PRINCESS 40

      We have been waiting here in Gibraltar for the last couple of days.  Our plane developed engine trouble.  At first it was thought the problem could easily be fixed.  Then the engineers discovered it was a complicated mechanical problem and bigger than they thought.

     What bad luck!

     Well, at least this latest disaster could not be blamed on the enemy, with all of them safely locked up.  Or that was what I thought.  Justin behaved as if they were behind the smallest catastrophe befalling us.  He believed it could be a last attempt to undermine the King’s plans. 

     As soon as we vacated the plane and everyone was installed in a hotel, Justin organized a taxi to take us to the Lutherian embassy.

     Once there, he locked me in an office with bodyguards in the passage, and warned me to stay away from the windows.  Then he disappeared, in search of the big man himself.

     He arrived minutes later with the ambassador in tow and refreshments following in their wake.

     The ambassador was a very charming man, doing his best to entertain me; while Justin was doing what he thought was his duty.  

     The poor ambassador was flabbergasted, to say the least.  I could almost sympathize with him.

     His mind was racing around, thinking up ways to entertain the supposed Princess, until she could leave.  I’m sure he wanted to get rid of the trouble as soon as possible.

     I had news for him.  Not all the wishing in the world could undo this latest disaster, or make it disappear.

    I wish I could have told him not to worry.  I don’t know what is expected of me in these circumstances.  Madame Burlich didn’t exactly spell out the rules to this sort of situation.

      Justin emerged half an hour later to announce that he had gotten through to the people he reports to.  An airplane would immediately be sent for our convenience.  In the meantime we were to stay in the embassy.

      This took longer to organize than Justin anticipated.  There was a lot of red tape.

     “As this is a British military base camp,” Justin explained,” Lutheria has to ask special permission before we can embark from here.   It takes time to organize permission for our country to fly in here and come pick us up.”

        Military bases tend to be paranoid about unexpected visits from their own soldiers, what to say about strange aircraft and civilians venturing onto their turf.  

     The charming ambassador sent for his wife.  She arrived in a flurry of excitement and  descended on me in overwhelming excitement.

      I could see her thinking about the implications of our plight.

     I was on my best behaviour, trying to be as nice as I possibly could be.  I impressed the lady no end with my politeness and interest in her life so far away from her home country.  I even tried out my newly acquired skill, saying a few shy words in Lutheria.  Those few hesitating words coaxed a delighted smile from her, and after that I was her best friend, forever after.

      After the first few embarrassed minutes I started enjoying myself.  I really liked her and her earnestness.

     We talked the afternoon away, then half the night, about everything and nothing.

     Justin watched us with raised eyebrows, amusement lurking in his dark eyes.

     At one point I noticed the ambassador was trying his best to catch his wife’s eye to warn her away from me.  Thankfully she didn’t notice his signals and we had a hilarious time, with many girlish confidences and jokes.

     It seems our transportation is going to arrive within the next hour.  I have just been told to get ready, as we are leaving immediately. 

     The ambassador and his wife escort us to the military airfield, with an armed guard, looking after our safety.

     “The English don’t like the idea of foreigners using their military base, especially not taking the recent developments into account, but they are so glad about the return of our Princess.  They offered us the use of their facilities – this is a once only concession. 

    We drive through several checkpoints, showing our passports and other authorized documentation.  Everywhere soldiers are standing or running, some armed with machineguns, and others in combat clothes, hastily on their way to a destination.  We stop near the airfield, and walk the last few meters to where a Lutherian aircraft is landing..

    High ranking British soldiers escort us over the tarmac to the Lutherian plane.

     “They tend to see everything and everyone non-British, as the enemy,” Justin whispers in my ear.

      I can see that for myself, and therefore am on my most charming, thanking the escort party prettily for their help and attention.

     It’s quite a big military aircraft which comes taxiing towards us.

     “They usually transport soldiers and equipment,” Justin explains quietly, when he notices my surprise.

      “You have not been crowned the Royal Princess, yet.  We could have travelled in style then. The Royal Aircraft, called Lutheria I, would have been at our disposal.  A very luxurious way of travel, I understand.”

     I can’t help but laugh.  “Poor Justin, what a life you are forced to live, keeping me safe.”

      The ambassador’s wife is disgusted at our means of travel.  I’m sure she thought the Lutheria 1 would be sent over to come to our rescue.  

     I kiss her cheek and say a cheerful goodbye. 

     The couple stays on the tarmac with their armed escort, waving until the aircraft disappears into the clouds.

     Safely in the air, Justin makes a hasty excuse and goes up to talk to the captain in the cockpit, leaving me behind with a few polite uniformed men.

     They are young, their eyes glinting at the sudden adventure their day had turned into.  

On their jacket sleeves they wear the insignia of their different ranks. 

     Another thing Justin neglected.  He should have taught me the different ranks the  military personnel occupy.

     The men look me over with covert interest.

     Will this never end?  I feel like an ant under a microscope. 

     These men are not the friendly, rather ditzy ambassador’s wife, ready to share a few girlish laughs with me.

     I give them a friendly nod and try out another Lutherian greeting.

     At the first sound of my hesitating voice the formality ends as they greet me back, with friendly attention. 

     I try out more phrases, asking how long it will take to get to our destination, but my vocabulary won’t let me and my Lutherian tips over into English before coming to a frustrated halt.

    The young men grin at me and they start telling me in English what I want to know.

     After that we are friends and the conversation starts flowing in affable tones.  It is as I thought, they are doing their military training, or are nearly at the end of the eighteen months compulsory conscription.

     One of them produces a picture taken of me at the championships at the beginning of the year, where I was sailing over the crossbar, a frown of concentration on my face.

     What a long time ago that was.  So much has happened!

     A blush sweeps up and covers my cheeks.  “You would think they could have found a more flattering picture of me,” I tell them, chuckling..

      This breaks the last of the remaining ice, and they all start asking questions.  When did I start my athletic career?  What was the highest height I jumped?

      It takes a short time before they are telling me of their different efforts and achievements in athletics.

     Then one of them asks the most feared question in any athlete’s life:  What will I do when I get past the age of competing? 

      “I don’t know,” I tell them and explain how I always needed athletics in my life.  “Maybe when I get to old to compete, it will be enough to run and catch the bus…”

     They laugh, thinking I made a joke.

     I can only hope it will be sufficient to satisfy me then.

      “How did you land up in this plane,” I ask them, to change the subject.

      “We were on duty when the call come through for a plane to leave for Gibraltar.  The authority ordered and we obeyed.  We didn’t know it was to come out and collect you. We thought we were going for a small joyride, to collect some diplomatic pouches or Something.”

      “Well, now we can boast and say we met you.”

     “Did you meet the other two girls?”  I can’t keep my curiosity at bay.

     “No we didn’t.  But we have heard many stories…”

     They don’t divulge what the stories are and I’m too polite to ask.

     I become aware of Justin standing in the doorway watching us.  He saunters over to a chair and with a small distinct wave dismisses the troops.

     “Stop flirting with these poor guys.  You will leave them heartbroken.  The King had better watch out, he could have a coup on his hands.  These guys could install you on the throne before he knows what happened.”

     “I wasn’t flirting.  They are friendly and I enjoyed meeting them.  I think they are harmless.”

     “No person is harmless.  Every individual has an opinion that is important and can count for something – especially where a throne is involved.”

     “Justin, I didn’t mean any harm.”

     “Sorry, Asorette.  We have been dependent on each other for too long.  I liked to be in charge, and have you to myself..  I didn’t mean to come down on you.”

      The idea hurts.  Tonight we will arrive in Lutheria and I shall join the other two girls, doing whatever I’m ordered to do.  It could mean the end of our special partnership.

     I shall miss him, very, very much! 

      “Shall I see you after you have delivered me to my destination tonight?”

     “Oh yes, all the time. We will meet socially.   I attend many of the court’s activities.”  

     I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.  Justin will be there, but always in the distance, with other people surrounding us both.

     Yes, Shakespeare sure knew what he was writing.  The question remains:  To be, or not to be….

      We would have been late in arriving, and now we will be even later

