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Once upon a time, in a country just as beautiful as the one where you
live, there was a king who had a wife and a little daughter. | am not sure
whether it was really true, but the inhabitants of that country thought that
their King was the most intelligent, their bread and wine the most delicious,
their springs the coldest, their sun the warmest, their sky the bluest and
their land the richest in greenery. That country was called The Greenest.

The Greenest was small, but it had an illustrious past. The King craved
for a son, an heir to the throne who would reign and look after his coun-
try in succession to his father. They tried every possible method to achieve
this: they ate a magic apple, prayed in holy places, invited the most famous
fortunetellers, but all in vain — the Queen could not have another baby.
She didn’t worry about it though, as she had lots of other things to think
about or to occupy herself with: she browsed through the fashion maga-
zines, gave directions to cloth merchants and seamstresses and ordered the
cooks to make special meals. She had a massage twice a day, weighed her-
self on the scales three times a day and changed her dress four times a day.
Her seamstress, her cook, her masseuse and several maids accompanied
her everywhere as they didn't know beforehand what the Queen would like
and when. Even if they left her, she would call them back in five minutes, so
they preferred staying with her to interminably racing back and forth.

The King, it is true, was longing for a son, but he was very fond of his wife
too. He couldn’t bring himself to divorce her and marry again; so he was grad-
ually coming to terms with his fate and tried not to think about his problem.

The King was a real king and the Queen a real queen. He was imposing
and magnificent, and she was beautiful and graceful, but the little prin-
cess was not pretty at all. Moreover, she was, well, not quite ugly but...
in a nutshell she was just an ordinary child. The palace historian, whose
father and grandfather had been historians too, repeated over and over
again that such an ordinary child had never ever before been born in the
palace. “The princesses of The Greenest have always been beautiful and
full of pride,” he used to say, carrying a thick handwritten book to confirm
what he said.

“Such a child may be found in every family in our town,” he often whis-
pered to the noblemen, shaking his head regretfully.
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The behaviour of the little princess was considered weird because she
didn't like playing with toys adorned with jewels or observing the spick-
and span guests. She never rejected her food and never demanded the
preparation of another dish. She never cried without reason, asking for
something or someone in particular. When she was a baby she used to play
in the sand with a small spade, or water flowers and play with puppies.
Ultimately she would return home filthy, and when her parents saw her,
they would utter: “Oh God, who does this child take after!” Oh, by the way,
the princess had a rather strange name too. When she was born and they
asked the Queen “Your Majesty, what would you like to call the child?” she
thought for a while and then suddenly remembered the new perfume that
she had got from abroad and so called the girl by its name, the name that
nobody else in the country had — Paloma.

Time passed. Everyone had their own problems. The Queen’s duties kept
increasing. She paid daily visits to the noble families, and sometimes she
went to the parties held in the neighbouring kingdoms. She always looked
ravishing and drew everyone’s admiration. Even when she was at home
she didn’t have time for her daughter; she read in her magazines how to
look after her skin so that she wouldn’t develop wrinkles and she also read
what colour and style of clothes were coming into fashion. Her seamstress-
es worked all day long as it wouldn’t become the Queen to wear the same
dress more than once. So every second of her life was occupied.

The King had his business too. The Greenest had a large neighbouring
country that had won the war which had occurred between them long ago.
Since then The Greenest had been loading carriages and carts with various
foodstuffs and valuables and sending them to the victorious king. This was
repeated every year, and although the King of the Greenest — Demetrius
— called this a gift, it actually had a very sad name: “tribute”. Paloma'’s great
granddad had ceased paying the tribute to that country, because he had
had a strong army and wasn't afraid of anything. His portraits were in al-
most every room in the palace. The King admired him and swore by his
name.

Like any other princess, Paloma had a nanny, who was very kind and
caring. She went for walks with Paloma, fed her, put her to bed, told her
fairy-tales and about everything that happened beyond the palace garden.
As the cooks had to prepare special dishes for the Queen the whole day,
nanny cooked for the child. One day, when she was carrying Paloma’s meal
on a tray to her bedroom, she quite by chance collided with the Queen
in one of the turnings of the hall and spilt the soup on her dress; and of
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course the dress was new. The Queen was furious and she screamed that
she didn’t want to see that woman in the palace again. One of the maids
accompanying the Queen reminded her humbly that the woman was Palo-
ma’s nanny, but the Queen frowned and repeated that the woman should
leave the palace.

So Paloma was left without a nanny. Although the servants cleaned for
her, bathed her and washed her clothes, she was still alone and often cried.
After the nanny the old gardener was the person who cared about Paloma'’s
fate the most. The princess spent most of the day with him. She watered
the flowers, looked after them, and dug out the weeds. The gardener even
joked with her that she would soon take that business from him and leave
him unemployed. Paloma knew the names of every plantin the garden and
how to look after them. Every morning she made beautiful bouquets from
roses and wild flowers and put them in a vase in her mother’s room. The
flowers had an amazing scent and the colours were chosen in such a way
that they would surprise anyone who saw them, but the Queen took it for
granted and never ever praised her daughter or thanked her.

Yet Paloma loved her mother very much. She constantly saw her in her
dreams. They walked and talked together, and her mother held her in her
arms and kissed her. Her mother was smiling at her, only at her, and was
thinking about nothing else. The saddest thing was that Paloma’s dreams
never came true. If by accident her mother passed by her and noticed her,
she would exclaim “My God, why do you stick to that dress!” and before the
daughter could answer, she was already going towards the door, accompa-
nied by her entourage, to where the harnessed carriage awaited her.

Time passed. The King was becoming more and more used to the idea
of never having a son and of not being able to solve a lot of problems. More
and more often he used to sigh and look at the portrait of the great king.

The princess studied a lot, read a lot, painted and played the piano
beautifully. All her teachers were content with her. They came to see Palo-
ma in the palace every day and once a month they would talk to the King
about Paloma’s progress. At such times the King was checking the palace
accounts or was working on a map of the country, so he didn't listen to the
teachers very attentively. He just smiled and nodded his head as a sign of
approval and half an hour later he couldn’t remember a word they had told
him. He didn’t do this because he didn’t love his daughter, he was just too
busy.

Meanwhile Paloma was growing up. You wouldn't say she wasn't pretty,
but her behaviour never resembled that of other princesses. She never ap-
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peared at the parties given in the palace. The people didn't know her, as
at celebrations she was always standing somewhere in the background
where nobody could see her. Whenever the Queen was asked about her
daughter she would say one or two meaningless general phrases and then
would change the topic of conversation.

The historian wrote: “God must be angry with our kingdom. The only
princess and such a weird one! Sometimes she greets and talks to the serv-
ants so amicably... Well, well, this is certainly the wrath of God" Once he
left the book near the grand piano open at this very page. It happened that
the old man carried the book and a pen with him all the time, so when-
ever he thought of something he would open it and continue writing. He
had to record everything: what was standing where, whose picture was on
which wall, the description of the palace, so that the following generations
would know every detail. His father had done the same job, his grandfa-
ther had done it, and, if I'm not mistaken, his great grandfather too. So he
left the book in the very room where Paloma went every day. When she
finished playing the grand piano and stood up, she saw the open book.
“Maybe | left it here, she thought, and went to it. She caught a glimpse of
the beautifully written lines. She read just one paragraph and sat down.
No, she wasn't hurt, on the contrary, she felt guilty because she wasn't up
to their expectations. Suddenly she wanted to go somewhere far away, but
Paloma was very considerate and didn’t want to hurt her parents’ feelings.
So she ran to the kitchen, took some food and went to the top floor of the
palace. Then she went up the little winding staircase that led to the attic.
Here Paloma used to play when she was a child. When the servants decided
that the princess didn’t need some old dolls, they took them to the attic
and put them in a big chest in the corner. But Paloma often used to visit her
dolls and had a good time playing with them until someone remembered
her and started calling her.

From the attic window there was a wonderful view of the courtyard, the gar-
den, and a bit further off the streets of the town and the houses. That night
Paloma stayed in the attic. She spent the next day and night there too. In the
courtyard the servants were pottering about as usual. They were bringing in
food on carts and were emptying them right at the kitchen door. An ornate roy-
al carriage passed through the gate and then returned. The gardener was dot-
ing over the flowers. In short, everything was the same as usual. At the time the
princess was on holiday, so her teachers didn't come. Paloma’s absence wasn't
noticed by the servants either: for quite a long time now she hadn’t admitted
them to her room. She didn't like it when someone else tidied her things.
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She waited for three days like that. Then she thought that her presence wasn't
of any importance and on the fourth day she donned an ordinary dress that she'd
found in an old trunk, put a hat on, went into the yard unnoticed, passed from the
yard to the garden, from the garden to the road, and then set off along that road.

W

I no longer know how many days passed after that. Everything was as
usual in the palace. The Queen must have run out of things to do because
she started redecorating the rooms. She made her servants hang up gar-
lands made of bows and artificial flowers everywhere. As always, she over-
did it. Her servants accompanied her with a ladder and nodded their heads
obediently. She “adorned” everything with multi-coloured bows and little
bells, even the portraits of great predecessors, painted upon their horses
with lances or swords and shields. And from time to time she peeped into
the magazines to make sure she did everything according to the rules.

Meanwhile the holidays came to an end and the teachers came to Paloma,
but the servants couldn't find her in her room and started looking for her.
First they looked in the palace, then in the courtyard and the garden. They
went up to the attic as well, but they couldn’t find the princess anywhere.
When their last hope died they went to the Queen and asked her: “Your
Majesty, we're looking for your daughter, do you know where she is?” The
Queen was very much surprised: “How should | know?"she said, “She might
be pottering in the garden or reading a book somewhere by the hedge.”

The servants went on looking for the princess and the Queen put aside her
magazine and went into the bedroom to tidy her hairdo. While she was fixing
her hair she suddenly saw the reflection of withered flowers in a vase in the
mirror and froze. She suddenly remembered that for years a new bouquet of
flowers had awaited her there every day and that her daughter had picked
those flowers for her. She guessed that Paloma would be neither in the gar-
den, nor anywhere else in the neighbourhood, as she had told the servants,
and she hurried to see the King. She didn't even know what to think. She was
just very, very angry that they caused her so much trouble.

The King was astonished. He dropped all his accounts and called his sub-
jects. Everyone started looking for Paloma, calling her name. The King him-
self raced from room to room in despair. Once he noticed the multi-coloured
laces fixed to the frame of his adorned ancestor’s portrait. He stood there for a
while, shook his head regretfully and then went on looking for his daughter.

Soon the whole town was in uproar, then the whole kingdom, but the
princess seemed to have vanished into thin air. Nobody could find her.
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Her daughter’s disappearance altered the Queen very much. She went
back and forth between the rooms aimlessly. Although she was as beautiful
as before, her eyes became very sad. She went and looked at the door of her
daughter’s room with apprehension. Finally she gathered up all her courage
and opened it. My God, she couldn’t even remember when she had last been
there. Everything was so strange: a simply furnished room, a lot of books,
dolls, Paloma’s drawings when she was a child. Here, in a drawing, a lady and
a child were walking hand in hand, holding flowers. In another drawing a
lady and a child were sleeping in bed together.“Oh, God, | am probably that
lady, I should have been that lady,” she thought and tears welled in her eyes.
She ran out of the room crying: “She’ll never forgive me, she'll never come
back” On thinking this her heart sank. When she remembered what she had
been doing and occupying herself with all that time she hated herself. Sud-
denly, as if she had found the solution, she rushed through all the halls of
the palace like a madwoman, tore down all the colourful decorations from
the walls, gathered them in the yard, added all her fashion magazines to
the pile and made a huge bonfire. Then she put on a very simple dress and
handed all her clothes to her maid-servants to give them to poor people.
So everyone got a couple of posh dresses and the wives of craftsmen and
peasants marched through the streets of the town dressed so beautifully
that all the noblemen’s wives went green with envy.

But the palace was very quiet. The servants tried to move without making
a noise and to whisper. The royal carriage that used to race back and forth
was now forgotten by everyone and stood useless somewhere. Lazy horses
dozed through the whole day. The King forgot his study for quite a long time.
He tried to be at his wife's side most of the time. He was fond of her and feared
that something bad couid happen to her as a consequence of her sorrow.

The country either lagged behind a little bit in development or maybe it
was a little bit old-fashioned. There were no photographers, so if you want-
ed someone’s portrait an artist had to paint it. The King and the Queen
wanted at least to have their daughter’s portrait, so they invited the most
famous painter in The Greenest. They wanted to explain to him what kind
of nose, eyes, and lips Paloma had. They tried hard, but could remember
nothing much about their daughter. Then they called the gardener and all
the servants who often saw the princess. The poor painter was confused.
“You all describe her in a different way,” he said. “l suppose the princess is
beautiful so I'll try. Something might come out of it."
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| cannot help telling you beforehand that years later this very painter and
many others too will paint real portraits of Paloma. Time will pass and they
will hang those pictures up on the walls of the palace. They will look at them
and say: “The most intelligent, the kindest and the most beautiful princess.”
But so far the Queen has been crying all the time. She walks deep in thought
or sits in the garden and sometimes she mutters “Oh God, oh God...”

One day God was bothered. “These man and woman call my name too
often,” he said. “| wonder what they want from me?” he said to an angel
standing on his right. The angel answered that they had been craving an
heir to the throne and had been asking God for a son. So God nodded his
head and decided to make their wish come true.

X%

The town where Paloma found herself didn’t resemble her hometown
at all. She had come to this country quite by chance. As she was passing
through the familiar countryside a coach passed by which took the girl
to the seaside. And there a small boat was about to sail from the har-
bour. So there she was on that boat, for the first time, among complete
strangers. Nobody paid attention to the princess, but she observed eve-
rything as if she had been born the previous day. This evident surprise
and her curious eyes made her conspicuous, but no one had time for
her. Even if someone caught a glimpse of a strangely dressed girl they
probably thought she was a foreigner from a remote country. The pas-
sengers pottered about and talked about trade, new laws and their town
of destination. Paloma guessed that it wouldn’t be as small and cosy as
her hometown. She turned out to be right. Seven days later the boat
sailed into a harbour. Although it was still dawn when she disembarked
from the boat she felt that a completely different world was awaiting her.
Carriages were racing along the streets. When the sun shone the town
was already wide awake. Numerous small stalls and inns were open in
the central street. You could buy anything here — from flowers to jewels.
Paloma went everywhere and observed everything. She felt unusual, as
if she had suddenly entered the world of her books. In the end her ears
buzzed, she felt giddy, she couldn’t see anything and she turned away
from that noisy place.

There were a lot of houses in the narrow paved street, some of them big
and beautiful, some small and pretty, some decrepit. Here, next to a rich
house there could be a poor hut. This surprised Paloma very much, as in
her town the rich lived separately, quite far from the poor. In the end, when
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she got very tired (she wasn't used to walking so much), she stopped at
one house. It was a beautiful two-storey building surrounded by a garden.
The house looked well-kept but the garden was something awful. Weeds
had covered everything. Here and there one could notice forlorn bushes
of roses and dahlias. The trees and fence were covered in thorns. Paloma
didn’t think twice. She opened the gate, went along the path leading to
the house and knocked at the door. After a while a fine-looking woman
opened the door and smiled at her:

—You can come in, but the doctor’s not at home.

Paloma was a little confused.

— | haven't come to see the doctor — she said and decided to go back,
but then changed her mind — | think you need a gardener.

— No — said the lady uneasily — Well, maybe we do, but we aren’t
rich...

— You've misunderstood me, | don't need any money. But | have no-
where to live in this town and if you let me live with you I'll do my best to
turn your garden into a real one.

— Are you a gardener? — the lady couldn’t hide her surprise.

— Yes, well, almost. I'm the daughter of a gardener and over the years |
have learnt a lot from my father. Well, what do you say?

— Well, yes, of course! It's a miracle. God must have sent you to us.

And the lady led Paloma into the house.

A doctor lived in this house with his family. This woman was his wife.
She had a plump pink face and you could tell at first sight that she was
very kind. The doctor was of the type that probably every doctor should
be. He spent all his time at the hospital and as he had been appointed
the head of it, he was the busiest person there. The small building had
five rooms — four for patients and one for the doctor. The town was large
but people seldom went to the hospital, so the rooms were enough. The
doctor pored over his old medical books all the time or went to people’s
homes to treat them, and every evening he returned home exhausted.
He spent most of his time with poor people. Those who didn’t have mon-
ey to buy medicine never called the doctor, so whenever he learnt that
someone was ill he ran there with a bag full of medicines. On entering he
would reproach them for not calling him. That is why everyone loved and
respected him. Although the rich often complained that it was unfair and
shameful that they and the poor had the same doctor, they had to get ac-
customed to this, as not even in the neighbouring cities was there such a
knowledgeable physician.
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This town differed from others in many other ways too. Here there was
a theatre, a circus, and a big amusement park with a photographer and
fountains. Here books were published, newspapers were printed and fan-
cy-dress balls were arranged. Here people came to trade from all over the
world. Whoever intended to travel wanted to see this town. That’s why it
always had a lot of guests and the hotel was always full.

On the day of Paloma’s arrival the doctor returned home a bit earlier.
Hardly had he entered the house than his wife informed him happily that
they had a gardener who would live with them and look after the garden
without any payment. With these words she went to fetch Paloma and re-
appeared with her before the doctor could realize what she had told him.
The doctor looked dumbfounded and then he declared that he couldn’t
understand any of it. Paloma told him that she was the daughter of a gar-
dener, that she had read a lot of books on travelling and had wanted to
see a little bit with her own eyes and to work. The princess had made up
this story quite well but the doctor was a clever man. He looked at the girl
carefully. | don’t know what he thought, but he didn’t say anything, then he
laughed and said, “I thought | was the only one who worked for free”.

So they gave Paloma a room on the ground floor, told her that she
would have meals with them and gave her the gardening tools. The doc-
tor observed her as if asking himself how this girl could have come to this
town and specifically to their house. Before going to bed he told his wife
“How can she be a gardener? Look at her hands! They are so fragile and
well-groomed.”

The couple became more and more convinced that the girl couldn't be
a gardener. She behaved and talked in such a manner that she must have
had a very good education. But it was too late to turn her away. Paloma
started work the very next morning. It turned out to be very difficult to put
things right in the garden. No one had done anything there for a long time.
The princess started rooting out the thorny bushes, trying to remember
what the old gardener used to do in such situations. But the Royal garden
had always been well-kept, so she couldn’t remember such a case. By the
end of the day her hands were bleeding. As soon as the doctor saw her he
made her sit on a chair, and started putting some ointment on her wounds,
looking into her eyes. “Everyone should do his job,” he said.“Playing a piano
would probably be more suitable for you” Paloma tried to reassure him.
“No, the thing is that my brothers have been helping my father recently, so
my hands have got out of the habit of working” The next day she carried
on working again. It was very hard, but she was determined not to give in.
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While she was pulling out the thorny bushes she tried to think of some-
thing very nice. The doctor put ointment on her hands the next day too,
and the next day. He was getting worried about Paloma. Once he didn't go
out, but stayed and helped her. In this way the first and most difficult week
of the princess’s gardening career passed.

The hostess turned out to be a cheerful woman. When Paloma finished
her work she would sit next to her and tell her thousands of funny and inter-
esting stories from their town’s life. She made her laugh and patted her on
the head. Her three plump children played around them — two boys and a
girl. They would give their gardener a sweet, or some fruit or a book, so that
she could read to them. Paloma was happy: she felt that everyone loved her
here and everyone was interested in talking to her. The doctor asked her ali
the time if she was cold, if she had a pain... He had guessed that the story of
Paloma'’s being a gardener was made up and feared that she could become
ill from working so hard. After a while our clever doctor developed some
suspicions though, as Paloma did so well that it was evident she knew a lot
about gardening. When she had cleaned the garden of thorns and weeds
and her hands had healed she clipped the old bushes, planted new ones,
and made a winding path with pebbles between them. In several places she
put benches, and she painted the fence. In a few weeks the newly planted
flowers blossomed and the old bushes grew. Nobody had believed that
the gloomy garden could turn into such a marvel. Passers-by couldn’t help
peeping into the garden and saying in surprise that it was a miracle. Now it
was summer and the children spent all day in the garden. They watered the
flowers with their small watering-cans and were happy to help Paloma. The
couple also sat on the bench whenever they had some spare time.

— It is a miracle — the woman used to say — | couldn’t appreciate it at
first, but now | see that she's very beautiful. | like her more and more. What
will become of us if she gets bored and wants to leave? We love her so
much that we won't manage without her—neither the children nor I.

The doctor smiled sadly.

— | don’t think she will stay here all her life. She has such subtlety, such
grandeur in her appearance that | think she could be of noble origin, the
daughter of a count or a marquis. So sooner or later she will have to return
home. You will have to come to terms with this idea. But how could she
learn to garden? | cannot understand it.

So the days passed. Paloma didn’t have much work any more. She had
time for books, for walking with the children and sightseeing in the town.
But in the mornings she was always in the garden.
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Once she noticed a withered branch on a tree near the fence. She stood
on the tips of her toes and tried to reach the branch, but in vain. Suddenly
someone from the street held the branch, bowed it down towards Paloma
and peeped inquisitively over the fence.

— Is this the doctor’s house? — he asked. Paloma nodded her head.
The stranger opened the gate and went into the garden, then he smiled at
Paloma as if he had known her for a long time. It was a very well-dressed
handsome... “prince;” — Paloma thought. “He is just like a prince... in a
fairy tale” Then she tried to remember if she had seen any princes at her
palace and if so what they had looked like.

The guest went into the house, and after a while came back accompa-
nied by the doctor who saw him to the gate. When saying goodbye the
host bowed, turned round with satisfaction and asked Paloma:

— Did you like him?

— Well | don’t mind him. He's a little bit too posh. He must like himself
too much — said the gardener.

— It's true, my dear, but what can he do? He's a prince, the only son of
the king of Valunia. Have you heard about it? It's the big country to our east.

Although Paloma knew quite well which country it was, she shook her
head, shrugged her shoulders and went on looking after the flowers.

Well, to tell you the truth the princess didn't know much, but | do and
now I'm going to tell you everything.

WWeH

Valunia bordered The Greenest. This was the country to whose king Pal-
oma’s father sent yearly tributes, or, as he called them, “the gift". Although
it had vast lands, the soil was barren, dry, and full of stones. For example,
you could plant something like cucumbers or tomatoes and then wait in
vain for the harvest. Even if you found good soil, the sun wouldn't shine
for months, so your cucumbers and tomatoes would freeze to death. Of
course there were a lot of good things too in this country, but the peo-
ple still envied their neighbours. Legends were afloat about The Greenest,
what mountains, what waterfalls, what meadows, what sunshine... you
could grow whatever you wished. They talked about what King Demetrius
had sent to their king as a “gift”for the whole year. Otherwise they were not
bad people, they worked as best they could.

The kings of Valunia had kept an eye on The Greenest for centuries.
They had tried to snatch this country by force or slyness and as they
had a bigger army they had often defeated The Greenest. As you know,
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the last victor a long time ago had been Valunia, so it legalized the
“tribute’”

The current King of Valunia — Shpuntikos — was an obese man fond of eat-
ing and drinking. His wonderful palace was full of countless riches and innu-
merable servants. His wife had died prematurely and he was left with his only
son — Andrios. As a rule all princes are brought up in luxury and idleness, but as
he didn't have a mother Andrios was twice as spoilt as other princes: everyone
danced to his tune and fulfilled his every stupid whim. When he grew up he was
taken to the famous school for noblemen and when he finished that school he
was already an adult used to the fact that at his every appearance in public peo-
ple would whisper how handsome he was, how beautifully he danced and how
well he rode his horse. He was fond of pretty girls, hunting and having fun. In
short he was a very restless person. Shputnikos liked his son very much, praising
him and repeatedly telling him from his childhood on: “Don’t forget that you're
a prince and that you're going to be the king after me.’

Once, when he finally got hold of him at home, he sat his son in an armchair
by the fireplace, sat down near him and decided to talk to him seriously.

— My son, — he began, putting his hands on his belly, — Being a king is
of course nice, but if people think that a king can do anything it's not true.
Sometimes a simple peasant is happier and freer than we are. He is never wor-
ried about what his sons and grandsons are going to think about him. But I'm
always worried about what people will say when they look at my portrait after
I'm dead, whether | was a “fat fool” or a “clever good-looking man“—the King
smiled, — it would be better if | told the truth. | didn't choose the Queen, your
mother, to be my bride. She was a beautiful woman, but at first | didn’t love her.
Both of us behaved as our parents had decided when we were still children.
What | want to say is that you're a prince and you have to get married soon. |
have been thinking for a long time about what would be best for our country
and | think | have taken the right decision. You have surely heard about The
Greenest. Your great-granddad dreamt of that country. We have fought a lot
but what have we got? That tribute is nothing compared to what they could
give us. So now is the perfect time. King Demetrius doesn’t have a son — an
heir to the throne. You will marry his only daughter and that will be that. He
cannot refuse me. Moreover, when we become one family | will not take that
tribute from him anymore. What else do they want? While he’s alive he can
reign happily over them, later you will become their king too, so our dream
will come true. They say his daughter is ugly and a little stupid, P... P... P... I've
forgotten her name, but | know that you won't be deprived of anything. We
can lock her up in this palace and let her do whatever she wants here.
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Of course the prince didn't like this, but he had known from childhood
that he was going to become a king and that he should behave according
to the needs of his country. So he agreed with his father, and as that “P”
was too young to get married so far, he almost forgot the matter. He began
travelling, went everywhere, all over the world. He stayed at home about
two months a year, he amused himself as well as he could and had a nice
time.

LK 24

Everyone had heard about the doctor’s garden. It was even written about
in the local newspaper. The garden was becoming more and more beau-
tiful. The scent of the flowers spread over the whole street. The doctor’s
day was hectic from morning till night, but he couldn't help noticing that
their life had changed completely, as if the flowers’ beauty had passed over
into everything else. The children became more intelligent and sensitive,
and his wife happier and warmer. He also noticed that whenever Paloma
passed the rose bushes with her hand on them the flowers straightened
up, raising their heads and following her hand.

— You have an amazing talent, you revive everything. You should be a
doctor. Someone who looks after plants so well can cure sick people too. If
I need help | will certainly call you — the doctor told her.

Paloma agreed happily.

Then the winter came. The snow covered everything. There was
nothing to be done in the garden so the gardener accompanied the
doctor to the hospital and then they went to the patients’ homes.
Paloma could see that the doctor treated the rich and poor patients
equally. The poor got ill more often, as they were cold, lacking in food
or doing very hard physical labour. Paloma couldn’t imagine how
she could have sat in her palace for so long and not seen or heard all
this.

ka2 ]

I've completely forgotten to tell you what was happening in The Green-
est meanwhile. The Queen had had a tiny baby son. Like many other new-
born children he had blue eyes and fair hair. Of course, everyone was
happy but they didn't have a great celebration. The people just hung out
multi-coloured flags from the windows. In the palace, as if nothing had
happened, they didn’t have a feast or invite guests, though the Queen de-
cided not to cry anymore as the King warned her that the baby would be in

33



Bagbo 3o@sGs by (ym@ babnoody agbgds s dGnMams gondFHmgdom. dmmo, 939,
3@ntoms dga1g gob gomambna? (3me-48s60 gRmsbgmmsb smafaggfb 58dmdms
Jormndgamnb Jgbabad, 35368 mingg aobubyggdmng dsbdy GogBmdms. 396G
9fmb 396 as9am, GG nygm dv3arngdgmn dormmdsb sgoags 0dabamaab,
6Gmd dgmeg dgnma dgbdgbmman. mgrmgsmds gormsbygeds, 53330 cignomb
ad9boMEs. B mgds bws, 3gbb gnmbagnm Rgammab baggbgdn o6 gMgbos,
3536158 303330 ;gnomb 5ddgamd, Sbgnfbgdws s madg3 Bab agyMmaoc gdnbo.

6o(3 dggbgds ob@mengmbb, 836 naFdbm, Gm8 8ggab sbmmal aowmfnk-
5693580 ol dGamn(y gfns s b Bomop aRsR6s jos. baggmsmn bymom
odmbos ab gg@3madn, baws(y dsemdsl (3mmem abbgbagdms. @magabn Bngbom
bgm3dn sbms yggmaeb aby gmBomer 3ome amames s 13g@gbar babsbemab
dndmammyg 3ado ngs.

dbo@3omds @osBmagfs Jommdsb 3mMEGFg@e ©s 0z @jEMEGEb masb-
do @dg0gb. Babs@n Bsmms Igagms gl sbmemb s yggme aom(zgdmmo
39b(3gaPmms, Go msBabn gmanms Bzgba 3a@oms Jormdo@mbo, odedrg Bo@ma
396 359Rbg30nom.

* * ¥

@oge bodmofn nwas. Emebom 35333980 dsmdn ambrsmdmbgb o6 babemals Bnb,
dafsdo, (303000 @LAAsMIdEE]6. LaraBmb 3o yzgme dmbsfmsb s@sMgdws. o
el dommds emnEb 53d333mb @R, dmummpbymen gogemMgdamo,
dgdnbydmn gdedn RodEBRS. smdse, 0d30b3 0o, 935@3ymgmds (306330,
0go@Mdn, 96 g, Lawsg 39360 boebo aytob mogh, dommnsb domy af(3gmegde.
33 Jomsgdn go 39360 oboFiomda swanme agm. bEm3Mgdag asbmByzg@mng
Rodmeomebgb, aMedgde ms 563063303 b3nMor Asdm3gmbmom. Bs3od nb mos-
30905, Hm3gmn3 03 gL 90dds bam job smdmmBabs, dg3Mor MBEM ba-
3080 oym, goeg Bggmemgdtingn afodn o6 s6a0bs. Mopgob 35306 s(3tiqde xgM
o 353mgambom, ngn yagmeb gdsFmgdmps: momgdLas, d533390Lo;3 > dmb-
9(390boG3- 94ndgdn 23sb gdomgBosb gdobnsb. Imms, LBmMgE sbgon gdnrgdes
dggyoes o8 dbnofage Jommogh. gdede m33g 3gme SbBMAYdEs Lsbmydda bastmel
o bgygams boogsedymemde asbgnbs. dsmmBs 8gmeg mmgbgy of goRbee,
>30@ymx9dl dg(3 9bmd BmameGmm. 33360 ofbmds 54n83s, of o6 dg8mbgomy,
350003009300, 353F8 gaRegfam admssxrndMgdnbs (Bmmmboodmmmb, dsmmds
bmd dgzob sbagme aym, abobo gn gggmobn damaob gom@gdn ddsbrgdnsb).

basgodymamb 06533Gmamada dogmn ey Bgbdy 0mabgb, 806 oFagab
doomms. ymggmeey 98o@gdmmen bbgmmagda. 8sor dormnob domaemn Lingyby
3jmbrsm, oM bosfama dggdmmo, o3 — madaMogn. ornd3s gde8n @o 8abn
096539369380 @My @ 0937 B3mnEbgb 83903ymeyndL ©s Mdommdobagsb mge-
mgdeabegdymbe omomEbg6, d936b 39MogyRlb 33gmemmbab - ymaomre)

34



bad mood all the time and grow up to be a cry-baby. How could a king be
a cry-baby? The King and the Queen never talked about their daughter but
they thought about her all the time. Neither of them could understand why
Paloma’s disappearance had been necessary for them to have the second
child. The Queen decided to bring her child up herself. Of course she didn't
wash the baby’s nappies as your mother did, but she fed the baby, walked
with him and slept by his side at night.

As for the historian, he felt that he was also to blame for the princess's
disappearance and he broke down completely. He tore out the pages
where he had written about Paloma less than favourably. He didn't march
smartly everywhere with his book anymore and he spent most of his time
in the palace library.

The painter finished Paloma’s portrait and they hung it up in the Queen’s
room. The picture really resembled the princess and everyone was amazed
at how beautiful their little lady had been and wondered why they hadn't
noticed it before.

* * %

The winter was cold. During the day the children played snowballs in the
garden or went tobogganing in the street in front of their house. They all
passed the evenings by the fire. One day Paloma stayed with the children
from the morning on. Suddenly the doctor returned, pale and frightened.
You probably know that diseases spread quickly in the circus or theatre,
i.e. in the places where a lot of people gather, and in this town there were
a lot of such places. The guests kept coming too, bringing with them flu
and quinsy, but the disease that the doctor found in five people was much
more serious than ordinary flu or quinsy. As at that time vaccinations had
not been invented, anyone could catch the disease: adults, children and
old people. Doctors call it an epidemic. So the city suffered such an epi-
demic. The doctor didn't have time for home visits, so he put everyone in
the hospital. Paloma came there the next day to look after the patients. The
doctor fought with her for quite a long time. He didn’t want to let her in, as
she could also contract the disease, but he couldn't make her change her
mind (after all she was a princess and princesses are very stubborn).

The staff of the hospital were on their feet twenty four hours a day;
nobody went home. Every day they had new patients with high fever who
couldn’t walk or talk. The doctor and his assistants looked after the pa-
tients day and night and went around with eyes swollen from sleepless-
ness. However they couldn’t help much — two or three people died every
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day. In the street at the hospital door a lot of people stood, sat or slept. As
they couldn’t let the families of patients in, they didn't go home. You could
hear weeping and moaning everywhere. All the shops and schools were
closed. They also closed the harbour and the town gate, and the once
cheerful town became dead and dark. Only those who had to go to the
hospital dared to go out in the street; the rest were afraid even to open
the windows.

Paloma tried not to show how tired she was, and endured everything
with courage, but she spent the nights weeping. Even the doctors found
it difficult to stand this calamity, and what could a poor girl, a gardener, or
even a princess, do? Death had settled there and it took someone’s life eve-
ry day. Death didn't differentiate between the old, the young or children.

The doctor didn’t have time to talk to Paloma but once he told her:

— Aren't you afraid that you might contract the disease and never re-
turn home?

Paloma thought for a while and said:

— It is true | have to return home sometime, so | cannot die yet; this
means that if | become ill you will have to save me, there is no other way
out.

The doctor smiled, held her close, kissed her and then rushed off to his
patients.

There was no more room in the building. There were beds in the hall as
well. Paloma picked a couple of patients and looked after them. She put
bandages on their foreheads, gave them medicines, took their temperature.
She wasn't indifferent to the other patients either, she tidied their blankets
or fetched wood from the yard and made the fire. At first she looked after
an old lady who reminded her of her nanny. She imagined she was caring
for her nanny and never left the old lady’s side until she recovered.

Once they brought in a five-year-old girl unconscious with a high fe-
ver, and Paloma started looking after her. She never slept during the first
couple of days and sat by her side stroking her curly hair. Whenever the
doctor passed, Paloma begged him without a word, with her eyes, to save
her. The child had her eyes closed and could probably hear nothing, but
the princess never stopped talking to her. She told her hundreds of true
stories and fairy tales, told her about the dolls she had had when she was
a child, about her toys, and thought of new songs. Even when someone by
her side was in agony she held the girl close and whispered funny stories in
her ear. Whenever she imagined that the child might die there in her pres-
ence, in her arms and that then they would have to give her lifeless body
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to her mother standing by the hospital door, Paloma choked with tears.
She wanted to get away from there, go somewhere far off, but in reality
she stood up, administered the medicines, changed the bandages on the
girl's forehead, put medical solution on her throat and the palms of her
hands and continued to whisper in her ears. At last, on the third day, the
girl opened her eyes, looked at her nurse and whispered: “Did you have a
talking parrot and a doll with auburn hair?”

Paloma was speechless with joy. She just nodded her head and ran to
call the doctor. The doctor started examining the child and he repeat-
ed: “It's a miracle, a real miracle” Then he turned to Paloma: “The child
is saved, but you will die if you don’t go and have a proper sleep right
away.”

Paloma lay on the sofa in the doctor's room and fell asleep as soon as
she put her head on the pillow. She saw her old dream: she was walking
with her mother. She had her hand around Paloma’s waist and was telling
her something. Suddenly everything changed. Her mother put her face in
her hands and began crying. Then Paloma disappeared and her mother
was standing alone in a vast field, crying.

She woke up. How strange that her mother was crying... in fact she
had never seen her tears, so how could she dream about what didn't exist?
Paloma went to her little patient. The girl was lying quietly, her fever had
gone down and she was feeling better. Paloma sat on her bed and kissed
her plump little hand.

— Aren't you afraid of catching the disease? — asked the child.

— No.

— Why?

— Because | love you.

— But when did you start loving me? — the child was surprised.

— Probably a long time ago and | recognized you as soon as | saw you.

The girl laughed and told her that although she had seemed to be asleep
she could hear every single word of the stories that Paloma had told her
and she had wanted to open her eyes and see what Paloma looked like.

—That’s why | woke up. You are so beautiful you look like a real princess.
Did you know that?

— What?

— That you look like a princess.

— No, but now that you've told me | know.

Paloma noticed that the doctor was standing nearby listening to them.

— Iwasn’t mistaken — he said. | told you that you had a rare talent. Peo-
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ple that you look after recover even if they are on their deathbed. But now
you need looking after yourself, and who is going to do that?

And the doctor made Paloma go out for some fresh air. But Paloma didn't
like the deserted streets and the closed shutters in the houses. She didn’t
walk long. She went to a toyshop. The shopkeeper lived on the first floor.
Paloma hammered at the door until the shopkeeper heard the noise. She
wanted to buy a doll with auburn hair. The frightened man put the doll in
a basket and hung it down on a rope. The princess took the doll, put some
money in the basket and went back. The little girl just loved the doll and
putitin her bed immediately.

After a while there was a commotion in the hall. Two servants were beg-
ging the doctor to accompany them to the hotel and look after their master.
But the doctor was shaking his head, explaining to them that he couldn’t
leave the hospital: “It would be better if you could bring the prince here,"he
told them. “I'll put him in my room and do my best to save him." The serv-
ants had no other way, so they went back. Soon a carriage stopped by the
hospital and the men brought the prince of Valunia out on a stretcher. The
doctor took him to his room and gave him a thorough examination. An-
drios was feeling really bad; he could hardly breathe and his eyelids were
so heavy he couldn’t open his eyes. They undressed him and put him to
bed. The doctor told the servants that the disease was contagious and let
them go home. Then he called Paloma: “I'm going to let your little girl go
tomorrow, she is safe now, but you have to help me with this, maybe we
can somehow help the prince” Paloma pitied Andrios, who was lying help-
lessly on his bed (who wouldn't, he was so handsome), but she told the
doctor that she was absolutely exhausted, and, moreover, she wasn't used
to dealing with princes and to tell the truth, she didn't want to. She really
thought this. She had fled from the palace, from wealth, from servants and
from being a princess, so why should she be dealing with princes? But the
doctor insisted.

— I can’t believe you don’t pity him, you're so kind — he told her — yes,
he’s a posh and conceited prince, so what? Can you imagine what will be-
come of his country if it is left without an heir to the throne? Besides, he
is an ordinary man. He’s helpless and lonely in this strange country... His
servants left him as soon as they heard they could contract the disease.

The princess was ashamed. Besides, she couldn't explain what she had
against princes in general, so she agreed.

So they began looking after Andrios. The doctor piled medicines by the
bed-head and left the patient in Paloma’s charge. He looked in the room
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very often to see how he was. The prince was feeling awful, but he could
still open his eyes and talk. So while the doctor was examining him he
asked why the nurse had been against looking after him and why the doc-
tor had begged her to so much.

— She doesn’t work here — smiled the doctor, — she’s only helping me
temporarily. She hasn’t slept properly for a long time and she’s very tired.
She'’s my gardener, but if you want to know the truth, she’s a real magician.
| have great hopes she can cure you.

The prince thought for a while and remembered that he had already seen that
girl in the doctor’s garden. What was her name? Paloma. But what he said was:

— Tell her that when | talk to my father he will give her a generous re-
ward for looking after me.

Atthat moment Paloma entered the room and heard everything, but she
wasn't angry. On the contrary, she laughed and came up to the patient:

— | don't need any gifts, I'm just doing what the doctor has asked me. As
for you, I think too much talking is bad for you.

The prince thought that no one had ever talked so rudely to him, but it
was difficult for him to talk, so he preferred to be quiet and close his eyes. it
is true Paloma and the doctor laughed a lot about what happened, but that
night Andrios became very ill and they didn’t have time for amusement.
The thermometer scale was not big enough to measure his temperature.
Paloma forgot completely who he was, a prince or a beggar. Nothing was
important to her. Andrios kept fainting. No sooner had she put a bandage
with vinegar on his forehead than it was dry. The medicines didn't seem to
work. Although the doctor was worried, he couldn’t spend all his time by
Andrios’ side, as many other patients had the same trouble that night; so
he raced like mad to and fro. He was also sure that the prince was in reli-
able hands. And indeed Paloma didn't leave Andrios for even a second. The
princess guessed herself what she had to do and when, as if someone in-
visible prompted her. The prince was delirious, calling his mother. Paloma
changed the bandages on his forehead, gave him water and medicines,
patted him on the head as if he were a child, as that “child” was dreaming
of his mother just like her. The prince probably felt that she was his saviour,
as he clung to her and never let her go. He kept talking nonsense; he might
have been telling her what he saw in his dreams. The doctor said:

— He's delirious, but that’s OK. The main thing is that he mustn't lose
consciousness completely.

They hadn't slept a wink all night. At dawn the gardener fell asleep on a
chair. When she woke up she thought of her father. “Poor dad — the King of
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Valunia is his permanent pain and concern. If only he could see how his daugh-
ter is spending the night by the bedside of that King's son.”But she forgot about
those thoughts right away: “Andrios is just a patient and he is seriously ill."

For the next two days the prince didn't utter a word. He just looked for
his nurse with his eyes. This girl petted him like a child. She must have got
tired of being on formal terms with him. She talked to him plainly: “You'll
recover and return home. Your mother will ook after you — you always call
your mum in your sleep. Don't fear. You are sure to get well”

“How strange,” Andrios thought “at the touch of her hand pain seems to
be soothed away, her voice is familiar as if | have known her for ages. What a
strange person she is. A gardener? | have never seen such a gardener before.
What do you mean by “such”? So beautiful. She’s very beautiful, but not in the
way that | have seen before. This is a beauty that doesn't strike one’s eye and
say — hey, look at me! This is like a fragile flower. You may not notice it and
may just walk past it and then you'll be unhappy for the rest of your life. Why
does she pet me like a small child? | must be dying. | must be hopeless. Why
didn’t she want to look after me?"The prince couldn’t answer so many “whys?”
He had a splitting pain in his head because of the high fever. Suddenly he
noticed that only the doctor was at his bedside. Paloma was nowhere to be
seen. He got nervous: “Where has she gone? What if she doesn’t come back?
[ will surely die then, but then I'm probably going to die anyway.’ The doctor
guessed the cause of his worries and made him look at a sofa in the corner of
the room. Paloma was asleep on the sofa. She looked exhausted, with biack
circles under her eyes. — | fear she could fall ill, | forced her to sleep. She’s not
accustomed to sleepless nights. It's a dangerous disease, there is no doubt
about that, but everyone Paloma looked after survived. | don't think it is a sim-
ple coincidence. So you are going to survive too — whispered the doctor.

Andrios had already guessed it: he didn't know why, but he was sure to
die if this girl abandoned him. What if she suddenly got fed up or too tired
and left, banging the door behind her... Even more so as she didn’t care a
pin about the King's gifts? Well, then he would die for sure... This dawned
on Andrios quite suddenly. This girl was his fate. He couldn't live without
her. But now, even if he didn't die, nothing could be done, as his father had
prepared a completely different fate for him, and every time he remem-
bered that he felt a knife stabbing his heart.

The Prince had an intermittent fever that night too. One moment he
shivered from cold and Paloma put more blankets on him, then suddenly
he would feel hot and toss the blankets on the floor. He was delirious. The
fever went up. The doctor was there, putting drops of some medicine in his
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mouth. Paloma rubbed ointments into his temples but he was feeling worse.
Suddenly the doctor remembered the little girl’s words and shouted:

— Talk, talk to him, don’t stop, tell him a story or a poem, whatever, but
don't stop!

At last they got though that terrible night.

— He's saved, — the doctor said the next morning, — now he’ll gradu-
ally get well.

Paloma sighed with relief. Andrios was sleeping peacefully.

— You have a very handsome patient. Be careful, don’t fall in love! — the
doctor’s assistant warned Paloma. — He is a prince. He'll get well and hell
forget you.

When Andrios opened his eyes you could see he was better. He saw Pal-
oma, smiled at her and asked:

— Aren't you afraid at all?

— Ofwhat?

— Of contracting the disease.

— No.

— Why?

— | don't know — Paloma shrugged her shoulders. — It's not danger-
ous any more, you'll be better from now on.

— | feel better, but what if | get worse again? — the Prince laughed at his
words himself. — You won’t leave me, will you?

— Not yet.

Andrios was still weak and needed care. He was glad about that. He
observed Paloma’s every move, every expression on her face; but when
he remembered how short his happiness was he became very depressed.
He hardly uttered a word, but thought a lot. He decided that this was
true love, when one was happy and miserable at the same time.

The doctor must have noticed something and he pitied Paloma as his
assistant. He went around lost in thought. Two days later he let the prince
go to the hotel. He could easily be looked after there until his recovery was
complete. Andrios obeyed the doctor without a word and remembered all
that he was advised to do. Before leaving he thanked him, and kissed Palo-
ma’s hand without saying anything. This didn’t escape the gossip columns
of the newspapers and they made a scandal a bit later: “Can you imagine,
the Prince of Valunia has kissed a plain gardener’s hand!”

The epidemic gradually came to an end. The survivors returned home.
The town came alive again, the shops and markets reopened, but the peo-
ple could never be as happy as before, and one could hear the sound of
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weeping from many houses. The children couldn’t laugh as cheerfully as
before. Death had deprived everyone of someone close.

The doctor and Paloma were the last to come home. The children
cheered and hung onto them. When the hostess saw their thin and ex-
hausted gardener she was desperate.“That man has nearly killed the child,’
she exclaimed. Then she gave them both hot chocolate, put them to bed,
and ordered them to stay there for at least two days. Paloma slept well. The
children walked on tiptoe so as not to wake them up.

In the meantime the spring had come. A lot of work awaited the gar-
dener so she didn’t have much time to sleep. The ground needed digging,
the fence needed painting, and seeds for new flowers had to be bought.

The doctor helped Paloma with the digging, and the children with paint-
ing the fence. With their assistance Paloma managed everything and in her
free time she taught the little ones to draw. The children were surprised and
once they asked her how she could know so many things. The gardener
looked around and then whispered to them: “l was taught everything: danc-
ing, singing, playing the piano, drawing... everything apart from loving peo-
ple, but thank God | have learnt that myself and I love you all very much.”’

God heard these words and asked an angel on his left “What is this girl
thanking me for?” The angel looked at Paloma and was very sorry. “That
King and Queen were asking us for her return, but we made their other
dream come true. Maybe we could return her now?” God looked closely
at the princess, shook his head and said: “Leave her alone, she knows well
enough what she has to do.”

One day when the gardener was pottering around the rose bushes and
the children were digging the garden nearby, the gate squeaked and An-
drios came in. He didn’t even ask for the doctor. He went straight up to
Paloma and sat on the bench. The gardener was a little confused but was
very glad to see him. The children almost went crazy at the sight of a real
prince and looked at him with their mouths open.

After that Andrios often visited them. He accompanied Paloma to the
shops, walked with her in the parks or just sat on the bench in her garden.
He wasn’t wearing expensive clothes like before. He probably wanted to
be less noticeable, but nothing could escape the inhabitants of that town.
Everyone talked about how the Prince of Valunia visited the doctor’s
house, not for the doctor but for his gardener. The noblemen reproached
him the most but Andrios couldn’t care less. He had one wish — to spend
as much time at Paloma's side as possible, so that he could remember it
for the rest of his life. He talked to her a lot about himself: how he had
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grown up without a mother, how his father had spoilt him, how he had
lived at school. But Paloma never talked about herself, she just listened
attentively.

The doctor’s wife was worried and told her husband: “You're sure she’s
not a gardener, so tell the prince,’ but the doctor kept silent. Paloma was
silent too, though anyone else in her shoes would have told the prince that
she was a princess a long time ago.

One peaceful evening the prince sat the gardener by his side, took her
hand and began. It was hard for him to talk, something got stuck in his
throat, but he couldn’t put it off any longer.

— How right my father was when he used to tell me that often peas-
ants are freer and happier than we are... | have to marry the princess of
our neighbouring country—The Greenest. | haven't heard anything nice
about her, I don‘t even know her name, but | cannot betray the King. I'm
his only son. My country needs this marriage very much. I love you, | want
you to know that I'll dream about you all my life but | can’t be by your
side.

Paloma suddenly guessed what the king of Valunia needed this mar-
riage for. She felt giddy, she couldn’t see or hear. She muttered:

— But how can you marry someone you've never met and are not in
love with, even if she’s a princess? What if you don't return home?

— No, | must. [ have no right to do otherwise. You can’t understand this
and you are never going to forgive me. — Andrios choked with tears.

He kissed Paloma and went hurriedly towards the gate.

When the pale gardener went into the house the doctor and his wife were
sitting by the table looking at her anxiously. They had seen from the window
how hurriedly the_ prince had left. Paloma sat slowly down on the chair.

— He loves you — the doctor said — | know. | noticed that in the hospi-
tal. He is truly in love but he probably can't ask you to be his wife.

—Yes, he loves me, but he has to marry a princess that he hasn't even
seen. He doesn’t even know her name, the princess of The Greenest — her
name’s Paloma.

— How do you know? — asked the woman sadly.

Paloma didn't lift her head. She was staring fixedly at the ground.

—I know — she said quietly — it’s me.

The doctor and his wife sat dumbstruck, staring at her. Their jaws
dropped. The woman wanted to say something, she opened her mouth,
but nothing came out. At last she asked:

— You... You... didn't tell that to the prince?
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Paloma shook her head.

— First of all, if he really loved me he would refuse his father that planned
marriage. And then that marriage would join my country with Valunia years
later and it would become the domain of Valunia’s kings.

— But don't you love Andrios? — the doctor asked.

— What does it matter who | love? — Paloma said sadly. — It seems
Shputnikos is very clever. | didn't know that.

The next day everyone behaved as if nothing had happened. The doctor
went to work, the children played, Paloma went around the garden. The doc-
tor's wife didn‘t sleep a wink all night. What a thing to imagine. They'd had
a princess at home, made her work as a gardener and look after sick people
during the epidemic. Tears ran down her face at the thought of all this and
of the prince besides. It was noon when her husband returned. At the time
Paloma was looking after a flower that had been brought from abroad. She
had done what she could but the plant had turned yellow and was withering
from day to day. The doctor watched for a while, then went up to her.

— Paloma, you're taking this trouble in vain. This flower is a child of its
country. It cannot flourish in a strange environment. it will wither anyway
— he said, handing her a newspaper.

In this newspaper, amongst other gossip and facts, it was written that
the King and Queen of The Greenest had had a son after waiting such a
long time. The astonished princess dropped the paper, hugged the doctor
happily and whispered in his ear:“l think | have to return home.”

The doctor nodded with a smile.

%

The next day the whole family saw the princess off from the harbour. The
children were sad. They couldn’t understand why their gardener was leav-
ing and where she was going. Paloma kissed them, assuring them that she
would soon come back again.”I'm leaving the garden to you," she said."Look
after it well, so that it is in flower when | return.’ They were saying goodbye
for a long time. The princess went on the same boat that had brought her
there. The family stood on the dockside until the boat was lost from sight.

%

Spring was beautiful in The Greenest. The blossoming orchards and green
meadows were a wonderful sight. Paloma breathed in the familiar scent deep-

ly and was very happy. She didn't feel tired. "How nice it is to return home,
she thought. Her heart was full of joy, and was beating unusually quickly. Now
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she felt that she had been missing everything: this grass, these trees, this road
that led to her town. Everything was as before there, except that the ladies in
the streets were very beautifully dressed. Even the women that sold fruit and
vegetables were dressed smartly. Here and there the flags were hanging out
of the windows. She went to the palace gate unrecognized. There was no one
in the courtyard. She went up the stairs and into her room. Everything was
the same as when she had left, as if she hadn’t gone out of the room. Sud-
denly someone passed in the hall. Paloma went to the door and looked out.

— Mother! — she called quietly.

The woman stopped as if turned to stone. She didn't move. She prob-
ably thought it was some sort of trick.

— Mother. — repeated Paloma.

Now she turned round and looked at Paloma fearfully. They looked
at each other amazed, the mother changed, thin, with sad eyes, and the
daughter grown up and beautiful. They sat on the floor together.

— Have you forgiven me? Have you really forgiven me? — whispered
the Queen kissing her daughter on the eyes.

— I didn't leave because of that. You have nothing to be forgiven for. |
don’t know how to explain but | have seen and learnt so much that | had to
go — explained Paloma hugging her mother.

Suddenly they heard the baby crying. Paloma sprang to her feet.

— Where is he, in which room? — she asked beaming.

— Inmyroom.

Paloma rushed to the room. She took off her travelling cloak, throwing
it down somewhere. She ran to her mother’s room, out of breath. When the
baby saw her he stopped crying, frowned, and looked at her with eyes full
of tears.

— What's his name?

— Giorgi. — the mother said.

— He's probably angry with you for being absent at his birth. — Paloma
heard her father’s voice.

— V'l tell you where | was when you grow up — Paloma said to the little
one, and hugged her father.

H¥N
Although he had decided not to see Paloma again Andrios couldn’t help
going to the doctor’s house. The gardener wasn't there. He was told that
Paloma had left for her home town two days before.
The prince thought for a long time and then decided to return home
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too. He didn’t want to be in Valunia, but he didn't have any desire to
travel either. So he packed his luggage and set off. He felt poor, un-
like a prince. The nearer he went to his home the heavier his heart be-
came. He was thin and pale after his iliness, but he had changed not
only in appearance but in character too, as if someone had changed
his heart and his mind. The moment he entered his country there was
a huge commotion. They had learnt about the prince’s iliness. The no-
blemen and his friends met him in the street and congratulated him
on his recovery. Everyone noticed that Andrios didn't look as cheerful
as before, but they ascribed this to tiredness. In short, they saw him to
the palace triumphantly. There the happy King awaited him. However,
he complained that he was already old and tired of worrying so much,
and he warned Andrios that he couldn’t let him out of the house again.
Andrios was so exhausted he couldn’t talk. Dusty from head to foot, he
threw himself in an armchair and nodded his head at everything that
his father said. But the King couldn't stay in the same place, he went to
and fro mumbling:

— What would | do if something happened to you? No, no, never travel
anymore. Ruling the country is becoming more and more difficult. There
are lots of things to do, | cannot manage without help. | can‘t sleep at night,
I hear such bad news.

Suddenly the King stopped, clapped his hands and said:

— Yes, you probably don’t know what a terrible thing has happened, all
our plans have fallen through: Demetrius has had a son! Can you imagine?
They couldn’t have a son for so long and... who would think...— The King
got tired of racing back and forth and sat by his son's side. Andrios wasn't
nodding. Who knows what he was thinking about, while his father went
on:

— One good thing is you don’t have to marry that stupid girl anymore, we'll
find someone more acceptable. She’s got to be really stupid. As they told me, she
ran away from her house to become a doctor’s gardener somewhere far away.
Can you imagine? The princess... What's her name? P... P... P... Yes, Paloma.

The prince jumped up as if someone had hit him on his head.

— What? Paloma, the doctor’s gardener? — he couldn't believe his ears.

— Well, 1 didn’t believe it either, — the King went on — but reliable peo-
ple have told me. We're not interested in her anymore, to hell with her.

— But... | love Paloma very much. | didn't know she was a princess, |
thought she was a real gardener. — the prince clutched at his head.

— Love her! But why... when did you fall in love with her? — The King’s
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jaw dropped —You thought she was a gardener and you still fell in love
with her? No, we don't need that marriage any more. On the contrary, we
won't be able to take tribute from them.

Andrios wasn't listening to his father. He rushed to the stables. The King
raced after him, but of course he couldn’t run as fast and lagged behind. The
prince took his horse out of the stable, mounted it and galloped away.

W

After three days' travelling Andrios came to The Greenest. The people of the
town were celebrating. They had learnt that the princess had returned and they
cheered in the streets of their own accord. They arranged shows in some places
and concerts in others. In short, it was a grand celebration, one could hear the
sounds of music everywhere. Andrios was at last able to find his way through the
crowd and, after asking directions several times, he approached the palace. The
gardener, the stable-man and the servants were all in the streets of the town, so
everything was quiet there. The prince left his horse in the yard and ran on. He
passed a beautiful garden and went up the stairs. He met no one on his way. The
halls were empty. Andrios was confused. He didn't know which way to go. He ran
and called out; the halls echoed him. “Palomaaa... Palomaaa...” The echo was
everywhere, The prince stopped. He could hear the sounds of a piano coming
from somewhere. Suddenly the sounds ceased, then they started again. Andrios
was getting nearer and nearer to that room and the sounds could be heard more
and more clearly. It was a quiet and beautiful tune. At the grand piano there was
sitting a creature in a lovely dress. There was a small crown on her head.

— Paloma. — the prince whispered.

The princess stood up and turned around. She was really beautiful. But
Andrios didn't look like a prince at all, covered in dust and exhausted.

—  Why didn't you tell me? — he asked.

— What?

— That you were a princess.

Paloma smiled.

— I'm not a real princess... because | don't want to be... I'm wearing this
because dad’s asked me. Today is a celebration!

Paloma took the crown off and rolled it upon the grand piano.

— Why didn't you tell me? | was so worried, | love you.

— Ithink you loved a gardener, but you had to marry a princess, didn't you?
But if you had really loved that gardener you would have attempted to do some-
thing — Paloma went up to Andrios and put her hand on his dusty sleeve.

— Now you can tell the king of Valunia that the princess, for whose sake

65



= by g0 3gandmnse goobrygo gaembnab 83g3gb, HmB ab 36M0b(3gbs, gobo
amobmgabsy dgdomy Fos@mzgm, memer o6 dmayggdsc. omd@e... omd(ge
93@9b gb LegFome seof(3 Hbos anbGgFgbadrgl, 85 bmd dds 3gsgl, — damm-
b a09(306s, — gb yggmoggen darmnsb bsbaggarmme.

35368 sbefiombe bien o6 o(3nbmms. magobo oo, byawnsbo, sdsbEgmon
ogamgdoo dgbidgFmego.

~ 39 bmd 8nyzafbam, mogb o6 36393, BoMaBarms dnasbbgbgd, Hmad gormbgdmo.

- 2Mogg6in ©adgnBygdna. yagmoggfin 3aMasm dobbmgb, — sbrs Iggeb obu-
mo(3 ©dbomgmnsbms, — NRAME, RO 96 gadntgd gombmggdsl. dnomd-
983b, 3Gab3by. s doorgdg@ab, goernbanb 3Mb3dy. o 3068gL Jgzygeica,
d0bo, Gmd 8y dobmgmgb bymb s oMs bbgsb.

3Mnb(3do magn gosgbns, Gomozab of8s mssdnts, gy gomsngngMs ©d
0530bmgab Goma RondnBdnds, dambn, gogmmn, HmI o6 Bods@ngdwem o
3506bmo. ddndg s Bymmn Badoggdom gsndths afdgmn @gMgzebe, Rsasts
3039, 9bm, 8mdjns mogab (3bgbb smgadida by s Bogowo.

JommBs gabRafobob opas @ bymsgms, Amam® goqhaobstips sbpMombn.
136036 gomo3e8 bymgdn mbgas. g@s aym.

- Go@md googmY, ab bmd 33396ngHn qagemabbamas, buyorm o6 Imabmbl? -
Robha@Rmms mgwsd.

= ob oMoz JoMgns, dormnsb jofan, dsgMed... e bbgsbsofa, — smm-
353 oogn aoogbns, - 83 go dgmbagfin 396 o3g6msb ghoem s 8abrs, by
obg goym.

k2 2

2> ©d0byqb sbmgdaFom (3bmaMgds. 89598 dmnbromds, GmA JoemmBs Jagy-
Bob 3sMmgzodn ab3>Agdmms. 8ab Lobafmmb badmgstn o6 3jmbms, Gm(ys
33mohabs, Bm3 daemnsb ambngMn Jermndgnemn Jysgmo. abnbo 96 bfon-
696 Mmabbagmb. bymadmmdam dabsGmsb njMndgdmmbab s bomdGmdwbgb.
J394063b, smdam, sbms bnrgdmms jomgE, Bm3 dormmds Foombanb 3Gnbb
a53ymrms, 3036s3 Jodsb 830y B8s3 o sdmgmes. Iggab sbgemn sbrMambb
bagFome o6 obbgbgdms. mmmbr bobrobab domnsh @aMmnsbom RsgnjMmy-
dm@s bmmdy...

97 %gORIEMd00 of 308;03M9d. o1md(30, JormmIobs o SBEGNMLOL 383530
2800 o6 ©3magAgdEd. 36 jo AmamE Jgndmgdmps, oby dMsmmE ©idoe-

3fgdmoym?



you left the gardener, is not going to marry you. Though... though the King
can't be interested in this marriage any more, as | have a brother — Paloma
laughed. — This is very funny.

But Andrios wasn't laughing. He was looking at her with his large, sad,
tired eyes.

— But!love you. | won't leave you alone. I'll keep reminding you that | exist.

— 1 haven't forgotten anything. | remember everything quite well.
— now the princess looked sad too. — It’s just that I'm not going to get
married yet, let alone get married to a prince and even less to the prince
of Valunia. If someone falls in love with me, | would like him to ask me to
marry him and not someone else.

The prince shook his head, decided to say something, then changed
his mind, muttered something like "I knew you wouldn't forgive me,” and
turned away. He passed through the long hall with heavy, slow steps, went
down the stairs, across the yard, took the reins of his horse and left.

Paloma stood at the window watching him go. Someone embraced her
from behind. It was her mother.

— Why did you let him go? He’s a prince charming, don't you like him?
— whispered the Queen.

— He’s nice, very nice, but... very different — Paloma shook her head.
— And | am happy with you all.

*H%

So they started living in a new way. The King decided that he needed
Paloma’s help in ruling the country. He was very glad to discover that he
had a very clever daughter. They brought the prince up together. In the
evenings they gathered by the fire and talked. Probably the country now
needed Paloma'’s marriage to the Prince of Valunia, but the King never said
a word on this subject. The princess never mentioned Andrios either, but
sometimes she became very sad and thoughtful...

| am going to stop here for the time being. The story of Paloma and An-
drios doesn’t end here though; after all, how could it end so simply?
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Andrios was returning home. He wasn't thinKing about anything, he
was just looking at the road. He had an expressionless, tired look. His father
awaited him impatiently. He had warned everybody to inform him imme-
diately on his son’s arrival. When he was told that Andrios was entering the
palace the King rushed to a room that his son was sure to pass through. He
satin an armchair and made a sad face but Andrios passed him silently.

- So what have you learned ? asked the disappointed King.

Andrios didn't even look at him, he just made a helpless gesture and
went on to his room. The father jumped up and followed him.

- Maybe you could at least stop when I'm talking to you!

Andrios stopped and turned towards him. Shpuntikos was amazed. His
son was gazing stubbornly straight into his eyes and had a strange look. He
did not resemble his old son. He had all the same features, of course, but
still he was different. The King’s heart thumped but he made no sign of it
and with an ironical smile he questioned his son.

- You asked her to marry you, eh?

Andrios was still looking at him without a word.

- What, did she refuse? laughed the King.

The son nodded.

- You're joking, aren’t you?

- Not at all. Everything happened just as | thought.

- But why? - Shpuntikos couldn’t hide his surprise.

-1 can't explain, you wouldn’t understand anyway.

- What?! - roared the King. - Who can refuse my son, my sole heir, gifted
in every way, what impudence?! - Then he lowered his voice. - It's an exas-
perating thing but you know, | prefer that.

The days passed. The King was becoming angrier and angrier and he
was forgetting that he “preferred that” Andrios acted weirdly. Sometimes
he stayed in his room all day, but sometimes he would disappear some-
where for the whole day. No hunting, no entertainment, no friends. He
even stayed away from his horse and wandered around on foot. Shpun-
tikos arranged a great party to celebrate his son’s survival. The palace was
full of music and joy, but the beautiful ladies of Valunia waited in vain: the
prince didn’t even show up. This gave rise to a lot of gossip. Some people
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said it was true that the prince’s life had been saved in the foreign country,
but now he was under some spell. The King felt dreadful. He started hav-
ing problems with his heart and liver, his blood pressure went up and he
lost his appetite. When Andrios finally came back he found his father in a
terrible state. The King had a handkerchief round his head, his feet were
in a bowl of hot water and he was moving his fat toes helplessly. His serv-
ants were of course looking after him. The King ordered everyone out and
looked at his son with eyes full of reproach.

- I've been thinking about you all my life. I've never deprived you of any-
thing. And you, how are you paying me back? Look...- He sighed and looked
down at his red, scalded feet.

- It would have been better to teach me that unlike others | had no right
to err. You have always told me | could do anything, that | was better than
everyone else - Andrios made a gesture.- If mother had been alive every-
thing would have been different.

Shpuntikos’ heart sank, he almost cried, but he soon recovered himself.

- That Demetrius has been troubling me all my life. Can you imagine?
The Greenest - one town and five villages around it. What’s the problem?
Why can't | invade it?..It's tiny, but so pretty and so green, - the King was
staring in front of him, lost in thought, - what fruit they have, what vegeta-
bles... well.... - He suddenly looked at Andrios and, as he saw the ironical
look on his face, was silent for a while.

- But why did you come back? How come you couldn’t make that Paloma
like you? Who does she think she is! Does she take after her father?

Andrios smiled.

- She is very different. She doesn't take after anyone.

- And | have picked a couple of such princesses! You just choose; we
could expand our borders.

- Father! - Andrios got angry. - Never, do you hear me? Never. What a fool
I was not to have guessed this there and then. - He sat down on the floor
and put his head in his hands.

“My poor boy” Shpuntikos thought: “Maybe he is under some spell af-
ter all? Maybe the doctor added something to those medicines.” Suddenly
his face changed.

- We should declare war! - He said aloud, and paddled barefoot out of
the water. - Call the Minister of Defence.

- So you have found an excuse for war? - the son was surprised.

- Isn’t that enough of a reason? He doesn't allow his daughter to marry
you. And who? The Prince of Valunia is famous all over the world! - The

n



dmpd, bymydb 038569800 s 393873l sBymdms: dogme damgdne 35398930
mfo 8bGn@sb ghoeMmumaE, Mydagmor bos 3sgndemramam. dgfg dboby-
6790L @ambym dobnemo.

= Bogom s smafabmmgb ©3336+16mgd0. 30Gmdab gadmgs, Hmd dab@or
by dmgng3930, — ddgnmare RonmadaMags s6EMNMLEY > mosbomsb gognwms.

X%

37939b dogmo o8y o @ogdnbas. 93, Fs a3dnbgdms? Me3mybn babns, sbgm
bymboyMgm dgdmbgggeb gemmms. sdedog Labgmb 396 gongmdndms s M-
9bme m3b 396 a0dmyabomgds cogabdy dg3o do@aMs Jagyobeb. sbme
3o 6o gbed 5g6s? shgeMgds o6 Jgndmmadmes: sbpMnmbe obgor BrpgmBatigm-
3330 agm, gm0 36 8mggembgdmms. smaf(y g9 © J3gyobs gbomgmadmms.
w33homs Gm3 gorangaamb bawdg?" ~ 858sL 230b aaqndRgdady assgdym-
. 493, Bob oM 30539090 3gornb boygeFmemom, gcm Lbmom, Gob of
asmangindiad”.

dmdmgabm @mggddn sFomgFn Jggmerms. abobn 5MN3sbgmb macgdab
30 gmsdafsggdmebgb. mon bbob gogfeb 358mga 3Gnbn Bobgs, GmA sbg
9obBmE bobmdn gem3s byBabymgds agm. (3bgbe go30B3nbs s LadgbogAme
3°98%sd. 3739 Pbdmm s@g36g3@s Mzomb 0b Ladbageblb. Gmzs sbrMambe
3b9b%y xEgdmms, 308> B0 ynFadwms. «(398, ngocmmba 396 dabjs
Bo@m3, @obgaMo assmm s gadMmadgdmas Bsbdsbo:

- agmEY, o6 agnbobm 36 3>68™ 0GB wbgdemnl

360b(38> s8mbgs, 3ovmnds s bgemo wamdbos.

2Ly Mdomar > smgAbnsbag sMsbmmglb 3g8mabamaghm, asmizntims 33ub-
Bogmbl. 06, 633mgamom Momsg BgEncgdss Agdb owgb”. w;3gd m8gFoe
309bbgbra, 96 jo 33Yb bbb Amame Es30Bygdmes > mgammgde (30b3g6 sme-
3yom: ,mdgGom! dgb mdggmg Rgdb Bgnmb s ambgds 756169, LBmE gl
B9 25306 @ by 3eebymymgd”.

oo gormmboal > 93b3s6aLb 9McBsbgmnbogsb Bn@om asbbbasggdame
Bombimmo @ s@am-Bgbgde 3gmbms, mBgfhon ghon @ ngogg 3gogms. nao sbmd
BybsFom 0%@d> 0330b boyzstgm smgnemab, gb8mps 339968 03mbnb gggds ©o
dbGgdb ase3gdmmn oBgRagms.

L2
%9363069Ldn (3bmgMgds dggmodaMe dngenbydmms. Jommds mEmnmopMmy
663badmms, Hm3 s bamMsr 3gzgmomaym. Babo gatipgBmdab >8da3-
3> bmd Liyen goom(ys. EIEMASo dgmam dorndb j3symanmn asbmoam. dogem
oL Jomadgemmsb ghmee o@oMigdms, 3383Mabay ghomsm dbgatibydrbgb,
banembagg 3g8tngmo@ Bnandggos s magaba LabbmGe smafy go sbbgbo-

72



King’s face was beaming, he was rubbing his hands and making plans -
We'll attack them with all our forces from two sides at the same time. We
must win. Then he started calling his servants.

- I'llleave and never come back. | promise | will, Andrios muttered calmly
and left the room.

X%

The King couldn’t sleep a wink the whole night. How could he sleep?
He'd been waiting for such a convenient moment for so long. So far he
hadn't wanted to stain his good name and declare war on a much smaller
country without any reason. And now...what should he do? He shouldn’t
hasten: Andrios was in such a state - he was clearly out of his senses. He
couldn’t care less about the King and the country.

"What if he really never returns?” He shivered at the thought."Well, one
can do anything for the love of one’s child, more precisely, one can change
one’s mind about anything.”

In the following days nothing changed. They barely spoke to each other. Af-
ter long thought the prince realised that it was unbearable to sit at home and
do nothing. He ordered his horse to be saddled and got ready to leave. The
King watched his preparations silently. He watched Andrios mount his horse
from the window. Suddenly he opened the window and shouted angrily:

- And don't you come back alone!

The prince looked up at him, smiled and waved his hand.

“ He has never looked at me so warmly before!” Shpuntikos was sur-
prised. “There’s surely something awful impending. Suddenly he remem-
bered God. - how could he have forgotten him before? - and he looked up
at the heavens: God! please help my son and give him back his mind. Don't
let him stray from the right path and don't let him be stupid.

Although Valunia and The Greenest had very different pasts and hab-
its, they still had the same God. Now He was sitting calmly in his favourite
place, listening to Shpuntikos’ words and shrugging his shoulders in sur-
prise.

L 1.2

Life in The Greenest was the same as before. Paloma was becoming
more certain from day to day that her mother had changed a lot. She was
amazed at her clothes. The Queen was quite content with her life. She
passed her days with her daughter. They walked the baby together and
she ate her dinner with an appetite, not even remembering her scales. But
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she couldn’t bear the fact that her son, the future king, had only one name
and even that was the most common one in the country. So she gave him
another name - Jarge. She sometimes called the baby Giorgi, sometimes
- Jarge, even Jarge - Giorgi. She pestered the historian and made him write
“the Prince of The Greenest - Jarge - Giorgi”. She thought it sounded won-
derful and couldn’t hide her satisfaction. But the baby couldn't care less
what they called him. At the sight of his mother and sister he played with
his tiny arms and legs and chirruped happily.

Paloma continued her studies. She read a lot, played the piano, painted
in the garden or sometimes went to the seashore with her paints. The sea
of The Greenest was blue and calm, its mountains green and soaring to the
skies, so she always had something interesting to paint.

Now nobody reproached her that she behaved like normal, simple peo-
ple, but she had another problem. A strange thing happened: wherever she
went she was never alone. He had told her he would never leave her. Al-
though he had turned round obediently and left, he had in fact stayed here.
Paloma felt it every minute, every second. Andrios was with her everywhere:
at the seaside, in the street, in her own house, she couldn't be alone any-
where. It was a strange feeling. As if whatever she said he could hear too.
She was afraid to think of something, feeling sure that Andrios would guess
it. She was very angry about it, but she tried in vain to be alone with herself.

The King was very busy as usual. He was always counting and calculat-
ing something, but now he often asked Paloma’s advice. He couldn’t de-
cide whether to increase the charges for land, water and air. Sometimes he
would jump at his daughter’s answer - how could people pay nothing to
their King? He was angry at first, but then he yielded and even reduced the
rent instead of increasing it.

Although The Greenest was considered a rich country there were still
poor people here. Nobody was dying of starvation, but there were a lot of
shabbily-dressed barefoot children. The Queen had kept a pile of different
sorts of fabries. So with her mother’s permission Paloma had the seam-
stresses, bored to death with nothing to do for a long time, sewing clothes
for the children.

Now no one could complain that they hadn’t seen the princess. She was
often seen in the street, alone. Whoever recognized her bowed their head
and gave way to her. Common people liked her behaviour very much, but
the noblemen complained: -What'’s the King thinking about! How can he
allow her to wander about all by herself? Have you ever heard of such a
thing? Their wives were worried as well. How could they bring up their no-
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ble daughters when the princess behaved in such a way? She carried pack-
ages from the carriages with the servants, handed round the clothes to the
children and sometimes even walked in the rain without an umbrella.
These rumours reached the King as well. Deep in his heart he might have
agreed, but he didn't even dream of forbidding his daughter to do anything.
He could remember very clearly that awful year when they had known noth-
ing about her. He also thought that Paloma wasn't like them, she was very
strange and maybe she needed such a life, so what could one do? He didn't
have much time to think about that though. As you remember he had a lot
of problems on his hands. He was still busy with the map of his country, and
often looked at the portrait of his grandfather’s grandfather and sighed.

NN

Once, as summer was drawing in, Paloma, having just returned from
the yellowing fields, found her father worried. He had an envelope in his
hand and was racing back and forth across the room. Eventually he calmed
down, sat at his desk and told Paloma that they had received a letter from
her Aunt Margot and that the princess would probably have to visit her. He
tried to conceal his discontent, but he couldn’t.

- We can't do anything. She hasn't asked a thing from us for such a long
time. She has lived all by herself and hasn't bothered us. How can | refuse
her? She says she is missing you and asks you to visit her for a short while.
How can she be missing you? She hasn't even met you.

Paloma couldn’t remember her aunt at all. She had left The Greenest a
long time ago. Paloma didn't know why. Nobody talked about her in the
palace, but there was a lot of whispering in the town: some said she was
a magician, some that she was an extremely clever woman, cleverer than
Demetrius, which is why the King had no longer been able to bear her
preaching and advice and made her go. Whatever the truth, Paloma was
very much interested in seeing her auntand got ready joyfully for the trip.

- She is a frivolous woman, try not to listen to her and don't believe any-
thing she says, - said her mother with a frown, but then she smiled: that’s
what | thought earlier, but now I'm not sure what to think.

At dawn the princess bade everyone goodbye, kissed her little brother
many times and sat in the carriage. She was very content at going away for
a couple of weeks. After all, she would find herself in a new environment
and would free herself from her old thoughts.

But she didn’t realise that she wouldn't be able to come back home for
along, long time.
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At dusk the coachman dropped Paloma off at her aunt’s gate. The owner
of the house was busy in a small vegetable garden. She was slim and beau-
tiful like her mother, but her hair was going grey, she was wearing glasses
and had quite a strict appearance at first sight. She had a clean simple dress
and an apron on.

- Look at you, so that's what you're like! - she said, embracing
the princess. She had such a familiar fragrance that Paloma felt this
woman was very close to her and regretted she hadn’t met her be-
fore.

Aunt Margot's house was at the edge of a wood. It was a small house,
covered with red tiles. It had a small vegetable garden at the back and a
low fence around it. She had loads of interesting things in the house. The
walls were covered with paintings and the shelves were full of old books.
There were china toys and wooden figures all over the place. Although she
was tired Paloma started looking round the walls. Her aunt sat looking in-
tently at her and saying over and over again “So that's what you are like,’
then she added: “My poor girl”

-Why? - Paloma was surprised. She stopped looking round and turned.

- You cannot be anything else with the parents you have, - said Margot
and then checked herself. - No, no, | won't say one more word, | promised
that to your father in my letter.

- It's not like that. A lot of things have changed.

- | doubt it, - sighed her aunt, - | haven't seen them for a long time but |
don't think I'm mistaken. But you have grown so. You've become wonder-
ful. They're fortunate: you really are the most intelligent princess that has
ever lived in that palace.

Paloma smiled, and thought to herself that nobody really knew how stu-
pid she was.

- No, no don’t think that. - answered her aunt out loud.

The princess’ jaw dropped - How could she guess what | was thinking
about? - she thought, as Margot laughed happily and patted her on the
cheek.

- Haven't you heard the rumours about me?

- That you are a magician ........ - mumbled Paloma, embarrassed.

- Yes and thousands more things true and false. Now | must say that to-
day was the best day to water the cabbages, but tomorrow | have a recep-
tion day and | have to get up early.
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Her aunt made up a bed for Paloma next to her own bed. She didn’t have
another bedroom (her house only had two rooms). As soon as the princess
lay down, she fell asleep. She had never had such beautiful dreams before
and woke up the next morning feeling extremely happy. She could hear
voices talking quietly. Her aunt, sitting on a bench in front of the house,
was listening attentively to a strange man. Then she said a couple of words
to him and he went away. Next there came an old woman dressed in black,
then another man and so on endlessly. Some of these people were from
nearby villages, some of them from far-away countries. They came to Mar-
got for some advice. She talked to them calmly, they thanked her a lot, the
men kissed her hand and went away.

While her aunt was busy with her visitors Paloma looked around the
living room. Strange faces looked down at her from the walls. The room
was dark and mysterious. There were a lot of hand-written books on the
shelves. Paloma took the thickest one and opened it. “The History of The
Greenest”it read. She was surprised: “The History of The Greenest” was kept
in her palace. Different historians in turn had been writing it since times
immemorial, but this was something completely different. Suddenly she
heard her aunt’s footsteps. Paloma put the book back in its place and left
the room.

Margot had finished her reception and was making tea in the kitchen.

-I'm alittle tired, - she said. - All these people have the same problem. All
of them either don't know or have forgotten the simplest truth. What have
you been doing without me?

- I've been looking at the paintings.

- Yes, those are old paintings. | hear you also paint. Do you know that
the daughter of a great painter in a distant country had your name? Your
mother didn't know that, how could she have known, though? - her aunt
chuckled gaily.

-You're not terribly fond of each other, are you? - asked Paloma, worried.
Margot smiled.

- Have | said | wasn't fond of her? When you were born | was living at
your palace. My sister couldn’t stand my remarks, let alone the King. Al-
though your father is a good king, and many other kings are a far cry from
him, he has still made a lot of irreparable mistakes. And these days he is al-
ways complaining and moaning instead of doing business. They still think
in The Greenest that a woman cannot give advice to a man. So they didn't
want to listen to me. That's why | left. | wanted to take you with me, but as
| expected, they wouldn't let me. Weeks would pass without your mother
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even looking at you, but they still wouldn’t let me take you. And | wanted
so much for you to grow up by my side ... Before my departure | made them
promise me to let you visit me when you came of age.

Paloma sat silently, thinking about all this. “Is it possible that the peo-
ple were telling the truth? That my aunt was more intelligent than father
and that's why the King couldn’t bear her presence?” Suddenly she remem-
bered the thick book:“l wonder what's written in there?”

- | wrote that book. - said Margot with pride.

Paloma started.

- Yes. While your historian was scribbling nonsense which everyone ap-
proved of | started writing the real history. | had to search for and hunt out
a lot of things, but it was worth it, if only because as you read that book
carefully you will learn a lot from it and I'm sure you'll make a wonderful
queen.

- Me? - Paloma laughed, amazed. - | couldn’t even make a decent prin-
cess and........

- Do you think so? You are a real princess. More real than ever.

- No, I've always dreamt of being a simple girl and have acted accord-
ingly. They have always reproached me for that.

- Oh, my dear, | ‘ve seen a lot. Believe me, you are a normal princess, al-
though you are kind and talented, you are proud and unapproachable as
well. You cannot forgive. You know why I'm telling you that. So how do you
differ from others? No princess of The Greenest has ever married anyone of
her choice. They married whoever the court chose for them. Let alone the
kings. Your father is a rare exception in that sense. Even his adorable ances-
tor couldn’t marry the one he loved. This is a common thing at the court
and you are following that tradition too.

- But you ..... you don't know anything about me! - Paloma was so nerv-
ous her tongue failed her.

- | know everything, | even know that you've never had anyone by your
side to give you advice.

This conversation really made Paloma anxious, but then her aunt looked
at her with warm, moving, magic eyes and smiled. She freed Paloma from
all the worrying thoughts and the girl went on drinking her tea calmly.

W

It was very nice to live at her aunt’s. There was a pleasant scent of wood
in the house, the floors creaked, the lime trees rustled in the garden, a tiny
brook bubbled by the vegetable garden and a part of the road and the
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wood could be seen over the low fence. All these resembled the setting for
a fairy-tale and the days sneaked past like one.

Her aunt pottered in the vegetable garden and the kitchen from morn-
ing till night. She only cooked vegetables and made up new recipes every
day. In the evening she told Paloma various stories but she never asked her
anything. Paloma got accustomed to her aunt’s ability to read her thoughts,
so she no longer gave a start when her aunt told her that such thoughts
were bad for her health or that she should not think so much about some-
thing if she wanted to keep it a secret. If before coming here Paloma could
not be alone with herself, now it was impossible even to think. However,
this didn't annoy her. On the contrary, she was very happy and pitied the
little girl who could have spent all her holidays here. Maybe she would not
have been so sad and tearful as she used to be.

- But then you would not have left the palace and got to know so many
interesting people- hummed her aunt.

Paloma was amazed at how such a clever person could be so cheerful.
The only days when her aunt didn’t laugh were Tuesdays. That was the day
when people came to ask her for advice and she didn’t have time for laugh-
ing. She listened and listened attentively and in the end she would tell one
person that the main thing in life was not to lose the ability to forgive, and
another that the main thing was to stay yourself and never do something
you shouldn't do, and a third “Don‘t try to be someone else, be yourself and
a little bit better”In short, she gave everyone different advice. Once Paloma
asked what actually was the main thing - maybe everything together?

- | remind everyone of what is the main thing for them, because they
have completely or partially forgotten that.

- And for me, what is the most important thing for me?

- It's not enough to be good and clever. The main thing is to be able to
be happy, to realise this when you are happy and not after losing that hap-
piness - said her aunt, beckoning her to look out of the window. On the
green leaves in the vegetable garden a rabbit was sitting munching a big
carrot with satisfaction.

- Learn from him. He's got a carrot: look how happy he is - added her aunt
seriously, then she looked at Paloma and they both burst out laughing.

W%

Andrios was approaching his country’s borders. His entourage wasn’t
accompanying him so passers-by didn't recognize him. He hadn't decided
yet where to go. What was the point of going to The Greenest? His heart
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sank every time he remembered the country. He had told her firmly that
he would never leave her alone, but Paloma wasn't like anyone else
and he wasn't sure how to behave with her. What he was absolutely sure
about, though, was that he didn't want to go on living as he had used
to. The person who used to spend all his time on entertainment, flattery,
hunting, dancing, and wandering in different cities wasn't a bit like this
wanderer riding along a dusty road. Even if he tried to explain his friends
wouldn’t understand him, let alone his father. This was what disappointed
him: Shpuntikos worried only about widening the borders, but whatever
happened Andrios couldn’t abandon his father for good. He knew quite
well what would happen to the King if his only son, gifted in every way
- as he thought - didn't return. But could this gifted one live without that
strange gardener? If only he had realised this then, at the time when he
was telling her he couldn’t let his country down, that he had great respon-
sibilities.

At the crossroads he chose a road which was unknown to him. Soon he
could see buildings in the distance. It appeared to be quite a big village. It
had houses like mushrooms with round brown roofs. The yards were en-
closed by low fences covered in beautiful green ivy. After a while he found
himself in the village square. He dismounted from the horse and continued
his journey on foot, looking around him in search of a hotel. He suddenly
heard someone’s rapid footsteps behind him.

- Hey, mister! - a boy called out to him.

The child was about ten or eleven. He had tousled black hair and dark
eyes and was wearing old patched clothes. He was standing a bit stooped,
looking at the stranger with fearful eyes.

- I guess you are a stranger here. | thought maybe you wanted to rent a
room... My mother and | have decided to let a room. It's a nice, light room
and very cheap too...

The wanderer was still lost in thought and was looking at the boy in
surprise. The boy was embarrassed, he mumbled that he was sorry and
turned round to go. Andrios came to himself suddenly and called out:

- I was just wishing | had a nice room to rest in. Is it far away?

The boy turned happily, his eyes shining. He jumped up and down and
led the way. Every now and then he would turn his head and smile at him.

When they approached the house the child rushed in and brought his
mother out. The room was actually really light and cosy. It seemed they had
brought all the decent furniture they had to that room. The mother and son
bustled about and brought him two more chairs and other things as well.
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It was cloudy autumn weather. Andrios stayed in his room all day, sit-
ting at the window and thinking. He had decided the first evening to
leave for The Greenest in several days. He would come to her and say:
“You see, | told you | would never leave you alone! It was amazing - what-
ever he started thinking about all his thoughts would ultimately go back
to Paloma. He lost respect for himself. What did he need so much edu-
cation for?! When it came down to it he couldn’t tell a princess from a
gardener.

Although he had firmly decided to leave in a couple of days, he couldn't
go. The mother and son were so happy at the modest sum they got for the
room and looking after him that Andrios realised it was impossible to leave
so soon. They were so poor, they had nothing apart from three hens in the
yard, that was all.

The boy was amazing: if he was glad about something he would for-
get all his worries and you would think he was the happiest person in the
world. And he had so much to worry about. Every day he would get up
at dawn and go in search of some work. The village was big. Someone
might need to have wood chopped or water brought. So he could get a
little money and then his mother would cook a slightly bigger meal and he
would get a bigger helping on his plate. If he found work for two days at
once he could buy candles and his mother wouldn't make him go to bed
so early. It is so unpleasant to go to bed when you don't feel sleepy at all. By
candle-light you can read something and it is even easier to think or dream
about something. But this didn't happen very often, most of the time he
wandered around in vain.

The boy’s name was Perke, but everyone knew him as the smith’s boy.
He was an ordinary, thin boy at first sight (but only at first sight). He got on
with Andrios from the very beginning. He looked at the prince with admira-
tion and when he had time tried to be by his side. His mother reprimanded
him, saying that he was bothering the foreigner, but she was wrong. An-
drios was very much attracted to the boy, probably because he had a very
hard life, unfit for a child of his age. However, after the lodger appeared in
their house Perke went in search of work every other day and he never let
his mother go to the market any more. Every morning there was one, two
or, very occasionally, three eggs in the hen-coop. Perke took these eggs to
the market, sold them, and with the money bought some food.

The weather got better in a few days and Andrios asked the boy to show
him round the village. What could be of any interest to him in this village?
But he liked the boy very much and wanted to be by his side.
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They walked along the central street. To Andrios’ surprise this half-
starved child passed by the grocery shop windows full of different dainties
with an indifference that even grown-ups would envy. He didn't turn a hair,
but when they passed a book-stall his eyes shone, he stopped, asked the
salesman something and patted one of the multicoloured paperbacks with
his coarse little hand as if he was stroking it. This didn’t escape Andrios and
he offered to buy him the book immediately, but the boy flatly refused his
offer, pursed his lips obstinately and continued walking.

They often went for walks after that, talking about different things. An-
drios learnt a lot about their family: the smith had died a year earlier. The
woman had first sold the smithy, then all the valuables they owned, until they
had nothing left to sell. The mother and son never complained; they didn't
even reveal to each other that they were so hard up. They were poor but they
never allowed themselves to disturb others with their poverty or to long for
something they couldn’t afford. Although they tried not to make any sign,
the prince, not accustomed to such a poor environment, couldn’t help notic-
ing the tearful eyes of the woman watch the sad eyes of her son following his
friends just coming back from school. At those moments the mother clutched
her knitting needles tightly and buried her head in her knitting so as not to
see anything, so that her heart wouldn't break from sorrow. After the children
with their backpacks had passed, Perke would walk away from the window as
if nothing had happened, kiss his mother and go on talking with Andrios.

The boy had guessed from the very beginning that their visitor must have
come from a completely different world. These sooty candles, the plain earthen-
ware crockery and the creaky bed were alien to him. In the mornings he was dis-
turbed by the cock’s crowing and by the bellowing of their neighbour’s cows."He
must be rich. Why has he come here?” he wondered. Once he asked the prince:

- You must have studied at two or three schools, didn’t you?

Andrios smiled and nodded his head.

-What did they teach you there?

- Everything.

- Did you read books as well?

- Of course | did.

- How many have you read?

-Well, | don't know, | haven’t counted.

The boy thought and was sad for a while.

- | have read only three. My father bought them for me earlier. | know all
three of them by heart. | even went to school before my father died. - said
Perke proudly, afraid that Andrios would think he was totally uneducated.
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Andrios felt sorry.

- | wanted to buy that book for you. Why didn’t you let me? he asked the
boy after a while.

- No, you mustn't - said the boy firmly. - Mother will buy it when she sells
her hand-made curtains to the city merchant. That man comes once a year
and buys things which have been knitted or embroidered by local women.

The boy was lost in his dreams, then went back to the subject of books
again.

- How many books you have read, more than a hundred?

- Yes, around that.

- Which is your favourite one? - he wouldn't leave the prince alone.

Andrios thought, made an effort, and forced himself to remember.

-1 had a big book with coloured pictures when 1 was a child. | liked it very
much. | used to put it under my pillow before going to bed. Do you want
me to tell you what was written in it?

Perke’s eyes shone and he nodded his head.

From that day on Andrios behaved so strangely that anyone would have
been surprised to watch him. Luckily no one who could tell Shpuntikos
his story could see him. Andrios would sit the boy down in his room every
evening and tell him a story from a book he had read in his childhood. He
tried his best not to omit any details and to keep strictly to the order of the
story. The boy looked at him with big amazed eyes full of gratitude. Some-
times he laughed, sometimes bit his lips nervously. | don't know who was
happier, the story-teller or the listener, as both had the same shining faces.

Andrios wanted to help the mother and son with money with all his
heart, but he couldn’t even talk about it. Earlier he couldn't even have im-
agined that such poor but proud people existed and as he couldn't bear
to watch their hardships he was forced to think of something. It was really
funny: every day he would secretly go to the market, buy two new eggs and
keep them in his room. Early in the morning, when the boy was still asleep,
he would go to the hen-coop. If there was only one egg he would add two,
if there were two of them - he would add one. Unfortunately he couldn’t
make them more than three. After some time, when he had returned to his
room, he would hear the cheerful voice of the boy. He was amazed that
although they were feeding the hens the same way they had started laying
three eggs. At first Andrios found it very hard to get up so early, but then
he got used to it as if he had got up with the sun all his life. Can you imag-
ine if someone had seen the Prince of Valunia, eggs in his hands, sneaking
to the hen-coop at dawn? But this was nothing. Two weeks later the city
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merchant arrived. He went round the houses and gathered home-made
knitted and embroidered curtains, table-cloths, aprons, slip-covers and
bed-covers. When he saw the goods made by Perke's mother he said he
had never seen anything so beautiful in his life and asked her to prepare
such things again for him the next year. Then he pushed an incredibly big
sum into her hands, folded the curtains himself, put them under his arm
and hurried to the door. There he came across their tenant and winked at
him mischievously. Of course no one noticed that, as the mother and son
were looking at each other in amazement.

The woman bought her son a book, only one though. She held him in
her arms telling him that a miracle had happened to them and they had to
make that money last them for a long time. If earlier she had always been
frowning, now she smiled sometimes and no longer seemed prematurely
aged as she had appeared to Andrios at first.

The moment Perke could find some spare time he would open his book
and cared about nothing else in this world. He concentrated on reading so
much that he wouldn't hear you even if you called him ten times. At night
he also kept his book under his pillow. Although his mother told him off for
that, telling that that way his thin pillow would become as hard as stone,
she couldn't get through to him.

Andrios was watching the boy and unaccustomed questions were form-
ing in his head. He wondered whether there were children with such coarse
hands in his homeland, children who wanted to study, but had no books
or candles and who were still hopeful and hadn't lost the ability to have
dreams. He had never before been concerned by that so how would he
know? And what could he know, he hadn't lived even three consecutive
months in Valunia. No, he didn't know what happened there but he did
know that the boy’s life couldn’t go on like that, he couldn’t remain unedu-
cated.

One morning, after Perke had left home, Andrios asked the woman di-
rectly to allow him to pay for her son’s education. She smiled gently but
flatly refused him. Andrios was very angry. “What stubbornness, what an
awful thing” - he stopped as if he had made up his mind, hurried out into
the street, asked a passer-by for the school’s address and set off.

The school warden was marching along the corridor ringing the
small iron bell with feeling. This meant the classes were over and the
children rushed out of the rooms cheering. Very soon the school was
completely empty. Only the thin bald director sat in his room listening
to this unexpected visitor with surprise. This was the first time he had
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seen this young man. It showed that he was a stranger. He was talk-
ing strangely too. He asked the director if the school needed a teacher
of any subject. He was ready to start work the next day but first they
had to make an agreement: he refused the salary. In return they had to
free one child from the school fees. “Don't think I'm kidding” - Andrios
smiled and named the school where he had received his education. The
director looked at the stranger in amazement, clearly thinking that he
was crazy. He knew quite well that only noblemen could afford that
school, and would a nobleman consider working in a village school?
But the visitor sounded convincing and didn’t look like a madman. On
the contrary, he appeared very clever. So the director answered that
they hadn’t had a geography teacher for a long time and that it was
getting very difficult.

- Would geography be suitable for you? - he asked.

Andrios agreed, saying that he had been dreaming of becoming a
geography teacher for a long time. Then he signed the document that
the director had prepared. It said that a teacher’s salary was twice as
much as the cost of education, so the smith’s boy - Perke - would study
for twice as much time as the highly respected undersigned worked.
They made a deal and went to the boy’s mother to break the news to
her.

The boy was at home. As soon as the director started talking Andrios
went to his room and closed the door behind him. He was very nervous:
this stubborn woman could refuse this as well. What would he do then?
In that case he wouldn’t be able to help the boy. A voice in his mind told
him that in return he could leave this place, he had stayed there longer
than necessary anyway. How strange. He hadn't planned to stay there
and now he intended to tie himself hand and foot and wouldn't be able
to leave for a long time, but somehow he couldn’t do otherwise.

Nothing could be heard from the next room. Suddenly the door opened and
Perke came in. He wanted to say something but failed to find the words, His face
was shining with great happiness. He came up to Andrios who was sitting on a
chair, sat on the floor and put his head into the prince’s lap. The prince tousled
his unruly hair and exclaimed cheerfully: “So, we're starting from tomorrow!”

And they really started from the next morning. In the mornings they got up
together, had breakfast and went to school. On their way they talked cheer-
fully and laughed. The director took Perke back to his old class but on condi-
tion that he soon caught up with the others. The new teacher had lessons in
different classes. He stood at a big map on the wall and had a long pointed
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no time to think about his problems, but he would have to leave sometime.
Now he was thinking about this. The boy squatted in the grass looking at
ants. Then he left the insects alone and looked up at Andrios. He observed
the prince - lost in thought - for a long time. Suddenly he said:

- If something is worrying you and you don’t know what to do I'll teach
you the way out.

- And what is that? - Andrios laughed at the boy’s seriousness.

- A very clever lady lives beyond this wood. They say she is the cleverest
in the world. Her name’s Lady Margot. She is sure to give you some helpful
advice.

Andrios patted him on the shoulder.

- Unfortunately that lady of yours won't be able to help me.

- Why do you think so? - The boy didn’t stop.

- You wouldn’t understand, you're too small.

Perke looked at him with hurt eyes and Andrios went on hurriedly:

- Well, how can | explain this to you? I'm fond of one person but that
person is not fond of me.

- But why?! - The boy was indignant.

- You haven't been given your name just for nothing - Andrios laughed
(in one of the languages “Perke” means “Why"). - What does it matter why?

-It's an unbelievable story. If | were you | wouldn't believe it for anything,
- Perke went to and fro deep in thought - No, you probably couldn’t get
through to that girl properly.

- But who told you that it’s a girl? - Andrios was surprised.

- I'm not as small and stupid as you think, believe me.

R

Margot grew all kinds of vegetables in her vegetable garden, but some-
times they still had to go to the village market to buy dairy products, fruit
and lots of other things. The village wasn’t far away. The road, or, to be more
precise, the path, went through the wood. The aunt knew the surroundings
like the palm of her hand. The wood was sparse and very bright. The squir-
rels jumped in the branches, the sun shone through the autumn leaves. At
the end of the wood there was the village. The people they met on the road
greeted Margot with respect and bowed their heads towards the ground.
When she appeared at the market there would be a commotion. Every-
one’s faces brightened up at sight of her. The aunt would fill her baskets
and soon they would return home. If she asked, the people would deliver
everything to her house, but she enjoyed having a walk.
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One day Paloma noticed a fruit-seller from The Greenest at the market.
If so far she had felt herself freed from everything at her aunt’s house, now
she suddenly started missing everybody: her mother, father, and the plump
hands of her little brother. Andrios’ eyes started haunting her again and
that day was the end of Paloma’s peaceful sleep and sweet dreams. She
would wake up several times during the night and see that her aunt wasn't
asleep either. She was sitting at a small table writing something by candle-
light. Once Paloma got up as well and started looking at the bookshelves.
Then she took down that thick book - “The History of The Greenest”- and
started reading.

She had never read anything as amazing before. In this book there
was the entire past of one small country with its happinesses and its
misfortunes. Cheerful people inhabited that country. They cultivated
the land and planted gardens, they built houses and gathered the crops,
they sang and laughed. Then some foreigner would come. He would de-
stroy and ransack, burn, kill, kidnap and leave. The people stayed poor.
The fathers never returned, the children were orphaned and they cried
and cried. They were brought up by grieving women and old people and
miraculously they grew up cheerful and happy. They rebuilt and reno-
vated. Their kings were never too rich and they never slept peacefully.
They were scared of their neighbours left and right, as a lot of people en-
vied them. They thought what a beautiful and wonderful country it was,
what clever people they were. The king loved his people and the people
loved their king. The neighbours didn't like this, were green with envy
and awaited the right moment. Then this moment came and everything
started anew..... but this little Greenest didn‘t always lose. And then they
sang, and how they sang! They put animal-skins around themselves, put
on masks and acted performances in the streets. After that they lived
happily until someone was jealous again of this beautiful and wonderful
country...

Paloma closed the book. Her eyes were swollen. Hadn't she known that?
She'd known everything since her childhood, but Margot’s book was writ-
ten so magically that having read it she had a feeling she had gone down
that long road herself, had experienced everything, and now she was sit-
ting as if she’d grown up in one night, with her childhood left behind and
her head hanging down. She pitied her father so much, as she guessed
how difficult it must have been to reign in a country with such a history.

- Don’t think that, don't pity him, - said her aunt, who had entered the
room unnoticed. - As far as | know Demetrius is God's chosen one: people
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respect him, he has wonderful children and he is fond of his wife. In short
- he’s happy. I've told you that is a great exception in kings.

Paloma embraced her aunt and sankinto that familiar fragrance of child-
hood. Suddenly she remembered the book and shuddered. Margot’s histo-
ry of The Greenest stopped at the last war with Valunia. What did this huge
country want from her tiny homeland? What barren land must it have to
envy The Greenest its apples and peaches, not to be able to bear it calmly?
No, she wouldn't understand it until she saw it with her own eyes.

- | have to go. - She told her aunt.

She smiled and nodded.

As Margot had calculated after a short while that the carts and carriag-
es laden with tribute going to Valunia would pass exactly in front of her
house. And so it was that a couple of days later they creaked by her aunt’s
gate. When the last cart drove past tears welled in Margot’s eyes.

- I don’t want you to go. You know this won't be easy at all.

- 1 know. | can feel it will be hard for me, but... - Paloma didn't finish, she
climbed into the cart adroitly and sat between some large packages with-
out the coachman noticing it.

- I meant the jolting of the cart. - The aunt smiled at her.

- Me too - answered the niece and waved goodbye to her.

XX

The princess slept peacefully all night. The cart went on without stop-
ping. The sky shone with myriads of stars and there was an endless road in
front. Paloma lay on folded pieces of cloth. The cart cradled her just as her
nanny used to in her childhood.

She woke up late in the afternoon. It was cold. She guessed that they had
passed her aunt’s house and the surroundings of The Greenest long ago. Ap-
ple trees of a strange sort stood along the road. Someone had put a large
box of apples on the cart by mistake. Paloma took a lovely red and yellow ap-
ple. Its taste reminded her of everything again. Suddenly she got very angry
with herself for having decided to go to that country (as you know princess-
es often have very changeable moods). She felt herself an alien here. “How
stupid | am - sitting here like one of the gifts and eating apples blissfully,” she
murmured and started looking at the road. She made out something like a
city in the distance, glanced stealthily at the cart-man, afraid that he would
see her, and jumped off the cart. She soon lost sight of the carts and started
waiting. She waited for a long time but nothing and nobody passed that she
could ask for a lift back. At last she set off to the distant city on foot.
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By the end of the month all the teachers had unanimously admitted
that Perke was an amazingly bright child. The director personally talked to
Andrios about this. He couldn't hide his ecstasy. He even told Andrios that
although losing him would be a big loss for the school, even if he left they
would keep an eye on the boy anyway. Even if he didn’t want to study they
wouldn't let him stay uneducated and wouldn't charge him any money.
The director himself would watch over the boy’s education.

This news caused great happiness in Perke’s family. The neighbours con-
gratulated his mother and she was in the seventh heaven with happiness.
She assured everyone that this was thanks to their guest who had been
sent by God. And the one sent by God shrugged his shoulders on hearing
this, saying that he had nothing to do with it. He was very happy at the
boy’s success but he looked very sad when he was alone.

- You have to believe me, - Parke told him once - troubled people like
you visit Lady Margot. How could you believe that someone doesn't love
you? People like you are so rare.

Andrios tousled his hair. The boy smiled and went on.

- Don't think she is an ordinary woman. Once she used to live in the pal-
ace.They say her niece is a princess. | saw her a while ago at the market. She
was with someone else. That must have been the princess of The Green-
est.

Andrios was taken aback.

- What are you imagining?

- Yes, her clothes didn't look like those of a princess but people say it was
her. She goes round her town like that too.

Andrios blushed, but responded calmly:

- Can you show me where that lady lives?

Soon they were marching through the wood. Perke was very content
that in the end Andrios had followed his advice, and he carried on talking.
Andrios nodded but couldn’t hear a word the boy said. It was so hard to
believe: she had been literally at his side. Only this land covered with leaves
like a carpet and these thin trees separated them. Soon the wood ended
and a small house emerged.

The boy stayed at the gate and Andrios went into the yard. In front of the
house a woman in an apron was sitting on a chair basking in the sunshine
with her eyes closed. When she heard the footsteps she was surprised, as
it wasn't a Tuesday. She opened her eyes but wasn't disconcerted by the
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stranger at all. On the contrary, she offered him a chair at once and told him
that she was listening to him carefully. But no sooner had Andrios opened
his mouth than she looked at him and exclaimed that he looked exactly as
she had imagined. Then she asked him how his father was.

The guest was very confused but the woman didn’t seem to be waiting
for an answer. She put her hands on her knees, looked into his eyes and
said with confidence:

- She's not here any more. She went to Valunia, but | don't suppose she
has reached it yet. | can't tell you anything else.

Andrios thanked her, kissed her hand and ran to the gate. Perke guessed
that something strange was going on and didn't utter a word on their way
back. Andrios wondered why Paloma might have gone to Valunia, could it
be possible that she wanted to see him? He couldn’t believe in such a won-
derful thing, so he was totally confused. When the village appeared in the
distance he stopped, bent down and put his hand in the boy’s.

-1 have to go.

Perke was silent, then smiled:

- | knew you'd go soon after your visit to Lady Margot's. | was afraid of
that but what could | do?

- Although | have never before observed children I'm quite sure you're
the cleverest boy in the world.- Andrios said.

L2 2]

The next day, unfortunately for every student, the geography teacher
gave his last lesson, said goodbye to the children and the director, went
home and started packing his suitcase. The boy was sitting nearby watch-
ing him. Then he asked:

-Where are you going to?

-Where I've come from. | have to go to Valunia.

- Are you from there?

Andrios nodded.

- It's a good thing there’s another road to Valunia too, as it could be quite
dangerous to pass near The Greenest now. Our history teacher has told us
that war began there yesterday.

Andrios broke out in a cold sweat on hearing these words. He stopped
packing and sat on the bed. | can't believe my father has done this! (A shrill
voice kept ringing in his ears: “I've been waiting for such a moment for so
long, so what else could I do?”). In the end he gathered all his patience and
asked the boy to tell him in detail everything he knew. And he of course knew
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everything. A huge army from a strange country had attacked The Greenest.
Nobody knew where from nor how they had come so unexpectedly.

After that Andrios behaved so strangely that Perke couldn’t understand
anything. First he breathed with relief for some reason, then he turned his
packed bag inside out and took out different sorts of weapons from the
bottom of his bag. Then he put everything else back and as he was already
dressed in his travelling clothes he got armed. Perke was looking at him in
amazement. It's not a usual sight - an armed geography teacher. At last he
mumbled.

- Are you afraid of robbers on the road, or ...?

Andrios smiled and pinched him on the nose.

- Are you really going to fight?

He nodded.

- But why?

He smiled again and shrugged his shoulders.

-Well, | can't understand this, | may be very small after all, but I'm not go-
ing to stay so small forever - said the boy roguishly and ran to his mother.

When the woman learnt that their tenant was going to the war tears ran
down her cheeks. Andrios reassured her and said goodbye.

Perke saw him off at the end of the village. Tears were choking him but
he didn’t show it. At the crossroads Andrios held him in his arms, kissed him
and left. A few seconds later he heard someone’s hurried steps.

- Mister! - called out the boy just as he had done the first time.

Andrios turned round.

- 1 forgot to ask, did they teach you how to use weapons in that school?
- he asked, out of breath.

-They did.

- How did you study?

- Better than anything else.

- Well, see you around then - smiled the boy, but one small tear still rolled
down his cheek, although the wanderer didn't notice that.

%%

Paloma was walking through the streets. It was a very strange town.
There was some grey stuff everywhere instead of pavement. All the houses
were dark and resembled one another. Branches had been cut low on the
trees, which stood along the street like armless people. People walked in
the streets dressed in grey, pulling long faces. They didn't greet each other
and almost never smiled.
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Paloma was starving. As soon as she spotted a small tavern she opened
the door and walked to the counter. But when the salesman saw her money
he shrugged his shoulders and said he had never before seen such money
and that he couldn't sell anything to her. Then he showed her a brownish
coin, saying that this was the only money they accepted.

Paloma went out in despair. Her knees trembled. I'm not quite sure why, either
because she was tired, hungry or frightened. She saw a small park at the end of
the street and sat down on a bench. She held her head in her hands and thought
rapidly. She was trying to think of the way to return home or to her aunt’s place,
but she could think of nothing. She had a splitting headache. Suddenly some-
one put a hand on her shoulder. She looked up in panic and saw a short man
dressed in a striped suit. He looked down at her severely and then asked:

- Do you have a card?

- Pardon? - Paloma couldn’t understand.

- I was asking if you had an identity card.

- No.

- And of course you don’t know anything about our rules - chuckled the
man with satisfaction.

- No - Paloma was confused.

- You can’t walk about without an identity card here. If you are a for-
eigner you have to pay 10 coins a day.

The man waited for an answer but as Paloma didn't utter a word he went
on:

- If you haven’t got any money you will be arrested until someone ap-
pears who will pay for all the days you've spent here.

The princess remained silent, she just didn't know what to say.

- Now the patrol will come and it will be too late. It is clear at first glance
that you are a foreigner - said the man, who took her arm and tried to take
her with him.

Paloma resisted. Come on! I'll find some work for you todo athome. Don’t
you prefer that to sitting in jail? - The man shouted and pulled her more
strongly. Although Paloma had never seen a prison before she thought
anything would be better than that and dragged her feet. The man was
taking her somewhere almost by force and tears rolled down her face. She
was crying quietly but she was scared out of her wits. She had never been
so frightened before. That's how things were here! She had come to such a
nasty place and this evil man was taking her somewhere.

Paloma was right. This man wasn't kind at all. He couldn’t care less what
happened to Paloma. He had just noticed in the tavern that she was con-

125



og0dMs, 3ambn, gaobm 3mbadLobaMy godmggm. dommnob dumbbo nym s enme
b260a, 585by m(3b7dmdEs. @aFndn Limma(y o6 aobeam, BaaMo8 ymggmn dmb-
980b gorsbraby amme 3Bmbamgdam g3bgdmms. (3mm-3znmn o6 Jyogwms, -
BMEISEGM (3bmatmdme o, MALaGornmnsb Labemdn. od(gs obng Ebo
0ym, 3336 bbgob Lxmdws.

35y 8ngorebab gnmn. Jo(385 3armmBs dgnygebs s JoMn sdMagn boggGom
Rofabs. sbemams 8309Rbns Bnbn (36g3mmadn.

- By Bnfin. o6y n@o, Mob gomogamPaby. sbms jo gfo-gfo Lsbadwydm
dmgommadgbonsb bo.

3ormBad gam(zgdam 3gbgmo.

= Jo 3o3Ms8, Bmgmé Bmbgon of nby, Gm3 oMy Jo aggn, by b, gb bmd
babadmdmas Jommogdas.

- 93 6ab 6ndbagl?

= 9J 538036l Lobndgdmmds Bmgmbmggds. o oFab joMan, agm (MG
obgoo b nbgmo. s ngm bsbndndmp bagagHn, bebndmdme dmbgbHnggdmmn
36 Lobndgdme Bamdazn, LebaBadmm 38 s 2Ly Fg8mga. BoFmomns, s3sb
439 3o obgMbgal, 3saGsd 3y BbBem sbgon got. Bn3bsnfmgdl yagme Jo-
®o3b bggdL, sby FmB, @brs gabstmpal, Rg8;sb Mmd Bmbgrn o oMs 3nbdg
03000 53ns6Msb.

35395 3gbofn 336, mosbn madsbam BmBymdnmo o JoMasm amoagdy-
o 303mAbrs. s30@mB, 8ggalb sbuymBs ngagMs, oonMmdol s@Mmbn, oem-
350, babndydme dmbgbMoggdmmam nogemgdom. 8sbmdsde 3o38> bsgdnsbmds
Imdmdgo @d 3530000 dogxms. 933, 8oR3g6g, HmamMn gumn gadgbm, ~ @obs
dommdsb. dggab obigemds gfon Bmby@e asmbmms. goBs mobgms oy oy,
Badmndabe:

- mJ, gb 1db3965L0b @mmns. adnsb bom?

35mmBs8 g0 odbod. (3m@s gobomnbrs 3dmdmomo Lbo@ygs GmA3 goo-
amba. 39 0939m0fio 3o s 8mbgBgddacy JoMase 3aM3aganm, — odas Jods (nd
Jomagdo mgdmaggrgemlb agzgmemb gdebrbgb). ynMemmgdem sogomngMagdos
gamb @ babydy gdoymagamme modomn oboe8sdndms. gL, smdsa, Jomagob
bobnddm ozgmainem, gadfmdos 3ommmBs, 0633, GmB gmobs 30bs 396,
aombsfigb o LoddzoEmdmb gsdngzebmbm. 853@sd Jndn R oG asbgmy-
dmpa, 580GmI 2oraBy3o@s, (3mGs bbb ©ags330Mmgdom.

3539 8mbg@s xndgdn Rsompm s (3dngMor aogmeds.

— 50, sbmd Bnobafin, Fnbo jgogds dgandmns. bisbenb @omaggds, duhd-
mob @s bafgbob Gyibas, smdsm, agzo.

= 3, — o3 35d6ns Jammdad.

oma9rmods 39360 M3 Rsdmmmagarns, 8308 8gg0b sbmmn asxomGis, dMaggyfn
3o(30m. 019335 d3gemgdamsm 9nbemes, badabrmaw o6 wbrMLs 38 dmBm@sr Smmnds-

126



fused and homeless and thought that he might have found a free house-
maid. He was very mean and had been dreaming about that for a long
time. He wasn't poor but his heart filled with sorrow on spending every
coin. He had no family and lived alone in a big two-storey house. Although
it was grey too it was better than a lot of other houses.

They soon reached his home. The man let Paloma in and locked the door
with numerous locks. He now noticed Paloma’s tears.

- Don't cry. You don't know what I've just saved you from. Now you are in
the house of a perfect citizen.

Paloma looked at him in amazement.

- How did you happen to come here without even knowing where you
are? This is the city of perfect people.

- What does that mean?

- Here people are required to be perfect. It's not nice to be a little of
something. You should be perfectly gifted, perfectly tidy or perfectly idle,
perfectly rude etc. It is true not everyone manages that, but | am precisely
such a man. Everyone respects people like me, so you should be glad to
have found yourself in my place and not in the house of someone ordi-
nary.

The man lit the fire. The room turned out to be nicely furnished and
well-kept. So Paloma thought that her host must have been regard-
ed as perfectly tidy. Meanwhile the man finished his work and sat at
the table. He asked Paloma to show him what kind of money she had.
The princess handed him one coin. As soon as the man looked at it he
cried:

- Oh, this is The Greenest's currency. Are you from there?

Paloma nodded. She cheered up at hearing familiar words. “I'm a jewel-
ler and I'm quite good with coins as well,” said the man. (In that city people
called goldsmiths jewellers). He observed the money carefully with a smile
of satisfaction on his face. Paloma thought he might be the most perfect
jeweller in the city. Maybe he could take her safely out of the city if she
told him who she was, but she was still a little bit scared so she decided to
watch him for a while.

The man put the coin into his packet and smiled at her slyly.

- Now tell me what you can do around the house. You can probably clean
the house, wash and do the washing up.

- No, Paloma shook her head.

The jeweller listed a lot of things but the princess kept saying stubborn-
ly that she could do nothing. Aithough she was still frightened she had
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no wish to do anything for this man with the evil grin. And he was getting
angrier and angrier. What did he need this sponger at home for? “| didn't
know such lazy people lived in The Greenest” He was very upset.

- Who do you think you are? How could they bring you up in such a man-
ner? You are old enough to get married and you can do literally nothing. And
you are not pretty at all, though...- the man stared at her for a long time, - not
exactly pretty but you are perfectly charming, - he said and thought that he
couldn’t make use of her anyway and had to hide her in this house.

Paloma realised that he wasn't going to leave her alone and decided to
confess that she could do at least something, painting for instance.“What do
I need that for?” the jeweller muttered. Then he stood up, gave the princess
some food, led her to her bedroom and then, as it was already late, he went
to bed himself too. There was just enough room for a bed and a wardrobe
in the small room. The window was unusually narrow and obscure with dark
glass. Although Paloma thought she wouldn’t sleep a wink, as soon as she
lay on the bed without taking her clothes off she didn’t even have time to
think of anything, she fell asleep right away. When she woke up she thought
the previous day had been a dream but the unusual window made her come
to at once and she remembered everything. She had already decided that
she wouldn’t be a housemaid to this man, but she had to find a way out.
Maybe she should tell him who she was? She was so angry with herself for
coming so far like a fool and for following her aunt’s advice. But did her aunt
tell her to go to Valunia and see what was going on there? Or did she advise
her anything at all? Nothing. She just talked to her, but without realising it
she put into her mind whatever she herself believed in. Paloma smiled. Her
heart warmed at remembering her aunt.”She must really be a magician,” she
thought, then she gathered all her courage and went downstairs.

The goldsmith was tapping his fingers on the table. When he saw Pal-
oma he reminded her that not a soul should know she was there, warned
her not to go to the window very often, otherwise if people learnt she was
a penniless foreigner she would be in real danger.

- We have very strict rules. It's only one year since we got rid of our king
and established order.

- What do you mean by getting rid of ? - Paloma was amazed.

- Well, we had the king’s whole family taken to a desert island and left
there. It's such a remote place that no ship is going to pass it. You know,
they can't do anything and probably have starved to death by now - the
jeweller was saying with a happy smile - we, the perfect people of our city,
have done this and we're very proud of it.
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The princess sat down on a chair in despair.

- As far as | know your country has obeyed its king so far.

- Yes...but our people love their king very much...

- All kings are fools, how can one follow them, - the jeweller interrupted
her, then he glanced at his watch and hurriedly stood up. Then he warned
her again not to look out of the window and went to work. He cared only
about himself of course. If it were revealed that he was hiding a foreigner
he would have to pay a big fine for breaking the rule. And he hadn’t yet lost
hope of getting some benefit from this homeless person. He reached his
shop, which was nearby, lost in these thoughts.

Silver and golden goods of various kinds were sold here. Loads of rings,
ear-rings, bracelets and necklaces adorned with precious stones sparkled
under the glass on the counter. And the customers were rich noblemen.
In one corner there were cheap consumer goods as well: wooden candle-
sticks, china vases and chandeliers so that sometimes a commoner would
also go into the shop and buy something. In short, the jeweller wasn't dis-
satisfied with the trade, but he was too mean to pay a shop assistant so he
himself stood himself behind the counter. He smiled hypocritically at the
customers and offered them various things.

That day he thought about his “guest”. The main thing that bothered
him was that she was unfit to be a housemaid. He couldn’t decide whether
to buy her some paints. They were not cheap! What if he didn't profit from
her painting? That would be an awful waste of money.

Meanwhile Paloma was sitting on the chair where the goldsmith had
left her. The story of that king made her lose all hope. She couldn’t even
imagine what awaited her if they learnt who she was.

The man returned at dusk. He sat at the table and cut some card into
small squares.

- In this city people love writing letters and postcards are hard to find
and they're so expensive. If you paint something on one side and draw
lines on the other it might sell. But you have to do your best and paint
something familiar and pleasant.

Paloma took one square and started painting. The man stood over herto
see if she was really good at it. He didn‘t want to be made a fool of. The prin-
cess painted green trees, bushes, a blue river and the azure sky. The jewel-
ler had no more suspicions and he cheered up but he still found a fault:
“No, our people won't like this. This is not familiar at all. It would be better if
you painted the streets and houses as they are in reality. And when Paloma
reached her hand towards the multi-coloured paints the man stopped her-
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“I've told you - like in reality, everything should be grey.” So Paloma painted
a grey street, grey houses, grey letter-boxes, grey lamp-posts and the grey
sky, but in the end she couldn’t help painting the yellow sun in the sky. The
jeweller took the painting and looked at it with satisfaction, but he didn't
like the sun.

- How can | help it, the sun can't be grey, can it? - the painter shrugged
her shoulders roguishly.

- Noitcan't, but you could have avoided paintingit altogether or you could
have painted a cloud in front of it, - the man was grumbling, but he was still
glad. Then he told her to paint five more pictures like that, but without the
sun, before she went to bed. He would take them to his shop. So what could
Paloma do? She painted them and put them near the fireplace to dry. Then
she went up to her room and peeped out of the window carefully. There was
no one in the street. Dark lights could be seen through the narrow windows.
Grey light was falling down from the lamp-posts. Well, this was the city of
perfect people. She was quite good at geography but she couldn’t remem-
ber anything about this city. Then she thought that probably the perfect citi-
zens had changed its name after getting rid of their king and smiled sadly.
No, it seemed very difficult to escape, even impossible. Paloma started to cry
but she didn’t know that the following days would be worse. To the jeweller’s
delight all the five cards without the sun were sold and Paloma had to paint
the same thing all through the week. This turned out to be very hard. Clean-
ing the house and washing up might have been better. She painted thirty
similar colourless pictures and the jeweller brought the money home and
kept it safely in his room. Of course it didn't even occur to him to share the
money with the painter. Every morning he would gather the paintings from
where they stood near the fireplace, lock the door from outside with a lot of
keys and hurry to the shop. A couple of items of jewellery and some other
articles were sold every day. These cards also attracted the customers, so the
man was very happy and on returning home he rubbed his hands by the fire
with satisfaction. But Paloma.... had never felt herself so unhappy. The jewel-
ler worked in his workshop and she kept painting the same pictures end-
lessly. Once she asked him if she could paint something for herself but the
goldsmith was indignant “We haven’t got any paints to waste. It shows that
you're a foreigner,” he grumbled and went on making earrings. Paloma put
her head in her hands and closed her eyes. She often did so, as if everything
would disappear if she couldn't see her surroundings. No, it was even worse
than death. She opened her eyes, took a new piece of card and multi-col-
oured paints and started painting. The man was working with a magnifying
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glass to his eye (do you think being a goldsmith is easy?) and had no time to
watch Paloma. At that moment he could see nothing but his ear-rings. She
painted the streets. Some houses were blue, some pink with colourful cur-
tains on the windows, green leaves adorned the trees, the sky was blue and
the sun was golden, in some yards colourful washing could be seen hanging
on the lines. As she was doing this her heart filled with such joy as if she had
just been born and discovered something great. After putting aside one card
she started painting another one. She was hurrying a little, so her fingers
were covered in paint which made her very happy. She cleaned her hands on
the dress which the jeweller had brought her and which had of course been
grey but was now becoming colourful. The second painting resembled the
first one, the third one the second. Although there were city streets in all of
them differed in colour.

No, she hadn’t imagined it. She had probably died and now was feeling
alive again. She stood up and shook the dust from her dress. She put the
cards side by side and sat by them. She felt calm as if she had found a way
out of her miserable situation.

Meanwhile the jeweller finished his work, looked once more at the
beautiful golden ear-rings and put them away in a box. When he went to
the door and saw the colourful paintings he snatched at his heart, looked
at Paloma as if she had just killed him and dragged himself to his room. He
went to bed but how could he get to sleep? He tried to work out how much
paint this stupid girl had wasted but he couldn't calculate the loss.

The next day Paloma found the cards still there as she had expected.
The jeweller hadn't taken them. He didn't speak to her for three days. This
sinister silence scared the princess but she didn't regret it even for a sec-
ond. On the contrary she was quite content. She didn't know why, but she
remembered Margot’s words as she had advised someone - that the main
thing is not to lose oneself and not to do something you shouldn't do. She
wouldn't get lost any more. Whatever happened she wouldn't lose herself.
If she ever escaped from this place she would never try to be someone
else. She would be what she was in reality. She cheered up and didn't feel
alone any more.

The jeweller frowned at her for three whole days. He was furious and
suffered a lot, because he was so mean. He felt faint at the mere sight
of these useless paintings. What is more, this stupid girl had declared that
she wasn’t going to paint those earlier nightmares any more. When he
threatened that he would refuse her shelter and that she would have to
go to prison she didn't turn a hair. In short, he thought for a long time, and
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eventually he gathered all the colourful paintings and mixed them with
the others. When the customers first saw them their eyes widened, then
one bearded old man dared to buy one. One way or another that evening
the jeweller returned home scared but still happy and even brought new
paints for the painter.

From then on Paloma could paint whatever she wanted. Although those
obscure windows that didn’t let the sunshine in properly reminded her
that she was a prisoner, she could at least have dreams now, so she mostly
painted her dream - The Greenest - greener than anything else. The man
didn't spend all his time in his workshop as he had used to. First he ob-
served Paloma’s brush from a distance, then he gradually shifted towards
her and finally he spent hours sitting by her side. He regarded the paintings
silently: who knows what he was thinking about? Once, lost in his thoughts,
he suddenly asked her:

- What's your name? - And he wondered to himself how could he not
have known her name before.

Paloma started and answered what she had on the tip of her tongue.

- Margot.

- What a beautiful name, - the man smiled and patted her on the shoul-
der.

The winter days crept past like a snail. Everything went on as usual in the
city but there still happened a small miracle. One reasonably perfect citizen
got some paint one day, and then guess what! He painted his house pink.

HHR

After leaving Perke’s village Andrios found himself in the place where
volunteers were enrolled in the army of The Greenest and given weapons.
As the newcomer was armed to the teeth he was assigned straight away.

You are not so small and you already know what a war is. This was a real
war. As usually happens they were fewer on one side and more numer-
ous on the other, and as, almost always happens, the fewer defended their
land and the more numerous, on the contrary,- attempted to snatch it. You
probably know this better than me. Those defending their own land have
no way out and fight to the last. Those crazy about someone else’s house,
garden, wine and water are greedy and very often they are cowards. So if
you scare them well, make a noise and stamp your feet they may run for
their lives as fast as they can. And | think The Greenest scared its enemy
just like that. The enemies might have calculated that their losses were too
great or the war might have continued too long and probably they had no
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more time, or they might have seen a crying child on a battlefield that re-
minded them of their own children. I'm not sure. Anyway they turned their
backs and left.

*H®

One rainy day a stranger with a long cloak entered the city of perfect
people. He asked his way to the hotel and stayed there. Early in the morn-
ing he went out and walked through the streets. He walked all day. He
stayed in the park for two hours. He didn't mind the rain, just sat on a
bench watching passers-by. Then he walked along the street again. He was
dressed strangely for that city so a lot of people looked at him with curios-
ity. Of course the patrol noticed him as well but he probably had all his pa-
pers in order so they didn’t stop him. He walked like that on the following
days too. One would think he had come specially to walk in the streets of
this city in the rain. The rain wouldn’t stop, it was pouring down from the
grey sky. The man’s soaked clothes clung to his body, but for some reason
he didn’t return to his warm and dry hotel. He seemed to know no one
here. He once talked to the hotel owner, another time to the innkeeper
in a tavern, but that was it. He would return exhausted at dusk and in the
morning he would start again.

Once the man in the long cloak went up a street that he hadn't seen
before. Soon he noticed the jeweller’s shop and opened its door lost in his
thoughts. A small bell tinkled above the door and a man at the counter
looked at the newcomer. He probably noticed nothing perfect about this
soaked man so he turned to his cash register again. The stranger observed
the items without interest. He didn't even look at the expensive jewel-
lery, but the school materials caught his eye. Suddenly he noticed some
handmade cards in a pile and started looking through them. They were
pretty paintings. They had local streets on them but with colourful houses
and green trees along the pavement. The stranger smiled, he seemed to
emerge from his thoughts and direct all his attention towards these paint-
ings. Suddenly he stared at one of them. It was nothing special - just a flow-
er garden. A white house could be seen in the heart of it and three children
were watering a rose-bush with a watering can. Yes, it was nothing special,
but his eyes lit up and he looked at the man behind the counter. He started
looking at the cards faster and faster. Seeing the houses, people and col-
ourful flowers of some strange country cheered him up amazingly but he
soon checked himself and looked at the man again. He was now concen-
trating on a bracelet, checking its lock. To attract his attention the stranger
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took out some coins from his pocket and threw them onto the counter.
The salesman started fussing about at once. He put away the bracelet and
came up to the customer with a smile, asking him what he would like. The
stranger purchased a lot of small articles: a wooden candlestick, some note-
books, a pen, some pins, some pencils. Then he looked at the paintings.

- What wonderful cards! They were probably done by your perfect paint-
er, weren't they?

The salesman narrowed his eyes and answered with a smile:

- I'm glad you like them. | did them.

- They’re marvellous, you must be very talented, - the stranger said
frankly, - I'll buy one, it doesn’t matter which.

- Yes, we, jewellers are usually good at painting - chuckled the man, who
wrapped up one of the cards with the rest of the things that the stranger
had bought and handed them to him.

The stranger thanked him, congratulated him on having such a nice shop, and
said goodbye with a kind smile. He didn't go on walking in the streets, but returned
to his hotel, packed his luggage, paid the bill and left the city that very day.

L2 2

In Valunia Shpuntikos was getting ready to go to bed. He hadn’t felt
well recently. He could only dream about peaceful deep sleep. He trust-
ed the job of ruling the country to his senior advisor for the time being
and he himself followed the doctor’s advice - he walked a lot, took spa
baths and swallowed loads of medicines before going to sleep. Now he
took a handful of pills and lay in bed. You couldn’t say he was short but
he was lost in the huge ornate bed that one of his ancestors had made
to fit his bulk. Then the pills must have worked and he sank into a slum-
ber thinking about his son. He slept well that night and in the morning
he woke up in a good mood. No sooner had he put his feet into his slip-
pers than he noticed a small piece of paper by his bedhead on the table
for his medicines. It was a letter. He opened it and his heart filled with
joy on recognizing Andrios’ handwriting. But it sounded very strange:
“Father, believe me, | need it very, very much.” That was it . Shpuntikos
turned the paper over in his hand in surprise. He couldn’t understand
anything. He muttered that his son had probably gone mad and was
playing games with him. He was indignant. He put on his socks grum-
bling. Then he stood up, put his velvet gown on and went to the small
table on which, on a velvet pillow embroidered in golden thread, was
his royal crown.
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Some kings wear crowns only at weekends, some while receiving visi-
tors or at festivals, some on their birthdays. But Shpuntikos had a strict rule
- every single day, as soon as he got up, he would put his crown on his head
and leave his bedroom that way. Only the servants who helped him with
dressing had seen him without his crown.

It was a beautiful crown adorned with numerous jewels, but the most
precious of all was the enormous diamond known all over the world which
adorned the proud foreheads of the kings of that country.

So Shpuntikos went to the velvet pillow, but just as he was putting the
crown on he froze - it lacked its beautiful diamond. Instead of the diamond
there was an empty place. It seemed that someone had skillfully taken it
out. The King nearly went crazy, but just as he opened his mouth to raise
the alarm he remembered that strange letter, his legs failed him and he sat
on the floor.

L 22

The jeweller seemed perturbed. He couldn’t get down to work and
didn’t even go near his workshop. Now and again he would peep out of
the window carefully as if he was afraid of someone’s arrival. One morning
he didn’t even go to work. He patted Paloma on her head and smiled.

- | have got used to you so much, | think | have even got fond of you. |
wouldn’t mind if | had a daughter like you... | might have got married and
had children - he said and became thoughtful, then he came to again - Oh,
my God, what ideas | get, | don’t think I'm a perfect jeweller any more. Well,
| would never let you go but I've been given such a thing in return for your
freedom that no real jeweller could refuse, so you're free. Take this purse
with local money and here’s a certificate so that you can stay one more day
in this city, it has been paid for in advance.

The man gave her the purse and the paper. Paloma looked at him in
amazement and couldn’t utter a word. It seemed unbelievable that some-
one could have found her here. “But who.... who was that .... what did you
say he gave you?” she asked.

- He didn't want to reveal his identity. He told me to let you go in three
days. He probably knows that a coach goes to your country once every three
days. How should | know who he was and why he did it? It was a young man.
I can only tell you that he had a perfect, a really perfect appearance.

Paloma sat on a chair. All her thoughts and ideas froze.

- Where is he now? - She asked the goldsmith.

The man shrugged his shoulders saying that he must have left after their meeting.
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-Where did you last see him?

-In a nearby tavern.

Paloma put on her clothes hurriedly, said goodbye to the jeweller and
went out into the street. Tears welled in the man’s eyes, a thing which from
that day on happened to him quite often.

The princess ran across the street and went into the tavern. She could
only see strangers there. Then she ran to the crossroads and looked round.
People were walking in the street frowning. Everyone was dressed in grey
and looked severe.

W

Paloma went out into the main road and sat on a large cobble-stone. There
was complete silence. She waited for a long time. Eventually dust rose in the
distance and a coach appeared. Paloma squeezed in with great effort, sat in
the corner, and looked at the passengers. This carriage travelled long distanc-
es and went to many cities and villages, so it always had a lot of passengers,
the coach-man couldn’t complain. And now it was as usual. They had put
their bags under their seats. Some of them were asleep, some looked at the
road out of the windows, some spoke to someone else to kill the time. A man
in a black top-hat sat next to Paloma. He was leaning over his walking-stick
and having an impassioned argument with an old man sitting opposite him.

The princess leaned against the carriage and closed her eyes. Her heart
was full of suspense. She was returning at last. She was looking forward to
seeing the familiar places. She was missing everyone so much. If only she
could get home soon, then she would find Andrios and thank him. No, she
wouldn't say anything else, she would just look into the eyes that had been
following her everywhere and he would understand everything. Oh, how
happy she was. She was really happy now. She felt it sharply and probably
looked like that rabbit that had once crept into her aunt’s garden to get
some happiness. She smiled to herself. The carriage rocked lazily and she
was sinking into a slumber, exhausted, but how could she get to sleep? The
man in the top-hat had finished his argument but he wouldn’t stop talking.
He seemed quite educated and expressed wise thoughts about everything.
The old man didn’t lag behind.

- Everything has really got expensive.

- Well, yes, but worse is yet to come, believe me, everything around us
points to that. Great hardships are expected.

- Yes, yes - agreed the old man, - say what you like but in our time an at-
tack without a declaration of war is a great impudence.
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At these words both started shaking their heads regretfully.

- They beat the enemy, that's true, but it cost them dear. Three villages
were plundered, woods were burnt, the Queen is bed-ridden and their
princess nobody knows where...

- I've heard about the princess, but whatever happened to the Queen?
- the old man was surprised.

- She’s gone down with a strange iliness. She can hear nothing, she can't
even open her eyes. She lies in bed without moving. She seems to be alive,
but ... the man shrugged his shoulders.

The old man was really upset. He took his glasses off and started clean-
ing them, shaking his head.

- No, people there are very hard-working and they're sure to find a way
out this time too. Isn't it a miracle that they could beat those foreigners?

- Well, well, well. Do you know what surprises me? They say the only
prince of Valunia fought in their army dressed like a plain soldier. It's abso-
lutely inexplicable, isn't it?

- Politically inexplicable.

The man in the top-hat sighed.

- And what a wonderful country it is! Look how melodious it sounds:
The Green-est. Have you guessed? Can you see the grammatical essence?
Article ‘the’ and the suffix -est’ for the superlative degree.

- Sure, sure ... the old man started waving his hands.

Paloma hadn’t opened her eyes. There was an awful noise in her ears
and she could hear nothing apart from this noise. A cold trembling passed
through her. Suddenly the coach shuddered, made a shrill noise and came
to a stop. Paloma made an effort, lifted her head and eventually opened
her eyes. The passengers were worried and looked out of the windows rest-
lessly. Soon the coachman opened the door and suggested that everyone
should get out for a while while he repaired the wheel. The man in the
top-hat offered Paloma his hand and helped her out of the coach. She mut-
tered something and went along the road.

She could barely drag her feet. She found it hard even to think. So that's
whathad happened -and she had been so far away and had known nothing.
It was like a dream. But her mother, her most beautiful and distinguished
mother...is it possible that she could vanish and exist no more? And she, the
daughter, hadn't even had time to tell her how much she had always loved
her. That five-year-old girl who used to spend hours in a huge wardrobe
filled with her mother’s fragrance hadn’t had time to say anything. And now
she was lying immobile and couldn’t see or hear anything. Paloma started
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running. She ran until she had no more strength, but the road was endless.
She stopped to catch her breath. A traveller in a long cloak appeared from
round the corner. He was coming towards her, his head was hanging down
and he was leading his horse. Paloma’s heart sank. She looked at him and
now she felt how hard it had been for her not to have seen him for so long.
And how could she stand being without him? He had changed so much;
he was walking with heavy steps. At last he felt someone watching him and
lifted his head. They looked at each other silently.

- Do you know. . . - Andrios began.

- I do, | know everything now, absolutely everything, - Paloma interrupt-
ed him.

- | can take you home, or if you'd rather..... | could give you my horse. It's
not far any more, but you'll get tired if you walk.

Paloma went up to him and put her head on his shoulder.

-Maybe your horse can take us both? - she asked and smiled.

Andrios held her in his arms.

- You'll see, everything will be all right. We'll bring our doctor and Lady
Margot too. Everything will be all right.

Paloma nodded. They were silent. You'd think they had wandered so
long and experienced so much only to stand like that on a dusty road. They
rested their heads on each others’ shoulders and didn't speak. Beyond An-
drios’ shoulder in the distance Paloma could see that small country that
expressed the superlative degree grammatically.

- Life without you has no sense, - murmured the prince.”l think he's read-
ing my thoughts too,” the princess thought and answered:

- It's the same without you.

They went together. They had a long road in front of them.

Their God smiled and made the angels standing on His right and left
look at them.

- That - He said and pointed His finger, - is the most intelligent princess
ever and that one - will become the best king of his country. From now on
they will always be together. You'll see, everything will be exactly as | say.
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