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THE BEGINNING

––––––––
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Once upon a time - not a very long time ago, you understand, probably your grandparents, or maybe your mom and dad, depending on how old you are, would remember it - there lived a princess in a castle. No, don't stop reading; this isn't one of those beautiful-princess-in-a-castle fairy tales where everybody lives happily ever after. This princess was so nearsighted she had to wear what we used to call Coke-bottle glasses, because without them she literally couldn't see past the end of her nose (which was quite large, actually, but still, it wasn't a terribly long distance.) Her hair was a somewhat depressing color of mud-puddle brown, and it kept falling into her eyes, which certainly didn't help her vision any. She wasn’t fat; oh, no, she got far too much exercise to ever get fat. But she was, one might say, just a tad on the pudgy side, an unfortunate side effect of liking chocolate more than she should have. She also had a gap between her front teeth, so she always had to be very meticulous when brushing, because, especially if one is a princess, one does not want to go around with broccoli stuck between one's teeth.

And as for the castle - well, you can forget about it looking like one of those Sleeping Beauty things on a mountaintop. This one looked more like a fairly good-sized house - a nice house, mind you, but still just a house. It didn't even have a moat. Now, how can you call a castle a castle if it doesn't even have a moat? Bernice - that was the princess's name, Bernice - lamented this constantly, but there was nothing to be done about it. The castle she lived in didn't have a moat, and that was that.

As for the mountaintop - well, I don't think it will surprise you to find out that it wasn't much of a mountain, either. It was more of a big hill. Kind of rocky, but only the most optimistic (or deluded) would refer to it as a mountain. It did offer a nice view over the valley, though. Especially to the hill on the opposite side of the valley, where Bernice's best friend lived. His name was Randolph.

Randolph was, shall we say, a somewhat unusual choice as best friend for a princess. Randolph, you see, was a fire-breathing dragon. Yes, the sort of creature that, in other fairy tales, the beautiful princess would need rescuing from. But, as I already told you, this isn't one of those kinds of fairy tales. And Randolph - by now I'm sure you knew this was coming - was not your typical fire-breathing dragon. For one thing, he was a vegetarian. For another, he suffered dreadfully from heartburn, which, as you can imagine, is a serious matter when you're a fire-breathing dragon. Poor Randolph had tried everything: drinking milk, not eating before bedtime, sleeping in a sitting position, peppermint tea, peppermint ice cream, peppermint anything, really - Randolph loved peppermint. He even tried one of those over-the-counter medicines advertised on TV, but all it did was give him the hiccups, which is extremely unpleasant when one is a fire-breathing dragon.

And before you start thinking it - no, Randolph was not a handsome prince in disguise, who had been changed into a dragon by a wicked witch and was waiting for the kiss of true love to turn him back into a human. I’ve already told you twice: This is not that kind of a fairy tale. I'm not going to say it again! Randolph was a vegetarian fire-breathing dragon with heartburn, and his best friend was Princess Bernice, and that's all there was to it. 

One of Bernice's (nearly everyone called her "Bernie", from Randolph down to the gardeners at the castle, so I'll call her that, too, from now on) favorite things to do was to don her roller skates and skate down the mountain into the valley, and then back up the other side to visit Randolph. Of course she was properly attired; she was very conscious of her role as Crown Princess of Philodendria (yes, the plant was named after the kingdom; they all had to come from somewhere, and where did you think they grew, Mars?), and always strove to set a good example by wearing a helmet and knee pads. Bernie’s mother, Queen Queenie (and yes, that was really her name; her parents had hoped she’d marry a prince and become a queen someday, so they’d named her “Queenie”, not, apparently, pausing to think of how it would sound if, by some chance, she actually did become a queen, which, of course, she did) who, while she was glad her only child took appropriate safety precautions, always sighed when she looked out the castle window and saw Bernie zooming off to visit Randolph, because she couldn’t help hearing the words of that Jim Croce song, “Roller Derby Queen”, in her head. (In this case, of course, “Roller Derby Princess” would have been more appropriate, but that isn't the way the song goes.) And, someday Bernie would be queen; Philodendria wasn’t one of those backward, Dark Ages-type of kingdoms where only males could inherit the throne. Bernie had always known she’d be queen someday, and the Philodendrians, it must be said, were happy to have her.

It must also be said, however, that Bernie, at some point, would have to marry and produce a new little heir or heiress to the throne of Philodendria. Otherwise, the kingdom would become part of the territory belonging to Bernie’s cousin Ichabod, the king of Violesse. There was nothing at all really wrong with Ichabod (apart from his name, of course – everyone called him “Icky”), but, naturally, the Philodendrians preferred to have their own kingdom with their own queen, which, I suppose, made it a queendom, but nobody ever calls it that, do they?  So Bernie had to find someone to marry. She knew that. A handsome prince wouldn’t have bothered her at all, but, alas, handsome princes are only men, who are only older boys, who all want someone pretty, which Bernie most definitely was not. Nevertheless, she went to neighboring castles and danced at all the balls and grinned her gap-toothed smile, and the handsome prince in question always married someone else. Usually someone who looked like a fashion model. And Bernie would come home and say, “I tried, Mom,” and Queenie would sigh and say, “I know, dear,” and that would be the end of it until the next invitation.

Well, all that had to be said, but now it’s out of the way and we can get back to where we were, which was...oh, yes, Bernie roller skating across the valley to visit Randolph. Before she left, she’d stopped in the castle gardens to pick some vegetables to take with her. The gardener, Mr. Murgatroyd, was also quite fond of Randolph, and helped Bernie find the best peppers and onions and tomatoes to put in her basket. When Bernie zoomed up Randolph’s hill, she found him at the entrance to his cave (well, of course he lived in a cave; he was a fire-breathing dragon, where did you expect him to live – in a condo?) setting out the lawn furniture.
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