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Chapter 1

The Surprise
Well, Monday began like any other.  I was always miserable on this day, as it meant the end of two glor-i-ous days respite from school.  I did my chores, ate my breakfast of hot oats and smoked ham, kissed Mother goodbye, and then hurried off to school in nearby Southend.  
Um, I suppose to be truthful, I really should say that again:  I hurried through the chores, but dallied toward school, kicking rocks, picking up sticks and throwing them at trees and bushes and various things along the way, scuffing up my shoes in the process.   
And … there was the spitting.  There is quite a method to it and takes much practice and skill – knowing how to measure the distance to a ditch or a fence or perhaps a clueless squirrel sitting on the fence.  Spitting was a most pleasurable outdoor activity – (one, of course, I never did in the presence of my Mother.)   
SO many things to enjoy.  The sky was blue, blue, blue!  The heath was covered in new growth to stomp and run through and explore.  Birds were singing a beckoning tune – right to me.   It was such a perfectly-wonderful day outside; seemed a real waste to have to spend it in inside a classroom.   
Reaching the tall, stone building, I imagined it was a formidable castle – one I must escape from soon (or go stir-crazy!)  It was near the end of May and summer break couldn’t come early enough to suit me!    By the end of school, our teacher is sick of us and we are sick of him.  
Once inside my class, I scrutinized my pencil – turning it over and over, examining the sides, pricking my finger with 
the point, thinking it could be a bit sharper; perhaps that would help me concentrate; fully knowing that even if it really needed to be sharper, I should have whittled it before class started.  Oh well … I sighed.  I twisted, pulled and worried with my hair standing up in back.  Mine was dark blond, straight, thick, with a big cowlick sticking up – Mother says it looks just like Father’s, but he seems to keep his slicked down better.  Distractions, distractions.  
At the end of an hour I had a vague idea of my review lesson; no more.  I guess you could say I piddled at my school work – I really hated doing sums and a whole chalkboard full of them what was what Messer Cowan assigned us today.  I pictured the road to hell would be swirling  slate pathways that went on and on and on, stretched out … forever … etched with sums to decipher.  (Um … I best not repeat that out loud; Father or Squire Thomas might think it blasphemy.)  
At mid-day, however, my life changed forever:   I was called to the administrator’s office!      Nervously, wondering all the way down the hall what I’d done; I took each step slowly, carefully counting the cracks in the brick hallway.  Of course, I did so many things that often went unseen and therefore unpunished, a kaleidoscope of wrongs danced in my head.  When I reached the open door of Messer Preston’s office, I timidly knocked on the side of the door jam.  

“Come in, Master William!” Headmaster Preston boomed.    

Instead of a lecture, a surprise visitor awaited me, one who never came to school – my father.   Probably because he was often away for long periods of time on business.  
Oh!  Bugger!  I’m really in for it now … but what did I do???? 
Father smiled and told Headmaster that he’d be taking me home now.  A smile is a good thing … right?  And Messer Preston wasn’t disagreeing with my father.  
When we walked outside, Father indicated that we should sit at a bench under a nearby tree.  I was definitely on pins and needles.  
Finally:  “Will, what would you think about going on a great adventure with me?”  
Then … (amazingly) … he winked.  I thought I would pass out from relief!  I finally had the presence of mind to ask, “What kind of adventure, Father?”  

“You know I’ve been talking with your Uncle Matthew about taking a long trip to China for buying goods for resale.  Matt and I thought perhaps we could retrace Marco Polo’s journey.  Your Uncle, being the family history buff and a hopeful author, will want to write everything down.” 
“Really?  Marco Polo?  We’ve studied a bit about him.”  
“I thought you might have.  What did you learn?” 

“Our teacher said that Marco Polo went on a long journey.  He had lots of adventures, but I can’t remember them all now.  I think he visited a golden palace …”  
“Yes, he is probably the most famous Westerner who traveled what was known as the ‘Silk Road.’  He excelled all the other travelers in his determination, his writing, and his influence. His journey through Asia lasted twenty-four years, reaching further than any of his predecessors …”
When I scratched my head and looked quizzically, Father continued:  “(er … that means those who went before him) -- beyond Mongolia to China. He became a friend of Kublai Khan and supposedly traveled the whole of China and returned to tell his story.  Many don’t believe all his tales.  Some of them are quite fantastical, like the one of monstrous birds which dropped elephants from up high, then devoured them.  But fiction or not, Marco’s travels have captivated readers for years.  I think your uncle would like you to help him write down our journey.”  
“You mean: you would take me with you?”  

“I had a lot of trouble convincing your Mother, especially about keeping you out of school next term.  But yes, I’d like you to come along with us.  I finally persuaded her that it would be a different kind of schooling; you would experience things you could never be exposed to in a classroom.  Headmaster agrees it would be a wonderful learning opportunity for you.”  
I became unusually quiet, letting this all sink in.  
He continued, “But you need to understand that it will take a long time … perhaps a year … so you will be away from home a long time.  Do you think you can handle that?” 
“Away from England and Mother for a whole year??”   Seemed fantastic, exciting, and yet … already thinking of Mother … sad.  
“It took Marco Polo about three years to make the trip one way.  But we’ll use more modern transportation for part of our travels, so it won’t take us as long.  We’ll begin on a similar boat voyage next week when your school exams are complete.  It should be exciting!”  
He hesitated, giving me a moment to reflect.  

 “Now … while visions of swashbuckling adventures are stirring in your head … do you suppose … we should go spend some time with your Mother?”    

“Yes, Sir!”
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