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Prologue


The Visions


Was she going insane? The visions were appearing with greater clarity and ever more frequency. Just yesterday, Katie had turned the corner to find a tall man in a black silk top hat. He seemed to be searching for someone amid the chaos of the 86th Street subway station. He was deathly pale, with creased, almost dusty skin – his pallor emphasized by his strange close-fitting black garments. The only colour about him was his eyes. They glittered green in the sun as he reeled around and strode towards Katie, raising his walking stick as if to strike her. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Instead, the word ‘SEEK’ formed in the air before him, floating above his head like the message of a sky-writer. And then he was gone – disappearing through the steam of the subway.


He wasn’t the first. There was the girl with the grey eyes and serious face. Katie had thought she might just be some new neighbour. But then Katie had noticed the long starched skirts, the high, buttoned leather boots and the ridiculous fur muff. She too spoke in these silent smoke signals. ‘I will serve,’ she declared, looking so kind and grave that Katie longed to hear her voice. Afterwards came a series of children. The one in rags, the tiny urchin girl, so pretty and so timid – ‘I will sacrifice’ hung over her like a pall. Such a frightened child, but Katie could never quite reach her. And then there was the small smug boy in velvet shorts and a ruffled shirt. Katie recoiled from his message: ‘I will slay.’ These children, these visions, whatever they were, they weren’t just in the wrong neighbourhood; they seemed to be in the wrong time. They had something to say, but Katie didn’t know what, or why. She tried to shake it off, shrug her shoulders and ignore it all, the way New Yorkers blank the freaks and weirdos of life. But today’s episode had changed everything.


Walking home from school, she’d come face to face with a small plump woman in fancy dress – pink satin swept off the shoulders with six inches of silver lace and an abundance of diamonds. The little lady’s pigeon eyes twinkled with pleasure as she talked and laughed with someone directly behind Katie. But when Katie turned around all she could see was a businessman talking on a cellphone. ‘Not another vision,’ Katie thought, her stomach lurching upwards. ‘There must be a rational explanation for this. Was it performance art? A carnival? A commercial?’ Katie scanned the streets for a camera.


Suddenly the little woman’s eyes bulged. Her mouth opened in a silent scream as she backed away and slid down the side of the building. Katie ran towards her, and then took a step back. A bright crimson stain was spreading over the bodice of the small woman’s pink dress. The woman held her arms out, as if pleading for aid, and then her eyes rolled back in her head. She slumped; lifeless in a heap of satin and blood. ‘Help,’ Katie cried, ‘help!’ The passers-by looked briefly at Katie and, deciding she was just another crazy person in the street, turned away. They kept walking, talking, drinking coffee out of paper cups and looking at their watches. One man, reading the newspaper, actually stepped through the woman and the growing pool of blood. And then the woman was gone, the sidewalk clean where there had been gore. Katie’s legs buckled, she’d have to sit down – right there on the sidewalk. She wiped her forehead. This habit of seeing things. This was not good. She’d have to tell someone, but who?
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Chapter One


Under the Bed


It was filthy, sitting in the gutter, and the old Greek guy in the shoe repair shop was giving Katie suspicious looks. She got up and wiped the muck from the skirt of her school uniform. If Katie had been part of a normal family, she’d have rushed home to tell her parents. But Katie’s family wasn’t normal. Could she really tell her mother Mimi? Katie doubted it. Mimi was far too busy with her latest boyfriend to care about her daughter’s visions.


Katie Berger-Jones-Burg’s mother liked to get married. Katie had accustomed herself to this. It only really got to her on the first day of school. Calling attendance, the teacher ploughed through Alcott, Allen, Applebaum, Bayle… The class held their breath as the teacher paused, trying to string Katie’s names together in the correct order. In year two Miss Grant had got it spectacularly wrong and christened her ‘Boogerberg’. It had stuck for years. ‘Why doesn’t Mimi just live with them?’ Katie wondered. ‘Why do they all have to marry her? And adopt me?’ It had to do with morals, family values, Mimi had explained. And then she’d wept, embraced Katie tenderly, exclaiming at the great wonder of having a daughter, more like a sister, that she could always talk to. ‘Yeah, talk about yourself,’ Katie thought. But in her role as listener and number one fan, it wasn’t part of her job to actually say anything.


Katie’s mother had once been quite famous as a member of an all-girl pop group – Youth ’n Asia. They’d worn long black Chinese braids down their backs, and no one over the age of twenty was allowed into their concerts. Mimi was used to being the centre of attention and wasn’t about to give up this position. Katie thought about the meal Mimi would make of the visions: the visits to new age ‘doctors’, the consultations with therapists, the interview with the Pop Times. Perhaps most frustrating of all, it would stop being Katie’s problem and start being Mimi’s problem. Katie could just hear Mimi wailing away to some glossy magazine. ‘Had she failed Katie as a mother? As a friend? Perhaps the visions were visions of Mimi, in her different roles in Katie’s life?’


‘No,’ Katie sighed. ‘I just can’t bear the Mimi factor in this. I’ll talk to Dad next time I see him.’


Dad was the ‘Berger’ in ‘Berger-Jones-Burg’. Danny Berger had been her mother’s high school sweetheart. ‘We married young, very young,’ said Mimi, showing Katie a photograph of the two of them at a rock festival: Danny staring adoringly at Mimi, while Mimi stared adoringly at the camera. Katie thought her mother looked about the same – a bit thinner now and a lot less happy, but about the same – blonde hair, white toothy smile, turned-up nose. But the Danny Berger of Katie’s childhood looked nothing like the one in the photograph. The humorously thin young man with curly black hair had put on weight and lost his hair. He now looked old enough to be – not just Katie’s father, but Mimi’s father as well. ‘It’s because of the huge amount of money I have to pay to keep you in your posh private school,’ he griped. Katie sighed again. Now that Dad was remarried and had a new young family, he was tired all the time. Cranky, too. She’d have to keep the visions to herself for now.


The Greek guy in the shoe repair shop was now tapping on his window, so Katie moved on towards home. Mimi liked to keep her busy, as this kept Katie out of her way, but for once Katie didn’t have ballet lessons, tennis lessons, yoga or t’ai chi. She ducked under the awning of her apartment building, nodded to the doorman and punched the elevator button for the eleventh floor. As she turned the key in the lock, the sound of a Spanish soap opera greeted her, loudly. Mimi couldn’t possibly be home, if Dolores had the sound up that high. ‘Hey, Dolores,’ she called to their long-time housekeeper ‘Qué pasa? No Mimi?’ Dolores had set the ironing board up in the kitchen. In front of her was a small television, making big amounts of noise. On the screen was a young woman with a serious hairdo and lots of eye shadow. She was crying and screaming as two solid, expressionless policemen led her away. ‘What’s the crime?’ Katie asked. ‘Did she rob a bank? Or murder her boyfriend?’


‘This show is not for you,’ Dolores said, without taking her eyes off the screen. ‘It’s for grown-up people who know about these things. And don’t go saying “hey” to me. Hay is for horses. Mimi says you’re way too slangy.’


Katie looked in the refrigerator: macrobiotic crackers, Swedish seagrass yogurt, freeze-dried salt cod, and a jar of Mimi’s face cream. Turning from the fridge, she rummaged through Dolores’s handbag and found a Snickers bar.


‘Mimi’s not here,’ Dolores added.


‘That’s obvious,’ said Katie, ‘we’re both having way too much fun. So where is she?’


‘Well, baby,’ Dolores said. This was not a good sign. Dolores only called Katie ‘baby’ when she felt sorry for her. ‘Mimi’s gone.’


‘Gone?’


‘To Acapulco. You know that therapist she’s been seeing, Dr Fishberg? You know how she’s been saying, at last here’s a man who understands her? Well they seem to have become real good friends, and…’


Suddenly the Snickers bar didn’t taste that great. ‘Oh Dolores, she can’t run off to Acapulco and get married again!’ Then something even worse dawned on her. Katie Berger-Jones-Burg-Fishberg. Picking up her rucksack of books she fled to her bedroom. This one she could never live down.


Katie’s room looked nothing like Katie. While Katie was tall and awkward with her father’s bushy black curls, this was a room designed for a very different child: a small, delicate golden-haired child – the child of Mimi’s imagination. ‘Think pink!’ had been Mimi’s motto when briefing the decorator. The carpet, the lampshades, the curtains, the cushions spanned the hues from candy-floss pink to sunset rose – or, as Katie saw it, from pale vomit to inflamed sunburn. Katie could have lived with it, except for the wallpaper. Hundreds, but hundreds of whimsical fairies fluttered across Katie’s walls. These fairies were very busy indeed: waving their little sparkling wands, hovering over large (pink) flower blossoms, standing on tippy-toe and giving each other big wet kisses. Katie had spent endless hours, throwing a baseball against the wall, attempting to knock out the fairies one by one. While many of them sported a black eye or a broken wing, Katie had barely made a dent in their sweet little world. She looked at the carpet. It might be pink, but at least it didn’t have a bunch of fairies kissing on it.


‘Now, this Dr Fishberg,’ Dolores was yelling from the kitchen, ‘he doesn’t seem half bad. At least he’s not that yoga instructor she was mooning over last year. Breathing. All he ever talked about was breathing. As if we didn’t know how to breathe. We wouldn’t be alive if we didn’t know how to breathe.’


Dolores was right. Mimi’s men were as wide-ranging and temporary as the rest of Mimi’s enthusiasms. There had been the tennis pro, the enema expert, the guy with the flotation tank and then the professor upstairs – the one who went on and on about parallel being and the temporal psyche of history. But still – Fishberg!


Katie crawled under her bed, massively high, with a canopy, netting and the inevitable pink ribbons. Katie thought it was almost as bad as the fairies, but what was underneath her bed made everything else in the room – and her life – bearable. Because of its height, there was lots of room underneath. She called it ‘The Library’ and it was the only place in the whole apartment she could call her own. Mimi knew nothing about it, and Dolores left it alone – she wasn’t much interested in cleaning, aside from ironing in front of the television. The Library consisted, along with a great many dustballs, of a Peter Rabbit lamp left over from Katie’s baby nursery, a flashlight (just in case), her diary, a cardboard box filled with her treasures, a pillow and a crochet blanket from her grandmother – now dead. And, of course, the books – it couldn’t be a library without books. There were stacks and stacks of them, lining three sides of the bed. It was getting pretty cramped down there, but Katie couldn’t bear to part with even one of them.


Katie’s books were carefully organized: fiction, nonfiction, topic, author – and then that special category, importance to Katie. She didn’t share this interest with any of her friends. Dolores was told as little as possible. Mimi didn’t ask. Weak as her social antennae might be, Katie knew her book obsession was about as riveting to others as those boys at school who could tell you the exact subway route to get anywhere – yes, anywhere – in New York City. This was not the hobby of a popular girl.


And it got worse. It didn’t really matter what the books were about: Catcher in the Rye, The History of the Bee, Harry Potter, The Essays of Emerson, The Life of Jim Morrison, The Letters of Queen Victoria, Putt Your Way to Golf Perfection. Katie would read anything. ‘Why?’ her father had once asked her, years ago. ‘Reading’s a great thing, Katie-kid, but why so many books?’


Katie struggled to explain. ‘It’s like, like a trip away,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s like I’m really going someplace, I’m flying in my head, a journey, just me, my own mind. It belongs to me – I make it happen. And I get to make new friends – not just the people in the book, but the person who writes the book too, and the story, and…’ And then the phone rang. Her father left the room. When he returned, he’d forgotten what they were talking about.


Despite the books under the bed, Katie wasn’t really that much of a student. Her interests and that of her school just weren’t the same. The Neuman Hubris Progressive School was modern and cutting edge, with a vegetarian, anti-toxin cafeteria and interpretive dance during recess. They didn’t do a lot of books. Mostly it was internet stuff – downloading, Googling. When they did get assigned an old bulky, tree-destroying book, it had to contain some very current message. Neuman Hubris was all about the here and now. Dusty classics? Faded history? Face it – that was the past. Racist, sexist, Imperialist drivel. She pulled her satchel underneath the bed and took out her assigned reading. There on the cover was little Mashaka. His village had no water and he had to walk seven miles, barefoot, to school. Inadequacy flooded through Katie. How selfish was she? Here she was, with everything in the world she could possibly want, and she couldn’t even take the time to read about little Mashaka. Katie was not an uncaring person, and Mimi had drilled charity into her. She brought tinned goods to school on ‘Stop Poverty Now’ day. Her discarded toys and clothes went to charity shops. Mimi had once made an appeal on television with Youth ’n Asia:




Hold ’em


Feed ’em


Show ’em that you need ’em


You gotta adore


the poor…





Mimi had sung, tears welling in her luminous blue eyes. Katie hadn’t known whether to laugh or cry. She wanted to stop poverty too; she just didn’t see stopping poverty as a leisure activity.


She put the book back in her rucksack. Mashaka would probably get water and a ride to school by the end of the book. (Katie’s teachers were all for edgy realism, as long as it had a happy ending.) Instead she took out her own diary. Katie had been reporting on her life since she could string a sentence together in wobbly capital letters. There were half a dozen volumes of ‘The Life of Katie Berger-Jones-Burg’ under the bed already – dog-eared notebooks filled with the victories, defeats, joys and sorrows that made up her fairly average life. She flipped back several months, just as a kind of monitor to see how things had been going.


8 January


Mimi is smoking again – and it’s only a week since she gave it up. I found her in the kitchen with her head halfway out the window – puffing away. It looked like she had three cigarettes in her mouth at once. I mean it was snowing and she had her head out the window! She begged me not to tell Dolores. Said I couldn’t understand because I didn’t have a passionate addictive nature. Mimi thinks I’m boring because I don’t smoke or drink or take drugs or make out with boys. I really would, if I thought any of those things would be fun, but I just don’t see the point. And I know I’m boring, but when I try not to be, it doesn’t work, I just go all silly. ‘Get a grip,’ I told Mimi – ‘and stop leaning out the window, the neighbours will think you’re going to jump – and you’ve just had your streaks put in – you’re totally messing up your hair.’ That did the trick. Saw strange man in the street again today. I can’t figure him out. It’s like, he sees me, but he doesn’t see me. He’s looking for something. What is it? Really weird guy. I’m so creeped out.


11 January


Went to Phoebe Schneider’s birthday party. Their apartment is so big, they had a pony ride in the playroom – with a real pony. Phoebe had a hissy fit – says she’s too old for ponies and what was the party planner thinking? There was lots of cake – which the boys ate and the girls didn’t – and games and really good prizes – but right in the middle of the whole thing I said ‘I’m lonely’. Out loud. I didn’t know I was going to say it, but I did. A couple of other girls stared at me and moved away. I don’t blame them. What’s wrong with me? I’ve known everyone at school since I was really little. And it’s not like anyone picks on me. I mean, I’m not a cheerleader, and I’m not going to be class president – but I’m not the school lowlife either. I just feel so separate from everyone now – like there’s a big wall between me and the rest of them. Went home and looked in the mirror. My nose is definitely growing. Again.


13 January


‘Your eyes are like really nice when you laugh.’ That’s what Jonathan Cohen said to me today. He’s OK, Jonathan Cohen, even if he is really awful at baseball – he throws like a girl. Michael Fester ruined it by adding ‘if you can see them past her big nose’. I loathe Michael Fester, and I know he copies my algebra papers. We had a test today, so I wrote in all the wrong answers, waited until he’d copied them and then at the very end of the test period, crossed them out and put in the right ones. I do have OK eyes. I just wish there were more things that made me laugh. I used to laugh with Mimi, but not anymore. I kind of hate to write it, it sounds so stupid, but I’m seeing the people again. The girl in the costume followed me home from school today. It’s not like she’s scary or anything, she looks really nice. I wish she was my friend. She’s trying to talk to me, and her words appear, but not her voice. It’s like she’s following me, but doesn’t know it’s me. What’s with these people and these costumes?


14 January


Mimi’s worried about my weight, well, not so much my weight, but my bones – she says my bones are so big that they make me look heavy. She’s right. Between my big bones and my big nose I look like a horse. And not just any horse. Those horses that pull the big carts. Mimi thinks we should go on a diet together and jog together. Well, she’d jog, I’d have to trot. More weird people in weird clothes. A little boy in velvet shorts and a teenie tiny velvet jacket. Totally dorky outfit. And long blond curls to boot. I’d have killed Mimi if she’d dressed me like that. He looked really angry too, and shot me such a look. Like total hatred. It almost hurt me when he looked at me. Right behind him was a small girl with black curls. She was dressed in rags – but not homeless street rags. No – she was in dress-up rags – but the dirt on her clothes and face looked real enough. Poor thing – she was crying. Is this all going on in my mind? Or are these real people? I’ve just about had enough.


27 January


Spent the day with Dad and Tiffany and their new baby Angel. Angel! What a name! I wouldn’t ever tell Mimi, but I like Tiffany. She’s no brain box, but she’s, well, she’s nice – and is nice to Dad and thinks her baby is the greatest thing ever. Tiffany just seems to like being herself. I’m a lot smarter than Tiff, but I would like to learn what she knows – how to be happy being me. Is it possible? Mimi pounced when I got home – wanting to know everything about Dad and Tiff. She got out a calculator to figure out how much all the baby things have cost him – was furious that I didn’t know what ‘brand’ the pram was. Jesus.


Katie had to admit, aside from the people in strange clothes, it was not a riveting life but, flipping the page, she wrote in today’s date.


1 February


I’ve really had it. Turned around today and what do I see? A woman – dressed in old-fashioned costume – covered in blood. Well! I am sure now that they’re not real people, that it’s a mental problem. It’s confirmed: I AM GOING INSANE. I’ll try to cover it up as long as possible, live as normal a life as I can until… well, until total dementia sets in. To make things worse, Mimi has run off with fish-face Fishberg. I should have been watching her more closely, looking for the signs. I’ve had such a good track record lately – saved her from the tennis instructor, yoga master, I.T. guru… it’s those damned visions I’ve been having. I took my eye off the ball and now she’s bolted… Everything is a mess. What is the point of me?


Katie chewed on the end of her pen. The thought of herself as a gibbering lunatic in a straitjacket was bizarrely com-forting. She wouldn’t have to worry about her nose or her heavy bones, or what the other kids at school thought of her or how to guide Mimi through life with minimum catastrophe. She’d just dribble and shriek. Bliss. Stuffing her diary back in her rucksack, she took a look at the rest of the week’s school reading.


She found a book with a singularly striking cover. ‘Mummy, Say No!’ was emblazoned over a photograph of a child taking a hypodermic needle from her drug addict mother. This story did interest Katie. She was fascinated by illness and medicine. It was one of the things she liked to read about. Her library was peppered with books on disease. Typhoid, typhus – ‘not the same thing’ Katie would explain to anyone who would listen – cholera, dementia, haemophilia, and consumption could be found in her stacks. Katie was not just a nerd, she was a morbid nerd. One of Mimi’s boyfriends, the professor who rabbited on about parallel histories and healing and time – was it Professor Diuman? – he’d actually been interested in what Katie read, and gave her lots of books. Letters from hundreds of years ago, doctors’ essays, ancient newspaper clippings – it was fun, at least for Katie, and it was an easy relationship for Mimi, as he lived at 23c. But he made Mimi yawn, and then she’d found someone new, a mountaineer. It was Katie who had to break the news to the professor: Mimi was gone, this time to Everest.


Katie pulled a book from the pile propped against the wall. It was the letters of Queen Victoria’s daughters. Wasn’t there something about drug addiction in these letters? A letter to the Crown Princess of Prussia? Was it Von Bismarck? Was it morphine? Katie opened the book at random, and was immediately absorbed in a letter. It was from the Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s second daughter, to her older sister Vicky, the Princess Royal:


My dearest Vicky,


Your journey to the North sounds so interesting. How lovely for you to be able to travel with your fiancé. I know that Mama and Papa find Frederick William to be everything a future son-in-law should be. A marriage of dynasty AND love. You are so fortunate, and will make a most wonderful Empress of Prussia. But I weep at the thought that you will be leaving us for foreign lands. We are all destined for such a future, though you are the first to fly the nest.


I was alarmed by what you said of Frederick William’s young nephew, Felix. It is terrible that he should develop such a high fever. I but hope that the fever will drop. Perhaps the boy should be sent back to London, though I have the highest confidence in your household’s attendance upon him. What are the doctors saying?


The tours of the new mills must have been most enlightening. To learn of the actually ‘doings’ of our people is so important. I look forward to hearing of your trip to the coal fields.


Last night we had ever so much fun. Our only sorrow was that you were not here to join in. After supper in the nursery, we were all brought down to Mother and Father. The poet Tennyson was there and had composed rhymes with each of our names in them! It ended in disaster though, as Bertie sneaked up behind me and whispered:




‘Poor dinky little Alice


Hates living in a Palace


She wants to live in a hovel


The palace fills her with malice.’





I couldn’t stop giggling and was sent to my room in disgrace. Today I am confined to the nursery as punishment, with Fräulein Bauer dozing at the door as sentinel. It is raining and so stuffy and the nursery still smells of new plaster. I think I will have to slip away just to stretch my legs. No one is ever in the North corridor flanking the quadrangle at this time of the day, so I should be safe there. But if Lehzen catches me… she’s already in such a temper…


It was stuffy under the bed too, and Katie became dozy as she read. Did the bit about drug addiction come before or after this letter? She had a fuzzy memory of reading it before. Poor young Felix was sent back to London, but died of scarlet fever on the way. Vicky did marry the Prussian Crown Prince Frederick William for both love and country – but that too had a tragic ending. And Alice, what could she remember about Princess Alice? From what she wrote, she seemed like a nice girl. Katie read the letter again, and everything around her – the bed, the books, the pink shag carpet – dropped away. The letters drew her on. She could see what she was reading. There was Princess Alice: skipping back and forth in the palace corridor, pausing on tiptoe and pushing back the green satin curtains to look out of the window at the rain-sodden courtyard, where the servants were unharnessing the horses, steaming from the rain and their fast trot… Alice is bored with the rain outside, she twirls on the polished floors, navigating her way between the many small tables, large urns and potted palms; she gets down on her knees to peek under the carved legs of a sofa… Katie’s eyes became heavy… she really was very sleepy… ‘I could use a nap,’ Katie thought and her head drooped into the book…


A ray of light from the setting sun flashed under the bed and woke Katie. ‘I’ve got to stop disappearing into my books. I can’t mess around with Princess Alice all day,’ she thought, shaking her head at her childish imaginations. ‘I’ve got tons of homework and I haven’t even started.’ As she turned her head, she realized the floor was cold under her cheek. And the dustballs were gone. Had Dolores actually cleaned under the bed? The television must have broken. Raising her head, she practically knocked herself unconscious on a wooden strut. The bed was high, but this was low. ‘What’s going on?’ thought Katie. At the sound of a small cry, she turned her head to see two serious grey eyes, wide with astonishment, staring directly at her.
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Chapter Two


Who Are You?


The grey eyes narrowed. ‘Have you come to kill my mother?’


‘Kill your mother?’


‘Yes, an assassin. Are you an assassin? Why else would you be hiding under the sofa? The last one was about your age. The boy Jones. Tried and tried to get her. They had to ship him off to Australia in the end.’


Katie spoke aloud, to herself rather than the girl peering at her. She thought she knew who that girl was, and she definitely knew this was impossible. So Katie said as slowly, deliberately and loudly as she could, ‘I am not loony. I am under my bed, having a dream. I’ve been reading too much and am under some stress. I will now wake up and go into the kitchen and have a glass of milk. I will skip my homework and go directly to bed. No reading. Tomorrow everything will be OK.’


‘Oh please do keep your voice down,’ said the girl with the serious grey eyes. ‘If Lehzen finds you you’ll be marched off to Newgate prison in no time. And for your information, if you are an assassin, insanity is by far the best plea. It will keep you from hanging. They would probably flog you and assign you to hemp-picking, which is not too taxing, though it does make the fingers bleed.’ She backed away from Katie slightly. ‘Do not think I am trying to help you in your devilish plot. I love and revere my mother with all my heart. But I can tell by the look of you that you could never, ever have carried it out. You’re not English – what a strange accent you have. Are you part of a gang? Are they holding your family hostage and forcing you to act in this dreadful manner?’


Trying to still her panic, Katie opened her mouth to protest, but a sudden noise made them both stiffen. Footsteps were coming towards the corridor. The girl slid under the sofa next to Katie. ‘Shhhhh, Lehzen,’ she warned, ‘and MacKenzie too. This is double trouble.’


The footsteps rang across the marble floor – a man’s boots and a woman’s slippers appeared inches from Katie’s nose. Twisting her neck, she could see the two people, grotesquely foreshortened from her position. ‘I don’t think they’d look much better from any position,’ Katie thought. They were a most unattractive couple. The woman was in her sixties, but was dressed like a giddy young girl. She wore a long pink and lavender gown bunched awkwardly with ruffles and ribbons from the waist to the toes. Her dyed black hair was divided into three enormous puffs, one on the forehead and one behind each ear. Each puff was decorated with lace, bows and artificial flowers, which trembled and bobbed above her craggy features and yellowed teeth. ‘Mutton dressed as lamb,’ was Katie’s verdict, making a mental note to talk to Mimi about dressing her age.


The man was younger, but certainly no better to look at, with small mean eyes set low in a receding hairline. What hair he had looked as if it had been sewn into his skin, high atop his head. Though smartly dressed in striped trousers and a cutaway coat, the extremely tight fit of his clothes made him a figure of fun. He was not just round, but corpulent to the point of bursting. As he turned with a strange rolling walk, Katie could see the perspiration falling from his bright red face – he looked as if he’d been boiled.


‘And what is the Queen’s complaint?’ the man asked.


‘It is not the Queen’s complaint,’ the woman snapped indignantly. ‘That gentle and gracious person does not complain, Mr MacKenzie. It is the Prince Albert. He is the one that does complain. He says there is the noise in the corridors late at night, that the movement in the Palace does keep him from sleep.’ Her English was awkward, with a deep German tinge, and she pronounced the words ‘Prince Albert’ with a guttural contempt.


MacKenzie rolled from one foot to the other. ‘As the husband of the Queen, the Prince has every right to complain,’ he replied stiffly. ‘But the sounds he speaks of must be in his imagination. Or perhaps it is the plumbing… I knew no good would come of indoor plumbing. Please inform the Queen and the Prince that we will flush through the pipes.’


‘Do the pipes speak?’ asked the woman, ‘because he is hearing the voices, and scuffling and doors that are banging.’ She had been chewing something throughout the conversation, and now turned her head and spat a stream of brown liquid on to the floor. MacKenzie stepped aside in distaste.


‘I assure you, Baroness Lehzen, there is no irregularity in the Palace,’ he said, nodding his head emphatically. ‘It is the plumbing, and that is all it is.’ Baroness Lehzen shot MacKenzie a suspicious look. The man seemed more and more uncomfortable. What was afoot?


‘There is, perhaps, an easy answer, yes?’ she replied. ‘As the Master of the Royal Household, Mr MacKenzie, all servants are to your charge. And this corridor. It is popular – yes – with the lower housemaids. They play the game of sliding on the polished floors.’ She moved her tasselled slipper across the surface, detecting an imaginary scuff mark. ‘I will have the furniture replaced along the corridor to discourage games, and they will gif the floor polish in the morning. For your part, Mr MacKenzie, I think you need to keep your eye sharp on your staff.’


From under the sofa, Katie saw Mr MacKenzie suddenly relax. Mopping his brow with a large handkerchief, he replied: ‘Baroness Lehzen, you have got it in one… the under housemaids… acting up… absolutely correct. They shall be severely reprimanded. I cannot think how the Queen would survive without you. But then you have nurtured and protected her since she was a wee babe…’


Lehzen’s suspicions grew. Compliments from Mr MacKenzie always boded ill. But her next question was silenced by the sound of horses in the courtyard. ‘The Queen, we must go.’


Katie had been clutching the sofa leg so tightly, her hands had gone stiff and cold. She unhooked her fingers and let out a long breath, ‘Thanks, thanks a lot.’


‘I haven’t done anything.’


‘You didn’t give me away.’


‘My motives were not entirely charitable,’ the girl said. ‘Can you imagine the trouble I would have had with MacKenzie? And Lehzen? She might have spat her dreadful caraway seeds all over me!’ The grey-eyed girl got up from under the sofa, and Katie looked her over. She had silky brown hair hanging down to her waist. Her delicate angular features and steady calm gaze gave her an extremely grave look. She was wearing a long starched skirt and high, buttoned boots – just like all the other times Katie had seen her on the streets of New York. Katie turned pale, and then flushed, but the other girl smiled and held out her hand. ‘That floor cleaning will be happening soon. You’ll be discovered and put on the first sloop heading for Australia. Unless you want to be seasick for the next six months, I suggest you come with me.’


As Katie crawled out from under the sofa it was the other girl’s turn to flush. ‘Goodness,’ she cried, ‘did they take your clothes away?’ Coming close she took Katie’s hand and whispered in her ear, ‘Are you some kind of slave? I have heard a bit of this, but I don’t quite understand…’


Katie was wearing her school uniform: grey pleated skirt rolled up at the waist to minimum shortness, long green knee socks, and a decidedly soiled white blouse. With her thin legs and large bony knees, it was not a good look. And compared to the layers and layers of clothing worn by the girl next to her, she did appear practically naked. ‘No, no,’ she reassured the girl, ‘my clothes are OK. It’s what we wear. It’s a uniform.’


‘Well, now we have twice the reason for no one to see you. You’d be arrested for exposing your limbs in public. Quick, come along.’


Leaving the splendid corridor by a side door, they entered a long low passage. Going upstairs and downstairs, turning corner after corner, and darting past a smoky room filled with soldiers, they finally arrived in a simple suite of attic rooms, prettily papered in blue and cream flowers.


‘We’ll be safe here,’ the girl whispered. ‘I’ve had my supper and because I’m being punished I won’t be called down to the drawing room tonight. Leopold is next door, but he’s bedridden, poor dear.’


Katie sat down on the edge of the bed. Dreams were usually not this long. And she couldn’t remember ever being so tired. She looked at the girl with the grey eyes. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.


‘I am the Princess Alice.’ Despite her modest demean-our, the girl could not resist a toss of her head.


This information made Katie go cold. She stared hard at the girl. ‘I’ve, like, seen you before,’ she said in a low, strained voice.


‘It’s those engravings in the Illustrated News,’ said Alice. ‘I wish they wouldn’t. Why should everyone in the land have the right to gawp at me? But Mother and Father say it is part of our national duty, to be seen by the people.’


‘Your mother,’ Katie added in a daze, ‘is Queen Victoria. Your father is Prince Albert.’


Alice looked at her intently. ‘Everyone knows that, at least everyone in England. Have you just arrived from a foreign land? Are you running a fever? You really do look queer. Perhaps you are a bit insane. I’d call Dr O’Reilly to look at you, but he’s not to be trusted.’


Katie’s heart beat quickly and she began to sway. ‘You know, I don’t feel too good… I’ve got to lie down… to go back to sleep now.’


‘I don’t think it’s wise to call for bedding. They’d wonder why I wanted it, and besides, it takes hours to get anything here. I’ll share mine with you. I’m afraid you’ll have to sleep under the bed as a precaution…’ Alice took a blanket from her bed, and a fluffy toy sheep fell to the floor, uttering a plaintive ‘Baa’. ‘It’s Woolie Baa Lamb,’ the princess explained, giving the toy a quick hug. ‘I know I’m too old for him, but I get so lonely. My older sister Vicky used to sleep with me, but she’s been moved to another floor – promoted out of the nursery. Louise and Lenchen sleep down the hall, and Leopold is next door. I don’t like sleeping alone.’


A flash of sympathy swept through Katie, as she thought of a certain doll secreted under a pillow on her own bed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be OK under the bed,’ she assured Alice. ‘I’ve spent a lot of time there over the years.’ She looked at Alice, busily settling blankets and pillows. ‘Don’t you want to know why I’m here?’


‘Of course I do, but your health comes first, so explanations can wait until tomorrow. You’re fatigued, and so am I. They’ve forgotten to send someone up to undress me again. That’s a small favour.’


The bed springs squeaked as Alice climbed into the bed and Katie crawled underneath.


‘Why am I here?’ thought Katie. ‘Here’s the girl I’ve been seeing in those visions, and it turns out she’s Princess Alice, who I know from that book – the letters I was just reading. But then she’s saying things and doing things that aren’t in the book. So it’s kind of familiar, but kind of strange too. And frightening. Really frightening.’


Katie’s heart contracted as a new thought occurred to her – maybe she’d tipped over the edge, gone insane, and this wasn’t a dream, but another vision – a hallucination that might never end. She lay under the bed and tried to think of practical things: the multiplication tables up to 1,000, how many subway stops to her Dad’s apartment, how many calories in a cheeseburger… Eventually, though, fear gave way to exhaustion, and sleep weighed down upon her.


A terrible cry awoke Katie in the night. It ran up the scale, from moan to shriek, piercing the darkness around her. A high-pitched, thin, young cry. The cry of a child frightened and in pain. Katie started from her hiding place, but the sound of running feet held her back. Doors slammed and candles flickered quickly through the room. Alice’s silky hair dangled over the side of the bed. ‘It’s Leopold, my brother,’ she said in an agitated whisper. ‘He suffers from the bleeding disease. He’s had an attack. I do hope it’s not a bad one. Dear Leo…’


Katie was pulled in two directions: she wanted to go to the suffering child but she also wanted to hide under her blankets and cover her ears. It was Alice who solved the dilemma. ‘Stay where you are,’ she ordered Katie, pushing her firmly back under the bed. ‘I’d run to help myself, but they’ll say I’m in the way and send me back to bed. Oh, but where is Dr O’Reilly?’


As if to answer her call, an authoritative male voice came from the next room. ‘Quick, some water and ice – the bleeding is internal. We must tighten the veins.’ The doctor had arrived.


‘Mummy!’ whimpered Prince Leopold, ‘Mummy!’


‘It is not necessary to wake the Queen at this point,’ the doctor admonished. ‘Though painful, this is a mild attack – a slight internal bleeding in the groin and upper thigh. Fill the bath with ice – the cold will contract the veins. And we’ll need bandages – cambric soaked in perchloride of iron.’ Raising his voice, he called to someone across the room. ‘James, you will find cambric wrap in the adjoining nursery’s wardrobe. Hurry!’


The door to the nursery was flung open and a boy moved softly and quickly through the room, stopping at a wardrobe just opposite Alice’s bed. Katie held her breath as he opened one drawer after the other, searching for the cambric bandages. Alice turned slightly in the bed above her. ‘Baaaa,’ came the low growl, as Woolie Baa Lamb rolled to the floor. Katie reached out to grab the toy and ended up clutching a cold hand about the same size as her own. She froze, as did the boy, as they stared, stunned, at one another. ‘Now I’m done for,’ thought Katie, her heart turning over.


‘James – the cambric!’ the doctor called.


The boy hurriedly reached into a lower drawer and found the bandages. ‘You stay there,’ he hissed at Katie. ‘One move against the princess and I’ll shoot you myself. I have a pistol.’


Katie slid back under the bed, her nerves a-jangle. She was pretty sure he wasn’t armed but one couldn’t be too certain when it came to a gun.


Alice’s upside-down head appeared again.


‘It’s Jamie O’Reilly. He’s the doctor’s son, and he certainly does sound angry.’


The cries in the next room changed from pain to protest as Leopold was lifted into an ice bath. ‘No!’ he cried repeatedly, until he couldn’t speak through the chattering of his teeth.


‘Do stop thrashing about,’ the doctor ordered. ‘You will only damage yourself further.’ Leopold’s complaints gradually petered out to incoherent mutterings as his lower torso and legs were wrapped in wet, foul-smelling bandages. But the worst was yet to come. ‘Purge him with sulphate of magnesia,’ the doctor prescribed to renewed protests, followed by gagging and vomiting. It was a lot for a small child to take; even Dr O’Reilly seemed to see that. ‘A purge is never a nice thing,’ he said more gently, ‘but it must be done to bring out the humours. And now for a tincture of opium, three drops, every five hours.’


‘Please, no,’ Leopold appealed, still trying to catch his breath from the vicious purge. ‘The opium makes me see things, frightening things that aren’t really there. And then I sleep and sleep and feel terrible for days.’ The strong dose of opium was administered nonetheless, and Leopold fell into a drugged slumber.


‘Opium,’ thought Katie. ‘I understand that they don’t know any better, but it is a kind of child abuse. The treatment might kill him before the disease does…’


She was angry at her inability to help Prince Leopold and very worried about her encounter with James O’Reilly. Gradually the rain began to soothe her and lull her into an uneasy stupor. She was finally dozing off when she found herself being pulled across the floor by one arm.


‘Explain yourself,’ said James O’Reilly grimly. ‘And remember, I have a pistol.’


‘You have no such thing,’ said a surprisingly regal voice as Alice jumped out of the bed, ‘and stop pulling Katie around the room by the arm. That is not a gentlemanly way to behave towards a girl.’


‘Baa,’ said Woolie Baa Lamb, as he rolled on to the floor again.


James looked as if he would die of embarrassment. He wasn’t that comfortable with girls to start with. And now he was stuck in a room with a haughty princess in a nightdress and a half naked intruder – both girls. He thought about bolting, but the safety of the Royal Family came first. He bowed to Princess Alice but, still looking at Katie, repeated stubbornly, ‘Explain yourself.’


Katie stood up and James looked at the floor. He could see her legs, way up past the knee. James had helped his father many a time, cleaning a patient who had died under his care. But this was worse than preparing the dead for burial. At least the dead weren’t moving.


‘I don’t know how to explain, it’s kind of hard.’ Katie took a deep breath and, picking up Woolie Baa Lamb, reassured herself with a cuddle. ‘If this is a dream, who knows how you’ll react. If it’s not a dream, I know you won’t believe me. I’m not sure I believe myself. But here goes…’


There was stunned and total silence in the room, as the other two tried to absorb Katie’s story. James’s face was full of scepticism. Alice sat on the edge of the bed and bit the nail on her index finger, deep in thought. She shook herself as if to wake. ‘Katie,’ she said, ‘can you think of any way to prove that your story is true? That you come from another time?’


‘There is no way to prove it,’ James cut across Alice. ‘These are the ravings of a lunatic. I’d best call my father back, or the household guard.’


The Princess stood up. ‘Funny,’ Katie thought, ‘how a short person can make themself look tall.’


‘Jamie O’Reilly, you will not call your father,’ Alice commanded, ‘and you will certainly not call the household guard. This is my guest. I am a member of the Royal Family. You will obey my instructions.’ She pointed to a footstool near the wardrobe. ‘Now sit here, and give me time to think.’ Turning to Katie, Alice gave her an encouraging smile. ‘You simply must try to find a way to validate your story.’


Katie thought for a moment. Would her knowledge of the future be proof enough? She could talk to them about cars, airplanes and rocket ships – of radio, television and computers – fantastic inventions yet to come. But it could all be taken for fantasy. She had no proof. She couldn’t exactly rustle up a computer out of thin air. And while computers and TV were great, some of the things in the future – well, they weren’t that great. Conflict. And poverty. And pollution. Why should Katie be the person to tell them about these terrible things? She even knew bits and pieces of their own futures. Wars, looming in the decades to come, and diseases they couldn’t cure, and death. Katie was discovering that it was pretty uncomfortable, knowing the future. Perhaps she should start with what she’d seen here, that night. Katie’s nerdy interest in disease might just help.


‘Do any of you understand what’s wrong with Prince Leopold?’ she asked.


‘We know he has the bleeding disease, haemophilia, and that Dr O’Reilly is trying to find ways to strengthen his blood vessels.’


‘It has nothing to do with his blood vessels,’ Katie explained. ‘It’s the blood itself. It doesn’t clot.’ Alice looked confused, so Katie tried to explain in simpler terms. ‘When you cut yourself and bleed, the blood quickly changes from liquid to solid. The platelets in your blood bunch together around the wound to form a kind of plug to stop the bleeding. Prince Leopold’s blood doesn’t do this. If he lived in my time, we could give him injections of the bits he needs to make clots in his blood, but I don’t think you can do even the simplest blood transfusions in your time, I don’t think you can…’


‘Will we find the cure?’ Alice asked, looking earnestly into Katie’s face. ‘Can we learn from you, and save him?’


Katie looked down at her green wool socks. She didn’t like what she had to say.


‘I don’t know enough,’ she replied finally. ‘And you don’t learn enough in time… the cure doesn’t come in time…’


Alice’s eyes filled with tears, but James’s eyes showed only distrust and anger. ‘Your diagnosis and analysis of the case are sheer foolishness,’ he protested, ‘made up words and total fiction. Like that book by that ridiculous woman, Mary Shelley – Frankenstein – it’s all a lie. Dry your tears Princess Alice, it’s a hoax. She is a foreigner, bent on badness. I really do insist…’


They were interrupted by a cooing cry followed by the soft slap of bare feet, as a very round-limbed toddler padded around the corner, laughing at the sight of James O’Reilly. ‘Blast,’ said James, ‘the nursemaid must have dozed off again.’


‘He obviously knows you,’ said Katie, as the small child wrapped himself around James’s legs.


James picked him up and hugged him tightly. ‘This is my brother, Riordan O’Reilly.’


‘That’s a funny name,’ said Katie, forgetting briefly that her own name was Berger-Jones-Burg.


‘It’s an Irish name,’ said James. ‘My mother chose it. It is a family name. Riordan Donnolly, that’s her father’s name. There’s been a Riordan Donnolly in her family for over one hundred years. My father would have preferred a Charles or a William – something more English, less Irish – but he gave in on this.’ James looked down and absently nuzzled his baby brother’s curly top. ‘It was the last thing he could do for my mother. She died soon after Riordan was born.’


Riordan laughed and wriggled in his brother’s arms. Everyone else in the room was silent. James held his little brother tight to his chest and turned his face away from the girls. No one knew what to say. James’s anger and distrust, Alice’s hauteur and Katie’s fear evaporated. They seemed petty and silly in the face of death. James O’Reilly might not be likeable, but Katie felt deeply sorry for this stiff, dour, motherless boy.


Alice broke the uncomfortable pause. ‘First things first,’ she said gently. ‘Baby Riordan simply must be returned to his cot. It’s very cold, and he’s only wearing a nightshirt. Then Jamie, you must leave too.’ She put up her hand as he tried to protest. ‘We will all think more clearly in the morning. Katie and I shall meet you tomorrow. If her story is true, and I believe it to be so, then we must try to send her back to her own time as soon as possible. Your family must be frightfully worried.’


Katie thought of Mimi, drinking margaritas in her honeymoon suite in Acapulco. She didn’t see the need to share this picture with the other two.


James bowed again to Princess Alice. ‘I will settle Riordan, and then, should you need me, I will be in the corridor, directly outside your door. All night. One call and I will be at your side.’


Alice sighed. This wasn’t how subjects behaved towards her mother. ‘Fine,’ she replied curtly, ‘if you wish to spend the whole night in a chilly corridor that’s up to you.’


Giving Katie one final, furious look, James shouldered his little brother and left the room. Alice turned to Katie. ‘Now to bed,’ she ordered, running her eyes over her new friend as if she were trying to remember every detail. ‘And if you are a dream, as you say you might be, then let me tell you this before you disappear. This day has been the greatest adventure of my entire life.’ And with that the Princess climbed into bed and fell fast asleep.
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Chapter Three


Bernardo DuQuelle


Katie awoke the next morning flooded with relief. It had been a great dream, what with princesses and palaces, danger and mystery in the dead of night. But it was good to be home. Katie was no Victorian and she never would be. She wanted Diet Coke and central heating and Chinese takeaway and TV. But it had been fun to imagine. Best get it in her diary before she forgot. She looked around for her rucksack, but instead came face-to-face with Woolie Baa Lamb. Panic shot through her. It just had to be a dream.


‘Good morning,’ said Alice, kneeling down beside Katie, ‘or should I say good afternoon. You’ve certainly had a long sleep. Travelling through time must be tiring. They came to dress me hours ago. I was terrified you would wake up and pop out from under the bed just as they were putting my stockings on. What a fright that would have given Fräulein Bauer.’ Seeing Katie’s fuzzy bewilderment, she patted her hand. ‘We’re both still here, so it’s obviously not a dream. But don’t look so worried, I promise to help you return to your family.’


Katie felt another pang at the word ‘family’: did Dolores even know she was gone? She probably hadn’t looked up from the soaps on TV. ‘Are we still under guard?’ she asked.


‘By Jamie O’Reilly? No, he’s long gone,’ Alice replied. ‘His father found him slumped outside the nursery door and sent him off to treat one of the palace maid’s toothaches.’


‘He really doesn’t believe me,’ Katie said glumly. ‘He thinks I’m a fraud, and a dangerous fraud at that. He might be calling the guards right now.’


‘He wouldn’t dare,’ Alice replied. ‘Jamie O’Reilly might be a grump, but he’s as loyal a servant to the Crown as there is. Since his mother died, the Palace has been his only home. He’s a fierce boy, but a fine one. With a bit of coaxing he’ll do as I tell him. He’s to meet us in the nursery after everyone’s asleep to help send you back to your own time. He says there are a thousand questions you’ll be able to answer if you really do come from the future. And he has some quite unique ideas about how to transport you. He’s very interested in science.’


Katie was not crazy about becoming James O’Reilly’s experimental guinea pig, but it was better than being marched off by the household guard.


They were interrupted by sounds in the hallway. Katie just had time to dive back under the bed when Baroness Lehzen entered, followed by a small woman in a black dress, her hair in grey braids wound around her ears like giant Danish pastries.


‘Your father has come to see the Prince Leopold, and he wishes to observe the lessons you take. But are you working? No! You are playing with the toys!’ A loud ‘pop’ reverberated through the room, as Lehzen boxed Alice’s ears. ‘Now go!’ she ordered. ‘To the schoolroom, and try to put the ideas into the little little brain you haf.’ Alice ran through a door on the opposite side of the room, followed by the two ladies.


Curiosity overcame Katie’s fright, and she crept back out from under the bed and to the door. Opening it, just a crack, she could see a long narrow attic room, whitewashed, with one of the walls painted black as a chalk board. The others were covered with maps, botanical drawings, dictation symbols, scripture quotes and an enormous diagram of the royal succession to the throne of England: from Ethelbert the Unready onwards. The two women were curtsying again and again to a tall man with blue eyes and silky brown hair like Alice’s. This must be Alice’s father, Prince Albert. Katie thought he looked silly, with his long sideburns and delicate mustachios, but she knew it was the style of the time, and that Prince Albert had been considered quite a heart-throb – at least by Queen Victoria. He turned to the table and began to leaf through some of Princess Alice’s work.


‘And with Vicky gone from the schoolroom, how do you get on with your studies?’ he asked Alice, who was standing in front of him, trying to smooth her rumpled gown. His accent was softly German as he had come from the tiny state of Saxe-Coburg to marry Queen Victoria.


‘She does poorly without the Princess Royal,’ Baroness Lehzen interrupted, getting another curtsy in for good measure. ‘The shining star is the Princess Royal, such a star! The liebchen Vicky. So like the dearest, sweetest mother.’


Annoyance flooded Prince Albert’s face. Katie could have laughed, except that Alice looked so miserable, her grey eyes downcast. ‘I try,’ said Alice. ‘I try to follow the classroom regime as closely as possible.’


‘Ya,’ interrupted Lehzen again. ‘We keep to the regime. In the morning there is the study of the arithmetic, the poetry, the history and the dictation. And the afternoon does go to the geography, the scripture and the study of the royal progenitors.’


‘And German,’ added the small woman in the black dress. ‘And the music, and the art, and the dancing…’ Fräulein Bauer began to curtsy again, as did Baroness Lehzen. Prince Albert rubbed his eyes and sighed. Katie noticed his hairline was receding and his face looked puffy and tired. Her own father often had this look, after a hard day at work, especially when Mimi was asking him for yet more money. Cutting across the two bobbing and grinning women, he turned again to Alice.


‘Vicky was exceptional, and was given exceptional academic training. If you are finding the work too difficult, we can of course adjust the schedule.’


‘No,’ Alice answered, looking agitated. ‘I must be able to do as well as Vicky. It’s just…’


‘She is without the application, the concentration, we cannot find it in her,’ Baroness Lehzen plunged in. She lifted her hands as if to box Alice’s ears again but catching sight of Prince Albert’s face hid her hands behind her back and tried another curtsy.


As Albert began to speak there was a knock on the door. The Prince’s Private Secretary, Bernardo DuQuelle, moved softly into the room to remind the prince of his other meetings and obligations. DuQuelle was a tall man with jet black hair and a strange pallor, as if his skin were powdered. His eyes were hooded and his nose was hooked. Despite his very English clothes, he had an air of the Orient about him. He wore a tight-fitting black frock coat and high black hat only emphasized his exoticness. Katie couldn’t take her eyes off him. In the back of her mind she had known all along that he would be here. It was the tall man in the black silk top hat. The man of her visions. ‘SEEK’ had swirled above his head as he had emerged from the subway in New York City. As he peered around the room, he still seemed to be seeking – lifting random papers from the schoolroom tables, and drinking in the words. She couldn’t say she was delighted to see him.


Bernardo DuQuelle turned towards the Prince. He had a way of waving his elaborately engraved walking stick, and whispering in the Prince’s ear. The Prince looked annoyed, and moved away from him, as if avoiding a bad smell. But there were half a dozen appointments left in the day, and Prince Albert knew DuQuelle was right. The allotted time in the nursery was over. The Prince took Alice’s hand. She curtsied. Just like the others. ‘Mein liebe,’ the Prince said, ‘I am so busy at the moment, so occupied with my big project. We will talk soon, though, I hope.’ He did not sound very hopeful.


As the two men turned to leave the room, they passed near Katie. She could just catch part of their conversation. DuQuelle spoke low, to avoid the curious ears of Lehzen.


‘MacKenzie insists it is the plumbing, but the senior household steward fears a breach of security. We are getting word of a new underground movement of anarchists; coming from the Balkan States … they are, how would one say it, a particularly rabid strain of anti-monarchists and seem to be targeting the Royal Family… the children …’ Albert turned to look at Alice. Katie thought he would have liked to have gone back and embraced his child. DuQuelle lifted his head and scanned the room; he almost seemed to sniff the air. Did he know of Katie as she knew of him? Shaking his head slightly, he hurried the Prince away.


As the door shut, Baroness Lehzen vented her anger, giving Alice a swift clip on the side of the face. ‘Dummkopf!’ she spat.


‘Perhaps the Princess needs help. I could stay to advise with her lessons,’ Fräulein Bauer offered timidly, only to be answered with a matching box of the ears.


‘You know what I have asked of you,’ Baroness Lehzen snapped. ‘Can none of you remember any of the things I say? Must I repeat every little word? You must follow Mr MacKenzie, watch him. We must find out what is the mischief he is doing.’ The door banged shut, but the Baroness’s scolding of Fräulein Bauer continued down the corridor.


Putting aside her own fears, Katie ran into the room and hugged Alice. ‘How can you put up with that? Why do your parents let that horrible old hag near you?’


Alice gently shook off Katie’s hug and squared her shoulders. She would not cry. ‘The Baroness Lehzen was my mother’s own governess when she was a girl. She fought for the Queen like a lioness for its cub, protecting her from the intrigues and power struggles of the Court. The Queen loves her like a second mother, and the Baroness’s love for the Queen knows no bounds. She can’t bear anything that gets between herself and the Queen, so she hates us, all the children, except my older sister Vicky. She thinks Vicky is just like the Queen. She particularly dislikes me – she says she cannot bear the turn of my countenance. And then there is my poor performance in the schoolroom …’


‘I don’t believe her for a minute,’ Katie said, trying to cheer Alice up. ‘I bet you’d be head girl at my school. No one looks as brainy as you do without some real brains behind it.’


Alice tried to smile. ‘I am not unintelligent,’ she admitted, ‘I like my history and poetry lessons. And occasionally they let me read science. But the Baroness Lehzen has a point. I do not concentrate. I am no Vicky. I am no star.’


‘But why?’


Alice thought for a moment, listening to the rain dripping from the trees outside. ‘It’s different for Bertie, he’s to be King, but everything Vicky and I have been taught – the arithmetic, the music, the history, the languages – all of this is to prepare us for marriage. Vicky is bounding towards this goal. She is already engaged, and confident that she is making one of the greatest of matches to the highest of the European Crowns. She is sure that her marriage will be a stupendous success. Of myself I am not so certain.’ She looked at her feet as if she were about to tell Katie a shameful secret. ‘I don’t think, well – sometimes I don’t think I even want to get married.’


‘Well, that proves you’re brainy,’ Katie reassured her. ‘I don’t want to get married either. Look at Mimi – my mother – she’s been married three times and each time it’s ended in disaster.’


Alice looked up, her face full of sympathy. ‘But your poor mother, widowed three times! She must be prostrate with grief.’


‘Oh no,’ Katie said cheerfully. ‘Not widowed – though she’d love that: lots of crying and in-depth touchy-feely interviews with the gossip magazines. She’d probably bring out a new single on the back of it. No, Mimi’s a serial divorcer. My dad’s the first one, followed by Dr Jones – plastic surgeon to the stars. She’s just left Bob Burg, founder of Burg’s Burgers. She’s still in court about the payout, it’s sure to be huge, though it’s really messy, and it’s just so embarrassing, because it’s in the papers all the time.’


‘Plastic surgeon? Burgers? Payout?’


‘Sorry, Alice, forget what I just said. It’s not important. And you might just make the brilliant match they expect of you.’


‘I am the third child, of much less dynastic importance than Vicky and Bertie. And my looks and manners will hardly make up for this. I am too sharp-tongued, too quick-tempered, too serious. I have none of the qualities to attract a brilliant match.’


‘If you could do something else, what would you choose?’ Katie asked.


‘There is no other choice,’ Alice said with a trace of bitterness.


‘But if there was?’ said Katie.


Alice looked into the distance, as if she could, just faintly, see a different future. ‘I’d like to learn things that I could use in the real world, the world outside the Palace. Then I could do something with a purpose – not embroider or dance or tell you who all my ancestors are: but maybe make sick people well. I’d like to know enough of medicine to be of real use. And I’d like to use this knowledge to help the lower classes, those poor souls who need the most and receive the least. But how can I be of use to them when I am trapped in the Palace?’ She shot Katie a look of defiance. ‘It is impossible, I know, but the profession of nursing, it calls to me. That is the choice I would make, but I can’t. And sometimes it makes me angry.’


Katie had grown up with hundreds of girls. She’d sat next to them in class, gone to their birthday parties and heard their whispered whines about teachers and parents and boys. She’d liked some of them, ignored others, and disliked quite a few. But she’d never been close to any of them. The girls she knew seemed so predictable, so trite. Better adventures and more interesting conversation came from books.


Alice was still looking past her, to the life she dreamed of. Now, here was a girl, straight from a book, who interested Katie more than anyone she had ever met. Alice had everything her time could offer, but she seemed lonely, just like Katie. Unlike Katie, though, she had a goal. She didn’t loll about under her bed feeling sorry for herself. Not Alice. She wanted to help other people. Katie thought with great guilt about the book in her rucksack – was it still under her bed at home? Or was it under the sofa in Buckingham Palace? Inside was that book about little Mashaka. Alice would want to read it. She would want to feed and clothe him, to find a way to get him to school.


‘Poor Alice,’ Katie said. ‘Bertie’s rhyme is right. The palace fills you with malice.’


Alice shot Katie a startled look. ‘How did you know that?’


‘Because you wrote about it in a letter to your sister, a letter I read over a hundred and fifty years later.’ Katie was sorry she’d brought it up. It must be creepy for Alice, talking with someone who not only knew the details of her past, but also scraps of her future. Katie tried to remember more about the letters Alice had written to her sister. Did Alice marry? And if so, who was it? ‘Perhaps,’ she said carefully, ‘you’ll be able to do the things you want from a Palace. I think it would be easier to change the world from a position of power anyway. And face it, Alice, you’re a lot better off than most girls in England at this time.’


Alice’s face brightened. ‘You’re right, thank you, Katie.’


‘Thank you for what?’


‘For listening, and understanding. The only female friend I’ve ever had is Vicky – and everything is so easy for her. She can’t understand why it isn’t for me. Follow your duty, she says, and I try. And the more she lectures, the more Lehzen scolds, the more disappointed Papa looks, the more I want to rebel. But you seem to know how hard it is for me, and for some reason that makes it easier. It has been indulgent of me to neglect my lessons, just because I can’t achieve exactly what I want. And to let dear Papa down the way I have… He is perfect in every way. I must respond by trying harder and taking up every opportunity he provides for me.’


Katie hadn’t formed quite the worshipful view of ‘dear Papa’ that Alice seemed to have, but she kept her opinions to herself. ‘Alice,’ she said, ‘I have got to have something to eat. And then I might be able to help you with your lessons. Though don’t ask me about the royal progenitors. I’d be totally lost by Ethelbert the Unready.’
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Chapter Four


The Cloaked Intruders


When James O’Reilly returned that night, he was still in a sulk. To make things worse, he had Riordan in his arms.


‘Why is that child never in bed?’ Alice asked crisply. ‘A baby needs to keep regular hours.’


‘You’ll have to discuss that with my father,’ James said glumly. ‘He’s hired the damnedest – I mean the worst – nursemaid possible. She is the youngest daughter of Lord Twisted of Wastrel – she’s been disappointed in love and has no dowry. She weeps and weeps, drinks like a fish, passes out and leaves Riordan to roam the Palace.’


‘But why would he hire someone like that?’ Katie asked. ‘Your father’s a doctor.’ James turned a bit pink.


‘She’s the daughter of Lord Twisted. They were once a very grand family, it’s an old title – even if they have fallen on hard times. My father thinks it might help him, the connection, you know, in court circles …’ Seeing Alice look at him curiously, he grew even pinker.


Alice turned her attention to Riordan. ‘He’s half asleep now. Why don’t we put him in my bed? That way we can keep an eye on him.’ Taking the chubby little boy in her arms, she rocked him gently, murmuring snatches of lullabies. His round cheek drooped on to her shoulder and soon he was snoring, his baby mouth half open. Laying him gently in her bed, she wrapped him in her blankets and turned to the others. ‘I believe a plan would be of great help,’ she said.


‘All experimentation must be with the physical object involved,’ James pontificated. He was relieved that their talk had moved away from his distant, ambitious father. He wasn’t comfortable with that particular topic and would rather cut off his arm than discuss his ‘feelings’. He was on much firmer ground with science. That was solid. That was fact. That couldn’t hurt your heart when you lay awake at night. James was still sceptical about Katie, but he couldn’t close his mind completely to the idea. The innovators of his age had already wrought such wondrous things. The more he thought about time travel, the more excited he became. ‘You say you found Katie under a specific sofa in a specific place? I suggest we return to the sofa and examine it minutely. If Katie is telling the truth – though I still think she is not – then the sofa will open to reveal another time and …’


‘That’s stupid,’ Katie interrupted, ‘a magic sofa is a lame idea.’


‘Not as ridiculous as a time travelling girl—’


‘You really can be an ass—’


Alice looked seriously nettled. ‘We’re not going to achieve anything by arguing. James, I have full belief in Katie’s story and insist you have faith in her as well. Katie, I won’t have that kind of language in the Palace. Since you don’t seem to have any ideas yourself, I suggest you treat Jamie’s with a bit more respect.’


Alice’s sharp outburst brought the quarrel to an end. For the first time, James and Katie smiled at each other: blood would tell, and Alice was, after all, the daughter of a very grand Queen. James bowed: ‘Lead on your highness.’


After tucking Riordan in more firmly, Alice led them to the schoolroom. ‘We shouldn’t go into the corridor,’ she explained. ‘There’s a guard room at the end of it. And though the soldiers spend most of their time mucking about and smoking, they might just see us. All other entrances to the royal nurseries are locked. My father holds the master key.’ Ducking behind a Japanese folding screen they found a battered chaise longue, a broken globe and a rocking horse missing one rocker. Hidden by the clutter was a small door. Alice produced a key and opened it. ‘Courtesy of Bertie,’ she said, looking guilty. ‘He was locked in the schoolroom so many times, that he, well, he filched the key from father’s dressing table and had a copy made. And one for me, so that I could sneak him a morsel of supper …’ The three of them crawled through the small door and into a low narrow corridor, hidden between the inner and outer walls of the Palace. ‘It leads to almost every room in the Palace,’ Alice told them. ‘The workmen used it while they were building the original structure and everyone else seems to have forgotten it. Careful, there’s a deep hole coming up, and we’ll have to take the ladder down a floor.’ They clambered down the ladder and twisted and turned through myriad passages.


James O’Reilly was astonished and impressed. He’d always thought Princess Alice a fairly good sort of girl. Now she went further up in his estimation. ‘I’ve lived in this Palace most of my life, and I never knew any of this existed,’ he observed. ‘You certainly seem to know your way around.’


‘I’ve had lots of practice,’ Alice said. ‘Bertie was always in trouble. He once replaced Lehzen’s caraway seeds with peppercorns. I do get lost sometimes, though. Now I think this is the door we are looking for. But do keep quiet. The under-housemaids like to meet here in the small hours.’ Stooping through the door they were in the grand hallway. ‘They’ve moved everything around on Lehzen’s orders,’ Alice said. ‘But I think that’s the sofa, and I believe it’s in the same place.’ It was high-backed, with straight legs and carved Chinese fretwork. It looked innocuous enough, but the three of them couldn’t help approaching it on tiptoe. Suppose it was a magic sofa?


James got down on his hands and knees. ‘Here goes,’ he said and, closing his eyes, hurled himself underneath the sofa. Instead of being catapulted into another time, his head hit the wall with a loud thud. Katie giggled.


‘Shhhh,’ Alice warned, but she was smiling too.


They tapped, they prodded, they even looked under the cushions, but the sofa was revealing no secrets. James was so determined to prove his theory that Katie was afraid he might take the sofa apart, piece by piece. ‘I knew this wouldn’t work,’ she grumbled to herself and looked out of the window down into the Palace’s inner quadrangle. All was quiet, as well it should be. It was past midnight. As her eyes adjusted to the outer darkness, she noted a slight movement – there was someone or something outside in the quadrangle. Katie blinked, trying to adjust to the darkness. A gust of wind rattled the windows and the moon emerged from a bank of clouds. Yes, there it was, a cluster of figures lurking in the shadows. She could just make out their black cloaks, whipped by the wind.


With a low creak, a door in the north wing opened, and she could see the outline of a man. He stepped across the cobblestones towards the dark figures with a rolling, wheeling walk. Katie could hear nothing and see little, but from what she could see, the group in the courtyard was not getting on very well. After much shaking of heads and gesturing of hands, they seemed to reach an agreement. The man from inside the Palace took a small bulky package from his pocket and handed it to one of the hooded figures. As he hastily retreated within, Katie strained to see his face, but the moon fell back into its bed of clouds. The others melted into the inky night. ‘Are the servants allowed outside at this hour?’ she asked Alice. ‘I just saw a bunch of people in the courtyard.’


‘No,’ Alice replied, ‘Papa would be very angry, but we certainly can’t report it.’ They all looked out of the window, but the courtyard was now empty.


‘The sofa,’ James prompted, and Katie absently tapped on its wooden frame. There had been something familiar about the man who had come out of the Palace to meet the others – something about his rotund shape, his rolling walk.


‘James,’ Katie said, ‘admit defeat. This is a very ordinary sofa.’


Alice coughed softly. ‘Actually, it is a rather good chinoiserie piece. I believe it came from my uncle’s pavilion in Brighton. Mama and Papa can’t bear the style, but I think it’s pretty.’


‘You’d definitely be head girl at my school,’ Katie replied, ‘but whatever style it is, it’s not going to get me home, unless we can physically push it into another time.’


James gave Katie a dirty look, but had to agree. ‘I don’t think it’s the sofa on its own. It might be another object in the room – some kind of vacuum or channel – a physical manifestation that creates the time movement. We must use logic. Something will have either expelled you from your own time, or pulled you into our time. We need to know what. And we also need to know why. Is this some accidental freak of the universe – or are you here for a reason?’


‘Well, you’re finally talking sense,’ Katie said. ‘At least you believe me now. I mean, why would I fake it? What’s in it for me, pretending to be a time traveller? How lame.’


James stopped in his tracks and whirled around, outsmarted by a girl, and not happy about it. ‘I did not say I believe you,’ he retorted. ‘But I have agreed, as requested by the Princess Alice, to play along with this charade and at least try to find some reasonable answer to a frankly absurd …’


Alice interrupted before Katie could flare up. ‘I do weary of this bickering. And we’ve been away from Riordan a very long time. I think we should return to the nursery.’


Coming through the small door back into the schoolroom, they could hear a noise from Alice’s bedroom. Somebody was opening the door.


‘It’s Baroness Lehzen,’ Alice whispered. ‘She’ll find little Riordan in my bed – and me – up, at midnight, with a boy!’


‘You might miss supper for three nights,’ retorted James, ‘but think if I’m found with you, a Royal Princess. My father will be dismissed for this.’


‘And then there’s me,’ Katie muttered. ‘How can you explain me?’


But it wasn’t Baroness Lehzen. Two hooded figures moved quickly across Alice’s room, their cloaks gliding along the floor. Reaching the bed, they peered down at the indistinct body sleeping below them. ‘All alone,’ Katie heard one say to the other. His accent showed he was not English. Nor was he German, like so many at Court. It was a strange slippery way of speaking. ‘And where are the monarchs, the ministers, the guards and the nurses?’ he asked his comrade. ‘All asleep in their comfortable beds. Leaving the child to us. How easy? It is a crime, yes?’


He laughed, showing fierce white teeth beneath a dark moustache, and taking the four corners of the blankets, he flipped them easily into a bundle to encase the child and heaved it over his shoulder. As the two men ran from the room, the small figure in the blankets kicked and screamed.


‘What a racket for a little girl,’ he hissed, ‘who would think she would put up such a fight?’ But it wasn’t a little girl, it wasn’t Alice. It was Riordan O’Reilly struggling in the blankets. A small frightened toddler, kidnapped by two unknown men.


‘The guard room,’ Alice cried. ‘They’ll catch them in the guard room,’ The two men dashed through the schoolroom, in such a hurry they didn’t even see the three, standing frozen behind the door. In a moment they were past the Japanese screen and through the secret passage. ‘How can they know?’ Alice gasped. ‘And father has the other key.’


‘Somebody other than Bertie must be busy making copies,’ James replied. ‘Don’t panic, let me think, for just a minute, we must be logical,’ but his voice was shaking. ‘We’ll alert the guards – no – that would put Riordan in even more danger – they would kill him on the spot – I must focus, plan.’ He rushed up the corridor to the nursemaid’s room, and returned with a large pitcher of porter, bread and cheese.


‘What are you doing – are you crazy?’ Katie shrieked. ‘They’ve just made off with your brother and you’re going to eat? At this time?’


‘Don’t be so stupid,’ James snapped. ‘Some people can think ahead, you know. They’ve got to have a coach nearby. So we’ll need a horse to follow them. I’ll have to placate the stable boy. Alice, we’ll chance the corridors, it will be quicker. Unlock that door.’ James dragged them down the corridor, past the guard room, and through the courtyard to a cluster of outbuildings. ‘Wait here,’ James commanded.


James ran as fast as he could into the Royal Mews, darting past the stalls where over one hundred horses were kept behind iron gates. He found the stable provided for the senior household. His father’s horses would be there. As he entered the stable lad rose unsteadily. It was a cold windy night and the lad had been hoping to sleep, bedding down in the hay. But here was the doctor’s son and he seemed to be in a blazing hurry. James tried to calm himself. He mustn’t attract undue attention. They couldn’t call the household guard. If the kidnappers knew they were being followed, they’d go into hiding immediately. They’d never be found, and neither would Riordan. The stable lad mustn’t suspect anything.


‘My father sends his apologies,’ James said to the half-awake boy. ‘He has an emergency case on the other side of London and must set off immediately. The horse needs to be saddled.’


‘I am happy to be of service, Master O’Reilly,’ the stable lad replied. ‘I will send Gallant around in five minutes.’


‘That won’t be necessary,’ James interjected. ‘It is cold and you have settled in for the night.’ He handed the stable boy the ale, bread and cheese. ‘Take this, with my father’s compliments.’ James threw the saddle over his father’s horse, and led him out of the stable. The stable lad sat back in the hay with more to eat and drink than he’d had in a fortnight put together. For once, a full stomach would not be a dream.


James swung Alice into the saddle, and practically threw Katie on behind her. Springing up himself, he kicked the horse hard.


‘Can the horse carry all three of us?’ Alice asked.


‘We’re not exactly enormous,’ said James as they galloped out of the Palace gates and on to the road. In the distance they could see a lone carriage, heading through Pimlico and towards the river. ‘That has to be them,’ James shouted. ‘The carriage will be much slower. We’ll be able to catch them.’


Katie looked back, and didn’t like what she saw. A second rider had galloped out of the Palace gates and was following them. ‘James,’ she yelled, ‘we’ve got company. There’s someone tailing us.’ James gritted his teeth and spurred Gallant on. ‘Friend or foe, there’s nothing we can do about what’s behind us – we’ll have to concentrate on what’s ahead. We can’t let the carriage out of our sight. Once they open those blankets and find Riordan instead of the Princess Alice, they will want to dispose of him as soon as possible.’


Katie shuddered and felt sick– dispose of Riordan. ‘Dispose’ probably meant, well, ‘kill’. Would they really kill a baby? James seemed to think so. If they were desperate enough to kidnap the young princess, they’d think nothing of stopping the life of the rosy-cheeked toddler in the bundle of blankets. Who could do a thing like that? She remembered the whispered conversation between Prince Albert and Bernardo DuQuelle, what had DuQuelle said? ‘… a rabid strain of anti-monarchist … targeting the Royal Family…’ A new and dreadful thought occurred to Katie. What if they ‘disposed’ of Riordan in the carriage? Before they could reach him? She shook her head and held on to Alice more tightly. ‘Get a grip,’ she told herself.


The carriage rolled rapidly on and Gallant followed apace, past a changing London. Though it was well after midnight, the grand white-columned residences of the aristocracy were only now going to bed. Through their windows Katie could see imposing footmen in satin breeches and powdered wigs, extinguishing the candles in twinkling chandeliers. The stuccoed mini palaces gave way to row upon row of newly built red-brick houses. These householders had been long in bed. They needed to be up at dawn to earn the money for houses such as these. The brick houses were in turn replaced by the squalid dwellings of factory hands and agricultural workers. Katie pulled her jumper up to cover her nose and mouth. The smell from these hovels was terrible. She could hear drunken shouts, and the occasional cry of a bawling baby soothed with snatches of lullaby by its weary mother. Passing through the market gardens that provided London with its fruit and vegetables, they finally reached the open countryside – the lone rider still behind them, the carriage still in front. At a fierce rolling river, the carriage slowed, and stopped atop a humped bridge.


‘That’s it,’ whispered James, ‘they know.’ The door to the carriage opened and a man climbed out to speak to the driver. It did not look like a pleasant conversation. This was confirmed when the driver hit the cloaked man, hard, across the face. James sprang from Gallant and pulled Katie after him. ‘Alice,’ he ordered, ‘lead the horse into that stand of trees.’ Taking Katie by the hand, he ran dodging through the shadows to the foot of the bridge. Above them the carriage swayed, the horses agitated by the men’s argument. The carriage door opened again, James and Katie could hear Riordan crying.


‘Thank you,’ Katie said to no one in particular, ‘he’s still alive.’


One of the men suddenly descended from the carriage with Riordan still struggling in the bundle of blankets. He leaned over the stone bridge and swinging the bundle over his head, threw it into the rushing waters below.


James shouted, and Katie found herself running, faster than she ever had before, far outpacing James, heading downstream. The bundle stayed afloat for a few moments, and then caught by an undercurrent, began to sink. Scrambling on to a rock, Katie dived into the icy water, landing within inches of Riordan. She gasped with shock at the cold, and kicking her legs hard against the current, grasped the bundle in her arms and wrenched it above her head. With a splash James was in the river too, but its torrential speed kept pushing him back to the shore.


The water was ice-cold and deep and she hadn’t counted on the weight of the wet woollen blankets or the strength of the currents. She began to go under. ‘It’s not just you who needs to survive this,’ Katie said to herself. ‘Think of the little boy in your arms.’ Her legs were going numb in the freezing water, but with supreme effort she fought to stay afloat.


‘James!’ she yelled, and with one last burst of energy she heaved the weighty bundle on to the river bank, and sank down under the rushing water, the mud and ice and swirling currents. ‘This is it,’ she thought, still and leaden, too exhausted to care about death.


But then through the freezing waters Katie could just make out a long dark figure swimming towards her. Katie couldn’t move, but the figure flitted effortlessly forward, his hair streaming behind. She felt a sharp jerk, as he caught her under her arms. Was it James? How could he have got there with such ease? James hadn’t looked that strong a swimmer. Holding her against his side, he swam strongly against the current and rolled her on to the river bank. James had arrived just in time. She was alive.


As Katie coughed and choked, muddy water came out of her nose and mouth. She sat up, and saw James, just lifting Riordan out of the sodden blankets. Riordan was not crying. This was a bad sign. James bent Riordan over his knee and slapped him on the back. Riordan gasped slightly, coughed up some water, and then lay still again. Why wasn’t he breathing? He just couldn’t be dead. Katie thought back to her swimming lessons – years and years of swimming lessons. Why hadn’t she paid more attention during life-saving demonstrations?


‘Remember, you idiot,’ she said to herself, ‘just get it right.’ Katie crawled over to James and took Riordan in her arms. Laying him on the ground, she pinched his nose with her fingers and breathed into his mouth. ‘Little lungs,’ she remembered, ‘little lungs need little breaths.’ She counted to three and gently puffed into Riordan’s mouth again. Riordan’s chest rose and fell. ‘One, two, three,’ she counted, and breathed into his baby mouth yet again. Riordan coughed up more water, and this time his chest rose and fell on its own, followed by a very loud, very angry cry.


Alice had just struggled up the river bank.


‘Thank God,’ she cried, running to the wet and shivering group before her.


James turned to Katie. ‘You saved his life,’ he said.


‘Well, you saved mine,’ Katie replied.


James looked confused: ‘I would have, tried to, but the current was too fast. I couldn’t get to you. I was able to catch hold of Riordan, but I thought you were lost.’


Katie remembered the dark figure in the water, the effort-less swimmer with the waving hair. Someone had been there, someone had saved her, but it wasn’t James O’Reilly. Whoever it was had no wish to be thanked. They had melted away into the night. Katie scanned the river. The carriage, having disposed of its unwanted cargo, had sped off. In the distance they could hear the gallop of a single horse, its hoofs sharp against the frozen roads.


‘The lone rider,’ Katie said. ‘The one behind us. We’d forgotten.’


‘We’ll probably never know,’ James replied, ‘but at least we’re still alive, all of us.’ As if to underline this point, Riordan renewed his crying.


Alice looked at the three wet and shivering figures before her. ‘Having saved Riordan from goodness knows what, we’re about to lose him to pneumonia.’ Picking Riordan up, she balanced him on her shoulder and taking Katie by the hand, marched them behind a large mulberry bush, where she began to undress quickly. ‘Please get Riordan out of those freezing things,’ she commanded.


‘What are you doing?’ Katie asked.


‘Sometimes I do think you are slow, Katie.’ Anxiety had made Alice a bit snippy. ‘You are all in sopping wet clothes in the middle of the night. I am wearing dozens of warm comfortable things. Do you really think I wouldn’t share at a time like this?’ Katie stared at Alice as she stripped away item after item of silk, linen, merino and flannel. She couldn’t believe this amount of clothing would fit on to such a small person.


‘How many petticoats are you wearing?’


‘Only five – the Queen does not believe young girls should follow the height of fashion. Though I love the way the new flounced skirts look – some of them have a dozen petticoats underneath. They say the fashionable women in London can barely get through doorways now, their skirts are so wide.’ Alice had the comforting gift of discussing the mundane in moments of crisis.


‘I’m surprised a fashionable woman can even stand up,’ Katie said, as layer after layer of heavily padded petticoat came off. She thought of Mimi in her signature concert outfit: a Lycra catsuit with a cut-out in the middle to show off her pierced belly button. Alice pulled her gloves over Riordan’s feet to keep them warm and her chemise was long enough on the baby to act as a robe. Katie was given an under-bodice and three petticoats.


‘Do what you think best with them,’ Alice said, ‘only do cover up, both for the cold and for modesty’s sake.’ She then threw her flannel drawers and her short fur-trimmed jacket out to James. An explosion of boyish protest came from the other side of the mulberry bush. Alice wrapped Riordan in her thick cashmere shawl. ‘Jamie will come round,’ she said. ‘It’s too cold to protest for long.’


The trip back to Buckingham Palace seemed to take for ever. Katie rode astride Gallant with Riordan in her arms. James led the horse by the reins and Alice walked beside them.


‘There isn’t a side saddle,’ she explained to Katie, ‘I can’t possibly get on this horse saddled as he is.’


‘But you did before.’ Katie noticed that both Alice and James were blushing.


‘It was an emergency,’ she explained, ‘I hadn’t time to think, but now …’


‘You have so many rules that make your life more difficult,’ Katie complained. ‘I mean, I’m grateful for all the clothes tonight, but it must be a nightmare moving around in them every day. And this riding thing. All women in my time ride western style, like the cowboys. And not just horses. We ride bicycles. Even motorcycles.’


‘What is a bicycle?’ Alice asked. Katie paused. It was hard to explain something she took for granted.


‘Er, it’s like a metal frame with two wheels, one in the front and one in the back. There’s a seat in the middle, and pedals, and chains. The cyclist balances the bike upright and pushes on the pedals to move the chains and make the wheels go.’


‘We have something like that, but it has no chains. How does it work?’ James asked. ‘Is it similar to a pulley system?’ The conversation had become mechanical, so now he was interested.


‘Yeah, I think so,’ Katie replied. She wasn’t really sure what a pulley system was, but she wasn’t about to let James know that.


‘Then what is a motorcycle?’ James asked. ‘A bicycle with a motor? How does it move? A motor has to be attached to something that generates steam. A boiler would be far too big to be that mobile.’


Katie sighed. She just wasn’t knowledgeable enough to explain the combustion engine. ‘It’s a different kind of motor – really small and really powerful. The motorcycle can go up to 150 miles an hour.’ James had lots more questions, but Alice had grown tired of this type of talk.


‘I don’t even want to discuss it,’ she said primly. ‘I am very fond of you, Katie, but I feel this motor circle machine is inappropriate for a girl.’


‘You’re not alone in that,’ Katie conceded. ‘Mimi has a Harley Davidson, but Dad thinks it’s too dangerous for me to ride.’


‘Your father shows good sense. And as for riding astride a horse; it is much better that I should walk.’ So Alice stumbled beside them, in her thin, strangely deflated dress, and Katie rode, shivering, her hair crisping with ice and her feet numb.


James felt like an idiot in his flounced drawers and short fluffy embroidered jacket. The relief of having Riordan safe was giving way to grumpiness – and worry. How had Katie got out of the water? Who was the dark figure she described swimming towards her? Could it be the man on horseback, the one behind them? And if so, where was he now? As they rode quietly into the slums of Pimlico, the clocks of Westminster struck four. Putting aside his many worries, James concentrated on the task at hand.


‘We’d better pick up the pace. The stable hands and lower housemaids will be up soon.’ But when they reached the stable yard, the stable lad was sound asleep in the hay – filled with porter and cheese – warmer and more content than he’d ever been in his ten years.


‘It’s a pity to wake him,’ Alice whispered. ‘Poor lad, he’ll get a whipping for this in the morning.’


‘No need,’ said James. ‘I’ll unharness and rub down Gallant myself. If I know anything about drink, he won’t even remember our coming to the stables.’ He threw Alice the now empty porter pitcher. ‘And speaking of drink, put these back in the Honourable Emma Twisted’s room. She certainly won’t have woken up, or checked on Riordan if she had.’ He pulled off the little fur jacket with great contempt. ‘And Katie, do get into bed, your shuddering and juddering is getting on my nerves.’ Katie hated being bossed around by this boy who didn’t even know what an aspirin was – but her teeth were chattering so hard she couldn’t reply.


Alice slipped her through the garden door and skirting the walls of the quadrangle, gave her a leg up through the lower pantry window. ‘Better to avoid the servants’ hall,’ she whispered. ‘Mr MacKenzie will roam at night, making certain all his housemaids and scullery girls are abed.’


Katie thought back to earlier in the evening, before the kidnap, when they were fiddling about with the sofa. The dark figures in the courtyard, the creaking door, the heated whispers and exchange of an object she couldn’t see. The figure who had stepped from the Palace, he’d had a bloated look, and a distinctive rolling walk. She could see him clearly in her mind’s eye, rolling down the corridor in conversation with Baroness Lehzen. MacKenzie! Could it have been Mr MacKenzie?


In her jumbled brain, Katie had a thousand questions, and slowly answers were beginning to come. Could MacKenzie have opened the door and handed something to the kidnappers? Was it a key, to the secret passage? And who were the kidnappers? Were they the anarchists? The ones who wanted to kill the Royal Family? The Prince’s Private Secretary Bernardo DuQuelle seemed to know all about them. What else did Bernardo DuQuelle know? She wanted to tell Alice that the danger to her was closer than she thought – was at the very heart of the Palace – but Katie was shaking so hard only a jumble of words came out of her mouth.


‘Shhhh, shhhhhh, dear Katie,’ Alice soothed, half carrying her friend through the secret passageways and into the nursery. ‘Here, give me Riordan, you’re about to drop him. Now let me take these things off you, and here’s a nice fresh nightgown.’ Alice placed Katie into her own bed and pattered down the hall to tuck the sleeping Riordan into his cot and replace the empty tankard.


It was all so confusing for Katie. The images flashed before her eyes – the lone rider and the dark man in the river, the kidnap, the key, and the insider from the Palace with the rolling walk. Was he the one putting them all in danger …? ‘Mr MacKenzie!’ Katie tried to cry out, but her voice had deserted her, and she sank down.
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Chapter Five


Prince Albert


Katie kicked off the blankets and tugged at her nightgown. ‘I’m burning up,’ she thought, ‘why is it so hot?’ The heat moved through her, settling in her head. She felt as if there were flames behind her eyes. Through a white haze Katie could see a small figure, coming closer and closer. It was the pretty little urchin girl, the one she’d seen in her own time, in her dreams. Katie needed to feel her cool little hand against her forehead. She knew this would make her better. ‘Help me,’ Katie mouthed, ‘help me.’ The little girl nodded timidly.


‘I will help you,’ the little girl said in a soft French accent. ‘There is much bad around us, as I have seen, many times over. But for all that, I believe in the good. I can lead you to what is best in yourself, what is fine …’ She bent towards Katie, extending her tiny, sweet little hand.


‘Ha!’ said a voice behind the girl, and her little hand was swatted away before she could touch Katie. In her place was the smug boy in the velvet suit. He leaned his unpleasant face close to Katie and laughed in a loud flat voice, a laugh with no humour. He locked Katie in a triumphant stare and began to talk in a high nasal pitch. She couldn’t understand a word he said. What language was this?


‘Doesn’t matter,’ she thought wearily, ‘just from the sound of it I know it’s bad. What an awful little boy.’ A light shone from his blond curls. It made him look as if his hair was on fire. Katie’s eyes felt like they were melting, her head as if it was bound. She tried to turn away but she couldn’t move, her body seemed riveted to the bed-springs.


And then she was shivering and shuddering, her teeth clacking together with such violence she was afraid they might fly out of her mouth. She was back in the river, it was so cold … Riordan … the baby… she had to save the baby. And then through the murk of the icy water she was face to face with a man. He was pale in the extreme, with heavily lidded black eyes and a large arched nose. His black hair streamed behind him in the water as he reached out for Katie. Was he going to lift her to safety? Or pull her under? Katie thrashed about, trying to reach the river bank, but found she was in bed, tangled in her blankets. A great heaviness seemed to weigh upon her and then she was too tired to care. ‘Whatever,’ she mumbled, and fell into a coma-like sleep.


Someone was shaking her by the shoulder, but the light hurt her eyes and she didn’t want to open them.


‘Katie,’ Alice called softly. ‘Katie, you need to wake up, you must have something to drink.’ Katie rolled over and tried to ignore the voice. But Alice, though gentle, was persistent. ‘You’ve been sleeping for well over two days. Hallucinating too – thrashing about and yelling. We had to move you behind the Japanese screen in the school room, and I bound your head in a muslin cloth to muffle the noise. Even then it was touch and go, whether we’d be discovered. But the fever has passed now, thank goodness. James says in order to make you better, you need to have some fluids. I’ll just prop you up on these pillows and we’ll have some nice beef broth, it’s very strengthening.’


Though the fever was gone, Katie was so weak she could hardly sit up. Alice had to spoon the broth into her mouth.


‘Thank, you Alice,’ Katie said faintly. ‘You’d make a good doctor.’


‘You must still be delirious,’ Alice replied. ‘Girls cannot become doctors, or nurses, though I can still dream. And it’s Jamie O’Reilly you have to thank for this broth. He said you must drink something to bring the fever down. He smuggled the broth out of the kitchens himself.’ Alice placed a cold compress on Katie’s forehead and took her pulse. ‘Much more steady,’ she commented. ‘It was racing away through the night.’


‘How long did you say it’s been?’ Katie asked.


‘Two days and two nights,’ Alice responded. Katie thought about Mimi. Did time work the same between the two centuries? If it did, they must know she was missing by now. Dolores would be furious. And Mimi? Who knew how Mimi would react? Katie’s forehead wrinkled at the thought of Mimi, and Alice reached down to smooth it. ‘There’s nothing to worry about, dear Katie, though we have been frightfully afraid. You’re on the mend now. I’ll leave you to rest, and later in the day, if you can stand up, I’ll move you behind the screen in the schoolroom. You’ll be much more comfortable on the chaise longue, and I can keep a watch on you during my lessons.’


Katie sighed and lay back down, drowsy again. ‘Dehydrated … need fluids … beef broth … I guess James O’Reilly does know something about medicine after all … and Alice, you watched over me … all through the night …’ Katie, as an only child, had spent most of her childhood alone. This must be what it is like to have a sister, she thought, someone who is close to you, that’s what the word related must mean … and scrappy and difficult as James was, he had risked much trouble to get her the broth. Maybe that’s what a brother was like. Funny, but the wall that separated her from the rest of the world wasn’t there with Alice and James.


Time seemed suspended as Katie lay on the chaise longue. The sun moved across the ceiling of the schoolroom, Fräulein Bauer droned through German lessons and chalk squeaked on the blackboard. Alice came and went behind the screen with cordials, gruels and broths. Katie rejected the more modern medicines offered by James. ‘Laudanum, barley water, tinctures of alcohol – they’re either opiates or palliatives,’ she tried to explain to James.


‘You know best,’ James replied curtly, ‘I suppose you have all kinds of really effective treatments – medicines you think we’re too stupid to discover.’


‘It’s not that,’ Katie protested, ‘yes, we have antibiotics and chemotherapy, and we can give people a mechanical heart and a liver from a pig. But everything we know is based on the discoveries your time has made. Come on, James, you live in a time that believes in progress. We’ve just progressed, from you.’


James struggled between hurt pride and burning curiosity. ‘Can you really make a mechanical heart?’ he finally asked. ‘How do you do it?’


‘I haven’t the slightest idea.’


‘And a pig’s liver? I’m not very religious, but that seems … well … ungodly.’


‘Really, James, I’m not a moral judge of these things. I don’t do the transplants myself, I mean …’ They argued back and forth until Katie’s temperature shot up again and Alice had to intervene.


‘Katie needs her sleep,’ she remonstrated. ‘And when she’s rested I believe there’s something a bit more urgent than a pig’s liver that we need to discuss.’


In Katie’s waking moments, they went over and over the kidnap attempt. It was obviously directed at Princess Alice. Whoever was behind it knew the layout of the Palace, had access to the most private quarters, and had not been detected by the numerous guards stationed throughout the building. More worrying still, they knew about the secret passage.


‘It’s got to be an inside job,’ Katie said. ‘How else could they come and go undetected? I’m almost certain MacKenzie is involved, and he has access to everything.’


Alice looked more grave than usual. ‘Though they’ve failed once, they are certain to try again. We will have to act immediately,’ she decided. ‘The seriousness of the situation is beyond us. We’ll need to involve the adults. I will have to tell my father.’ Katie thought about Prince Albert, the stooped and tired man in the nursery. He wouldn’t have been her first choice of confidante, but then she’d never really had a father around.


James looked sceptical too. ‘Are you certain, Princess Alice, that it is wise to involve your father, even if he is the illustrious …’


Katie cut across him. ‘Illustrious or not, he’s still a grownup, and from my experience they always make everything worse.’


Alice went to her writing desk and dipped her pen in ink. ‘I thank you for your concerns about my judgement, but I am comfortable with my decision. I will send a note, explaining briefly and ask Papa to come to me. If the footman delivers it this afternoon, he will be with me by tea time. He will know what to do. Now Katie, back to sleep for you – you’re still too weak for such sustained effort.’


Leaving Alice to her writing, Katie lay back down – she was tired, and the worry made it more acute. Her anxiety was greater than Alice or James knew. On top of everything else, there were those strange visions. Katie decided to keep them to herself for the moment. It was all so confusing, too exhausting.


The noise that roused Katie was a most annoying guttural screech. It was the Baroness Lehzen, and she was hissing with anger.


‘So I find the footman with the note. And what do I find in the note? A silly, silly story from the Princess Alice – hooded intruders! This is what one does get when the silly child does get the newsprint sheets from the footmen. So – you think your father would want ever to hear a silly tale that you might write? No, you are to be cured of the lies. We will change your lessons. There will be no more of the poetry, the science and the history – they are for the clever Kinder. You will learn only the needlework and the scripture. And there will be no outings, no treats. Only the needlework, the darning, the prayer book.’


Katie peeked over the screen. Baroness Lehzen was strid-ing back and forth, waving her arms in jerky fury. Clenched in her fist was an unfolded piece of paper – the letter to Prince Albert. Princess Alice stood very straight in front of Lehzen, looking at the floor, but at Lehzen’s ban on her few favourite studies, her lips trembled and she reached involuntarily for Woolie Baa Lamb. In a rage, Lehzen grabbed the toy from her, pulling so hard one of its ears tore off, and it bounced across the floor.


Just then, the door to the corridor opened. Prince Albert and half a dozen members of the Royal Household appeared. Woolie Baa Lamb hit him in the foot. ‘He’s got to have heard at least some of this,’ Katie thought, ‘Lehzen has a voice that could wake the dead.’ The Baroness curtsied deeply, stuffing Alice’s letter into the pocket of her skirt. The Prince, barely acknowledging her, picked up the soft toy.


‘Ah, a game of catch with the toy between your studies,’ he said, handing it to Alice, ‘a good idea, yes, to clear the brain.’ Taking Alice’s hand he turned to the Baroness Lehzen. ‘I have been thinking about the Princess Alice’s academic progress. She has lost her schooling companions as the Princess Royal and the Prince of Wales prepare for the wider world. The Queen and I feel strongly that she must be allowed to study what she likes, at least for a few months, to adjust to this change.’ He fixed the Baroness Lehzen in his gaze. ‘We particularly wish her to concentrate on history and science. And of course poetry – so nourishing for a young person’s imagination, don’t you agree?’


Baroness Lehzen curtsied her assent, but Katie could see a muscle in her cheek twitching angrily.


Princess Alice kissed his hand, her eyes glowing. He was her dear Papa, her guide in everything. ‘It is bold to ask for more,’ she said, ‘but I have one more favour. I would so love to study medicine – well, nursing at least. Would that be possible?’


Dr O’Reilly was standing behind the Prince. ‘The study of medicine is not to be attempted by the female, even from the highest pinnacle of society,’ he interrupted, smoothing his glossy side whiskers. ‘Nursing would not be appropriate for a Princess of the royal blood. Princess Alice will be busy enough soon, as a leading ornament of our society, and perhaps the blushing bride of some fine foreign Prince – though I don’t believe there’s a man in the world fine enough to wed any of the English princesses.’ He bowed to Prince Albert and the assembled courtiers, very pleased with his speech.


Prince Albert sighed. The Queen liked Dr O’Reilly with his good looks, flourishes and flattery. For himself, he would have preferred a doctor in the Royal Household who was more interested in medicine and less interested in society. His reply to the doctor was stiff and cold.


‘Everyone is in agreement that women cannot and should not be doctors,’ he replied. ‘But nursing, if privately undertaken, is a fine accomplishment – of far greater value than glittering in society. What more could a woman want than to tenderly care for the health and well-being of her family? It is what God has made them for. Perhaps Dr O’Reilly will not find it beneath himself to teach the simpler elements of his trade to a princess?’


Dr O’Reilly bristled at the word ‘trade’ but bowed grudgingly to Prince Albert. This was not the outcome he had anticipated from his grand speech.


Alice was overjoyed, but at this moment there was something far more crucial she had to discuss with her father. She had to get her father alone, to tell him about the intruders and the kidnap attempt. ‘Father,’ she blurted out, ‘I cannot thank you enough for all you have given me today, but there is one more thing of great importance – if we could talk in private for but one moment.’


Bernardo DuQuelle was once again at the Prince’s elbow, a paper in his hands. Katie noticed, again, how DuQuelle seemed to drink in the words. ‘I do apologize for interrupting,’ he murmured. ‘But I have had a report from the O’Reilly nursemaid, the Honourable Emma Twisted …’ DuQuelle’s lip curled slightly as he pronounced her name. A twitter was heard amongst the courtiers. Dr O’Reilly turned bright red.


‘Does it need to be discussed now?’ Prince Albert enquired. He didn’t think much of Emma Twisted, but he particularly disliked the cattiness of the courtiers.


‘I am afraid so. She has reported a break-in. Someone has entered the O’Reilly baby’s room by night and they have, well, drunk all her porter and eaten her supper.’ DuQuelle held a handkerchief to his mouth, stifling a laugh. The courtiers sniggered and giggled.


Prince Albert wheeled around. ‘Silence,’ he admonished. Even the gentlest of princes could be galled. ‘DuQuelle, I suggest we discuss this another time.’


DuQuelle, following him from the room had the grace to look apologetic. ‘Sir, on face value I know it looks like a trifle,’ he whispered to Prince Albert. ‘But with the threat of the anarchists all Palace security must be rigorously reviewed. If the Black Tide…’


‘Father,’ Alice interrupted. ‘Please, one more thing.’


Prince Albert had had enough. The courtiers, the governesses, and the ever-present irritant of Bernardo DuQuelle; even his young daughter could not stop pressing him for more.


‘My dear Alice, will there always be “one more thing”? To importune like this is not an attractive trait.’ Stopping at the door, he had one more decree. ‘Baroness Lehzen, please do mend the Princess Alice’s little toy. I know the lamb is a favourite of hers, and the ears seem to have fallen off.’


Katie had been utterly absorbed by the scene before her. But she was still very weak, and standing on tiptoe behind the screen had made her dizzy. ‘I don’t know what to make of him,’ Katie thought, staggering back to the chaise longue. ‘How can Prince Albert say women can’t be doctors – but then agree that Alice can study medicine? And he is maddened by the flattery and falseness of the courtiers, but he doesn’t do anything about it. Why? And one minute he’s a really good and loving father, and the next he snaps, cold and withdrawn, like he barely knows her. But one thing’s clear, Alice thinks the sun shines out of his moustache – so I’d better keep my thoughts to myself … and he did really stick it to the Baroness. She must be totally hacked off …’ Katie smiled and sighed. But she was still far from well. Alice was right, she needed sleep.


It was hunger that finally awoke Katie – the kind of hunger that yells inside of you ‘hamburgers, doughnuts, cookies!’


‘Fat chance,’ Katie told her churning insides. Not a lot of eating goes on here, at least not in the nursery. We’ll be lucky to get a cucumber sandwich. She could hear the rain beating against the schoolroom windows. Peeking over the screen, she was surprised to see Alice asleep at her desk, one cheek resting on a map of India. The room was cold and dark, the fire was out and Alice was in her rumpled day-dress. Katie padded across the room and gently shook her shoulder.


‘Wha? Oh dear. What time is it?’ Alice asked, rubbing her eyes and shivering.


‘I’m having enough trouble with the century, so don’t ask me about the hours,’ Katie replied. ‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in bed?’


‘Punishment, Baroness Lehzen. She intercepted my note to Papa and then …’


‘I know, I saw the whole thing this afternoon. How can she punish you after your father’s visit, though? He won the day, hands down.’


Alice smiled. Her father, he had been wonderful. But then he’d left. And the moment he was gone, Baroness Lehzen was back in charge. ‘She returned, and quite rightfully found fault with my needlework. So now I’m being punished – I fear with doubled harshness due to the incidents of this afternoon. No food or water and no fire in the hearth until I have correctly filled in all the territorial lines of the sub-continent.’


Katie looked at the map, strewn with rulers, slides and compasses. ‘Double yuk. I’d starve or freeze before I could do that, but then we’re doing both already. Alice – can we get to the kitchens without anyone seeing us? I’ve just got to eat – real food – not gruel food.’


Alice looked at the tiny watch hanging from her waist. ‘We can certainly get to the kitchens without being detected. Bertie scavenged ninety per cent of his meals that way. I’ll just let Jamie O’Reilly know you’re awake and hungry – a definite sign of returning health.’ She shot Katie a sly look. ‘He has been terribly worried about your illness.’


As Alice stepped towards the door, Leopold called out from the next room. He was still in bed – cross, bored and hungry too.


‘Alice, what are you doing up?’ he asked fretfully, ‘and who were you talking to? I know you’re being punished, I heard it all.’


Alice went to her brother’s bedside and stroked his hot forehead. ‘Don’t worry yourself, dear, I’m just talking to my dolls to keep myself company. Poor Leo – you haven’t done anything wrong, yet it’s as if you are being punished too. Are you in pain?’


‘Mostly just hungry, and so tired of lying here alone, thinking and thinking of what I don’t want to think about. The Reverend Duckworth is here all day, but I can’t bear his put-on cheer. He’s a dreadful tutor, paid to be nice to me, all servants are. Father’s been to visit me every day since my bleeding attack, and Mama came once too. But they both looked so grave that I became even more frightened. Alice, am I going to die?’


Alice ruffled his dark hair and managed a bright false smile. ‘Now that is nonsense. Dr O’Reilly has everything under control. I’ll tell you what, suppose I sneak down to the kitchen and get us both a bun and some fruit?’


Leopold smiled back, but then looked anxious. ‘I am absolutely famished, but O’Reilly says too much food will thicken my blood and bring on the bleeding. He says only strong tea and beef broth for five days.’


‘Maybe just a bit of fruit then,’ Alice reassured him. ‘And some wine. That will thin your blood down and give your stomach something to hold on to.’


‘Alice, you will come back soon?’


‘Quick as a flash. And then why don’t we read some stories together – yes?’


‘Yes,’ Leopold answered, tossing his head on his pillow. ‘But don’t let them catch you. All the shouting when you get into trouble hurts my head. And don’t read anything too frightening or adventurous to me – that will certainly quicken the blood and you know how bad that is for my recovery. And you shouldn’t be talking to your dolls – you’re too old for that, and besides you’re being punished, and …’


Alice sighed and, plumping Leopold’s pillow, crept out of the room. Katie turned to her in exasperation. ‘A lowering diet? Wine? And do you really think Dr O’Reilly has everything under control?’


Alice had tears in her eyes. ‘I can only follow Dr O’Reilly’s instructions. If you really understand this disease, Katie, then tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.’


‘I’m not a doctor,’ Katie replied. ‘I’ve barely started studying biology, much less medicine. But I do know what not to do. Don’t bring him any wine, and do give him something solid to eat. It won’t hurt him, I promise.’


They both jumped when the door opened, but it was only James. ‘I came to see how Katie was getting on. I can see she’s back to her old self: not only up, but already arguing.’


‘Alice and I were not arguing.’


‘Of course not – Princess Alice is far too well mannered to argue, even with a know-it-all like you. Now that you’re on your feet we can try and send you back to your own time, if you really do come from …’


‘That’s enough,’ Alice ordered. ‘Katie, you’ve been so ill you could barely speak for several days. Jamie, you’ve been worried beyond all recognition, popping in every hour or so with a possible new cure. But the moment you two are together it’s bicker, bicker, bicker. I’m too hungry for all this. I’m going to find something to eat – if you wish to join me, fine.’


With muttered apologies, the two followed Alice behind the screen and into the secret passage between the Palace walls.
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Chapter Six


MacKenzie’s Cupboard


They twisted and turned, went down stairs and up ladders. ‘I don’t remember the kitchens being such a long way from the nursery,’ Katie thought.


‘I sense that we’ve walked in a circle,’ James ventured after quite some time.


Finally Alice had to admit: ‘I’m so dreadfully sorry, but I’m afraid we’re slightly lost.’


‘There’s a door,’ said James, ‘just opposite that niche in the wall. We can nip out for a moment to see what room it leads to and catch our bearings.’


Opening the low door, they ducked into a large room, which would have been comfortable if it hadn’t been so crammed full of things. In the centre of the room, two large mahogany desks were placed flank to flank, each piled with red leather boxes. They were surrounded by a battalion of upholstered chairs and sofas – all tasselled, braided and fringed. Little tables scattered about held an endless number of objects: miniature bronze statues, porcelain vases, dried flowers, framed photographs, carved ivory. Katie picked up a curious item and immediately put it down. It seemed to be some kind of animal’s hoof.


‘We’re in Papa’s private study,’ Alice explained. ‘He and the Queen sit side by side at those desks – often late into the night – there’s so much work to be done. And he keeps the books and reference materials he most needs in here.’ One wall was crammed with books – floor to ceiling – with a little brass rail halfway up, supporting a ladder on wheels. Katie could just imagine clambering up the ladder to find the book she wanted. With a pang she remembered her own library, but it was under the bed, in New York City, trapped in another century. They really must be looking for her by now.


The other walls were covered with paintings: men in Roman tunics, women in Grecian draperies, children, dogs, the odd cow, landscapes, seascapes, Highland idylls, still lifes of fruit, fish and artfully broken crockery. Hanging behind a plump sofa was a large pastel of the baby Alice, dimpling and dancing in a Spanish shawl. Above the fireplace, in a place of honour, was a vivid oil painting of a much younger Prince Albert – his close-fitting hunting jacket and tight leggings leaving little to the imagination. He looked dreamily into the middle distance, one suede booted foot resting on an enormous dead stag.


‘The last of Bambi,’ Katie thought, ‘of all the stupid paintings …’ But then she remembered the one in her mother’s bedroom: Mimi, stark naked, except for some flowers in the wrong places. Maybe it was just parents … Her attention was diverted by something that looked like a large doll’s house. On closer inspection, she could see it was an architect’s model. The child-sized building wasn’t stone, or brick or wood, but was made up, almost entirely, of iron arches filled with glass. Each storey was shorter and narrower than the one below, so that the building resembled nothing more than a greenhouse in the shape of a gigantic wedding cake. It was very pretty.


‘This is Papa’s grand project,’ Alice told her. ‘It’s the model for a great exhibition hall that is being built in Hyde Park. It will show everyone the outstanding design and quality of our manufactured goods – all under one roof. It will celebrate our country’s achievements in modern times. Father has worked so hard, putting all his time and effort into this wonderful plan to better the nation. But the newspapers have, well, they’ve been more than cruel, calling the project a “white elephant”, an albatross, and begrudging Papa the funds for this building, even the land it is being built upon.’


James looked at Katie. ‘You say you know the future. So what is the outcome? Will the exhibition be the failure they’re all predicting?’


But of course – Katie recognized the building now. She’d seen pictures of it in history books – so it must be a big deal – though the pictures somehow looked different from this model. For once her knowledge of the future brought good news. ‘The Prince’s project, it’s still called the Great Exhibition – and there have been like zillions of exhibitions since then. Everyone, all over the country, and from other countries too, will rush to see just what Britain can do. It’s a really big deal – it changes the way the world sees you. It kind of makes you into a super power.’


‘And Father?’ Alice asked. ‘Does it finally make the country value Father?’ Katie looked at the portrait of the man standing on the dead stag.


‘Yes, it helps people to understand that he is much more than Mr Queen.’


‘And the press will admit that they’ve been wrong about him?’ Alice asked.


James laughed. ‘I don’t need Katie to tell you that future. The newspapers will pretend they always knew the exhibition was a brilliant idea and probably suggest that they thought it up in the first place. Then they will find some other grievance against the Prince. Don’t look so shocked, Alice. Do you think the press actually wants to tell the truth?’


Katie had to agree. ‘Look at Mimi,’ she explained. ‘She has a personal stylist, a PR agent and a media manager, but ninety per cent of what they write about poor old Mimi is total rubbish. Just made-up stuff.’


Alice looked so downcast by this worldly wisdom that Katie decided to change the subject. ‘Can we get back to looking for the kitchens? I’m sick with hunger.’

OEBPS/html/book1/docimages/common.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
Cflwonicles
e Jempus

The Queen Must Die
The Queen at War
The Queen Alone

K. A.S. QUINN





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
FK A.S. QUINN

4
7
lbChromclesj
g. the [eMIPUIR

) The Queen Must Die¢ ,
Al he Queen ar War 4
The Queen Alone






OEBPS/html/book2/docimages/common.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/2.jpg
Chronicles
e JeTOPUS





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg
Chronicles
“helempus





