and the third was he ran deeper into the forest where the underbrush grew much thicker, the air was much colder and the wolves and bears were as thick as thieves.

And worst of all, in just a very few short minutes he was utterly lost with not but a pocket knife and a short piece of string. It was just fortunate that he had not taken his coat and boots off to fish since the day was quite cool. Two minutes later and he might have done so.

At first Simon thought he had given the wolf the slip. He planned to circle round and find his way back to the camp site but as he rounded a large oak he found himself face to face with the wolf.

Simon turned and ran again. He did not know that running was not a good thing to do or that running excites predators like wolves and they give chase even if they are not hungry. 

Then the worst happened. Simon tripped and fell and that is all he remembered for a long time, long enough that he woke cold and in the dark but at least in one piece. He wondered about the wolf for a second then worried what to do next. He had not prepared for being lost in the woods in the dark and suddenly all those sounds that were pleasant became frightening and that part of him that was just six years old became frightened.
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Chapter Three

The Gate Of Two Oaks
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I should explain something about Oakland Woods Manor and Upper Quarters Academy. They were not so far apart as it may sound. The estate sat on five thousand acres, three thousand of which were forest, a thousand set aside for cash cropping, twenty acres for the academy and twenty for the manor. The remainder hosted the market village, a commons and a public hunting wood that was available in the autumn. Simon of course was lost in the forest that stretched between the academy and the manor. So if one walked in a straight line long enough they would have found a road and maybe Simon would have done so if he had walked in a straight line, but he didn’t. He walked, as so often happens to people lost in the forest, in circles crossing his own path though he did not realize it. 

Remember, Simon knocked his head and when he came out of his stupor he was not quite thinking straight, nor did he ever do so again, in terms that others might consider thinking straight.

We must leave Simon to his circular wanderings for a bit because in another place on the estate something else was occurring. However before moving off I should mention that Simon still had enough sense to ‘not’ try and find his way home. Instead he remembered what Mr. McCard had told him, “Listen up boy. If ever you find yourself turned about in the forest don’t try and find your way home because you’ll never find it. Chances are you’ll be following yourself about. Instead let the circles you make lead you to the Gate Of Two Oaks. It is a place that only certain people can find. If I have learned you are lost in the woods I will meet you at the gate.”

That is all Simon could remember as he thrashed through the underbrush among the giant oaks. He felt very small and frightened and knew what it must be like to be a hunted animal, especially a small, hunted animal.

Head Master Lindel stood before the Lord of Oakland Woods, nervously wringing his fingers, and stumbling over his words.

“My Lord. I can’t express my apologies clearly enough, though...though I think none of this falls to fault me. I do my best to keep the students safe and in order. Yet I cannot control them all. Your Simon is a disruptor. He has proved this violently and it was all I could do to keep Mr. Bloken from engaging a solicitor to sue you for damages. And...well...and now...the little blither has run off...I believe into that abominable forest.”

“First, Headmaster Lindel, the forest is not abominable. It is the life of this estate. Our acorns bring in an enormous income which pays for the upkeep of the academy and the salaries of its staff, including yours.

That aside, I am completely sympathetic to your issues with my son. I have become certain he is not quite right in the head. No member of the Eleven family has ever shown such defiance, however I suppose he must be found and returned, possibly to an alternative situation to the academy. The best person at my disposal to accomplish this is McCard, my grounds keeper and game warden. I shall send him out immediately.”

“Very well My Lord. I hope the matter is made straight for you and young Simon.” Replied the head master who bowed slightly and attempted to depart.

“One moment Mr. Lindel. I have bright news. My spouse is producing another child, a son as it were and he will become my heir and have the name Simon Ash Eleven VI, in place of my faulted offspring. Please prepare the academy to take him on in six years and if I could depend on you, consider sending forth a tutor who could begin teaching him at an earlier age, especially in matters of discipline. Scholars are much better at such things than parents who tend to be a little too lenient with their children.”

“I shall do as much as I can My Lord, but tell me, what will become of young Simon?

“I’ll lend him to the grounds keeper and he can teach him to do the labours of that station. There is no place for him in the manor.”

I can tell you now, though Simon actually liked the idea of falling under the tutorship of Mr. McCard, it did not work out that way because his mother made a good interference in his case. Yet I wonder if she actually did right by him in the long run, and you might ponder that consideration as well when once you have learned what did become of Simon. It depends entirely on your imagination.

That said, Mr. McCard and Simon became very close friends in the years the old man had left to share.

Now back to the search for Simon, which, with the groundkeepers expertise in woodland lore was a rather simpler occupation than it might have been for any other.

“The Gate Of Two Oaks is about in the middle of Oakland Woods.” Mr. McCard had described. 

Gabriel McCard listened to his master patiently. He, in truth, despised the man but he adored Lady Oakland and it was for her that he remained, sometimes as and ear that listened, then when Simon was born he took on a small responsibility raising the boy to understand something about life beyond the direction his father was pushing him.

Both his mother and the groundskeeper had noticed very early in the boys life that he was much more than heir to an old and failing rift of civilization, though neither could quite put a finger on what that higher thing could be, not until that day when Mr. McCard found him, unconscious in the space between two ancient and enormous oak trees, the largest in the forest to be sure, as chilled and desponded as a living thing could be.

Here is how it happened.

Mr. McCard, Gabriel, set out into the forest with a pack on his back that harboured all the things he would need no matter what condition he found young Simon in, even if the boy had expired. “If you have died in these woods you shall remain here forever. Only your mother will know the truth and she will understand my decision.” He determined silently, but in his heart he knew it would not come to that. Yet he knew also that the Simon he found would not be the Simon he once knew.

There is no beaten path to the Gate of The Two Oaks, but Mr. McCard knew the way by heart, having visited the place many times over the nearly forty years he had been employed by the estate. It was in fact he that named the place and manicured it to a small degree, mostly to keep back the brambles and hawthorn and blackthorn, and he never travelled the same path twice, going or coming, avoiding cutting a noticeable trail.

It took him but a couple of hours to reach the two oaks and as he suspected, there he found Simon, deep in a stupor that some may have mistaken for death on sight.

The groundkeeper picked the boy up and wrapped him in a wool blanket the sat him by one of the oaks slightly propped
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