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‘Hold your tongue!’ said the Queen, turning purple.

‘I won’t!’ said Alice.

‘Off with her head!’ the Queen shouted at the top of her voice.

Nobody moved.

‘Who cares for you?’ said Alice. ‘You’re nothing but a pack of cards!’

––––––––
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Lewis Carroll, ALICE IN WONDERLAND, 1865
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​THE NOVELIZED SCRIPT, ANNA, THE FANTASY, makes her quiet debut to a select, fortunate few. Those who have the bent will be entranced. Surely, there’s ‘none such like it’. 

If a good book is like a ham sandwich, ANNA is a banquet consisting of 18 mini-series episodes, so pace yourself. 

A big hug and merci boucoup to my long-lost love, the witty, wonderful Caroline for being herself and the inspiration for Anna’s personality and sensibilities.

Your journey up the Thames now begins. 

Bon voyage.
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THOMAS HOLMES, C.K.  

July 2025
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THE CAST
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ANNA AND HER ALLIES

Anna Stuart  Princess of Wales 

Saint Elvis   Grand Master of Celtic Knights

Sean d’Arc   French concert pianist

Rajput    Anna’s Gurkha bodyguard

Billy   River Rat / Young Prince 

OPPONENTS: THE ROYALS AND BRIGHTS 

Chauncey Windsock  Prince of Wales

Hilda Bella-Broome  Chauncey’s mistress 

Aga  Queen Mother 

Janet Scald    Anna’s therapist

Vermin Ratner    Prime Minister 

Prick   Rock star 

Pasha Salaad    Oil sheikh

Raven Tabloid    Media mogul 

Caesar Boots   Ambassador to U.K 

OTHERS   

Pawal-Pindi  Chauncey’s bodyguard

The Rabbit  Biker 

Lizzie  Homeless lady

Mr. McCaw   Auctioneer at Christie’s

Lord Scones  Chauncey’s pal



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


EPISODE  1
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THE WITCH ON THE WATER
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THE STORM DESCENDED on Kensington Gardens, stripped the autumn leaves from the chestnut trees, whipped the swan feathers on the Round Pond into a frothy frappé, then slapped the cheeks of the palace where the Princess of Wales lived sad and lonely.

Long legs crossed, a fluffy slipper dangling from a petulant foot, Anna slumped on her sofa, gazing drearily at the muted news on the telly.

Another gust rattled her sitting room window. A whiff leaked through the sash and stirred the drapes.

Curious, she parted the curtains and peered through the rain-streaked window to find a whirlwind of leaves rising above the tall trees in the park like a cloud of startled blackbirds.

‘How odd.’

A weatherman on her TV stood before a satellite image of a cyclone approaching the British Isles. 

‘Hold on to your hat, London!’ he exclaimed. ‘She’s coming in off Celtic Sea with high winds, rain squalls and a storm-surge atop a record high tide set to burst the banks of the Thames from London to Hampton Court!’ 

A perturbed dimple dented her cheek. 

‘And I have to go out tonight in this?’

A flash of lightning and near instantaneous boom of thunder sent her diving under the sofa pillows. As the rumble rolled away over the city, she emerged to find the TV screen fizzing static. A moment later the news sputtered back to life, but in an altered state. The weatherman’s face was now that of a ferret. 

She squinted.

‘If that’s a mask you’re wearing, it’s a jolly good one.’ 

She talked to herself a lot these days. It was a rough time.

The ferret continued. ‘With the Thames in flood, a Dragon Alert will be in effect until morning.’ 

Anna sat up.

‘A what?’

Another flash was followed by a crash of thunder that rocked the palace. The lights flickered. Again, the screen turned to fizzy static. The bottles and glasses on the nearby drinks trolley clinked and jingled like wind chimes. Her eyes came to rest on the silver pitcher etched with her family’s crest of the rearing unicorn. She looked away and tried to repress the dreadful memory.  

‘Not now. Please, not now.’ 

But the silver chalice did its worst, resurrecting a recurring nightmare from childhood.

She was eight years old, sitting at the dinner table with her family at Park House on the Sandringham Estate. At the far end of the table her beautiful mum was quarreling with her oversized, bumbling, bullying father while her older siblings teased her at the children’s end.

Her brother sniggered. ‘You? A Princess?’ 

‘You’re a bit young for Chauncey Anna,’ remarked her older sister.

‘A bit thick as well,’ added the middle, Anna being the younger. 

Her brother laughed. ‘Hey. Chauncey’s not the brightest crayon in the royal box. Maybe you’re meant for each other.’

Anna took pride in her ability to hold her own against her own and on any other night she’d fire back with something clever, but now she couldn’t be bothered. More important things were afoot. 

She looked to her mother. 

‘May I be excused?’ 

Receiving a sad, distracted nod, she folded her napkin beside her plate, slipped from the dining room, hurried down the servants’ passage to the pantry, reached to a high shelf and took down a silver pitcher—the very same silver pitcher etched with the family unicorn. She sniffed the contents and winced at the rancid odor. But then, she thought, a proper potion should niff something awful. Right? 

She snuck back up the passage, gathered her wool coat from its hook in the front hall, slipped outside and hurried across the lawn to the big pond. 

Arriving at the water’s edge, she tapped the surface with her toe, sending ripples over the glassy expanse. Her wait was brief. Out of the misty darkness came a little rowboat with a woman in a tattered shawl hunched over the oars. 

‘Greetings, my sweet,’ cackled the hag. ‘You’re late.’

‘Sorry.’

‘What have you brought me?’

Anna held up the pitcher. ‘The potion, just as you asked.’

‘And the ring?’

Anna jiggled the pitcher, producing a soft, clattering sound. 

‘It’s here.’

The hag shipped the oars, took up a fine-meshed fishing net and slipped it in the water.

‘Pour it out, my pretty.’  

Anna had scrupulously followed the recipe she’d been given and wanted the witch to appreciate her diligence. She peered into the mouth of the jug.

‘I collected just what you wanted. Curdled milk, spider webs from the old well, fifteen bat droppings (for which she had substituted raisins), three dead frogs, nail clippings from my left hand, a lock of my hair—’

‘Yes, yes. Just pour it to the water, dear,’ said the witch kindly but impatiently. She cast a wary eye over the quiet lawns and extensive grounds drinking moonlight. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Of course.’

‘Pour it out.’

Anna used the side of the pitcher so that the clumpy contents wouldn’t clog the ringed spout. Over the rim came globs of sour milk, clumps of hair, and a dead frog with a plop! She thought of something and stopped. 

The witch fretted. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Do you remember what I wished for?’

‘Of course.’

‘What?’

‘You wished to be a Princess.’  

‘But not just yet,’ said little Anna precociously. ‘I want to grow up first.’ 

The witch rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ 

‘And I don’t want to be a make-believe princess. I want to be a real princess. The Princess of England.’

‘Silly imp. There is no Princess of England. There can be only one princess here, the Princess of Wales. And now, thanks to me and your lucky stars, you’ll soon be wearing her royal, glass slippers.’

Displeased, Anna shook her head. 

‘Wales is too small. I want to be Princess of England.’

The hag rolled her eyes. ‘The Princess of Wales becomes the Queen of England! Will that suit you?!’

‘But I don’t want to be the Queen.’

‘Why not?’ 

‘She has cares and responsibilities and heartaches and never has any fun. I want to be a princess who will never be the Queen.’ 

‘Do you indeed. Huh! Alright. That can be arranged.’

Anna so enjoyed the asking and the getting that she added something else.

‘And I want my sisters to envy me, so make me a very pretty princess!’

‘You’re too pretty as it is.’

Anna insisted. ‘A very pretty princess.’

‘Fine.’

‘Who is loved by all.’

‘Snakes and beetles! Are you quite finished?’

‘Loved by all.’ 

The hag clenched her teeth. ‘You will be a pretty princess loved by all.’

Satisfied, Anna tilted the jug and out came more curdled milk, a shabby bird’s nest, and two more dead frogs. 

Plop, plop!

The hag lifted her net and was not pleased. ‘Where’s the ring?’ 

‘Coming.’ Anna peered inside the pitcher. ‘It’s on the bottom.’ 

She jiggled the jug, producing the enticing jingle once again.

The witch quickly inverted her net, shook loose the trash, then slid it under the water and eagerly awaited the prize. Anna poured. A bit more milk trickled out before a pretty ring set with four small diamonds lodged inside the loop of the spout.

The hag trembled in anticipation.

‘Pour . . . Pour!’

Anna inverted the pitcher and the ring toppled out, dropping to the water with a ‘plunk’. The anxious hag hoisted her net. The glittering ring was hers. But as her hand reached out to pluck it, Anna jerked the pitcher up sharply. The ring sailed up like a minnow on a hook and landed back inside her pitcher with a sweet ‘ching-a-ling’. 

The witch shuddered with fury. ‘What’s this?!’  

‘A bit of magic!’ sang Anna with a sassy toss of her blonde curls.

She turned the pitcher upside down. The ring fell out and dangled by a thread tied to the hole in the spout.

The hag sneered. ‘Yeeww!’ 

‘I kept my word,’ said Anna smugly. ‘Now you must keep yours.’

‘You did not keep your word!’

‘Ha! I poured the magic potion and the ring into the pond as you told me to!’ 

She again jerked up the pitcher and with luck—or a great deal of practice—the ring sailed up then dropped inside the pitcher with another sweet jingle.

‘You cheated me!’ snapped the witch.

‘Did not. Can I help it if the ring prefers me to you?’

‘Ohhh, you’ll pay for this, you will.’

‘Make my wish come true as you promised or I’ll write a letter to the Times and tell the world that you welshed and all your witch friends will never speak to you again.’

‘Ha! You can’t write about me. You don’t know my name!’

‘Yes, I do. You’re Greymaulkin.’ 

The hag gave a start then quaked with rage. Her little boat shuddered with her, sending out agitated ripples over the glassy water. 

Head held high, Anna strolled off towards the lights of Park House with the chalice and the ring. 

The witch glowered at her departure then, freshly inspired, called out temptingly. ‘You’re a saucy one, you are! Shrewd as well. And you shall be rewarded! Yes indeed. Your little trick wins a treat!’

Anna stopped and turned.

‘What sort of treat?’

‘You shall be a pretty princess loved by all.’

‘I know that.’

‘Loved by all but the one you love.’

Anna gasped with terror and rushed back to the edge of the pond. 

‘You can’t do that!’

The hag began to row away. ‘Oh, but I can. And here, let me seal your treat with this!’

She pulled sharply on one oar, sending a glob of floating algae flying smack into Anna’s face. She screamed, staggered, dropped the pitcher on the grass and wiped the goop from her eyes. 

The hag cackled and slowly rowed away into the mist. ‘Enjoy your little life, little Princess!’

Anna broke into desperate sobs. ‘Come back! Please! I’m sorry! I’ll make it right! Here! Take the stupid ring!’ 

The witch dropped the oars and fumbled for her net. Anna plucked the ring free from its thread and cocked her arm to throw it but was stopped by a burly hand grabbing her fist from behind. 

‘Here now!’ growled a big fellow in deep, Welsh tones. ‘What are ya up to this time?’

She turned and glared at the familiar, rugged but gentle face of the estate’s old groundskeeper.

‘Let go!’ She slugged his chest with her free hand. ‘You’re ruining everything!’

The hag rowed quickly and quietly away into the mist, her oars leaving swirling eddies on the obsidian like surface. 

He noticed the telltales on the water and sniffed the air. ‘Ya reek o’ musk n’ bog scum, ya old brindled cat! Be gone from the royal nursery, you n’ your dark spells, or I’ll gaff ya, stuff ya with garlic n’ roast ya on my Christmas spit!’

‘She’s a good witch!’ Anna protested, struggling to free herself. 

‘A good witch? Ho! When there’s moss on the moon!’

‘Let me go!’

‘What ya got there?’ he asked curiously. Prying her fingers open, he was startled to find the ring. ‘Holy Picts n’ Celts!’ He pinched it and held it up to the moonlight. ‘It’s the Ring o’ the Stuart Queens.’

‘Give it back, Elvis!’ she demanded with authority.

He gazed at it reverently. ‘Also known as the Royal Ring o’ Remembrance. It’s enchanted, you know.’

‘It’s mine!’

‘Yours? Ho!’

Anna picked up the silver pitcher and conked him on the head.

‘Give it back!’

He rubbed his sore scalp. ‘Where’d ya get this?’

‘Grandmother gave it to me!’

‘Did she indeed.’ Enduring more blows, Elvis stuffed the ring in a pocket. ‘An’ here ya were, tossin’ it t’ the Witch on the Water.’

‘It was just a game!’

He scooped her up in his arms and carried her towards the house. ‘Ya were makin’ a wish over dark water.’

‘Was not!’

‘A powerful lie for such a wee lass.’

She kicked his shins and bashed his head with the chalice. 

‘She promised to make me a princess!’

‘An’ a tragic one, t’ be sure.’

‘What do you know?!’

‘I know the heartache n’ gloom that comes in conjurin’ hags at the edges o’ their realms. Never want to see ya at that pond in the dark hours again.’ He set her down on the grass and pushed her off like a toddler. ‘Now back inside t’ hearth n’ home n’ the love found there alone, ya schemin’, selfish, little sprite.’  

She glared and sobbed. ‘Nobody loves me.’

‘Strange that. You bein’ so adorable n’ all,’ he said, rubbing his sore topknot.

She stomped her foot ‘Give me back my ring!’

‘How about, I’ll keep the ring and you keep the jug?’

‘I’ll tell Grandmother!’ 

‘Do! An’ I’ll tell her how ya took your devious advantage, ya little scamp of deceit n’ vanity.’ He patted the pocket containing the prize. ‘This talisman has got a destiny t’ play. Can’t have you muckin’ it up.’  

‘Horrid, ignorant, bossy peasant!’

‘Fie!’ he bellowed, chasing her a few steps. ‘Back t’ the house with ya!’

She ran off. ‘I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!’  
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A DATE WITH CHAUNCEY
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ANOTHER RUMBLE OF THUNDER awakened her. Her heart still racing, she sat up on the sofa and rubbed her forehead. ‘How I detest that dream. Why must it keep playing?’

Switching off the fizzing TV, she tumbled back into the cushions with a persecuted groan. 

The doorbell rang downstairs. 

She covered her head with a pillow, muttering. ‘My knight in whining armor.’ 

More ringing, persistent and so annoying. 

‘There’s only one I know who chimes me so.’

She rose from the sofa, shed her dressing gown to reveal her favorite, little black cocktail dress, stepped out of her slippers into a pair of pink stilettos, snatched up her pink clutch bag and exited.

Ding-dong. Ding-dong. Ding-dong!

She covered her ears and called down the stairs. ‘Mrs. Dundee! Answer the door!’ 

She passed the upstairs landing, continued down a passage and peeked into a bedroom where a handsome, blond boy sat cross-legged on his bed, an old, cloth-bound book in hand, headphones over his ears.

He removed the headset. ‘What?’

She pointed at the book. ‘You can’t read listening to junky rock music.’ 

‘It’s not junk rock. It’s Mozart.’

This surprised her. ‘You’re kidding.’ Entering the room, she heard the symphony oozing out. ‘So, it is.’

‘Mozart makes you smarter,’ boasted Billy.

‘Does he? Who told you that?’ 

‘Elvis.’

She gave a start of surprise, then recovered.

‘Who is Elvis?’

‘The groundskeeper at school. I’ve told you about him. He’s the Grand Master of the Celtic Knights!’

‘Sounds rather grand for a groundskeeper.’

‘They’re a secret bunch of monks who do good and thwart evil.’  

‘Thwart evil, indeed. That’s no easy task.’ She closed her eyes and massaged her temple with a finger. ‘Oh, this is not good.’

Billy observed with concern. ‘You alright?’

She recovered and smiled. ‘Fine.’

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’  

She sat on the edge of his bed. ‘I may have done. So, is Elvis the one giving you all these old books?’ 

Billy nodded. ‘He’s tutoring me too. After school. But it’s okay. We don’t have to pay him.’

She was resolved. ‘I’m going to have a word with this Elvis of yours. And you need to be more careful, young man. You can’t be so trusting and friendly with everyone. And this Elvis is an oddball.’ 

‘He’s totally harmless, Mom.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Dow you know who he’s named after?’

‘No. Who?’

‘Eilfyw. He’s the patron saint of Wales. It’s where our word “elf” comes from. Do you know how old he is?’

‘I don’t. Do you?’

‘Really old. He baptized Saint Patrick.’

‘That’s quite impossible, but amusing.’ She changed the subject. ‘What are you reading?’

Billy held up the frayed, clothbound book to show her the cover. 

She read the spine. ‘Wind in the Willows. I loved that book when I was a girl.’

Billy gushed. ‘All the characters are humals!’ 

‘Humals?’ 

‘Half human, half animal. They can talk and drive cars and wear clothes. There’s Mr. Toad, Ratty and Moley and Mr. Badger.  Alice in Wonderland has humals too. The March Hare, the dormouse, the walrus, the caterpillar.’

‘You do know that humals only exist in Victorian fairy tales. And dreams.’ She recalled the ferret weatherman on the telly. ‘And on Sky News.’

Billy turned some pages then showed her an illustration of a jaunty Mr. Toad in a tweed suit, smoking a cigar, strutting into a roadside tavern. 

‘You gotta love Toad.’

‘Yes, you do.’

A high-pitched, irritated voice was heard downstairs. 

‘Where the devil is she?!’

Billy blinked, incredulous. ‘Is that Dad?’

Dreary with what was in store, she stood to go. 

‘Yup.’

‘Are you going out with him tonight?!’

‘Yup.’

‘I thought you and Dad broke up.’

‘We did. And yet, his wish is still my command. Go figure.’ She kissed his forehead. ‘Don’t stay up too late. Tomorrow’s a school day.’

‘No, it isn’t. Tomorrow’s Saturday.’ 

‘Oh, right. But no television tonight.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s haunted.’

‘Ha!’

‘Mrs. Dundee is here. I’ll be home early.’  

He looked unconvinced. ‘You’re never home early, Mom.’

‘Tonight, I’m with your father.’  

‘True. ‘Have fun.’

‘I’ll try.’ 

She returned to the upstairs hall, peered over the banister and found her rotund housekeeper, Mrs. Dundee, standing aside and Chauncey fretfully pacing the entry hall, hands jammed in the pockets of his wet overcoat. He glowered up at her with closely-set eyes wedged in deep sockets. His ears were elephantine, his frame frail, his shoulders more like ledges, but as those who believe their wealth, fame and privileges are earned and well-deserved, he had a certain presence and good posture. And yet, for all his royal breeding, he was totally outclassed by his beautiful, estranged wife descending the stairs with breezy elan.

‘Oh,’ she said, acting surprised. ‘If it isn’t Chauncey Born-well. How have I merited the honor of this your visitation? Am I back in thy royal favor?’

‘Hardly’

‘Shucks.’

‘What took you so long?!’ he yelped, flapping his raincoat wings in a tantrum.

‘I was saying goodnight to Billy.’

‘Where have you been all day?!’

‘Here.’

‘You were not! I rang a hundred times!’

‘Thirteen times,’ she said.

‘Do you know how late we are?!’ 

‘It’s too early to be late to anything.’

Mrs. Dundee helped her slip into her long pink wool coat.

‘I’ll be home early,’ Anna whispered loudly to be heard. ‘Unless they tie me up in a sack and toss me in the Thames. Then I won’t be home at all.’

Looking even more upset, Chauncey stepped up to her, used his level hand to measure his height next to hers and came up short. 

He looked down at her shoes with alarm. ‘You can’t wear those!’ 

‘Too pink?’

‘Too high! We have an agreement!’

‘We’ve separated, Chauncey. I’m not wearing flats to sate your little man insecurity forever more.’

‘You will when you accompany me in public!’

‘Wear your elevator shoes.’  

He lifted his trousers to reveal his two-inch heels. 

‘I am!’

She took a turquoise knit scarf from Mrs. Dundee and wrapped it around her shoulders. 

Chauncey opened the front door but before he stepped out, Anna sailed past him, an elegant blur.

On the stoop outside, she ducked under two giant golf umbrellas deployed and held aloft by two bodyguards, one very tall, the other very short. They escorted her down the steps to the Prince’s Bentley convertible, glistening wet with rain in the courtyard. With trepidation she eyed the dated, boxy Continental version, cream in color with a beige canvas top. How many times in this car had she climbed aboard happy to exit sad? 

Embossed on the door was the escutcheon of the Prince of Wales: three tufted feathers sprouting from a gold crown with the scrolled motto, Ich Dien. 

The tall bodyguard in a business suit and a Sikh turban was Pawal-Pindi, Chauncey’s guardian from the Royal Protection Squad. Albeit Chauncey’s shadow, Anna always thought him kind and caring and, of all the Royal Household, one she could trust.

He opened the car door and she slid into the passenger seat. 

‘Thank you, Pawal-Pindi.’ 

He bowed. ‘Your Highness.’

She smiled on his stocky, little associate standing aside under his huge umbrella, dressed resplendently in the uniform of the Royal Gurkhas, consisting of a black pillbox hat topped with a red ball of yarn, a dun khaki shirt with two huge pockets, a thick, black belt holding a sheathed Kukri knife and khaki pants stuffed into high-laced, shiny black boots.

‘And who might you be?’ 

‘This is Rajput, Your Highness,’ replied Pawal-Pindi. ‘He is mute.’

‘Oh, I am sorry. Is he new to the Royal Protection Squad?’

‘He is, Your Highness.’ 

‘Pleased to meet you, Rajput.’

He bowed, stepped up and closed her door. 

Chauncey waited at Anna’s palace apartment door for his bodyguards to return with their umbrellas. Instead, they proceeded to their blue and white Ford Scorpio, standard issue of the Royal Protection Squad, with officious, blinking blue strobe lights on top. 

The frustrated Prince covered his head with his overcoat and made a dash for it. Raindrops as big as cherries pelted him as his dress shoes splashed in every puddle. Taking the driver’s seat, he testily slammed the door on his overcoat, opened it to recover the coat and then slammed the door again.

Anna cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘Do you know what Ich Dien means?’

‘Ick what?’

‘It’s written on the door of your car. The motto beneath your coat of arms.’ 

He started the engine. ‘It means “I serve” in German.’ 

‘No, it doesn’t. It means “I am God” in Latin.’

‘Ha! You don’t know a word in Latin.’

‘Wrong. I know two words in Latin. Ich Dien.’

‘You’re starting off the evening more annoying than usual.’

‘Thanks. I’m trying. Where are we going?’ 

‘I didn’t tell you?’

‘No. That’s why I asked.’

‘We’re going on a journey into your past.’

She didn’t like the sound of that one bit but tried to keep it light.

‘Ooo. And here I thought I’d be bored.’

He put the car in gear and trounced the accelerator, spraying gravel on Pawal-Pindi’s car behind,

Clackety-clack! 

Emerging from the palace courtyard, Anna gazed wistfully at the narrow ribbon of wet tarmac bisecting the expansive lawns ahead. A wind-driven flock of autumn leaves flew across the headlights. Her imagination saw refugees in rags, fleeing hand-in-hand across some dangerous frontier. 

‘Sorry. I can’t help you,’ she whispered.

‘Yes, you can,’ said Chauncey. ‘And you will.’

‘I was talking to the leaves.’ 

‘And yet you mock me when I talk to my cactuses.’

She closed her eyes and informed him. ‘The plural of cactus is cacti.’

He reacted with surprise. ‘Your uncharacteristic perspicacity surprises me, Princess Thick-as-a-Plank.’

She cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘Do you know why you love them so? Your cacti, I mean. Cacti are succulents.’

‘And?’

‘Well, what do succulents do? They suck up to you.’

‘I hate you very, very much.’

‘I hated you first.’

Arriving at the gate, two Coldstream Guardsmen with the towering beaver hats, red coats and black trousers with red piping, emerged from two skinny guard shacks resembling red telephone boxes, snapped to attention and saluted the Prince. The candy-cane striped barrier went up and the Bentley crept out to Kensington Road where with a soft roar and sloshy hiss, traffic whooshed past in the swirling mist. 

Chauncey chafed at the delay then heedlessly sent the Bentley into the current, forcing oncoming drivers to honk and swerve. In the patrol car behind, Pawal-Pindi did his best to follow.

As the Bentley blended in to the flow, Chauncey adjusted his mirror and studied her.

‘New haircut?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is that what they call a butch?’ 

‘A bob.’

‘Looks greasy.’ 

‘It’s called gel.’

‘And a nice tan. Where did that come from? Afraid to ask.’

‘Necker Island. J’etais en vacance.’

‘Really.’ Chauncey looked hopeful. ‘Is Brainstorm scooping you up?’

‘Sir Richard? I wish.’ 

‘Not as much as I do.  There’s the fellow to keep you in the style you’ve become addicted to.’

Anna gazed through her rain-streaked window as they passed the Royal Albert Hall and noticed a banner hanging on the façade announcing . . .  

SEAN D’ARC

AND THE ROYAL PHILHARMONIC

SATURDAY NOVEMBER 21  

She couldn’t believe her eyes.

‘How can Sean be in the here and now?’ she wondered in a whisper. 

Chauncey reached behind, fetched a magazine off the back seat then tossed it on her lap.

She glanced down. ‘What’s this?’ 

‘A ham sandwich. What does it look like?’

‘A magazine. But it can’t be.’

‘Why not?’ asked Chauncey.

‘It doesn’t have my picture on the cover.’

‘Nor will an auction catalog.’

‘Is that what it is?’

He tapped his finger to an old master portrait on the cover. ‘Have you ever seen that painting before?’

She turned on the vanity light, picked up the catalog and gasped.

‘Shit-zu!’ 

‘So, you have seen it!’

‘Sorry, I sneezed.’

She gulped then carefully read the writing on the cover . . . 

CHRISTIE’S 

BRITISH PAINTINGS

ST. JAMES, LONDON

FRIDAY NOVEMBER 20 at 7:00 PM

She gave him a put-out look. 

‘Are you taking me to this stupid auction?’

He nodded.

‘Why?’ 

‘We need your help.’

‘We? We who?’

He hesitated. ‘Hilda, Aga et moi.’

‘Right.’ She nodded. ‘The Hate-Me Club.’

‘We don’t hate you. We think you’re tons of fun.’

‘Fun to torment.’

‘Not tonight. This is business.’

‘How can a journey into my past be any of your business?’

‘Aga and Hilda believe a certain portrait to be auctioned tonight contains the clue to the Lost Treasure of the Stuarts.’

She fought off a fresh dose of panic.

‘How very exciting. But where do I fit in?’

‘You know which portrait it is.’

She gulped but recovered. 

‘Me?’

‘And when it’s displayed, you will give us the word and we will acquire it.’

‘I can’t give you the word because I have no idea what you’re talking about. I know nothing about this.’ 

‘You know plenty. And why? Because you’re the last of the Royal House of Stuart to whom the secrets were entrusted.’

‘The Stuarts are extinct, Chauncey. You of all people should know that. Your Windsock ancestors killed them off.’

He closed one eye to aim and shot at her with a finger pistol. ‘Not all.’

‘I know what I don’t know.’ 

‘You know more than you let on. You always have. Hence your annoying confidence and poise.’

‘And who entrusted me with these secrets?’

‘Your grandmother did when you were a girl.’

Anna gulped but recovered.

‘Who told that?’

‘My grandmother. They were very close friends, you know.’

‘Really. I wasn’t aware of that. So now Princess-Thick-as-a-Plank is an expert in seventeenth century British portraits. Ridiculous.’

‘Did I say they were the seventeenth century portraits?’

‘Lucky guess.’ 

‘We’re counting on you.’

She turned in the seat to face him. ‘Let’s just say that I do know about some portrait with some clue that leads to some lost treasure. Why would I give it to my mortal enemies? If you and Hilda and Aga are so keen, go find the silly treasure yourself.’

‘We anticipated you’d put your ears back so I have been authorized to make a deal to procure your cooperation. What would you like? Anything within reason.’

She looked ahead at the traffic and thought for a moment. 

‘Well . . . I could use a new bodyguard.’ 

Chauncey laughed. ‘What happened to the last one?’ 

She was embarrassed. ‘He left.’ 

‘How many have you seduced and driven off in some beastly scandal? I’ve lost count.’

‘I don’t seduce them. They seduce me.’

‘No.’

‘They do.’ She used her fingers to count through the procedure. ‘Seduce. Bolt. Betray all to the tabloids, cash check, leave Anna with egg on her face.’

‘You love it.’

‘Getting dumped in public and standing there with egg on my face? Hardly.’

‘Scandal means spotlight. And as long as you’re in the light, you’re on the world’s stage garnering the acclaim of everyone in it. And where does that leave me? In the shadows which is in the dark.’

‘Could you make him unattractive this time?’

‘What? Why?’

‘So as not to be tempted.’ 

‘There aren’t any agents left. You’ve had a go at them all.’

She folded her arms tight. ‘I see. So, I’m to go without. You’ll regret it when something happens to me. Actually, you and Hilda would be pleased. But it won’t look good.’  

Chauncey caved. ‘Alright, okay, fine. I’ll give you Rajput.’ 

She was not pleased. ‘What? That little fellow from Tibet?’

‘Nepal.’

She negotiated. ‘How about Pawal-Pindi?’ 

‘Never, ever. Pawal is my keeper, my minder, my confidant and shield. I wouldn’t dare leave the palace without him at my side. No. You will take Rajput and count your blessings. As I think more of it, he’s a perfect fit. He’s too small and swarthy for you to fancy. And he, as a dutybound, passionless Gurkha, is immune to temptation. When you step out of the shower dripping wet and ask for a towel, Rajput will give you nothing but. The Ghurkhas are also renowned for their longsuffering and immunity to stress. Serving the Princess of the Bipolar Regions will be water off a Sherpa’s back. He’s trekked barefoot on the icy ridges of the Himalayas so walking on the broken glass you leave behind for friend and foe will be a cakewalk. And let’s not forget the Gurkhas’ unwavering loyalty.’

‘Loyal to you,’ she muttered. ‘Did you know he’s mute?’

‘You find him cute?’ 

‘Mute.’

‘Even better! He can’t rat you out to the tabloids! You’ll like that. No, It’s a perfect fit. Rajput is yours to have and to hold. On one condition.’

‘What?’

‘You will stop telling the wide world that Hilda is a home-wrecking cow and I’m a fruitcake unfit to be king.’

‘But those are my two favorite things to tell the wide world.’

‘A gag-order in return for a bodyguard. Those are my terms.’

Anna sighed. ‘Fine.’

Chauncey stewed. ‘One well may wonder why do you need a bodyguard at all. Everyone worships you. It’s me that gets the rotten tomatoes.’

‘And Hilda.’

‘And Hilda,’ he concurred. ‘Here I am, the entitled Prince who merits, deserves and commands respect, and what do I get? Winged fruits and vegetables. What do you get? The adoration of the mob and magazine covers! If there were a Royal election tomorrow, you’d trounce me.’

‘Lucky for you, Royals are born, not elected. That’s the problem with this country.’

‘You don’t fool me. You want to be Queen.’

‘Yes. I’m just dying to sit on a throne with a massive, old crown on my head. Ugh. I’d have the orb in one hand and the remote in the other, trying to change the channel.’

‘You don’t fool me, nor Hildie. It’s Queen Anna or bust for you, severe truth be told.’

His last four words gave her pause. A faint memory stirred. A phrase bubbled up from once-upon-a-time. She expressed it dreamily. 

‘A truth severe in fairy fiction dressed.’

Brow furrowed, Chauncey looked at her askance. ‘Where did that come from?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘A dunce who never passed her “O” levels suddenly recites an obscure, apropos nugget from the eighteenth-century poet, Thomas Gray?’

She shrugged immodestly. ‘Bee’s knees, amazing meez.’

‘Well and good. Now please remain clever and amazing at the auction. We need you keen.’

‘I have counter offer. ‘In return for Rajput and withholding my opinions of you and Hilda in public, you will let me retain my title after the divorce.’

‘Which title is that?’ 

‘Her Royal Highness.’ 

‘Sorry. HRH goes to Hilda.’

‘Oh, come on. Really? Evita was more royal than she is.’

‘She insisted and I promised.’

‘Must you give her everything?’

‘Yes.’

‘You are such a milk toast.’

‘To you I am a milk toast. To Hilda I am a magnetic, natural leader.’

Anna chuckled. 

He scowled. ‘You laugh?’

‘Everyone laughs.’

‘At me?’

‘Yes.’

He looked crestfallen. ‘Why?’

She told him, kindly as she could. ‘Well, besides being wimpy, boring, glum and fastidious, they can’t understand why you dumped wonderful me for a common, saggy-boobed, bossy-booted, old mistress.’

‘I dumped you because Hildie, unlike you, appreciates me and understands my needs.’

‘Yes, your needs for constant attention, reassurance, flattery and coddling. God bless her. Let her flutter around you all you like, but must you marry her?’

‘She’ll leave me if I don’t.’

‘Proving my point, Chauncey. She doesn’t love you. She patronizes you and puts up with you because she wants to be the next queen.’

Chauncey stiffened. ‘Do we have a deal? Rajput and in return for providing the portrait with the clue?’ 

Anna picked up the catalog. 

‘Alright. But don’t get your hopes up. My ancestors died with dirty, broken fingernails trying to dig up the long-lost Stuart Treasure.’

‘Ha! You admit it! It does exist!’ 

‘If it does, you’ll never find it. You’re wasting your time trying.’

‘Ha! Wasting time is my job!’ he hooted with pride.

‘This is true.’
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A RABBIT AND A RIOT 
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THE BENTLEY STOPPED at the red light at Brompton Road. 

Chauncey impatiently drummed his fingers on the wheel and glanced at his watch. The flashing blue lights of Pawal-Pindi’s car behind them refracted on the water drops beading on the windows. 

Anna rested her head on the glass and gazed down at a puddle in the street. 

‘A bit thick,’ she muttered, ‘being hauled off to do favors for one’s sworn enemies.’

Startled by movement and a rumble of engine, she looked up as a yellow motorcycle jerked to a stop over her rain puddle not five feet away, engine purring, throaty and throbbing. Riding the storm on a powerful Ducati Ninja was a svelte biker clad, strangely enough, in soaking wet pajamas – frilly, flannel, girl’s pajamas with a lace collar, too small for him, tight and clingy in the rain. Anna gaped at the ridiculous sight, then, with one eyebrow arched, she drank in the rest of him, the black biker boots, black leather gloves, black helmet. She then noticed rabbit ears sprouting from two holes in the top.

‘Wow. Look at you,’ she whispered in wonder. 

He turned his head and raised the visor to reveal his furred, brown rabbit face, big brown eyes and long whiskers. 

She closed her eyes tight to reset the vision and opening them again, there he remained. Having gained her full attention, he tapped his huge Breitling watch then pointed ahead as if they were late to something.

‘Late to what?’ she muttered under her breath. 

He dropped his visor, revved the engine, popped the clutch and roared off, running the red light and disappearing into another cloud of autumn leaves tumbling out of Hyde Park as if on cue to conceal his departure. 

‘That was . . . odd.’

A broody Chauncey observed his departure. ‘Delinquent.’

Anna turned quickly. ‘Did you see his face?!’ 

‘No. Why? Another beau of yours?’

She slumped in her seat, wondering what she could be late to. And why did she feel somehow violated? It was as if the Rabbit had taken something from her. But what? Then, in her mind’s eye, she pictured her flannel pajamas with little pink flowers, lace collar and jam stains on the front, hanging on the peg in the hotel bathroom. 

‘Those were my pajamas! she exclaimed silently.

She was a young girl visiting Paris for her first time with her father. Returning to her little hotel room after dinner, she found her jammies missing from the same peg. Someone had pinched them. She always thought it was the maid. And for twenty years the mystery remained. 

She sat up and pointed. 

‘Go!’

Chauncey pointed. ‘The light is red.’

‘Who cares?! Go!’

The light turned green. Chauncey drove on but leisurely.

She leaned forward, pressed her hands on the dash, peered into the sea of lights ahead and despaired.

‘He’s gone.’

Their car descended into the Hyde Park tunnel, emerged and ascended onto Piccadilly. The Ford Scorpio with Pawal-Pindi and Rajput passed them by, blue lights pulsing, and took the lead. Passing Green Park and then the Ritz Hotel, they stopped for an illegal-unless-you’re-a-Royal right turn to Duke Street. As both cars waited for a gap in traffic, Anna noticed an impromptu party on the side street outside Fortnum and Mason, the seven-story food emporium of pink brick with window and door trim in pistachio green.

Chauncey steamed. ‘What the devil is going on?’ 

Her rabbit worries were pushed aside by the wild crowd.

‘It’s a street fair!’

‘Bloody people.’

Perched on the third-floor façade of Fortnum’s the huge cuckoo clock’s minute hand clunked straight up to 7 o’clock. The mechanism whirred as half scale figures of Mr. Fortnum and Mr. Mason came out their separate doors on either side of the box, rotated to the front and bowed to each other seven times to seven chimes.

Observing the performance gave Anna a blissful wallop of childhood memories. As a girl, she came to Fortnum’s Fountain Restaurant every Sunday for lunch with her beloved grandmother. Seated in the corner booth overlooking Duke and Jermyn Street, her granny shared the tales, legends and lore of their Stuart ancestors, a brave, beheaded bunch. She loved her grandmother and she loved Fortnum’s giant cuckoo clock, the revolving doors of bleached walnut and etched glass, the happy display windows with jars of preserved this and baskets of jellied that. And tonight, the ground floor windows were in full flower for Christmas, especially festive and fresh with holly, red ribbons and seasonal goodies.

Falling into a trance, a rhyme from youth played in her head and on her lips.

––––––––
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PICCADILLY’S PECCADILLO 

Was nothing picayune.

Marmalades in November

Champignons in June.

Royal ruffles, soiled collars,

Witches, ditches, shafts of doom.

Fortnum’s lift drops through the cellar,

Riding starlight past the tomb.

Coming out of her little daydream, she found Chauncey staring at her.

‘Sorry.’ 

He squinted. ‘What on earth was that?’

‘A silly poem my grandmother taught me.’ 

A hole in the traffic appeared. Pawal-Pindi’s patrol car made a dash across Piccadilly then braked abruptly to avoid ramming the crowd clogging Duke Street.

Chauncey’s foot pounced on the accelerator. The Bentley lunged, bounced over a traffic island, clipped a red double-decker and scraped a black taxi. Regaining control, Chauncey stomped on the brake bringing the car to an abrupt stop an inch behind Pawal-Pindi. 

Chauncey’s head struck the steering wheel.

Anna braced her hands on the dashboard. 

‘Mr. Toad’s wild ride!’

He rubbed his forehead. ‘Ow.’

The Bentley’s bottom stuck out into Piccadilly, blocking traffic. Horns blared. Chauncey beeped his. The throng gave way. A bit. Pawal-Pindi inched his patrol car forward. Chauncey followed close behind. The crowd filled in the gap between them. The Bentley was isolated, surrounded and sequestered. Chauncey fretted as the patrol car ahead was swallowed by the mob.

Stuck with nowhere to go, Anna enjoyed the moment and drank in the eclectic cast. There were young street urchins, circus people, dancers, acrobats, gypsies, bygone hippies and painted punks, her favorite being the mimes with white faces marked with black dots for eyebrows and x’s for mouths. Many wore masks. Guy Fawkes masks, bird masks, fish masks. There were orange-haired anarchists, bearded bikers in leather vests, arms and faces covered with tattoos, fancies and toffs with top hats and powdered ladies in hoop dresses.

‘Fabulous!’

‘Gutter rabble,’ grumbled Chauncey.

The mob gathered around, pressed their faces against the windows and serenaded him.

The time has come 

The people said

To be rid of useless things! 

Arrogance and opulence!

Cabbages and kings!

Chauncey cowered.

Anna enjoyed a nearby puppet show aboard a colorful gypsy wagon parked on the raised pavement. A gaggle of alley brats from Dickens’ London gathered round its small stage to enjoy marionette Judy clubbing her boyfriend Punch with her tiny bat, this to the accompaniment of a hand-cranked organ known in the trade as a hurdy-gurdy. 

And then, Anna’s sixth sense sounded an alarm. Something perilous was going to happen. She sensed it and strangely enough, welcomed it. 

She rolled down her window to let the risk in.

‘What are you doing?!’ wailed Chauncey. 

‘Enjoying the puppet show.’

The Bentley was alone, isolated and surrounded. The rowdies drummed on the car.  

‘This is not good,’ he muttered.

He beeped the horn. The car pushed against the coalesced party. 

Anna socked his shoulder. ‘Don’t run them over!’ 

‘Look at them! They know who I am! This is shameless rebellion!’

‘Or a carnival.’ 

He rolled up the window on her side then laid on the horn. 

The mob danced about like children.

He rolled down his window and gestured. ‘Out of the way!’

More mockery. Ha-ha-ha!

An old bag lady emerged from the human sea, pushing a shopping trolley loaded with her worldly goods and two French Bulldogs. The Homeless Woman approached the Bentley and tapped on Anna’s window with a filthy fingernail. The ever-compassionate Princess rolled it down.

‘Good evening,’ said the hag. 

‘Hello,’ said Anna. 

‘Go away!’ barked Chauncey.

The lady rebuked him with a sneer then smiled on Anna and kindly prophesied . . .  

First you lose this 

Then you lose that. 

Greatness has its costs.

First you will cheat  

Then you will eat 

A phosphorescent cat.

Anna nodded thoughtfully. ‘Something to look forward to.’

The seedy woman blew her a kiss, pushed her trolley in front of the car then stopped, produced a hankie and blew her nose.

Chauncey honked then stuck his head out his window. ‘Excuse me?! Queen of the Dustbins?! If you don’t mind!’  

The hag gave him the Italian taxi driver salute then moved off to be consumed by the colorful masses. 

Anna watched her go, wondering why her face seemed so familiar. 
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ABDUCTED
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SUDDENLY, THE CROWD fell silent.

Anna heard a rumbling, like the sound of wagon wheels rolling over cobbles.

Chauncey stiffened. ‘What’s that?’

Unbeknownst to them, the gypsy wagon was mysteriously under way, as if pushed by an unseen force. 

Bursting out of the crowd, the cart leapt off the curb and crashed into the front fender of the Bentley. On impact, a painful, musical chord played from the hurdy-gurdy. Inside the Bentley, the airbags exploded enveloping Anna and Chauncey. Bottles of wine, hot candles, Punch and Judy and two puppeteers flew out of the cart, everything and everyone landing on the bonnet and windscreen of the car. 

Thump-thumpity-crash-tinkle. 

Chauncey’s cries for help were muffled by the engulfing airbag.

Anna pushed hers down to find two men on the bonnet, their faces pressing against the windscreen: The one in front of Chauncey, an old monk in a hooded habit. The one in front of her, a buffed harlequin in checked tights, with a blonde ponytail and a feathered bird mask. And for footwear, black rubber windsurfing slippers.

She chose to stare at the blonde. 

‘Who might you be?’ 

Chauncey beat his airbag down with his fists then gaped in horror at the motionless assailants.

‘Anarchists! Help! Pawal-Pindi!’

The monk wiped a clearing in the goopy windscreen and winked at Anna. 

She couldn’t believe her eyes.

‘Elvis? Oh my God.’

Chauncey quaked. ‘You know them?!’ 

Elvis rolled off the bonnet on the driver’s side and stood at Chauncey’s window. 

‘Good evening, Sire. Mind if we borrow the Princess?’

‘Step back! Pawal-Pindi! Help!’  

‘If I may . . .’ 

Elvis reached over Chauncey’s lap and snatched Anna’s clutch off her lap.

The Prince sat mortified over the invasion of his sacred space. 

Anna was no longer entertained.

‘Hey!’

Elvis reached in again and flipped the switch unlocking the doors.

The harlequin rolled off the bonnet on Anna’s side, opened her door, grabbed her by both hands and pulled her out. Now irate, she fought back, socking and kicking. 

Chauncey watched in pop-eyed panic as Anna was hauled away into the crowd.

The monk followed and the happy mob closed in. 

Chauncey was left in shock. Recovering his wits and fear, he rolled up his window, then rolled it down again to yelp. 

‘Pawal-Pindi! Help!’ 

The little Gurkha in khaki appeared. 

Chauncey pleaded. ‘Rajput! Thank the gods! Get me out of here!’ 

Distracted, Rajput found a pink stiletto in the gutter and ran off with it. 

Chauncey sat appalled and distraught. ‘Rajput! Come back!’ 

The rabble rocked the car. Chauncey rolled up his window, locked the doors and slunk low in the seat as they laughed and reprised Cabbages and Kings.

A stone’s throw away, the harlequin in the bird mask dragged Anna through the festive multitude, flinching and cowering as she scratched and slapped.

Elvis walked backwards before them, enjoying the fracas.

‘The honey n’ hatred o’ love!’

‘Aidez moi!’ the masked harlequin cried.

Elvis coached the suffering Frenchman. ‘You’re doin’ fine. You’re lucky she doesn’t have a silver chalice.’  

‘She’ll break a finger!’  

‘It’ll mend.’

His vulnerability revealed, Anna grabbed one and bent it back until it cracked. He cried out, released her and shuffled off, cradling the injury and cussing.

‘Rimsky-Korsakov!’

Making the most of her freedom, Anna dashed away lopsided, one high-heel shoe on, the other gone. Realizing she was unpursued, she turned around to find her incapacitated abductor sucking his finger. Curious, she retraced her steps and confronted him.

‘Who are you?’

‘You broke my finger!’

She snatched off his bird mask to find a young man of dark complexion, generous green eyes and big, pouty lips. He endured her intense scrutiny with embarrassment. 

She knew but couldn’t believe, whispering, agog.

‘Sean.’

Elvis laughed. ‘Looks like she remembers ya from her reveries!’ 

Becoming angry, she poked Sean in the chest. 

‘What are you doing here?! You only appear in my nightmares!’

Elvis again. ‘Sean’s volunteered t’ help ya on your quest.’

‘Shut up, you.’

Elvis lowered his head and stepped back. ‘If ya like.’

She removed her one, annoying shoe, let it dangle by a strap, stood barefoot and gave the harlequin a cynical perusal.

‘Nice outfit.’

Sean gestured to the street party. ‘It’s a bal masque.’

‘A masquerade ball?’ He nodded in reply. She wondered about something else. ‘And Rimsky-Korsakov?’ 

Elvis took the question. ‘Famous composer. Sean swears by ’em.’ 

She turned on the elderly monk. ‘How do you know Sean?’

‘The baby boy floated from France t’ the shores o’ Caldey Isle in a reed basket n’ the Celtic Knights adopted him!’

‘So, he’s an orphan?’

‘A royal orphan.’

‘How does that work? If he’s an orphan, you don’t know who his parents are. That’s what orphan means.’

‘His French pedigree was pinned to his pillow.’ 

‘You’re asking me to believe that little baby Sean drifted two hundred miles from France to Wales in his little bassinet.’

‘Why not? Saint Tropez drifted from Tuscany t’ le Cote d’Azur on a wood plank with a dog n’ rooster.’ 

Tired of arguing over the inconsequential. Anna returned to the issue, shoving her finger at the monk.

‘You kidnapped me. You are in big trouble.’

He smiled. ‘A risk taken t’ soon be offset by a far greater reward.’

‘Oh, I see. You’re going to hold me for ransom. Good luck. There’s no way Chauncey will pay up. He’s cast me aside for Hilda.’ She reflected. ‘Actually, the Royals would love it if I disappeared.’ She ruminated a second. ‘Did they ask you to get rid of me?’

‘The Celtic Knights are not for hire.’

‘Why are you here? What do you want with me?’

Elvis rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘We’re here t’ see ya off.’

She removed it. ‘Where am I going?’

‘Annwn.’

‘Level Two,’ Sean added.

‘And am I going alone?’

‘No,’ Elvis replied, looking around for someone. ‘Your escort will take ya down through the Portal.’

Spooked, she considered making a run for it but found herself surrounded by a wall of costumed, masked street people who seemed to be in on the prank.

Elvis reassured her. ‘Tis a rare privilege for a human t’ make the journey between realms. Makin’ the switch is the tricky part.’

‘Switch?’ she peeped. 

He glanced over at Fortnum’s revolving door. ‘As soon as your twin comes, you go.’ 

‘I don’t have a twin.’

‘Yes, ya do. We all have a twin. We see them in our dreams. An’ tonight, you get the privilege o’ takin’ her place in the Underworld.’

‘Don’t tell me. Annwn is the Underworld.’

Elvis nodded.

Sean forced an angry smile. ‘Level Two.’

Backing up, she tripped on the curb.

‘Sounds like fun and thank you for the invitation but I think I’ll pass.’

Elvis grasped her arm. ‘We only need ya for the quest tonight. You’ll be back in the mornin’.’

‘You’re just kidnapping me for one night?’

Elvis nodded as he stood on tip-toes to look over the crowd. ‘Where is that damned rabbit?’ 

She froze. ‘Not the rabbit on the motorcycle!’

‘You’ve seen him?’ She nodded. Elvis looked reassured. ‘Good. Means he’s here or near.’ 

In a fresh and desperate panic, she spun around and called to the crowd.

‘Someone help me! Please!’

They just stood there smiling.

She then realized they were not only in on the plot, they were concealing her from Pawal-Pindi and Rajput and others of the Royal Protection Squad who must surely be seeking her out. 

She didn’t like this mob now at all.

‘Worthless manikins.’

Elvis returned her clutch, draping the strap over her head. ‘Ya may need this on your journey.’

She stomped her bare foot. 

‘I’m not going on any journey!’

He rested the hand on her shoulder and gave it a warm kneading. ‘Take heart. Ya were born for this. Gonna be the adventure of a lifetime. You’re on the road t’ your destiny. When ya get back, you’ll thank us for the ecstasy.’

‘I don’t want your ecstasy!’ 

‘The Rabbit’s your courier. Once you’re through the Portal, he’ll deliver ya to  our twins on the distant shore.’

‘Level Two,’ Sean noted for the third, obnoxious time.

Terrified, she made a dash for it, hoping the crowd would open for her to pass through. But they didn’t. Thwarted, she turned around and stood helpless, her back to the human wall. 

The sound of a purring motorcycle heralded the Rabbit’s return. Slowly parting the encompassing throng, he entered their privileged circle, stopped beside Elvis and pulsed the engine.

Vroom! Vroom!

Anna trembled. 

‘You can’t be serious.’

Elvis waved her over. ‘Come along, lass. Time t’ go!’

‘No way.’

He patted a hand on the back seat of the bike. ‘Hop on.’

Anna tried to backed up, bumping into the wall of her audience. 

‘Oh, help,’ she whispered.

Elvis looked to Sean. ‘Put her on the bike.’

‘You put her on the bike!’ 

‘You’re a Celtic Knight. Try t’ act like one.’ 

‘I’m also a pianist!’

‘Not tonight.’

‘She just broke my finger!’

‘I can’t wrestle her alone. Come on. We’re out o’ time. If her Rabbit’s here, her twin is near.’

‘My twin? She’s here?’ whispered Anna, desperately trying to understand.

Sean made a fist to protect his injured finger then timidly advanced. Anna circled around the human arena to stay away from him. Carelessly bumping into Elvis, he grabbed her from behind. The crowd cheered her capture and distress. She kicked and flailed. Elvis shoved her into Sean who held her tight and closed his eyes as she tussled.

The crowd suddenly fell silent. Everyone looked back at Fortnum’s revolving door, now turning. Someone was coming out. Like rapt, reverent pilgrims awaiting a holy apparition, they waited. 

Caught up in the suspense, Elvis, Sean and Anna stopped to see who would emerge.

‘Here she comes,’ whispered Elvis.

‘She who?’ asked Anna.

‘Your twin.’

‘I don’t have a—’

Elvis tossed the tail of her coat over her head, obscuring her view. With Sean holding her arms tight to her sides, she was pinned, unable uncover herself.

‘Let me see her!’  

‘No way, lass,’ said Elvis. ‘Can’t have ya fritz before the get-go.’

‘What are you talking about?!’

Tightly compressed by Sean’s arms, she struggled, grunted and kicked. To no avail. 

And then, to everyone’s amazement and joy but hers, her exact replica emerged from Fortnum’s, revolving door—barefoot, wearing a long, turquoise wool coat and holding one gold Jimmy Choo stiletto high heel shoe – and stood at the top of the steps overlooking the street, mad as a hornet. 

The silence broke like a dam. The crowd welcomed her with whistles, whoops and cheers. She glared over the street party like they were a rotten cherry on top. 

Elvis, Sean and the captured Princess with the coat over her head blended into the mayhem and thus went unnoticed by the cranky twin on high.

Sean observed. ‘She looks pretty frosty.’

‘Aye,’ Elvis replied. ‘Don’t think she enjoyed her ride.’

Anna got a glimpse of her and was stunned. ‘Oh, my God!’

In a flash, Elvis covered her up again.

‘Did she see ya?’ 

Anna flailed. ‘She’s wearing my Stella McCartney coat!’ 

Sean asked Elvis. ‘Did she fritz?’ 

‘She saw her twin but don’t think her twin saw her.’

Anna was enraged. ‘What if she did see me?!’ she asked, struggling to uncover herself. 

Elvis laughed. ‘You’d both lose your marbles n’ it would be game over.’

Sean and Elvis watched her lookalike descend the steps and storm away into the exultant crowd.

‘Phew!’ exclaimed Sean.

Elvis tilted his head towards the Rabbit on the idling Ducati.

‘Put her on. And no back chat.’

Anna flailed more vigorously. 

‘No!’

Complying reluctantly yet again, Sean dragged her to the motorcycle, grabbed her from behind with both arms, swung her up and plopped her down on the elevated seat behind the Rabbit. 

Overwhelmed by his display of strength and grace, she went limp for a moment. Then, feeling the engine throbbing beneath her, her panic quickly returned.

‘Don’t send me away! Please!’ 

She tried to dismount but Sean held her in place. 

Elvis pressed the coat on her head. ‘Bon voyage.’

‘Where am I going?!’ she wailed, forlorn.

‘Level Two,’ said Sean with some impatience like she should remember such things. 

He then lifted her coat, planted a surprise kiss on her lips, then covered her up again. 

Brazen! Infuriating! 

‘I hate you!’ 

Elvis laughed. ‘Me too, I hope!’  

‘Help me! Somebody! Please!’ she wailed, blindly appealing to the crowd.

The mob responded with farewell cheers. 

Maddening!

Elvis slapped the Rabbit on the back. ‘Take her down.’

The engine revved. Sean released her. Anna instinctively grabbed the biker around the midriff – getting an armful of wet pajamas – and the motorcycle roared off, borrowing a hole in the crowd like a swallow darting through a dense cloud of gnats.

Covered up, unable to see a thing, Anna clung tight to her ‘courier’. 

The bike zoomed down Duke Street, banked left on Jermyn Street, turned left again and climbed the loading ramp at Fortnum’s service entrance. On cue, the metal door rolled up, its chain pulled by an odd, punky looking fellow in a Fortnum’s pistachio green uniform, sporting a Mohawk haircut painted black and white, skunk-style. The motorcycle split the slatted, plastic curtains, flew over a bump, bounced down, then descended a steep, slippery, concrete passage. 

In the confined space, the sound of the engine was deafening. Anna released the Rabbit, managed to get the coat off her head, then covered her ears. Hands-free and unstable, she nearly flew off as they took a quick turn. From thence, she held the Rabbit tightly as the bike circled down, down, down into the dark bowels beneath the food palace. 

Outside on Duke Street, R.P.S. agents and London Bobbies secured a perimeter around the crashed Bentley and the wrecked gypsy wagon, fencing off both with yellow police tape. Towering over the mob, Pawal-Pindi made his way to the crash site to find Chauncey a frantic mess, still pinned in his seat by the airbag.

‘Are you alright, Sire?’ 

‘Pawal-Pindi! Thank the gods! Where’s the Princess?!’

His bodyguard opened the door. ‘She’s escaped, Your Grace.’

‘She didn’t escape! She was kidnapped!’ 

Pawal-Pindi repressed the airbag and pulled him from the car.

‘By whom, Sire?’ 

‘By two brazen guys in costume!’

‘Can you provide a description, Sire?’

‘A cleric in a monk’s robe and cowl and a harlequin in checked tights!’

‘A pair fitting said description will not get far,’ Your Highness.’

Distressed, Chauncey clasped his forehead. ‘I’m deep in the do-do now, Pawal. I was tasked by Hilda to deliver Anna to Christie’s and now she’s gone.’ He pointed down Duke Street to the auction house on the corner. ‘Hilda’s waiting for us at Christie’s. Arriving without the package, she will surely slay me.’

Pawal-Pindi escorted him through the jostling crowd, everyone celebrating.

Rankled, Chauncey halted. ‘Hang on, Pawal. I want a word with these Piccadillian Bolsheviks.’

‘Most inadvisable, Your Grace.’

Undaunted, Chauncey climbed on an upended vegetable crate, surveyed the theatrical, costumed rabble with disdain, outstretched his arms to quiet them and was surprised at the miraculous and sudden silence that resulted. 

‘Thank you. Thank you,’ he began in his own condescending, flattered manner. ‘And good evening to all of you housecat-eating gypsies to brave the wind and rain for this special occasion, which I know not of. I feel the love! And when I become King, I will show this love by deporting you back to Turkistan or Bulgaria or wherever you hail from.’ The mob laughed, jeered and cheered. He raised his voice. ‘That is, unless you can redeem yourselves first by helping me out this evening as I am short one Princess of Wales. Find her and return her to captivity and you will be rewarded handsomely with a one-way ticket and visa to Australia! May the gods love you all to make up for me who cannot! Have a destructive evening and Happy Christmas!’ 

As Pawal-Pindi quickly spirited him away, a fusillade of water balloons flew out of the radical ranks, arced high in the air and splashed at Chauncey’s feet. Hopping and dancing evasively to avoid the exploding orbs, he suddenly stopped and looked back at the riot.

‘Buttermilk!’

Pawal-Pindi escorted him forward. ‘Your car is secure, Your Grace.’

‘We can’t leave her to the gypsies!’

‘We won’t, Sire.’

‘Bring her to me, Pawal.’

‘I will, Your Grace.’
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THE MAGIC LIFT
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ELVIS AND SEAN STROLLED through the mob and continued down narrow, empty and quiet Duke Street.

‘Her quest has begun,’ said the monk in the cowl.

‘Et maintenant?’ asked Sean the harlequin.

‘We’ve done our part. She’ll soon be in the hands of our twins in the realm below.’

‘Et qu'est-ce que toi et moi faisons ce soir?’ 

‘You return t’ Fenton House n’ resume your piano practice or rehearsal or whatever. You got your concert tomorrow.’

Sean stopped walking and held up the swollen, third finger on his left hand. ‘I can’t play with this.’

Elvis stopped to ask. ‘Why not?’

‘She broke it.’

Elvis shrugged. ‘Put a splint on it.’

Sean extended his fingers and pretended to play. ‘Click, click, click?’

Elvis walked on. ‘You asked for it.’

Sean caught up with him. ‘When she returns in the morning, she’ll probably break another one.’

‘I’ll meet her in the mornin’. You’re done. You get your concert tomorrow night. After that, you return t’ Paris n’ stay there.’

‘Avec plaisir!’ 

‘Aye. So, count your blessings. You get t’ play piano. I get t’ baby sit her high-strung twin at Kensington Palace all night. I fear it’s gonna be a restless night for the crazy copy brought here against her will from Netherland. An’ have t’ get her back t’ the Portal for the switch in the mornin’ as well.’  He peered up at the thick overcast. ‘As of now, she’ll need a clear night t’ get anywhere.’ 

Sean looked up. ‘What can you do about clouds?’

‘Make ’em go away.’

‘Ha! Like to see that.’

Elvis reached into a cloak pocket, pulled out a pinch of ground herbs, stuffed a dose into each nostril and sniffed. 

Sean looked bemused. ‘C'est quoi ce truc?’

Elvis’s nose twitched. ‘Sneeze weed harvested from the Physic Garden.’

A sneeze without the weed, ne’er t’ heaven go.

It rises up so gallantly from a wizard here below.

He winked at Sean. ‘Are ya ready?’ 

Raising both hands to the heavens and tilting his head back, he sniffed and snuffed, sucked in a few quick breaths, then released a doozie.

Ah-choo!  

Sean laughed. ‘Qu’est-ce que ça va faire?’ 

Elvis watched overhead. ‘Lettin’ the starlight through.’

Sean snorted his disbelief. ‘Mais non.’

‘Mais oui.’

Sean watched as the clouds overhead began to whirl. A hole appeared that revealed the starry heavens above.

‘Vincenzo Bellini!’

Meanwhile, beneath Fortnum’s, the motorcycle looped down the dark, concrete tunnel, the headlight leading the way. 

Perched on the back, holding on tight, wondering if their descent would ever end, Anna noticed an illuminated chamber ahead. A dreadful hope dawned.  

The Ducati roared into a small, abandoned Underground station illuminated by a sole, sputtering neon light. The Rabbit cut the engine and the bike coasted across the station floor, bounced over a foot-wide gap and entered a colossal iron cage from the Jules Verne era with massive rivets, wheels, cables, and pulleys. The beams cracked as they cooled. Old valves hissed steam. The antique, elephantine machine no doubt had just arrived from a strenuous journey.

The Rabbit parked the bike on the kickstand, removed his helmet and dismounted, leaving Anna unattended on the back seat, one stiletto dangling by its strap from her finger. She checked out the forbidding interior of her prison and noticed an old iron plaque.

HARRODS FREIGHT LIFT 

FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY

‘How can this be Harrods’ freight lift?’ she asked the Rabbit. ‘I thought we were in the basement under Fortnum’s.’

No reply.

She marveled at the machine. 

‘Steam Punk on steroids.’

The Rabbit turned valves and checked gauges.

She hugged herself to get warm as she watched him pull a loop of chain that brought down the safety door with a metallic clatter, closing with an ominous clang. 

It dawned on her she was trapped. A prisoner. And she panicked.

Off the bike in a flash, she grabbed the closed door of the cage and screamed into the empty station

‘Help!’

Her wail traveled up the passage and echoed back down again.

She turned on the Rabbit.  ‘Where are you taking me?!’ 

He looked up to check on the status of the machinery on the roof of the lift. She followed his gaze and saw a massive docking mechanism and above that, a vast elevator shaft rising twelve stories capped with a distant skylight. 

‘Woah,’ she whispered in awe.

Feeling a gust of stale air from below, she looked down through the floor grating at a dark shaft to infinity. She closed her eyes and pinched her nose. 

‘Pee-u! The Tube.’

As the Rabbit fiddled with the lift’s controls, she peered through the meshed door at the empty station and found a filthy, tiled Underground sign with the blue bar inside the red circle designating this to be . . .  

LEVEL ONE

She was puzzled. 

‘Level One? But there’s no such station on the Circle Line. There’s Green Park before Fortnum’s and Piccadilly Circus after. This is all wonky.’

She found another station sign above an iron door, saying WAY OUT. Above it, an arrow pointed straight up. 

‘I wish,’ she muttered.

Outside the lift, a sign in filthy mosaic tiles floor at the edge of the station platform advised: MIND THE GAP

She looked below and beyone. ‘You mean, Mind the Bottomless Pit.’

A shimmering light fell down the shaft. She was startled, then awestruck as the lift began to vibrate then hum like a giant, electrical transformer. The Rabbit grasped a giant lever with both hands. 

‘Don’t!’ she cried.

The blue light from above grew more intense. The iron cage groaned and rumbled, straining to be free of its iron shackles. The Rabbit threw the lever releasing cog in the docking gear above. The lift dropped then jerked to a stop with a bang after falling a few feet. 

She shrieked. Then, gathering her wits and seeing they’d stopped and everything was fine, she felt embarrassed, then disappointed.

‘Are we going or not?’

The blue light faded away. The lift stopped shaking. 

She looked out and found the lift had fallen so that the station platform outside was at eye level.

This is not good. Are we stuck?’

The Rabbit peered up the dark shaft with an annoyed scowl.

‘This old lift is broken. Shouldn’t we climb out while we can? Or you can let me out and then you can go wherever it is you’re going. Okay? Just open the door. I’ll find my way back upstairs and you can ride this deathtrap without me. I’m sure Elvis will understand.’

Her fear spiked anew as the blue light danced down the shaft once again. Bathing the lift in its magical aura, the lift hummed and shuddered under the strain. The Rabbit yanked the lever again, this time succeeding in the release of the docking lock overhead and the giant, iron lift fell away like an anvil down a wishing well.

Whoosh! 

Anna felt her tummy leap into her throat. She had no air in her lungs to scream. 

The blue light faded and everything went black. An electric bulb on the ceiling of the lift came to life, flickering on and off like a strobe in a discothèque. She clung for life to the meshed wall of the iron cage and observed the Rabbit casually remove his helmet, lay down on the floor, cradle his head in his gloved hands and close his eyes for a nap.

Amazed and aggravated, she stepped up and probed his side with her bare foot.

‘You can’t go to sleep! Do something!’ 

He rolled over on his side.

Frustrated, she turned and peered out at the darkness. She looked up then down. Was the lift rising or falling? Were they moving at all? There was no wind. No mechanical sounds. Little lights began to appear from below, get brighter, then shoot past like shooting stars, joining galaxies swirling in a black firmament above.

‘I’ve never been in a lift like this before,’ she muttered. ‘Either we’re falling through space or we’re on some hokey carnival ride.’

The Rabbit rolled onto his back, splayed his arms wide and started snoring.

‘Worse than worthless,’ she muttered over him. ‘That’s what you are.’

Giving up on him, she bundled up in her coat and paced the cage, six paces across, talking to herself to calm herself. And to annoy her companion.

‘I thought the center of the earth was hot, but it’s freezing down here. But that’s a good thing. Right? We’re not going to Hell if it’s getting colder. Maybe we’ll pass through to India.’ She stopped pacing and stood over the Rabbit. ‘Where they will arrest you for kidnapping, put you in iron pot and make rabbit curry out of you.’

She stopped and looked down on him again. ‘By the way, those are my pajamas you’re wearing. I remember the jam stains on the front – right there,’ she said, poking his chest with her toe. ‘Why would you wear them out on the town tonight? You knew you were assigned to kidnap me. Are you sentimental, deviant or just stupid?’

No reply.

‘Can you hear me? Or are you deaf and dumb as well? Do understand English? Maybe you’re a French rabbit. Sean’s French, you know. Did you see him kiss me? The nerve.’

The Rabbit snoozed on. 

Tiring of her own conversations, she noticed wood crates stacked to the roof of the cage, each stenciled with the renowned purveyor of delicacies, FORTNUM AND MASON. Looking through the slats of one box, she found it neatly packed with glass jars of marmalade. 

‘You guys are smugglers! Nice haul. I’ve never seen so much jam.’ She studied the labels on the jars. ‘And in every variety too. When I was young, I knew all the Fortnum and Mason marmalades by heart. I even wrote a song about them. Like to hear it?’

The sleeping Rabbit didn’t say no. 

She hummed a bit to recall the tune, then softly sang . . . 

St. Nigel’s Vintage  

Thick Bitter Cut 

Old English Hunt 

Lime Fruit.  

Pomelo

Dragon’s Breath with Rind 

Rhubarb 

And Shaddock Shoot.  

Biting Lemon  

Tangerine  

Orang-u-tang

Bee Tree.

Kumquat 

Grapefruit 

Bloody Orange 

And Burning Bush of Dittany.

––––––––
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THE RABBIT SNORED THROUGH it all.

Anna reflected on one in particular.  

‘Thick and Bitter Cut. That would be Hilda’s favorite.’
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LEVEL 2
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THE LIFT WAS FALLING still, silently, the stars whizzing by. Some time had passed, for there was Anna, curled up on the floor beside the Rabbit, both of them fast asleep.

Lost in another dream, she was that little girl in Paris again, standing at her hotel room window, happy and innocent, all ready for bed in her flannel pajamas with the lace collar and jam stains on the front. Fascinated, she watched the swallows dart helter-skelter in the twilight. Resting her arms on the iron railing, she looked down on the courtyard with its gravel paths, clipped hedges, and a golden statue of a fawn standing in a square bed of ivy. 

Suddenly a boy with a blonde ponytail appeared with a wire ring and tray of soapy water. She watched him dip and swish, creating giant bubbles that slowly ascended. 

She waved. ‘Bonjour!’

He looked up and scowled at her.

Sugar! He was handsome!

Unoffended, she tried again, eager to practice her schoolgirl French.

‘Comment vous appelez-vous?!’

He ignored her and made more bubbles.

‘Well, you little snob,’ she muttered.

Elbows on the railing, chin in her hands, she watched him spinning around, swishing his wand, knowing he was showing off for his audience of one. His bubbles floated up, passed her by and drifted away over the mansard roofs and chimney tops. He watched the bubbles ascend as well. And he watched her too. 

And then everything was shuddering, shaking, clanking, scraping. The fond memory wrapped in a dream popped like a soap bubble. Abruptly awakened, she opened her eyes expecting to be in her comfy bed at home and was distressed to find her cheek pressed to the floor of the iron cage, shaking, braking, slowing down.

Sitting up in alarm, she found the passing stars replaced with the stone walls of the shaft, passing by at great speed. The lift scraped the sides, grinding and sparking. 

She stood up in a panic, held her ears and kicked the sleeping Rabbit until he stirred. 

‘We’re going to crash! . . . Do something!’

He groaned and rubbed his eyes. 

She looked down through the grated floor and saw a faint, yellow light getting brighter. The sparks and clamor suddenly ceased and the lift slowly and silently decelerated like an old, French ascenseur coming to a gentle stop with a thump . . . arriving back, or so she believed, in the very same Underground station. 

Anna was amazed and insulted. She turned on the Rabbit as he stood up.

‘What was all that about? We’re back where we started! I was right! That was nothing but a stupid carnival ride!’

She then noticed the tiled sign on the wall of the station. 

LEVEL TWO

And laughed at the absurdity. ‘All that fuss, time and noise just to go up one floor? And here all the time I thought we were going down.’

She found him staring at her hair which, unbeknownst to her, had in transit changed color from blonde to blue. 

She felt the top of her head. ‘What?’ 

Moving on with impassive efficiency, he threw the lever locking the lift in place then pulled the chain to open the safety door. She watched in detached wonder as he put on his helmet, climbed on his motorcycle, pushed it over the yawning gap onto the station platform, climbed on and started the engine.

She picked up her pink stiletto then hesitated in the open door. 

‘I don’t get it. You kidnap me and now you’re going to leave me behind?’

He patted a gloved hand on the back seat of the Ducati. 

She shook her head. ‘No way.’

He gently pulsed the engine.

Broom! Broom!

She strapped her clutch over her shoulder, moved to the open door of the lift, peered down at the yawning, black abyss and noticed the tiled sign on this station floor said almost the same as the one before, but this one had an attitude. MIND THE BEASTLY GAP.

This threw her. 

‘Now it’s a “Beastly Gap”?’

Slowly and carefully, she stepped over the threatening chasm, stood on the solid floor of the station and considered another exit, a twin of the iron door on Level One with the twin sign that said WAY OUT with an arrow pointing up.

She pointed it out to the Rabbit. 

‘I think I’ll take the stairs, thanks.’  

He waited and watched as she strolled across the station, opened the door and gingerly stepped through. 

She stood in a dark stairwell with a cobwebbed, iron staircase spiraling up twelve floors, each landing illuminated by a dim or flickering light.

‘Super.’

She returned to the station and without a word, climbed on the back of the bike and put her arms around the Rabbit. 

The Ducati revved, accelerated from the station, entered the tunnel and ascended the labyrinth with a throaty roar. Having learned on the way down, she leaned into every turn like an experienced girlfriend on the way back up. 

Outside on Duke Street, the happy riot had melted away. A few cops and some costumed stragglers gathered around the wrecked gypsy cart and the bashed Bentley, both cordoned off with yellow police tape. 

Around the back at the service entrance, the skunky punk attendant, who now had the face of a real skunk with the same two-tone Mohawks, pulled the chain, rolling up the metal service door with a clatter just in time for the bike with Rabbit and Princess to exit the building. Blasting through the plastic curtains, the Ducati flew the bump, skidded down the ramp, banked right on Jermyn Street, banked a sharp left on Duke Street and zoomed off with a taunting roar.

Outside the side entrance to Fortnum’s, some bobbies and the riot’s leftovers heard the wail of the fleeing Ducati and whirled around to catch sight of Anna’s escape, pink coat and purse flapping behind her. Her fans gave her a rousing cheer. 

She peered ahead over the Rabbit’s shoulder, saw the Christie’s building on the corner with crimson banners flying, and was not pleased.

She screamed over the screaming engine. ‘Are we going to Christie’s?!’ 

The bike banked right onto King Street and bore down on Christie’s main entrance where the street riot outside Fortnum’s had regathered for another ruckus. Hearing the whine of the approaching Ducati, they turned to witness her arrival and exploded in joyous welcome, blowing whistles, banging rubbish bin lids with ladles. A horrific racket echoed through the stuffy, clubby streets of St. James.

The bike slowed. Anna rapped her knuckles on the Rabbit’s helmet.

‘Don’t you dare drop me here!’

He stopped at the end of Christie’s red carpet leading to the front door, the mob pressing the velvet swags on both sides, hailing their heroine. A foregathered flock of paparazzi raised their cameras and soaked her in a supernova of celebrity adoration.

Blue hair mussed, coat, legs and shoes splattered with muck and squashed vegetables, she was the reinvented Princess, la fugitive au naturel, the weathered, battered, bruised survivor reappearing after her brief but intense rite of passage . . . and as such, more attractive than ever.

His leg extended to hold up the bike, the Rabbit gently pulsed the engine. 

Anna got the drift but remained seated on the back seat, steaming.

‘I’m not going in there.’

He shut off the engine and folded his arms to wait her out.

She folded hers. But after a moment of feisty silence, she had to ask.

‘You take me from the Royals, then you return me to the Royals?! They’re inside waiting for me!’ 

No reply.

She perused the wild assembly and found this demonstration more animated and peculiar than the last. Most everyone here wore animal masks. Really good, lifelike masks. It then dawned. 

‘Oh, my God,’ she whispered. ‘They’re humals.’

The annoying paparazzi, dressed in black, all had the faces of black birds, crows, rooks and ravens. And at the end of the carpet, attending Christie’s entry, the two attending footmen in ceremonious livery appeared to be fish.

She stared in wide-eyed wonder. ‘Billy would love this.’ 

The crowd began to chant. ‘God save the Queen!’

‘What?! No!’ She screamed back. ‘Shut up! You want me to lose my head?!’ 

They chanted the louder. 

She wagged the head and despaired. ‘What good is it being loved by all when everyone is so stupid?’

Giving up, she swung a leg over, dismounted, stood beside the bike and sneered in the Rabbit’s face.

‘Thanks for the ride.’ 

Starting down the red carpet, she remembered something and returned, putting on a steely smile. ‘Would you be so good as to send my pajamas to the cleaners before you return them? Thanks.’  

She hiked her clutch strap on her shoulder and, dangling her one stiletto from a curled finger, proceeded down the carpet barefoot. At the doors, the attending fish footmen bowed with fanfare and opened the glass gates of Christie’s. 

Behind her, the motorcycled started with a rumble. She turned to watch the Rabbit’s departure, feeling strangely sad to see him go.

‘I guess your fun is in the fishing. Clearly this prank is “Catch and Release”.’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



THE STRANGEST AUCTION EVER
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STEPPING INSIDE, SHE found the downstairs reception vacant. She ascended a grand stairway and entered a vast room marked SALLE DE PREVENUE filled with antiques, tagged and awaiting adoption.

‘Where is everybody?’ 

She glimpsed herself in a mirror and noticed her wet, windblown, blue hair.

She stepped closer to the glass and saw a stranger. 

‘What happened to you?’

The stir and buzz of a large crowd seeped through a distant set of double doors marked SALLE DU VENDU, attended by a pair of frog footmen. 

She recalled similar characters in Alice. ‘I need an invitation to croquet from the Queen.’ 

She tip-toed to the doors put her ear to the crack to listen in. To her surprise and embarrassment, the frog footmen opened them, exposing her to a great assembly seated in a gilt-paneled ballroom. A cool whoosh accompanied hundreds of heads turning to stare at the beautiful, blue-coiffed, filthy, barefoot Princess. She offered them an embarrassed smile and timid wave, then drank in the opulent interior and cast of eccentricity. Huge crystal chandeliers sparkled over the walnut and gilt paneled room. A dozen large, French mirrors were propped against the walls. 

The seats were packed with a posh menagerie of monied classes, both human and masked humal, everyone sumptuously dressed in fashions from bygone eras to the present. 

Impressed but perplexed, she stepped back and nudged a frog footman.

‘Is this the auction of old portraits?’ 

He nodded.

Taking a deep breath for courage, she entered the great salon and was astonished to see Elvis and Sean standing in a side aisle amidst the overflow. The elder was in his monk’s cloak as before, but the younger had changed from court jester to Veronese dreamboat, that is, from a harlequin in checked tights into a dashing Romeo in a billowy white shirt, a sleeveless doublet, tight breeches, white stockings and . . . windsurfing slippers. 

Anna was gratified to see him sucking his injured, swollen finger. 

‘Huh. Serves you right.’

She steamed across the packed room to give them a lashing.

Elvis got off a joyful salvo first. ‘Ya made it!’

‘What are you doing here?!’

‘Came t’ watch the show.’

‘I don’t get it. Why would you kidnap me, throw me down a black hole and then have your pet rabbit deliver me to Christie’s where I was going anyway?’

‘This isn’t the same Christie’s. You’re downstairs now. Auctions are different down here.’ 

‘Are you mad?’

‘We're all mad here. I'm mad. You're mad. Or soon will be.’

‘Why did your rabbit drop me here?’

‘I instructed him t’ do so.’

‘So, this is your idea. Well, I want to go home.’

‘Ya can go if ya like.’

She glanced at Sean then returned to Elvis. ‘Do you want the Royals to use and abuse me as planned?’

Elvis pointed to the front. ‘They’re waitin’ for ya. Go on. They need your help.’

‘Are you on their side?’

‘No. But we need the curtain t’ go up. An’ for that, we need ya t’ play your part.’ 

‘I see. I’ve been cast in your play as well as theirs.’

‘More a game than a play,’ said Elvis. ‘A game that’s gonna have big winners n’ big losers.’

Sean pulled his swollen finger from his mouth and pointed at her head. ‘What happened to your hair?’ 

She looked at herself in the mirror behind him and stared in disbelief at her mussed, blue doo.

‘I have no idea.’ 

Elvis gently steered her shoulders to face front. ‘They saved a seat for ya.’

‘No.’

‘Go on. Gonna be fun. Relax n’ enjoy yourself.’

She looked again to Sean. ‘Are you playing?’

He nodded. 

She considered her risks and his reward. 

Elvis gave her an encouraging push. ‘Up ya go. Destiny calls.’

With the side aisles clogged, the only way to the front was down a raised runway through the center of the seated patrons. 

A catwalk was de rigueur at fashion shows, but at an art auction? 

Her single stiletto dangling from a curled finger, she mounted the steps in her muddy, bare feet and walked to the front, every eye in the room following her. 

Elvis observed with pride like his prized filly was approaching starting line.

Anna appraised as she approached her three enemies seated in huge, Mao-style armchairs in the front row.

In Chair One was the Mum, Chauncey’s grandmother, the former Queen Mother, sweet, round, sturdy and ancient. This evening, she wore a mauve, tasseled frock resembling an Edwardian lamp shade. All England affectionately called her Aga after the squat, cast iron stove warming hovel, flat and manor in their cold winters and colder summers. 

In Chair Two, sat Chauncey’s mistress, Hilda Bella-Broome, the Duchess of Cornbread, handsome, forbidding, well-bosomed and middle-aged, wearing a bright red dress with black lightning bolts. 

Chair Three was empty, awaiting Anna. 

In Chair Four was Chauncey, re-costumed as a British officer of some tropical outpost of the lost Empire, with high-laced, black boots, Jodhpur breeches, a khaki coat loaded with campaign ribbons and a dun toned, canvas covered pith helmet.

Aga tried to look back at Anna approaching but her arthritic neck jammed half way.

Hilda dug a pack of Silk Cuts out of her huge handbag and lit up a cigarette with a chunky, ivory lighter. 

Chauncey slumped in his vast armchair, boots splayed, and gazed at the ceiling, sniffing at the air like a dog catching a familiar scent.

O’ bitter marriage.

O’ tale of grief.

I smell the breath 

Of my limelight thief.

Anna stepped off the end of the runway, stood barefoot before the seated, royal triumvirate, and in mocking subservience, curtsied.

Hilda chuckled at her disheveled appearance. ‘Look what the cat dragged in.’

Aga stared. ‘My God. Your hair is blue.’ 

Pretending mild annoyance, Anna closed her eyes. ‘I know. I could kill my hairdresser. I asked for lime green.’

‘Well, we’re glad you could come, dear.’

‘Sorry, I’m late.’

Anna shed her coat, draped it on the back of her chair, plopped down, slipped her pink stiletto on her left foot, crossed her legs and saucily bobbed her naked foot slathered in mud.

Hilda gave her a critical once-over with droopy eyelids. ‘Where on earth have you been? 

Anna drank in a deep breath and exhaled. ‘Where to start.’

‘Chauncey said you were abducted.’

Anna nodded and pretended to concentrate to recount the sequence. All to bug Hilda. 

‘Yes, indeed. Abducted by a monk and a harlequin, handed off to a rabbit who took me down his burrow, brought back up again then dropped off outside like an unwanted parcel. A big, fat, round trip to nowhere for nothing. Can you believe it?’

‘No, I can’t.’ grumped Hilda.

‘I would have sent you a postcard but didn’t have a stamp.’

‘I don’t believe in fairy tales.’

‘Nonsense,’ sassed Anna, feeling her oats. ‘You believe in them more than anyone I know. Why else would you steal Chauncey from me? You want to be a princess who becomes a queen.’ 

She sang the rest. 

Fairy tales 

Can come true. 

You can be in one too.

If you’re cruel and smart. 

Chauncey gave her knee a friendly pat. ‘Thank you for escaping.’

She patted his in return. ‘Wouldn’t miss this for the world.’

‘You saved my bacon.’

‘And my eggs.’ She noted his tropical uniform. ‘You changed in a hurry.’

‘I haven’t changed.’

‘Oh? Well, I love the costume. Who are you?’

He puffed up his little chest and sang a bit of Gilbert and Sullivan. ‘I am he very model of a modern Major General.’

‘And your regiment?’

‘The Royal Punjab Helmeteers.’

She noticed a red dot on his forehead and touched it with her finger. ‘What’s this?’ 

Annoyed, he deflected her hand. ‘That . . . is my Hindi bindi.’

‘What’s it for?’

‘Enlightenment.’

‘Does it work?’

He touched it to see if she rubbed it off. ‘It does when you’re not around.’ 

She noticed the grotesque, ancient ring on his sausage finger, set with ugly, rough-cut gems. 

‘What a gawd-awful, gaudy bauble.’ She took his hand for a closer look. ‘It’s positively prehistoric. Have you worn this thing before?’

He jerked away his hand. ‘Yes.’

‘Really? I’ve never seen it before.’ 

‘Yes, you have. What’s wrong with you? Ever since our tragedy began, you’ve thrown tantrums over me wearing this ring.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘You very well know where.’

‘Tell me again.’

‘Hilda gave me this ring as a token of her love.’

‘Igh. No wonder. When?’

‘When you still playing with your dolls.’

‘How very sweet of her.’  

‘You didn’t think it very sweet when you saw me wearing it on our honeymoon in Egypt.’

‘Was I upset?’

‘You wouldn’t sleep with me for months. A bit worrisome that. I married you to produce an heir, you know.’

‘Sorry.’

Hilda gave her a chummy elbow in the ribs. ‘The beginning of your end.’

‘I guess so!’ laughed Anna. She then spotted a similarly garish, antique ring encrusted with colorful gems on Hilda’s finger. ‘And look at yours! I love it. Where did you find it? King Tut’s tomb?’

‘You’re a cheeky, little snit this evening. What’s gotten into you?’ 

Anna shrugged and suggested. ‘Cheer in loathing?’ 

Hilda surveyed her mud-splattered dress and legs. ‘And what’s all this?’

Anna touched the various pieces of her ensemble. For her dress. ‘Alaia.’ For her scarf. ‘Missoni.’ For her clutch. ‘Prada.’ For her coat. ‘Armani.’ She lifted her foot with the pink stiletto. ‘Ferragamo.’ 

Hilda sniffed haughtily. ‘I was referring to the mud.’

‘The mud is Fortnum’s.’

‘Some new look?’

‘It will be now.’

Unnoticed in the back, Rajput entered the opulent ballroom, stopped and stood on tiptoes, seeking his Royal Charge. In his hand was her gold stiletto retrieved from the gutter. Spotting Anna up front, he rushed down the catwalk, knelt at her feet and offered the shoe like a holy icon. 

She was delighted.

‘Rajput! You bah lamb!’  

Extending her bare right foot, he slipped it on. 

She confided to Hilda. ‘Cinderella gets her own back.’ 

Reaching under the seat, she retrieved her pink stiletto, slipped it on her left foot then lifted both legs to display the glaring mismatch. 

Hilda sniggered. ‘You’ve got a problem.’ 

Anna asked her deliverer. ‘Rajput, this gold one is one of my Jimmy Choos. I’m missing a pink Ferragamo. Where’d the Choo come from?’ 

No reply.

‘Did you run back to the palace and get it out of my closet?’ She looked at Hilda and shrugged innocently. ‘Inexplicable.’

‘No, it isn’t. You’re nuts,’ said Hilda.

Rajput plopped down cross-legged on the floor in front of them, facing the auction stage like a kid ready to watch his favorite show on TV. 

Stage right, the curtain parted and to Anna’s surprise, out waddled a fat, hunchbacked Punchinello – also known as a Pagliacci—as would oft appear in the comedic Italian genre of Opera Buffe. He had a large staff in hand, a drooping, conical cap lined with red balls of yarn drooping down to his shoulder, a hooked nose made of paste that almost touch his upturned, paste chin, a vast tummy and torso draped in a baggy, ruffled blouse with matching yarn-balls for buttons, pantaloons that shrouded the squatty, lower regions, and chubby feet crammed into Arabesque, jeweled slippers with curled toes.

Anna loved it and muted a giggle.

Punch thumped his staff on the floor three times and opening the proceedings, proclaimed . . .

Tis nigh’ting, time the cash-drenched coves

Come out to hunt in Christie’s cave. 

All friendships cease. You are now foes.

Impress, dig deep, out-bid, be brave. 

To polite applause, he bowed and exited stage right. 

From stage left came a tropical parrot in a crimson blazer with Christie’s crest on his breast pocket, a folio in hand.

Anna sat with her mouth ajar, captivated by the strange show, like a child. 

Hilda dropped her cigarette on the floor and squished it with her toe. ‘Here we go.’

The Parrot took the podium and in Etonian full of plumy vowels, addressed the rapt audience.

‘Good evening and welcome to Christie’s auction of historically significant British Portraits from our sacred Golden Age when sterling was silver and broth made a happy beggar. I am Mr. McCaw, your auctioneer this evening, and I would like to—’ 

‘Do we care who you are or what you would like?!’ heckled Chauncey. ‘Spare us the pompous prattle and bring out the bloody portraits!’ 

McCaw peered over his eyeglasses at the undersized Prince in his oversized armchair. 

‘Do you have a bidding paddle, Your Highness?’

‘A what?’

‘A bidding paddle, Sire.’

‘No.’

‘Are you registered?’

‘I am not and I shan’t be bothered. You know who I am. And if my credit is a concern, you can bill my mother.’

‘The formality takes but a moment, Your Disgrace,’ McCaw said with respect. He snapped his fingers at a Black Berkshire pig in a red blazer standing in the side aisle with a dossier. ‘Monsieur Couchon, please paddle His Royal Highness. And perhaps the other Highnesses as well. Thank you.’

The clerk approached, knelt at the Royals’ feet and bothered them with forms to sign. 

During the intermission, Anna glanced back at Elvis with a persecuted expression, pleading for rescue. He gave her an encouraging smile and a thumbs-up. She reproved him with a sneer then moved on, casually perusing the assorted faces of the eccentrics in the audience seated behind her.  

A porcupine, dressed in a trendy black t-shirt and white linen jacket stood out. His spiked blonde quills, the gold rings piercing his nostrils, eyebrows and ears, reminded her of someone.

‘Is that you, Prick?’ she muttered. 

He waved. 

‘You’re a humal now? . . . I guess so.’

Behind him was the familiar, human face of the swarthy, gorgeous sheik she knew too well, Pasha Salaad, wearing a keffiyeh headdress in black and white. He waved. She smiled. She liked Salaad and his presence was a comfort.

A few rows back she spied a rat in a dark Italian suit and gray silk tie. She recognized the humal version of the Prime Minister. 

‘Look at you, Vermin,’ she whispered, impressed.

Nearby, an elegant black bird with a prominent black beak caught her eye and twiddled his fingers. His long, black cutaway coat mimicked shiny, feathered wings. 

‘Raven Tabloid,’ she muttered, awed over another metamorphosis to humal.

Alone on a side aisle, sitting in a Mao-style armchair of his own, was a well-dressed, obese fellow with a grey and black furry face, a small black nose, and triangular ears on top of his head. Anna assumed he was a raccoon. 

‘Is that you, Caesar Boots?’ 

And nearby sat a middle-aged lady decked elegantly in a vintage, Yves Saint Laurent black dress and floppy, black hat.

Surprised to see here there and not pleased, Anna eyed her narrowly. ‘What are you doing here, Janet?’ 

In the back, Sean and Elvis observed her observing.

Sean leaned closer to Elvis to whisper. ‘Does she know all these people?’ Elvis nodded. Sean asked. ‘Who are they?’

‘Friends o’ hers soon to be foes.’

Sean pointed to the raccoon. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Come on now. Where have ya been?’

‘In France.’ 

‘That’s Caesar Boots, the American Ambassador. Billionaire. Mob boss, Chairman o’ the Board o’ the Western World. Or so he thinks.’ 

Sean shoved out lips, impressed, then pointed at the rat in the Italian suit. ‘And him?’

‘Come on, lad. Vermin Ratner’s the Prime Minister.’ 

Sean pointed at the raven. ‘Et lui?’

‘Ya don’t know Raven Tabloid? He owns ev’ry media outlet on the planet.’

‘And when they’re altogether they’re called the Brights?’

‘The elite. Tis a rare occasion t’ find them gathered in public.’

‘Pourquoi?’

‘What’s a secret society without secrets?’

Sean discretely pointed at the lady in the big hat. ‘Et elle?’

Elvis regarded this one with respect. ‘The Witch of Cockermouth, also known as Greymaulkin, also known as the Brindled Cat. In the present era she goes by the name o’ Janet Scald. Treasure hunter extraordinaire. Best treasure huntin’ nose in the business. Day job, psychologist. An’ by no coincidence, Anna’s therapist.’

Sean laughed. ‘Elle a ma sympathie!’

Elvis surveyed the players with respect. ‘Aye. The Brights are all here, huntin’ as a pack.’

‘Strange name, the Brights.’

‘So named as they’re the brightest, as in brilliant. Or so they believe. Capable n’ powerful t’ be sure, but emotionally? Children.’

‘What are they after?’ 

‘More power, more wealth. Specialties o’ the house are deceivin’ the sheeple, cookin’ up dumb wars, manipulatin’ the financial markets. An’ more applicable t’ tonight, they also gather on occasion t’ steal treasures n’ dig up enchanted rarities.’

Sean pointed to the front row. ‘Are the Royals members of the Brights?’

‘Honorary members for appearances sake. They’re also invited on the treasure hunts.’

‘So, they’re all here for the clues to the Stuart Treasure.’

Elvis nodded then cocked an ear and put finger to his lips. ‘Shh. I wanna hear this.’

Mr. McCaw was saying . . .  

‘The French mirrors you see displayed around the periphery of the Sale Room were commissioned by Napoleon for the ballroom at Fontainebleau, a rather stunning provenance. Having recently been pried off the palace walls by some enterprising Algerians, Christie’s is honored to gavel the entire collection here tomorrow evening. For the discriminating collector, an opportunity not to be missed.’ 

Eyes twinkling with exhilaration, Elvis cupped his mouth. ‘Rhaid ei garu!’ He turned around to caress a mirror leaning against the wall. ‘The legendary Beryl Glass Mirrors o’ Napoleon, heaven sent to us here on Queen’s Eve. My cup runneth over.’

McCaw stacked his papers on the podium. ‘Moving along to this evening’s program—’

‘About time!’ Chauncey heckled from row one. 

‘—Christie’s is proud to offer the Old Master portraits of the Craven Collection from Doome Abbey, Warwickshire.’ He found Raven in the audience and gestured. ‘The Earl of Craven. Take a bow, Raven.’

The black bird stood, acknowledged the mild applause, waved a bit then sat down.

McCaw continued. ‘Before we begin, permit me to introduce you to la crème da la crème of the collection in lots two, six, seven and eight in your catalogs, the celebrated musician portraits by Sir Peter Lely, court painter to Charles the Second. Also of note, and not to be dismissed, are four more seventeenth century masterpieces from the Craven Collection represented in lots one, three, four and five. And now the question most of us are asking, and the reason most of you are here, does one of the above portraits hold the clue to the Lost Treasure of the Stuarts? I dare not speculate which one this is myself, but you may, and I’m sure you will, bidding well in pursuit of the legend which accompanies the masterpieces one and all.’

Chauncey jumped up. ‘Until a moment ago, the legend of the Lost Treasure of the Stuarts was a state secret known to a privileged, royal few! Your careless disclosure is a wanton violation of the Royal Secrets Must Be Kept Act. Be advised and beware.’

He sat down.

McCaw smiled and picked up where he was but off.  ‘Said legend of the Lost Trove of the Stuarts including the Lost Black Box of King Charles the Second, rumored to contain the marriage contract of King Charles and his first love, the controversial Welsh miss from the Plantagenet strain, Miss Lucy Walter.’

‘Very interesting,’ said old Aga in row one.

‘What’s going on?’ muttered Hilda.

‘A royal contract,’ McCaw continued, ‘legitimizing an obscure yet royal line of the deposed Royal House of Stuart, ending three centuries later in a branch that blossoms with our own Anna Stuart, the beloved Princess of Wales, who is here with us tonight.’

Applause of voices of approval from the audience.

‘Bloody Hell,’ whispered Hilda, looking stunned.

Chauncey was on his feet in a flash. ‘That is hearsay! And if not that, heresy!’ 

‘Sit down, Chauncey,’ hissed Aga. He did so. She apologized to McCaw with a smile. ‘Arrested development. Sorry.’

Hilda bumped Anna. ‘Did you know about this marriage contract?’

‘News to me.’ 

She was lying. Another dangerous, dusty file to childhood memories had been opened. 

McCaw went on. ‘Indeed, recovering this marriage contract, Anna’s royal linage would be well established, her ascendancy to the throne would be assured and the dead wood of the reigning Windsocks would fall to the forest floor.’

Chauncey stood. ‘What?!’

McCaw rephrased it calmly. ‘If the Black Box is found, and it contains the marriage contract of Charles and Lucy, your wife, as their descendant, has more right to be Queen than you have to be King, Sire.’

The crowd behind the Royals stirred, gossiped and guffawed.

Mortified, Chauncey sat down slowly.

Hilda elbowed Anna in the ribs. ‘What are you up to?’ 

‘Nothing. Swear.’

Refreshed with vigor, Chauncey popped up again and turned to the audience. ‘Let it be known that by Divine Right, this Prince is the rightful, right honorable and legitimate next monarch of the British Empire in Decline, soon-to-be-ex-wives pulling seditious documents out of hats and black boxes notwithstanding.’ He started to sit then thought of another thing. ‘And for those of you here to acquire the portrait with the clue to the Lost Treasure of the Stuarts, you bid against a royal foe with deep pockets, fully funded and outfitted to find the headwaters of this West Nile Virus no matter how many of you crocodiles put the bite on us.’

He sat back down, smug and content.

The audience exchanged perplexed glances.

McCaw cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Your Highness.’  

Anna gave Hilda a commiserating pat on the knee. 

‘He’s all yours.’

‘I know that.’

‘With my blessing.’

‘You don’t fool me. You’re here to hang on. You want the crown more than I do. And with this Black box in play, to be Queen, you no longer need to be married to Chauncey.’

‘But you do.’

‘Now I know why you came.’

‘Don’t get your thong in such a twist,’ said Anna. ‘I’m out and you’re in.’

‘Hilda doesn’t wear a thong,’ confided Chauncey in a whisper. ‘She wears my spacious marble bags.’

‘I’m not surprised.’ Feeling Hilda bristle, she turned to her to flatter. ‘Chauncey is devoted to you, not me. He covers your bank overdrafts. He bought you a new Range Rover. He gives you titles. What’s your new one again? Duchess of Cornfed?’

Hilda stiffened. ‘Corn bread.’

‘Corn bread. Gosh. That is a big duchy. Nice plum pour vous. Surely a more than ample compensation for your loss of HRH.’

Hilda appeared baffled. ‘Loss?’

Anna explained. ‘I’m going to keep my title. Chauncey and I made a deal.’ 

‘What?!’

Anna nodded. ‘He agreed earlier when we were in the car. In return for my helping you find my family’s treasure, I get to keep HRH. That’s what he said.’

Hilda glared past her at the befuddled Prince.

Chauncey trembled. ‘I said no such thing!’ 

––––––––
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MCCAW GAVELS LOTS 1-4

ROCK MUSIC SUDDENLY blasted from giant speakers in the four corners of the ballroom, levitating many in the crowd, including the four Royals in the front. 

Anna looked back to see two lanky, glamazon models wrapped in old silk parachutes, off-beat haut-couture to be sure, coming through the curtains at the back and strutting down the raised runway, an old portrait held between them. 

‘Chiquerrimo!’ she whispered, dazzled.

Reaching the stage, the models set the painting on an easel then sashayed to a curtained exit. McCaw banged his gavel. The music dropped a few hundred decibels.

‘Shall we begin with Lot One?’  

‘No,’ Chauncey heckled. ‘Start with Lot Ninety-Seven!’ He muttered the rest. ‘Stupid, pompous, fatuous parrot.’ 

Feathers unruffled, McCaw proceeded. ‘Lot One, a distinguished portrait by Cornelius Johnson of Daniel Molynieux portrayed in a Piccadilly lace collar and black doublet with slashed pleats and white satin linings. As an emissary to Flanders for King Charles the First—bless his chopped head – young Molynieux here would surely have been intimate with the king’s son, the soon to be Charles the Second, then in exile in Flanders where he reputedly married that pretty Welsh miss then travelling with the Royal court. Get my drift? . . .Do I hear nine thousand pounds?’ 

Hilda and Aga conferred in whispers. 

McCaw banged his gavel, startling everyone. ‘Sold to Pasha Salaad for seven thousand pounds!’

Chauncey, Hilda and Aga jiggled in surprise. Gasps and whispers filled the audience.

Anna sat bewildered as well. She’d never experienced an art auction tucked in a runway fashion show with rock music accompaniment with a tropical parrot as auctioneer gaveling paintings before anyone bid on them. 

‘I love it!’ she whispered, wiggling with glee. She nudged Hilda. ‘I had no idea this would be such fun. Thanks for inviting me.’

‘Just find the painting with the clue.’

Chauncey harangued the Parrot. ‘You just sold that painting for two thousand pounds less than your opening offer!’

‘The magic of the marketplace, Sire,’ McCaw replied obliquely. 

‘But we didn’t have a chance to bid!’  

McCaw adjusted his papers. ‘If Jack not be nimble, Jack best be quick.’

Chauncey inquired of Anna. ‘Was that the one?’

‘Hard to say.’

‘Next time tell us before the gavel falls!’

‘I’ll try. But his gavel falls awfully fast.’  

A pair of frog footmen came onstage and carted off the sold portrait. 

In the side aisle, Elvis produced a leather notebook and a fountain pen from the recesses of his cloak, turned to a blank, hand-drawn chart in his notes, and wrote ‘Molynieux’ under the heading of ‘Portrait’ and ‘Pasha Salaad’ under the heading of ‘Buyer’.

Sean observed. ‘What are you doing?’

‘First entries in the logbook.’ 

‘Lot Two!’ called McCaw over the ramped-up music as a fresh pair of models, slathered in lingerie and whipped cream, carried the next portrait down the runway.

Flustered, Chauncey called out to McCaw. ‘Hang on! I don’t have my paddle yet!’

The pig clerk bustled to the front row and handed Chauncey a placard with the number ‘0’. Aga, Hilda, and Anna received numbered paddles as well. 

Hilda snatched Anna’s and thrust it back on the pig. 

‘She’s not playing.’

The glamazons positioned the second portrait on the easel then slid through the curtains.

‘Lot Two,’ announced McCaw. ‘A portrait of a young lady with Bette Davis eyes who very well could be our mysterious Lucy Walter. Christie’s in-house historians and curators attribute this work to the studio of Peter Lely, thusly painted perhaps by an apprentice in the workshop of the master and with that disclosure aired, the successful bidder, if later disappointed, can take me to lunch but not to court. Do I hear two thousand pounds? . . . Five thousand? . . . Ten?’ 

Hilda elbowed Anna. ‘Well? Is this it?’

Unsure, Anna shrugged.

Hilda rolled the eyes. ‘Useless.’

Chauncey raised his hand with the paddle. ‘I have a question.’

McCaw pointed. ‘I have twelve thousand pounds from the Prince of Wales!’ 

‘I wasn’t bidding!’

‘Going once, twice . . .’ He banged his gavel. Sold to Bishop Prick for six thousand six hundred pounds!’  

‘What?!’ Chauncey shot to his feet. ‘My bid was twice that!’  

McCaw deferred with respect. ‘If His Highness craves a gaveled item, the house will provide contact numbers of the successful bidder on written request.’

Chauncey sat down to brood. ‘I’ll bet that was the one.’ 

Two fish footmen removed the painting and a pair of models dressed in aluminum foil came down the runway with another portrait.

‘Lot Three!’ McCaw sang out. ‘A fine portrait by Jacob Voet of Sir John Crewe, no doubt inventor of the Crew Cut, here portrayed in his original, long and curly locks, wearing an embroidered, green coat with a lace jabot and a prodigious, pink bow-tie. Shall we start the bidding at nine thousand pounds?’ 

He looked around. Not a sound nor a paddle in the air. 

He banged his gavel. ‘Sold! To Caesar Boots for seven thousand seven hundred pounds!’ 

Chauncey cried out. ‘What is this?! I didn’t hear anyone bidding!’ 

‘The auction is occasionally silent, Sire.’

Back a few rows, Caesar chuckled over his coup as the frog footmen removed the sold portrait.

Fuming, Chauncey stood, turned to the audience, found Caesar and shook a fist at him. ‘Damn you and your arrogant empire, Caesar Trashcan American Boots! Do you think you can just go buy everything that exists with your worthless, toilet paper dollars?!’

‘Yes!’ the Raccoon shouted back. ‘I have the world’s reserve currency in my pocket! I can print toilet paper dollars until the cows come home!’

Chauncey sat down and grumbled. ‘Who invited him?’

Aga got Chauncey’s attention. ‘Please don’t offend Caesar. The Americans are the last ally England’s got.’ 

Chauncey sagged with humiliation and looked back to make amends. ‘Sorry, Caesar. Carry on. Print and buy what you like. It’s all in the family.’ He then noticed other familiar faces in the audience and tallied them in a worried whisper. ‘Janet, Vermin, Prick, Salaad, Raven!’ He confided nervously to Hilda. ‘Did you know all the Brights are here?’  

She lit up another smoke. ‘Yes.’

Chauncey crumpled in his armchair, staring ahead, dazed. ‘They’ve come for the treasure. They’re going to buy the portrait with the clue! Every one of them is rich as Croesus! They’ll outbid us on every lot! We’ll be left in the dust!’

‘Janet’s not rich,’ said Aga. 

‘Nor Vermin,’ noted Hilda.

Chauncey remained tense. ‘We don’t have a chance.’

Curious, Anna asked politely. ‘Who are the Brights?’ 

‘N-O-Y-B,’ replied Hilda, on ice. 

‘Wha does that mean?’

‘None Of Your Business.’

Aga kindly answered her question. ‘The Brights is the name of our bridge club.’

‘Oh.’ Anna had to ask. ‘Is Janet Scald a Bright?’ 

Aga twinkled. ‘She’s my bridge partner.’

Anna folded her arms on her chest and brooded.

‘Betrayed by my own.’

A fresh blast of music filled the room. Two models wearing swags of seaweed came down the catwalk with a large portrait, set it on the easel and disappeared backstage. McCaw gazed fondly at the gold framed canvas of a pampered lady, coiffed and turned out in the style of the 17th century.

‘Lot Four!’ sang he. ‘A portrait by Jacob Huysmans of Barbara Villiers, Duchess of Cleveland, mistress of Charles the Second who was so bewitched by the gold-digging beauty, he bloody gave her Nonsuch Palace! And the title, Baroness Nonsuch, to go with it! Randy fool.’ 

Anna motioned to the portrait while confiding to Hilda. ‘You two duchesses have a lot in common. Besides being common.’ 

Hilda stared at the portrait, enthralled. 

‘I want it,’ she whispered dreamily.

‘What’s that, my love?’ asked Chauncey.

‘This portrait. I must have it.’

McCaw skated on. ‘Beautifully composed. Note how the eye moves from the subject’s luscious décolletage to her moist lips to the succulent fruits to the silhouette of Nonsuch Palace in the misty distance.’ 

‘Excuse me, but what happened to her in the end?’ Hilda asked the auctioneer. 

‘Oh, there’s a tragedy. As her beauty waxed, the lust of the king waned until he put her to pasture at Walpole House on the Chiswick Strand where she lost her mind to whiskey and gambling debts.’

Anna nudged Hilda. ‘Something to look forward to.’

Chauncey was left, gaping, incredulous. ‘Did you say King Charles stashed his used mistress at Walpole House?’

‘Yes, Sire,’ replied. McCaw.

‘How extraordinary! I just stashed my mistress in Walpole House! Ha! The ghostly footsteps of the Duchess of Cleveland meet the hefty tread of the Duchess of Cornbread. Coincidence is fate misnamed.’ 

Hilda reached over Anna to poke his ribs. ‘I want this one.’

At a loss, Chauncey blinked. ‘Does it hold the clue?’  

‘I don’t know and I don’t care. This duchess and I are kindred spirits, sharing a kindred destiny.’ 

Anna pinched her nose to stifle a snigger.

‘But this Mistress of Cleveland never became the Queen. Does not this portrait carry a karma contrary to your wishes? Why would you wish to possess it?’

‘Our fate entwines. I must bring her home to Walpole House.’

Chauncey gulped. ‘But Crab Cakes, my banker is voicing concern. All these impulse purchases of yours of late take their toll on my balance. We came here for the portrait with the clue.’ 

In a huff, she dug in her voluminous handbag. ‘Fine. I’ll put it on our Visa card.’

He leaned over Anna’s lap to whisper. ‘It’s maxed out.’ 

McCaw proceeded. ‘Do I hear twenty thousand pounds? . . . Fifteen?’

A few rows back, Raven’s hand went up, waving a note. 

McCaw slumped on his lectern. ‘You cannot bid on your own painting, Raven.’

‘I’m not.’

A quail attendant in a Christie’s jacket snatched the message and ran it up to the podium. McCaw donned his reading glasses, perused it, then addressed the audience with dismay. 

‘It appears the consignor, Raven Tabloid, wishes to withdraw Lot Four from the sale. Highly unorthodox, but the house will regretfully defer to his wishes.’

‘Terribly sorry,’ Raven called out.

Relieved, Chauncey wiped a beady brow. ‘Whew!’

McCaw casually stacked his papers. ‘Moving blithely on . . .’ 

Hilda exploded. ‘What do you mean? “Moving blithely on”!’  

‘By blithely? I dunno. Gayly, merrily, wantonly?’

Hilda reached over Anna and clamped Chauncey’s arm. ‘I want that painting.’

‘But snookums . . .’

Behind them, Raven produced another note and held it up. McCaw sagged and waited as the Quail fetched it and ran it up to the front. The persecuted Parrot, shook his weary head then looked up at Raven.

‘Do I understand that you now wish to give the portrait of the Duchess of Cornbread to Hilda Bella-Broome, the Duchess of Cleveland?’

‘Yes.’

Hilda gasped for joy, rose like a flushed pheasant and blew kisses to the magnanimous black bird. 

‘Raven, you bah lamb!’

He blew one back. ‘My wedding present to the two love birds.’

The room applauded the generous gesture as the portrait was carted off by fish footmen. Hilda returned to her seat, all smiles. Chauncey sagged with relief.

Over in the side aisle, Elvis chuckled to Sean. ‘Raven’s kissin’ Bottom Royale.’

Up in front, Aga nudged Hilda. ‘Our friend Raven sure is buttering your toast.’  

‘Of course he is. He sees the power behind the throne-to-be. Soon all the Brights will grovel and strew gifts.’ 

––––––––
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EPISODE 2

LOTS 5-8 

THE MUSIC PUMPED ANEW as two more fashionistas in long, black evening dresses made of rubbish bin liners wheeled a giant, gold-framed portrait down the runway on a piano dolly.

‘Lot Five,’ said Mr. McCaw, ‘a rather gargantuan portrait by our favorite master, Peter Lely, of the brother of King Charles, later to become King James the Second, here portrayed as the Duke of York, luxuriously decked in Garter Robes with an ermine collar, satin sleeves and gold braid. On the death of King Charles, the throne was rightfully to pass to his son, this rogue’s nephew, one Jimmy Stuart, the Duke of Monmouth, Charles’s son by Lucy, from whose loins our Anna Stuart descends. But his uncle, the scoundrel James here, declared Jimmy a bastard, claimed the throne for himself, captured the handsome young heir and cut his head off. Beastly business, royalty.’ 

Anna gulped and clutched her own throat protectively. 

‘What happened to the dastardly fellow?’ Chauncey asked the auctioneer, pointing at the picture.

Mr. McCaw was pleased to inform him that: ‘No sooner had James become King, he fell prey to Shakespeare’s Law of Moral Results, Your Grace. Soon fed up with his excesses and corruption, Parliament sent him packing to Paris where he lived out the remainder of his days in exile, awash in debt and debauchery, succumbing in the end to Sheep’s Revenge.’

‘How extraordinary.’

‘A fine portrait, staggering in scope and scale,’ gushed McCaw to all. ‘Lacking a wall of sufficient size in the home, it would make a fine patio cover or garage door. Shall we start the bidding at eight thousand pounds?’  

Now it was Chauncey’s turn to be enamored. He left his chair and stepped on stage to get a closer look.

‘What a marvelous costume. The regalia! Those were the days for royal haberdashery. And he’s wearing high heels! Alas, I was born too late.’

Staring at the portrait, he raised his paddle.

McCaw was quick with his gavel. ‘Sold to the Prince of Wales for twenty-three thousand pounds!’ 

Chauncey danced for joy. The audience applauded as he strutted back to his seat and plopped down victorious. 

‘Ha-ha!’ 

Anna tapped his knee. ‘Do you know what you just paid for that?’

He reclined in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, feet splayed contentedly.

‘It matters not.’  

She answered her own question. ‘Three times his opening bid!

He shrugged it off.

Pour your cold water 

Upon my warm bliss.

I shall not be moved 

Though steam doth rise and hiss.

‘Idiot,’ said Aga.

‘Au contraire, Gran-mere. You silly people don’t know your own silly business.’ He offered the painting. ‘Use your heads. Will not the possessions of King Charles become the property of his brother here who succeeded him? Black Box included? The clue to its hiding place as well as the hidden lair of the Stuart Treasure is concealed in that portrait. I’ll bet my bottom pound on it. Besides that, there’s my own portrait to consider.’

Hilda looked strained. ‘Your portrait?’  

‘The National Gallery asked me for my official portrait to hang in their hallowed halls.’ He pointed. ‘And, there it is.’

‘But James doesn’t look anything like you.’

‘He will when my face is painted over his.’

Aga gasped. ‘You can’t vandalize a portrait by Peter Lely!’ 

‘Upgrading is hardly vandalizing, Gran-mere. I shall commission that trendy new artist, what’s-his-name, Sigmund Freud, to do the makeover.’

Anna gently corrected him. ‘Lucien Freud.’

‘And voila! Posterity will have me enshrined, bigger than life, draped in the finery of that magnificent, bygone era when sovereigns looked the part!’

Aga moaned.

Anna gave his knee a pat. ‘You are clever.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

She persisted kindly. ‘Beyond brilliant.’

As frog footmen wheeled the massive, portrait offstage, fashion models covered in dried mud came down the runway to rockabilly blaring with a hefty portrait between them.

‘Lot Six!’ McCaw sang out. ‘Another fine portrait by Peter Lely in the musician series, featuring our controversial heroine, Lucy Walter—or perhaps a lookalike, assuming we know what she looked like—posed in a crimson, satin frock and holding a ludicrous stringed instrument known as a theorbo-lute. Shall we start the bidding at six thousand pounds?’ He quickly pointed into the crowd with his gavel then banged it. ‘Sold! To Vermin Ratner for two hundred and ninety-six thousand pounds!’

In shock, the rat-faced Prime Minister jumped up. ‘Me?! I didn’t bid on that picture! I haven’t bid on anything!’

‘Trust me,’ muttered McCaw, consulting his notes. ‘It’s yours.’

‘How much did I pay again?’

‘Three hundred and ninety-six thousand pounds.’

‘You just said two hundred and ninety-six thousand.’

‘I did once. But not twice.’

Vermin sat down slowly.

Up front, Aga wondered. ‘Where does Vermin get that kind of money?’ 

Chauncey scowled. ‘He probably sold one of my Trident submarines.’ 

On stage, two Fish Footmen carted off the sold portrait. In the back, two Vestal Virgins encased in an assortment of Harrods gift boxes carried the next submission down the runway.

‘Lot Seven!’ McCaw called out, ‘another superlative Lely in the musician series portraying a man playing a violin and ironically entitled A Man Playing a Violin. Do I hear eighty thousand pounds? Ninety thousand?’ 

Anna recognized it from the cover of the catalog and nibbled her thumbnail.

Hilda took notice. ‘Is this the one?’  

‘It could be.’ 

Good enough for Aga. She lifted her paddle.

McCaw quickly pointed. ‘I have one hundred and eighty-six thousand pounds from the Queen Mother!’  

Chauncey gasped. ‘Grandmother! We don’t have that kind of cash!’

‘You don’t. I do.’ 

‘Going once . . . twice . . . sold for two hundred and eighty-six thousand pounds!’ proclaimed McCaw, banging his gavel.

Outraged anew, Chauncey jumped up. ‘You just bumped the price a hundred thousand pounds!’

‘Sire?’ asked McCaw innocently.

‘Do you think we have golden fruit growing on family trees?!’

Hilda elbowed Anna. ‘Is this the one?’ 

‘I’m not sure. I need a closer look.’  

‘Look now.’

Hilda gave her back a shove. Anna arose, stepped around Rajput seated on the floor, and ventured on stage.

Enduring yet another royal interruption, McCaw leaned on his podium and drummed his fingers.

Chauncey tapped Hilda’s arm. ‘Hildie. If she can find the clue in a painting right here on the spot, why do we have to buy all the damned things?’

‘Shush.’ 

Studying the portrait, Anna found the initials, ‘B.B.’ painted in a corner. And more. A juicy plum fell from her subconscious tree. Surprised yet dubious, she returned to her seat. 

Chauncey, Aga and Hilda hung on her unspoken word. 

‘Well?’ asked Hilda.

Chauncey whispered reverently. ‘Speak, Oracle!’ 

Stalling for drama, Anna lifted her feet to admire her mismatched shoes.

‘We’re waiting,’ hissed Hilda.

‘We all are waiting,’ groused McCaw. 

Anna lowered her feet then gave them a cryptic teaser. 

‘The initials B.B. are inscribed on the painting.’

‘Huh?’ asked Hilda. 

McCaw took a close look at the portrait. ‘Quite right,’ he concurred.

‘And who might this B.B. person be?’ 

Anna smiled cagily and let them have it. 

‘Blake Buxos.’  

‘Puh!’ Hilda derided. ‘Gibberish. You made that up to get off the hook so you can go home.’

Aga was more patient and kinder. ‘And Blake Buxos was?’ 

Anna knew that too. 

‘The king’s forger.’

Hilda rolled the eyes. ‘Oh, please.’  

‘Whom did he forge for?’ asked Chauncey intently.

Anna knew that too.

‘Charles the Second.’

Chauncey cheered. ‘The King and patron of the portrait painter, Peter Lely! We have a match! And who else would the King task with hiding his king’s ransom but his own trusted forger?!’ he whispered. ‘We have a match!’

‘Bum nuggets,’ muttered Hilda. ‘Blake Buxos is meaningless.’

‘Oh. You want his meaning?’ asked Anna, wide-eyed with innocence. ‘Blake Buxos means Black Box in Old Saxon.’ 

Chauncey recoiled with joy. 

Hilda gazed at her, surprised, impressed and mystified. ‘The Princess blossoms.’

Anna lifted a modest shoulder. ‘These epiphanies come and go.’ 

McCaw leaned on his lectern. ‘Take your time, Royals.’

‘Thanks,’ replied Chauncey. ‘We are.’

Hilda asked Anna. ‘And what do we do with this Blake Buxos of yours?’

‘Dig him up.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Westminster Abbey.’

Overjoyed, Chauncey shouted. ‘Westmin—!’ 

‘Shush!’ snapped Hilda, tilting her head to the competition seated behind. 

‘Right. Sorry.’

Anna stood and gathered her coat, scarf and clutch bag. 

‘Goodnight.’

Hilda grabbed her wrist. ‘Oh, no you don’t.’

‘I gave you the clue in the portrait. That was the deal. And on top of that, I told you what the clue meant and where to find it. And now you want more?’

‘You’re coming to the abbey with us.’

‘What? Why?’

Rising, Hilda took up her large handbag. ‘To take us to the tomb of Mr. Buxos.’

‘I don’t know where he is.’

‘There are three thousand tombs in Westminster Abbey. You will take us to Mr. Buxos.’ 

‘But—’

‘It will come to you. Everything else has.’

On stage, the painting of the Man with the Violin was carried off by two frog footmen.

The four Royals mounted the elevated runway and walked single file towards the exit at the back. Rajput followed. 

Rock music amped up once more and two models, slathered in tar and feathers, came forth down the narrow road with the next portrait. A traffic jam ensued as the Royals bumped into them in the middle. 

‘Lot Eight!’ gushed McCaw. ‘Man with a Lute by Sir Peter Lely featuring a chubby courtier playing an eleven-course guitar with—’ He looked up. ‘Are Your Highnesses leaving?’ 

Chauncey turned around. ‘Yes, we are. We’ve plucked the gemstone from your bag of rocks and we’re off to see the wizard. Carry on as if it mattered.’ 

A hand went up in the audience. It was Raven’s for a third time.

McCaw looked over his eyeglasses. ‘What is it now, Raven?’  

The black bird stood up, looking ashamed. ‘If I may, I’d like to withdraw this last painting from the sale, if I may.’

‘You’ve withdrawn one painting too many already.’

‘Yes, I know. But surely you can appreciate my grief.’

‘Grief?’

‘Seller’s remorse. They’ve all been sold. All but this one. It’s the only Old Master I have left.’

McCaw removed his glasses and rubbed his weary eyes. ‘You consigned your entire collection to Christie’s to be sold this evening, Lord Craven. Contracts have been signed and the auction is in progress. Withdrawing a piece only moments before the gavel is a gross violation of house rules.’ 

Raven remained distraught. ‘Please? Witnessing the loss of so many family heirlooms is sheer torture. I was a fool to be coerced the sale, naming no names.’

‘Yes, but—’ 

‘Redeeming this one after my whole family has been sold into slavery would be a consolation.’

McCaw threw up his hands, conceding. 

Two frog footmen carted the painting backstage. 

One by one, the Brights rose from their seats and followed the Royals towards the door. Raven the procession of the celebrities. The gallery began to pack it in as well.

McCaw watched the exodus with alarm. ‘You can’t all leave! I have one hundred and forty lots remaining on the docket here! . . . Hey!’  

Still standing in the side aisle, Elvis and Sean smiled on Anna as she passed by.

‘Help me!’ she pleaded silently with her lips.

Elvis shook his head.

She leered and stuck out her tongue.

Elvis and Sean watched Hilda haul her away. Following close behind were Aga and Chauncey. Vermin, Prick, Salaad, Raven and Caesar moved slowly up the crowded runway. Janet Scald in the floppy hat came last. Elvis used his notebook to conceal his face as she passed him by.

The music pumped anew as two models dressed in bubble-wrap, carrying a portrait of some nobleman of the 18th century, bumped into the others on the jammed runway.

‘Lot Nine!’ McCaw called out with ginned-up enthusiasm. ‘A fine portrait of Lord Dandy Manners, the Duke of Rutting, here portrayed in a blue satin suit while leaning on a tree! How exciting. A superb effort by the obscure Romney wanna-be. What’s his name?’ He consulted his notes. ‘Arthur Devis? Do I hear five thousand pounds for this unique Arthur Nobody?’
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JANET’S INVITATION  
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THE DEPARTING AUDIENCE funneled out the Sale Room doors, streamed through the Preview Room and cascaded down the grand stairway. Some flushed umbrellas, passed outside and proceeded down the soggy red carpet still lined with the paparazzi birds and Anna’s intrepid fans. As many more pooled in the lobby to gawk at Anna, the Royals and Brights gathered in a privileged coterie near the front doors. 

Gazing out the windows, Anna watched in wonder as domesticated dogs in Christie’s red vests took stubs from patrons queued curbside and dashed down the street to fetch their rides. A mixture of luxe sports sedans and convertibles, long limos, and elegant antique automobiles arrived, loaded up with swells and departed. Besides automobiles, there were also horse-drawn carriages, broughams and Hansom cabs with top-hatted drivers holding the reins. 

The historically diverse conveyances loaded up and motored off—or trotted away—into the wet night. 

‘What time zone is this?’ she muttered, nonplussed.

‘Hilda-Be-Mean Time,’ replied Chauncey from the corner of his mouth. 

A whistle from above redirected her attention to the mezzanine where she found Sean and Elvis leaning on the banister, waving.

She pleased again, silently, with her lips only. ‘Help me!’ 

Hilda followed her gaze. The two misfits at the railing quickly turned around.

Pasha Salaad sidled up to her. ‘Good to see you out on the town again, Anna.’ 

‘Ever so happy to be out, Salaad.’ 

‘And in the company of your enemies yet.’ 

‘It was a command performance.’

He looked to her topping. ‘Blue hair?’

‘Hilda threw a hair dryer in my bathtub, filled to the brim. With me in it.’

‘She jests,’ said her buxom nemesis and keeper.

Vermin joined them and eagerly squeezed Anna’s hand. ‘Coming on the hunt with us, Anna?! That a girl!’’

‘What hunt?’

Hilda asked as well. ‘Yes, what hunt are you on?’ 

‘Why, Janet’s treasure hunt!’

She sniffed in her superior way. ‘You can’t hunt if you don’t have a clue to go on.’

‘Ah, but we soon will have our clues!’

Caesar joined them. ‘Why else would we be buying up all these damned portraits?’

‘I don’t know. Why did you buy them?’ Hilda asked.

Prick laughed scornfully. ‘The Royals pot calls the Bright kettles black! Why did you buy all yours?’ 

‘I didn’t. My painting was a gift from Raven.’

‘And the other two?’ asked Vermin of the flustered Prince.

‘We were just filling in a few holes in the Royal Collection.’ 

Vermin laughed. ‘A few holes? Your castles and palaces are bursting with enough rotten paintings to sink the Uffizi as it is!’

The woman in the floppy hat came up behind Anna and gave her a surprise hug.

‘Here you are! I am so glad you came!’

Anna tensed her shoulders then peeled her off. 

‘And why is that?’

Janet stared. ‘What on earth have you done to your hair?’

‘I cut it too short and it went into shock.’

Janet turned to the Brights and bubbled. ‘So, has everyone bought in? Portraits all around?’ They nodded. She rubbed her hands. ‘Looks like we’re in business!’

‘I don’t recall seeing you purchase a painting,’ said Vermin.’  

She smiled craftily. ‘I left a sealed bid on a sleeper at the back of the catalog.’ She opened her program, displayed the photo and read the description. ‘“Lot Sixty-six, Portrait of a Lady in the School of Peter Lely”.’ She showed the page to Raven. ‘Was this one in your collection as well?’  

He checked the photo then nodded. ‘Yes, I quite forgot about that one.’

Hilda appeared dubious. ‘Why would Christie’s put a Lely portrait at the back of the catalog?’

‘My fault,’ Raven explained. ‘I found that one in the attic after Christie’s came to collect the collection. I drove it into London but was too late for the printers to include it up front with the others.’ 

Hilda asked Janet. ‘What was your bid?’

‘I’d prefer not to say. Not much. Don’t want to make you too jealous.’

‘Do you think you will get it?’ asked Vermin.

‘Crossing my fingers. We’ll know if Christie’s delivers it to my house. More spice for the party.’ 

‘What party is this, Janet?’ asked Hilda.

‘My drinks party! Didn’t you get your invitation?’ 

‘I did not.’

‘Odd. We’re gathering at my house to kick off the quest.’ 

‘Now?’

‘Yes.’ Janet rummaged in her handbag, found a spare invitation and gave it to Hilda. Anna peered over her shoulder to read it. Janet noticed. ‘You didn’t get yours either?’  

‘No.’

‘Odd. I sent it to Kensington Palace.’

‘The Royals intercept my mail.’

Chauncey scoffed. ‘We do nothing of the kind.’ 

Janet dug out another invite for her. Hilda snatched it away. Anna snatched it back, turned around for a spot of privacy and read . . .  

ROYALS AND BRIGHTS

DRINKS PARTY AFTER THE AUCTION

DUCKS AND DRAKES, CHELSEA

NO REGRETS

JANET SCALD

She faced Janet with wondrous indignation. 

‘You’re throwing a party for the Royals?’

‘The Royals and the Brights.’

‘You traitor.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You’ve been friends with Hilda and Chauncey all this time. You betrayed me.’ 

‘I thought you might see it that way but adjustments were made for a very good cause, as you will soon see.’

‘My own therapist. We’re finished, Janet.’

‘Ooo-la!’ exclaimed Hilda, tickled.

Janet took Anna’s hand. ‘Would you like to ride with me?’ 

‘No. And I’m not coming to your party.’

‘Don’t be silly. You must come. You’re the guest of honor.’

‘I am not your trained truffle hound, Janet. The treasure hunt is over.’

‘It is not. It’s just begun. There are eight more clues in eight more paintings. Speaking of which . . .’  She dropped Anna hand and turned to the Brights. ‘Have all of you made arrangements for Christie’s to deliver your portraits to your homes tonight?’

‘No,’ Prick replied.

‘Come on, Janet,’ complained Vermin. ‘Do you have any idea what they charge for same-day service?’ 

‘Cost is immaterial in light of our obscene rewards to come,’ rejoined Janet. ‘If your portrait fails to arrive at your residence tonight, you will not participate in the quest.’ She pointed to the clerk’s window across the lobby. ‘Now go see to it. All of you. Chop-chop.’  

Salaad departed obediently. Vermin, Prick, Raven and Caesar hesitated then followed. 

Anna was astonished at Janet’s moxie and influence. Her dowdy, unknown therapist was bossing around the power elite of England. 

‘Shetland ponies,’ she muttered.

Janet tuned to Aga who remained. ‘Have you made arrangements for your painting?’

‘Yes.’

Hilda blinked. ‘You have? You knew about this drinks party business?’

Aga nodded. ‘Mmm.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I thought you knew.’

Hilda turned to Chauncey and pointed out the clerk’s window. ‘Well? Go on.’

‘Where, my love?’

‘To the clerk’s window to see to the delivery of our portraits. Have them send mine to Walpole House.’

‘Yes, my love.’

He obediently pottered off.

Again, Janet took Anna’s hand. ‘Would you like to come with me?’ 

Anna withdrew it. ‘No, thank you.’

Hilda put her arm around her. ‘Anna is coming with us.’

Anna shed her as well. ‘I am not.’

Janet waved. ‘See you at chez moi then. And don’t dawdle. We have a lot of ground to cover and a long night ahead of us.’

Hilda watched her sail out the double doors then turned to Aga. ‘Who does she think she is? Master of the Hunt? We have Anna and the clue to the treasure. What does she have? A painting without the clue, if she gets it.’ 

She grabbed Anna’s arm and hauled her out the double doors. Aga tottered along behind.

Outside, the paparazzi cameras dwelled on Anna, turning night into day, drenching her in cascades of blinding, white light. The crowds behind the ropes went wild. Anna shielded her eyes as Hilda pulled her down the red carpet, glowered at the mad display of affection.

Chauncey came out the doors, reading the delivery receipts in hand, and carelessly bumped over the Homeless Woman from Fortnum’s with the two French bulldogs.

‘Frightfully sorry,’ he said, helping her to her feet.

‘Thank you.’

He recognized her. ‘Oh, no. Not you again.’ 

He gave her a shove and down she went a second time.

The observant crowd jeered him as he rushed off. Seeing gold, the paparazzi were on him like horseflies on poop, happily capturing images for the morning tabloids as the lady’s two bulldogs chased after Chauncey, nipping his ankles. 

He stopped, as a Prince would when suddenly made aware of his public image at risk, then quickly returned to the old woman and helped her to her feet. 

‘How very clumsy of me.’ He brushed her off then recognized her. ‘Oh, no. It’s the Queen of the Dustbins.’ 

‘And your mum.’

‘My mum is the Queen of England, good woman.’

She took his hand. ‘Let me read your fortune.’ 

He jerked free. ‘No, thank you!’ He glanced at the cameras still flashing and gave it back to her. ‘Oh, alright. But be quick about it.’

She gazed on his palm and slowly traced his lifeline.

‘Oh dear, oh dear.’

‘What?!’

She read his fortune in verse.

Fat, sausage fingers,

How pretentious this prince is.

Cuticles bitten,

Sod bodkin, sweet minces.

Chauncey jerked his hand free. ‘Rubbish.’

She watched him dash. ‘Ingrate.’ 

Streetside, a Daimler Empress saloon, a bulbous classic from the 1930’s in two-tone black and silver, arrived at the red carpet’s terminus for Hilda, Anna and Aga. Aga’s chauffeur with the face of a grouse emerged and opened the passenger door ornamented with Aga’s coat of arms which Anna was surprised to find was a crown over a cauldron over a campfire. 

‘Perfect.’

Birdshot helped Aga aboard. She tumbled into the back seat with a grunt. Hilda shoved Anna in next and was halfway in the car herself when she heard her name called from the crowd. 

‘Hilda! . . . Hilda!’

She turned. ‘What?’

‘We love you!’

A ripe tomato flew out of the crowd at high speed and smacked her square in the chest. 

Splat.

A tabby cat amidst the congregation waved to take credit, adding his just cause.

‘Save the seals!’ 

Hilda hollered back. ‘It’s a fox!’ 

‘Save them too!’  

Steaming, she climbed into the car and dropped her big bottom on the back seat, wedging Anna in tight between the two plus-sized ladies. 

Chauncey darted in, perched on a folding jump-seat facing the threesome and quickly closed the door. A second later, three tomatoes hit the glass.

Splat, splat, splat!

Cussing, Hilda produced a handkerchief and mopped the goop from her bodice. 

Anna nodded. ‘So that’s why you wear red. Very sensible.’

Pawal-Pindi appeared outside and tapped the car window.

Chauncey rolled it down. ‘Where have you been, Pawal? And where the devil is Buttermilk?’ 

‘Your Bentley was towed to the Royal Mews, Your Grace.’

‘You mean that little prang with a gypsy cart put her out of action?’

‘I’m afraid so, Sire. Are you departing with a security detail?’

‘No. I hate details.’  

‘May I inquire as to your destination?’

‘You may not,’ Hilda said sharply.

Chauncey whispered to his keeper in code. ‘We’re bound where the Royal fools are wed.’

Pawal-Pindi nodded discretely.

‘And we are not to be disturbed!’ Hilda snapped.

Pawal-Pindi bowed and withdrew. 

Anna looked out the other window and found Janet climbing aboard her yellow and black Citroen 2CV or Deux Chevaux. Her diminutive chauffeur in t-shirt and jeans sat behind the wheel. Anna knew him well from Reality but tonight, from a distance and in the poor light, his humal twin appeared to have the face of a bat. 

‘Is that you, ‘Batik?’

As the Citroen puttered away, Anna read the license tag: NIGGLES.

‘Niggles?’ She remembered her tag said something different. ‘What happened to Shrink?’

Removing her fur coat, Hilda elbowed her cheek.

‘Oww.’

‘Sorry. Not very.’

Rajput appeared, opened the front door of the Daimler and jumped in the front seat beside Birdshot. Anna was pleased to have his company. 

Hilda was not. ‘Who’s this?’  

Anna was happy to inform her. ‘His name is Rajput. He’s from Nepal. He’s my new bodyguard.’

‘No bodyguards for you.’ She tapped on the glass partition. ‘You. Rajpoot! Out!’ 

Chauncey corrected her. ‘Raj-put not Raj-poot.’

The loyal Gurkha didn’t budge. 

Hilda acquiesced with a grunt, reached over Aga for the intercom handset and buzzed Birdshot. 

He picked up. ‘Your Ladyship?’

‘Westminster Abbey.’

He looked in his mirror for Aga’s approval. She gave him the nod and the Royal Ship of State pulled away from the throbbing demonstration in front of Christie’s. 

Elvis and Sean stood nearby on the curb and watched the Daimler motor off, puffing fog-balls of exhaust into the moist and frigid air. 

‘Now what?’ Sean asked, hugging himself to get warm. 

‘Now we follow!’ Elvis replied.

‘How? We don’t have a car.’  

Elvis snapped his fingers at Pawal-Pindi who stood nearby. The tall Sikh produced his mobile and made a call. 

Sean was astonished. ‘Don’t tell me he’s . . .’ 

Elvis nodded. 

A moment later, one of Christie’s canine valets delivered a classic, curvaceous Bentley convertible from the late 1940’s, the Vanden Plas model, buttermilk in color with a cream canvas top. The feathered escutcheon of the Prince of Wales adorned the door.

The valet hopped out and Elvis slid in behind the wheel.

Sean stood appalled. ‘But this is Chauncey’s car.’

‘His favorite car.’

‘You can’t drive around London in this!’

‘Holy men have need of the royal donkey. Get in.’

Sean hesitantly opened the passenger door and gingerly sat on the crackled leather seat. 

Elvis wrestled with the shifter on the column and ground it into first gear.

‘We’re off like a herd o’ squirrels!’  

Sean’s head jerked back as the car lurched ahead.
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TO THE ABBEY
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AGA’S HUGE DAIMLER motored down the tree-lined, rain-slicked Mall. 

Facing aft on his little jump seat, Chauncey looked past the three women lined up on the back seat and through the rear window at Buckingham Palace bathed in spotlights, receding in the distance.

‘Do you think mother will live as long as you have, Grandmother?’ he asked moodily.

‘I hope not,’ Aga replied. ‘For her sake.’

‘If she chugs into overtime as long as you have done, my throne will be a wheelchair. I’ll have to retrofit my palaces for handicapped access.’

Hilda dug in her handbag, produced her sculpted ivory lighter and a pack of Dunhills, lit up and filled the compartment with smoke.

Anna coughed and slashed her hand through the haze. 

Aga asked her grandson. ‘Do you have a key?’ 

‘To Buckingham Palace? No. Mother won’t give me one.’

She tried again patiently. ‘A key to Westminster Abbey.’

‘Who do you think I am? The Keeper of the Faiths?’

‘No. By the grace of God, you are the Keeper of the Faith. There is but one. The Anglican faith of the Royal Family. And when you are the King, you will be Head of the Commonwealth and Defender of the Faith. Singular, not plural. Solus ecclesiae. The Church of England.’

‘News to you perhaps, Grandmother, but innumerable religions have migrated to our immigrant-blessed isle in the twilight years of the empire and I, the enlightened Prince, like Charlie Chaplin who came before me, have come to terms with Modern Times. All to say, I intend to be a pluralistic, progressive, inclusive King who will be the Keeper of our Many Faiths, serving and representing all creeds, breeds and dogmas. Whether they’ve come by boat or plane, everyone, whether indigenous or imported, will be welcomed in Chauncey’s big tent of religious and ethnic diversity. Barring the gypsies, of course.’

‘You won’t need a key to get in the Abbey tonight,’ said Anna.

Hilda rolled the eyes. ‘And why is that?’ 

‘It’s Friday. The doors will be open for evening vespers.’  

‘Evensong!’ spouted Chauncey gladly. ‘Perfect timing! The boys’ choir will drown out the din of our jackhammers in the crypt!’

Aga suggested. ‘Perhaps we should come back and dig another time.’.

‘No-can-do,’ said Chauncey. ‘This caper is a go. “If ever it’s going to be done, whether thief, scoundrel, Royal or knave, best do it quickly.’

‘We’re going in,’ vowed Hilda.

Aga reminded them. ‘The Black Box and bones of Blake Buxos have laid in state in the abbey for four hundred years. They can wait one day more.’

Anna thought of a lyric from Les Miz and sang it with feeling. 

‘One day more!’

Hilda eyed her oddly.

‘Yes, Grandmother,’ said Chauncey. ‘Bones and boxes and heaven can wait. We cannot. As of tomorrow, the Abbey is booked.’

‘Booked? What do you mean, booked?’ 

‘The Saracens have let the place’  

‘Who?!’

‘The Ottomans.’

Aga reeled. ‘Are you saying Westminster Abbey is to become a mosque?!’

‘Why not? It sits empty most of the time, along with every other abbey, cathedral and village kirk on this our formerly Christian Isle. Might as well milk a few bob out of the old place.’

‘Sacrilege.’ Aga covered her eyes and wagged the head. ‘England is finished.’ She peeked at her grandson. ‘Does your mother know about this?’ 

‘No. And don’t tell on me.’ 

‘God help us.’

‘Like he helped us on the Crusades?’ 

Aga looked strained. ‘What?’

‘The Crusades. You know, when our ancestors went warring for oil a thousand years before they needed it and lost.’  

Aga resumed her private lament. ‘Alexandria. Constantinople. And now London.’ 

Chauncey corrected this. ‘Actually, Amsterdam and Paris are scheduled to fall to the medieval scimitar of Sinbad before we do. I read it in The Economist. And don’t trouble yourselves over the abbey. They keep the Hagia Sophia swept and garnished, do they not? That said, I must confess their wailing call to prayer at six in the morning over the loudspeakers they’re installing in the abbey belfry may be a bit much. My future bedroom at Buckingham Palace is not three polo pitches away. I may have to double glaze the place.’

‘Every tradition, crumbling away,’ Aga whimpered. ‘The Royal Family will be next.’

‘No, it won’t.’ Hilda sucked smoke then blew it. ‘Not while I’m in the picture.’

The Daimler turned off Horse Guards Road onto St. George’s Street. Looking ahead, Anna blinked then gawked. Parliament Square had become Parliament Lake.  

Small boats with oarsmen and passengers rowed hither and thither. Taxis and busses forded the shallow waters without a care, as if this sort of thing happened all the time. 

The Daimler joined the party, plunging in, knee-deep to the hubcaps.

‘What’s all this?’ asked Aga.

‘The Thames is bursting it’s britches,’ Chauncey replied.

Anna remembered the Ferret’s forecast on the telly. 

‘All the way to Hampton Court. A Dragon Alert is in effect until tomorrow morning.’

Hilda scoffed. ‘There hasn’t been a dragon in the Thames for centuries.’

Aga looked nostalgic. ‘Actually, there was a Dragon Alert on the Thames on Queen’s Eve back in 1917.’

‘And you were there, I suppose,’ said Chauncey.

‘Quite a night, it was.’

Anna gazed ahead at the looming Abbey’s Gothic walls drenched in spotlights, steaming in the rain. 

Birdshot drove the huge car up the shallow steps of the abbey’s Great West Door and parked on dry land beside the massive portal.

Faking a smile, Hilda gave Anna’s knee a pat. ‘You’re on, Princess.’  
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ROYALS ROB THE GRAVE 


[image: ]




THE THREE LADIES DISEMBARKED and gathered under Rajput’s giant golf umbrella. Chauncey went around to the boot and pulled out a tire iron.

‘What’s that for?’ Aga asked.

‘Levering gravestones.’

Hilda snatched Rajput’s umbrella. ‘You stay here.’

He looked to Anna who amended his instructions. 

‘Come if I scream.’

Chauncey, Aga, Hilda and Anna entered the abbey through a small side door tucked beside the Great West Doors which were breeched exclusively for monarch marriages and funerals. 

The wind slammed the little, swinging door shut behind them.

Boom! 

Aga clutched her heart and staggered. 

The concussion echoed through the vaulted interior. From afar came the soft voices of the Cathedral Boys’ Choir singing Once in David’s Royal City accompanied by the abbey’s pipe organ. 

Hilda set the unfurled umbrella on the floor and looked to Anna.

‘Well?’

Anna stared at the vast space, drinking in deep breaths, letting history and legend speak, then set off across the nave as one on a mission.

Aga and Hilda looked at each other, shrugged and followed, bound for the south transept. 

‘Do you know where you’re going?’ Hilda asked from behind.

‘No.’

‘Then why this way?’

Anna gestured to her left. 

‘It’s got a better vibe than that way.’

Chauncey sauntered off on his own, reading the ancient inscriptions on the various tombs underfoot. 

‘Buxos, Blake Buxos, wherefore art thou, o’ forger of the king?’

He meandered through the ornately carved rod screen into the enclosed choir where the white-robed Boys’ Ensemble filled the stalls on both sides. Small lamps on the music stands gently illuminated their angelic faces. On his intrusion, their singing sputtered out. The elderly choirmaster, who was an owl, glowered at the Royal guest.

Chauncey gazed upon them wistfully then uncorked an impromptu ode with theatrical flourish.

Here be acres sown indeed

With a rich and royal seed.

Be reverent lads, thy feet tread

O’er crypt and tomb of fame long dead.

Death’s scythe will spare the boys who sing

Yet falters not to mow down kings.

Thus, blossomed youth, ye need not fear

The decayed greatness buried here

Nor fret their ghosts free of their bones

Who wander through this heap of stones.

Live life in full, when full it flows 

Ere soon the slab falls on your nose.

Yea, raise your voice and practice well

To organ fugue and chiming bell

For one day soon, to me you’ll sing

When here I shall be crowned the King.

But will God save Chauncey?

God only knows

The depths his madness 

And secret woes.

He wiped a tear trailing down a cheek, smiled at the boys, then head down, shuffled out. 

The perturbed owl tapped his baton and the boys’ song filled the vaults once more. 

Afar off in the south transept, Hilda and Aga sat on the plinth of a ground tomb and watched Anna explore the grim monuments and marble effigies in the eerie, flickering light of some lingering votive candles perched on iron stands scattered about.

Hilda complained. ‘Why do you think you’ll find the king’s forger in Poet’s Corner, Anna? Was Blake Buxos a famed musician? A noted playwright? No.’

‘A forger must be a writer,’ responded Anna. ‘And a writer of old was always a poet.’ 

Aga pointed out a nearby marble bust of bald fellow with the inscription:

WILLIAM BLAKE

‘There’s a Blake of sorts.’ 

Anna returned for a look then concluded. ‘Not our man.’

Hilda sighed. ‘Are we going to be here all night?’ 

Anna wandered off again. ‘I’m not. But you can stay if you like.’ 

Aga bundled up in her coat. ‘I’m going to catch my death in here.’

Anna disappeared amidst the sarcophagi. 

Chauncey joined his granny and mistress and spotted the bust of William Blake.

‘Here he is!’

‘No, Chauncey,’ moaned Hilda.

He thrust his crowbar into a crack between the sculpture and wall and muscled with vigor to pry the statue from its perch.

Hilda arose, snatched the iron from his hand then dropped it to the stone pavers with a clang.

‘I said, no.’

Nearby, Anna looked up at a giant monument topped by a full-size, marble statue of an obese, confident fellow. On the base was engraved: 

GEORGE FREDRIC HANDEL

Hilda, Aga and Chauncey sought her out and found her mesmerized. 

‘What’s with Handel?’ asked Hilda.

‘I’m not sure yet,’ replied Anna. 

Chauncey spoke to the fat effigy above them. ‘I’m playing your Water Music and Zadok the Priest at my coronation, George. Yes. A full orchestra in concert with Lang Lang, Nicole Scherzinger and Andrea Bocelli, barging on the Thames. Thought you’d be pleased.’

Seeking inspiration from the stoned composer above, Anna closed her eyes to concentrate.

‘Got something? asked Hilda.

‘I’m trying to remember a rhyme.’

Hilda scoffed. ‘About Handel?’

‘I knew it when I was a girl.’

Chauncey retrieved the tire iron and pointed at Handel on high. ‘Tell us, court composer, where be buried the forger for the King?’  

Anna blinked hard and spun around, thrilled.

‘That’s it!’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The court composer and the King!’

The pump primed, her lost poem flowed.

Where be Blake Buxos 

But on the string  

T’wixt the court composer  

And the king?

One was born

As the other died.

When Odds Fish slept

Frederick came alive.

Hilda jammed her fists to her hips. ‘What was that all about?’

Chauncey looked intrigued. ‘It’s a riddle.’

Excited and inspired, Anna consulted the inscription on the massive tomb. 







GEORGE FREDERIC HANDEL  

1685 – 1759

‘So, the court composer was born in 1685.’

‘And?’ asked Hilda.

‘Who is Odds Fish?’ asked Aga.

Chauncey knew. ‘King Charles the Second!’ 

Hilda snorted her doubts. 

‘It’s true. it was his moniker.’

‘His what?’

‘His nickname. Everyone at court called him Odds Fish.’

‘Why?’ asked Hilda.

‘It was his favorite expletive. Instead of saying “damn” or “bullocks” or “testicles”, Charles would cry out, “odds-fish”! Over time, the expression became him. And if Anna’s poem is any indication, his resting place will take us to Blake’s! And it just so happens that I know the obscure corner of the Abben in which he lies!’ 

He picked up a candlestand loaded with flickering votive candles and set off.

Hilda, Aga and Anna followed him into the curving vaulted arcade of the ambulatory, dank, dark and dreary. 

Chauncey chuckled along the way. ‘Good thing we’re not looking for Charles the First!’  

Hilda had to ask. ‘Why is that?’  

‘Because he lies in St. George’s Chapel at Windsor, twenty-five miles away.’

‘So?’

‘So, if the tomb of Blake Buxos is twixt the composer here and the king there, we’d be digging up Heathrow Airport!’ 

The distant song of the choir boys and organ tumbled through the stone caverns, sacred and eerie.

And then Chauncey and the light he carried, disappeared. 

The three ladies halted and wondered. 

Hilda called out. ‘Chauncey?!’

His voice came from a small, side chamber. ‘Et voila!’  

Aga sat down on a stone bench against the wall of the ambulatory. ‘I’ll wait here. My feet are killing me.’

Hilda and Anna rushed ahead and entered a small room known as Henry VII's chapel to find Chauncey on his knees, bent over a small marker flush with the pavers. Anna knelt beside him and in the ample candlelight, read its modest inscription.







KING CHARLES II  

1630 – 1685

‘Shetland ponies,’ she whispered. ‘1685. When Odds Fish slept, Handel came alive.’ 

Beaming, Chauncey shook her hand. ‘Well done, soon-to-be-ex-wife.’

‘Well done to you, soon-to-be-ex-husband.’ Becoming emotional, she rubbed the stone. ‘The tomb of Charles, be it ever so humble.’ 

Hilda looked down jealously on the former couple enjoying themselves.

‘There’s no way King Charles is entombed in a shoebox in this dark corner.’ 

Chauncey stood and dusted himself off. ‘You forget, my love, King Charles was a Stuart. When my German ancestors deposed them, they ended the Stuart Dynasty with symbolism and style, exhuming them from glory and honor, reburying them in squalor and insignificance. Charles here is lucky to be in the abbey at all.’

Anna kissed the tips of her fingers and touched her ancestor’s gravestone.

‘A bientot, Grand-père.’

‘As in, see you soon ?’ Hilda snorted. ‘Huh. You may join the dead sooner than you think.’ 

Chauncey addressed the ghost of the interred beneath the paver. ‘When the scepter is mine, Charles, I shall right this disgraceful wrong and build you a monument that will make the Medici’s blush. I may join you inside myself one day.’

‘I won’t,’ said Hilda, strolling back out to the ambulatory.

Chauncey followed. ‘True, my love. Kings are not interred with their mistresses.’

‘No. But queens are. And a queen I shall be soon enough.’

‘How about ex-wives of kings?’ Anna asked.

‘You?’ asked Hilda. ‘You shall be buried alone.’

‘With my head on or off?’

‘That’s up to you.’

Chauncey retraced their steps along the curved ambulatory, reading the floor pavers. Twenty yards ahead, sat Aga on her stone bench. 

He stopped, looking about to get his bearings. ‘Ahead, we have the court composer in Poets Corner. Behind, we have the vault of Odds Fish in Henry the Seventh’s chapel. According to Anna, Blake lies halfway between, plotted on the string.’

He began to search the modest grave markers on the floor and tucked into the walls. 

Relaxing on her stone perch, Aga looked between her two blue, low-heeled pumps and there it was, inscribed on a dusty slab at her feet.

BLAKE BUXOS

1641 - 1685

‘Ooo-hoo!’ she warbled.

Hilda, Chauncey and Anna came, saw and gaped over the find. 

‘Well done, Grandmother!’ gushed Chauncey.

Hilda curbed the enthusiasm. ‘A tombstone does not a treasure make.’ 

‘How true, my love,’ said Chauncey. ‘But we’re almost home!’

He set the candlestand on the bench, kneeled beside the slab, jammed the tire iron into a crevice and tried to lift the stone. Silently supervising, Hilda stood over him, fists on her hips. Anna sat beside Aga on the stone bench. Elbows on their knees, chins in their hands, they observed Chauncey struggle with the slab that would not be moved. 

‘He’s loveable in a pathetic sort of way,’ Anna observed.

Aga nodded. ‘It’s his useless enthusiasm.’

Chauncey sat back to wipe his brow. ‘Blake Buxos won’t budge-os.’

Aga opened her handbag. ‘Hang on. I think I have a stick of dynamite.’ 

She shared the joke with Anna, bumping shoulders like old chums. 

The sound of approaching footsteps interrupted and froze the clandestine activity of the Royal four. Into the aura of candlelight wandered a couple of tourists, oblivious to the celebrities camped out in front of them. 

‘Oh, no.’ Hilda peered into the dark. ‘Who’s this?’

Anna was thrilled to discover it was Sean and Elvis. Her heart fluttered for Sean. Hope for rescue dawned anew at the sight of Elvis.

‘Better Nate than Trevor,’ she whispered. 

Chauncey slid aside on his bum to conceal the tombstone. ‘Good evening!’ 

Hilda gestured at the intruders. ‘Go away!’

Elvis stopped and gasped theatrically. ‘Holy saints and sacred relics! It’s the Royal Family!’

Hilda stepped towards the pair of intruders, hands draped in front of her, flicking her fingers backwards, like she was herding pigeons. ‘Leave us! . . . Go! . . . I mean it! Shoo!’

Chauncey cocked his head as he studied Elvis. ‘I say. Haven’t we met?’

Anna emitted a fun snort. ‘Yup.’

Elvis bowed his head. ‘No, Sire. I would surely recall the honor.’

Hilda squinted suspiciously. ‘Who are you?’  

Elvis bowed again. ‘Brother Elmer o’ the Holy Order o’ Irish Pilgrims.’ 

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Me neither,’ giggled Anna.

Elvis seemed to place the aggressive matron. ‘Hey, aren’t you the Mistress o’ Cornbread?!’

‘Duchess of Cornbread.’

Anna tried to repress her mirth. 

Hilda scrutinized Sean. ‘And who are you?’

Elvis covered for him. ‘This is Brother Sam. A novice of the Order.’

‘Sam is rather dishy for a monk.’

Anna shook her head. ‘What a waste of talent.’ 

Hilda folded her arms and tapped her foot. ‘Why are you here? What do you want?’ 

‘We’re on pilgrimage,’ Elvis replied. ‘Here in the quiet o’ night t’ pray at the sepulcher of our patron saint.’

‘And who would that be?’ 

‘Saint Patrick.’  

She ejected one caustic burst of laughter. ‘Ha! You’re in the wrong abbey, pal. And the wrong country to boot. Patrick is interred in Ireland. You’d think an Irish monk would know that.’

‘Ya speak in truth, in part. Pat’s bones rest under the rock on Cathedral Hill in Downpatrick but his petrified heart is preserved here in the abbey, hidden away in a wee, tin box. Tis an ancient secret held by our Celtic Sect.’

‘We’re looking a box as well,’ said Aga.

Hilda grilled her with silent fire and ice then refocused on Elvis. 

‘Patrick’s heart in a box. Fascinating. Well, off you go then.’ She took Elvis by the shoulders, turned him around and pushed. ‘Fast and pray ’til your tummies rumble. Goodnight.’

Reacting with a miffed snort, Elvis took Sean’s arm and strolled off. Anna, left behind, was miffed as well, feeling abandoned for the umpteenth time.

Still seated on the immovable slab, Chauncey ruefully observed the departing manpower. 

‘I could use some help here, Hildie.’ 

‘Forget it.’

Returning to his chore with extra drama, Chauncey made a clanking racket with the tire iron, adding strenuous grunts and groans. 

Hilda wagged her head in disgust then gave in. ‘Elmer?’ 

Elvis shot a furtive wink at Sean then turned around with a dumb, innocent expression.

‘Yes, My Lady?’

‘We do need a bit of help.’

Hands clasped piously behind their backs, Elvis and Sean returned.

‘What can we do for ya?’ asked Elvis.

Hilda pointed. ‘Lift the stone.’

Elvis drew back. ‘Ya want our help in desecratin’ a tomb?’  

‘Yes, please.’

‘An’ disinter the dead?’

‘No. The remains will remain,’ confessed Chauncey. ‘We’re on a treasure hunt.’ 

‘Robbing the grave. No, no, no. O’ good Lord above. No. We’re holy men. Can’t help ya there.’ 

Hilda turned saccharine sweet. ‘Please? For queen and country?’ 

‘Sorry. I’ll be defrocked.’ 

‘I’ll re-frock you,’ Chauncey said. ‘As the soon-to-be-head of the Church of England, I can frock and defrock whomever I wish, if not on a whim, then a prayer.’  

Hilda looked to Sean. ‘You seem the young and able one. Would you mind?’ 

Sean stepped forward. 

Elvis drew him back. ‘No, no, no. Not Sean. I mean, not Sam. He’s my apprentice, innocent, unschooled n’ unprepared for disturbin’ a spirit at rest. Great spiritual risks involved. No, let the elder sacrifice himself for the younger.’

‘Fine. Whatever,’ groaned Hilda. ‘Just lift the slab.’

Elvis kneeled beside the Prince and squinted at the inscription. ‘Who we got here?’

‘Never mind who,’ said Hilda.

He took out a pair of glasses, put them on and read the inscription. 

‘Blake Buxos. Ha! I remember Blake! He was a forger, ya know.’

‘The King’s forger!’ said Chauncey, excited.

‘Stop talking and start lifting,’ grumped Hilda.

Elvis tucked away his eyeglasses.

He closed his eyes and caressed the capstone as if sensing the contents of the tomb. ‘Oh, my.

‘What?’ whispered Chauncey.

‘This crypt holds a dark spirit.’

‘Besides Blake?’

‘Only one fortified with much fasting n’ prayer will fend off the demons here.’

Chauncey studied Elvis’ face. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen you before. As through a glass darkly.’

‘Or perhaps,’ Anna suggested, ‘through a windscreen dripping red wine and candle wax.’

‘Lift the lid,’ growled Hilda.

Skillfully levering the slab with the crowbar, Elvis raised a corner. Chauncey and Sean helped slide the stone aside with a chalky rumble. Hilda held the candelabra over the dark pit. Everyone gathered round waiting for a cloud of dust to settle. Beneath the cobwebs, a bleached skeleton appeared six feet below. Anna recoiled with a shudder.

Squatting on his haunches, Elvis peered in. ‘Hello Blake!’

Hilda bumped him with her toe. ‘Your work is done. You many leave us.’

Instead of rising, he sat on the ledge, his legs dangling into the pit.

‘I said, leave,’ said Hilda firmly.

And then, to the astonishment of all, he dropped off the ledge and disappeared into the hole, landing on his feet atop Blake’s brittle bones with a loud, splintering crunch. A cloud of dust billowed forth.

Anna and Aga joined Hilda and Chauncey at the edge.

His voice came up. ‘Help me, Lord! I’ve fallen into a Hell-hole!’  

Anna stepped back, clutching her ribs to contain her laughter.

Fists on her hips, Hilda stood over the open crypt. ‘Get out of there, you big oaf!’

‘Oh! I’m defiled for good now!’ wailed Elvis. ‘I feel the evil! I’m turnin’ cold!’

‘Out!’ 

Chauncey peered down upon him. ‘Elmer?’

‘A ghost speaks!’

‘It is I,’ said Chauncey from above.

‘Oh.’

‘While you’re down there, have a look around, would you?’

‘What am I lookin’ for?’ 

‘A box or a chest.’ 

Elvis rummaged in the remains, making more noise and dust. 

Anna shuddered at the morbid sound of clattering bones and withdrew to rejoin Aga on the stone bench. 

The noises stopped. The voice of Elvis rose out of the grave.

‘No box here, Your Grace.’

‘Drat.

‘Rat?!’ exclaimed Elvis. ‘Ya see a rat?’

‘No. No rats.’

Hilda turned to Anna. ‘A nice wild goose chase. Thanks a lot.’

‘I wanted to find a treasure in it as much as you did.’

Hilda leaned over the pit. ‘Out, Elmer!’

‘Hang on, my love,’ said Chauncey. ‘Elmer?’

‘Sire?’

‘We know what isn’t there. Tell us what is. What do you see?’ 

‘I got one collapsed coffin, two hundred n’ six bleached bones, a bit o’ rotten clothing n’ a skull with a hatchet in it.’

Anna gasped. ‘Blake was murdered.’

‘Brilliant,’ muttered Hilda. 

Aga shrugged. ‘Kings’ forgers are all murdered in the end. It’s the only way they can keep a secret. And forgers have secrets in abundance.’

Chauncey leaned over the pit. ‘Elmer. Have a look under his bones.’  

‘An’ violate a Christian at rest?’

Hilda snorted. ‘You just jumped on him and smashed him to pieces, you idiot!’ 

Chauncey assured the monk in the hole. ‘As Keeper of the Faiths, I exonerate and excommunicate you from any and all violations in the course of your duties.’

‘Okay then.’ Elvis stood up, took a candle from the votive stand, resubmerged, inserted the candle in an eye socket of Blake’s skull and roughly excavated with his hands. 

Hilda shook her head. ‘What a character.’

‘Is he ever,’ said Aga.

Down in the pit, Elvis saw a glint of metal, plucked an ancient pair of pewter-rimmed spectacles from Blake’s bony hand and slipped them into his cloak pocket. 

‘All right, that’s it,’ said Hilda. ‘Come out of there.’

Elvis cried out. ‘Woo!’

Everyone above waited for more, breathless. 

‘What is it?!’ asked Chauncey.

‘It’s a wee chest!’ 

Chauncey cheered. ‘Bring it up! Bring it up!’ 

‘I’m tryin’.’

‘Your treasures are heavy. My burden is light.’

‘Damn the fool,’ grumbled Hilda.

A loud crash from the hole startled all those above. Everyone tensed and waited for news from below. 

Hilda leaned over the dust cloud still rising from the pit, hands on her knees. ‘What happened?’

‘When ya said I was damned, I dropped the box!’ 

Anna laughed.

Hilda clenched her teeth. ‘Hand it up here, you idiot!’

After a stage wait, a small, blackened wood coffer rose up from the crypt, Elvis hoisting it high over his head.

‘Take it n’ rid me o’ the curse!’ 

Hilda and Chauncey each latched onto it then struggled for possession. 

Anna observed. ‘You two make a fine couple.’ 

Hilda won the contest and protectively cradled the box. 

Grunting theatrically, Elvis climbed out of the pit, sat on the edge and caught his breath.  

Hilda glared at him. ‘Thank you. Now leave us.’

‘Aren’t ya going to open it?’ 

‘After you’ve left us, yes.’

Elvis struggled to his feet and dusted himself off. ‘There’s royal gratitude.’

‘Goodbye,’ said Hilda.

‘And thank you,’ said Chauncey.

Anna watched her would-be rescuers saunter away without a parting word or glance. She couldn’t believe it. They’d tracked her down, found her, and now, when they could easily rescue her, they were leaving her behind? Again? Hopes dashed, she crumpled on the bench in a forlorn heap. 

Aga called out to the departing monks. ‘Merci!’

‘Jay vooz on me!’ Elvis called back, waving without turning around. 
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ANNA, REPOSSESSED
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HILDA WAITED FOR ELMER and Sam shuffle off, then began to fiddle with the box’s rustic, rusted latch and padlock.

Chauncey lustfully rubbed the coffer like a magic lamp. ‘There lay secrets in this Fardel Box none must know but the king.’ 

Down the ambulatory, Elvis overheard the quote from Shakespeare, stopped and called back. ‘That from A Winter’s Tale?’ 

‘No, Becket!’ Chauncey rang back.

Hilda boiled and blew. ‘Go away!’ 

Anna rued the sight of Elvis and Sean going around the bend of the curved arcade, the sound of their footfall fading away.

Hilda set the box on the stone bench beside her.

‘Mine?’ queried Anna, pleased. ‘Thank you!’

‘No, not yours! Don’t touch it!’

Using Chauncey’s tire iron, Hilda forced open the lock and lifted the creaky lid to reveal a treasure of . . .  some old vellum scrolls, each bound in motheaten, scarlet ribbon. 

‘Documents,’ said Aga.

‘Junk,’ muttered Hilda.

Chauncey rifled through them. ‘Or treasure maps!’

‘You wish,’ said Anna.

Aga had some fun with it. ‘Who is worthy to open the scrolls and loose the seals?’ 

‘Me,’ said Hilda, taking one up. 

Curious, Anna removed another at random. Hilda quickly snatched it away. 

Chauncey took another, untied its tattered, dusty ribbon and unfurled the rolled parchment whereupon a red wax seal, big as a donut, fell out, tethered by a faded, blue ribbon. 

He examined the seal’s imprint. ‘Ye olde scallop shell.’

‘The seal of the Stuarts,’ noted Anna, teasing. ‘Which means as the Stuart heir, the scrolls are mine, don’t you think?’

‘No.’ Hilda snatched Chauncey’s parchment and perused it. ‘It’s that stupid marriage contract.’ She rolled it up and wagged the tube in Anna’s face. ‘The keys to your farcical, little kingdom, little Princess.’

‘Or my little queen-dom, as the case may be.’

Hilda tossed the scroll in the box. ‘Well, that was a royal waste of time.’

‘Fun while it lasted,’ said Aga.

Hilda walked off. Chauncey picked up the box and followed her. 

Aga smiled at Anna. ‘Well done.’

Anna shrugged. ‘I tried.’

Aga arose and followed Chauncey and Hilda.

Remaining behind, Anna looked down on the open tomb. 

‘Aren’t you going to put the stone back?’  

Hilda led her cohort through the sarcophagi of Poets Corner. 

‘No.’

‘But someone might fall in the crypt.’

‘I’ll put the stone back if you fall in.’

Chauncey hurried to catch up with his mistress as she marched into the nave. ‘Where are we going now, my love?’ 

‘I think we should drop in on Janet’s drinks party.’

Lagging behind, Anna overheard this and was surprised, annoyed and puzzled. 

‘What?’ 

Seems Chauncey felt the same. ‘Why bother, my love? The portrait’s clue led us to the chest of scrolls. The Treasure of the Stuarts, though disappointing, has been found.’ 

‘There must be more to it than that. Anna failed us. I will now proceed on the assumption Janet will not.’

Anna rushed to catch up with them.

‘Umm, as you’re going to Janet’s, could give me a lift home?’

‘No,’ Hilda replied, strolling on.

‘Please? It’s not very far out of your way.’

‘No problem,’ Chauncey breezed. 

‘Thanks,’ said Anna.

Hilda stopped and turned on her. ‘Just because you took us for a ride doesn’t mean we’re going to reciprocate.’ She moved on with Aga and Chuancey trailing like servants. ‘Find your own way home.’

Anna stopped in a huff. ‘Fine. I will.’

‘Good luck amidst the deluge and flood.’

Peeved, Anna threw a dagger. ‘Oh, and thanks again for the H.R.H.’ 

Hilda stopped and turned around, red-faced, ready to blow. 

Anna’s laugh cut her off. 

‘Just kidding. Her Royal Highness is all yours. I just want my freedom.’

‘Oh?’

‘And now, after all these years of royal repression and slavery, I have attained it. What could be more precious?’ 

Hilda turned deceitfully considerate. ‘Well, thank you for sharing that, Anna. Now that I know how dear personal freedom is to you, your request is denied.’

Livid, Anna stopped abruptly. ‘What do you mean?! You can’t deny me my freedom! Who do you think you are?!’

‘Me? I’m the power behind the throne. I thought you knew.’ 

‘You’ve taken everything else from me, Hilda, but you can’t take my liberty!’

‘I just did.’

‘What is your problem?!’

‘National security?’ Hilda suggested, looking pleased with the concept. ‘You don’t get it, do you? They’re rioting in the streets. There is a rebellion afoot. The masses see you as their champion. Why would I permit you to gallivant around to inspire and lead them on? Consider yourself grounded.’

Anna stood boiling and bewildered as Hilda, Chauncey and Aga continued across the nave, their heels on the pavers echoing through the vast spaces. 

‘Grounded?!’ Anna called out. ‘What are you going to do?! Lock me in my room?!’

Hilda walked on. ‘No public displays and no running off. You are restricted to London until further notice.’

‘Why would I run off?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. To escape your fate if you remain here? To seek refuge with your own kind?’

‘Really?’ Anna followed them from a distance. ‘And where would I go?’ 

‘France would be my guess.’ 

Anna laughed with confused rage. ‘France?!’

Chauncey spun around, walked backwards and embellished the idea with theatrical gesture. ‘Get thee to a nunnery! There are plenty in France. Or if thou needs must marry, marry a fool, for wise men know well what monsters you would make of them.’ 

Anna stopped, limp, dumbfounded. 

Concealed the south aisle nearby, Elvis and Sean leaned against a giant column of Purbeck marble, listening in.

‘He’s quotin’ Hamlet now,’ whispered Elvis, impressed. ‘The fool Prince knows his bard.’

‘Ah, but is he a fool?’ asked Sean.

‘No, but he likes t’ play the part, mixin’ in a touch o’ brilliance now n’ then t’ keep us guessin’.’

Anna recovered speech and called out to the distant Royals.  

‘Why would I go to France?’ 

Hilda turned around. ‘Isn’t France where all you blue-blooded Stuarts go to raise your armies of exiles to return in force? Charles the Second, James the Second and Mary Queen of Scots come to mind.’

Anna knew her Stuart history. ‘Mary of Scots did not flee to France!’  

Hilda walked on. ‘You’re right. But she got her head chopped off for trying.’ 

‘And just how are you going to keep me in London?! Block all the exits?’

Hilda stopped to consider this. ‘Mmm. That’s not a bad idea.’ She looked to Chauncey. ‘See to it.’ 

He blinked. ‘See to what, my love?’

She walked on. ‘Close the Chunnel, the airports and every bridge over the Thames. That should hobble her.’

‘Every bridge?’

‘Put a checkpoint on every span from here to Runnymede.’

Chauncey removed his pith helmet and scratched his bald pate. 

‘Yes, my love.’

Anna watched the Royal Triumvirate exit the abbey. The little door blew shut behind them with a boom! to punctuate the choir boy’s conclusion of The Holly and the Ivy. 

The royal scene concluded, the abbey fell quiet. 

Abandoned and left behind, she bundled up in her coat against the chill. Rain drummed on the cathedral’s lead roof high above. Wind whistled through the gargoyles. The floodlights outside blasted the giant rose window of stained glass, projecting inside a colorful halo on the stone slabs around her. 

She looked down to see her in the blessing of light. 

‘Yeah, right.’

Suddenly the little door flew open and Rajput rushed into the nave. The wind slammed it behind him.

Boom!  

He ran to her, took her hand and pulled her to the south aisle. Elvis and Sean were no longer there, hiding behind the huge marble column. 

Anna had no idea where Rajput was taking her but distraught and weak in spirit, she let him have his way with an unjustified trust he somehow had her best interest at heart. Proceeding through an obscure, little exit, they emerged in the cathedral cloisters, roofed but open to the weather, lashed by slanting rain. Her high heels slid out from under her on the wet pavers as Rajput brought her to the low, wood gate facing Dean’s Yard. She peered out at an antique car parked in the middle of the green with its doors and the boot open and two men ferrying boxes about. 

‘Who’s that?’ 

No answer from Rajput, of course.

She squinted again and recognizing the pair, didn’t know if she was relieved or angry.

‘Sean and Elvis.’

They stopped to wave to her then resumed the transfer of boxes from the car’s boot to the back seat. 

‘What are they doing?’

Rajput opened the cloister gate, took her hand and led her out into the weather. She held her coat over her head as they slogged across the lawn, her high heels puncturing the soggy sod. 

‘Hey! Ya found us!’ Elvis called out.

‘Rajput found you.’

Sean jostled her as he passed by with a box. She punished him with a frigid look. Lot of good it did.

‘So, how ya farin’ in our strange, new land?’ Elvis asked.

‘After you abducted me, dumped me on the Royals and twice abandoned me in my time of need?’

Elvis corrected her. ‘T’was our twins upstairs who abducted ya.’ 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

‘Would o’ helped ya earlier but we needed t’ set the hook with the Royals.’

‘Are you fishing for Royals?’

‘An’ the Brights. An’ now that we got them on the line, we are at your service.’

‘Why do I question your good faith and sincerity in that?’

‘You’re gonna need some help on your fabled quest.’

She thumbed back at the abbey.

‘The quest just ended.’

‘No, lass. Your quest has just begun.’

Her stiletto heels sunk deep into the sod. Unable to pull them out, she stepped out of her shoes. Rajput bent down, recovered them and helped her slip them on again.

She digressed to ask Elvis. ‘Does Rajput work for you or the Royal Protection Squad?’

He winked. ‘Wheels within wheels.’

‘I see. And since you have wheels, and I don’t, could I get a ride home?’

‘Sure!’ 

‘You won’t kidnap me again?’  

‘We didn’t kidnap ya. That was our twins.’

‘Don’t be silly.’

‘Sure ya want t’ go home?’

‘Where else would I want to go?’

‘How about t’ Janet’s drinks party?’  

She scowled. ‘How do you know about her party?’ 

Elvis winked and touched the side of his nose. 

Sean brushed past her with another box. ‘Elvis sait tout.’ 

‘I’m not going to Janet’s party. After her betrayal tonight, I’ll never set foot in her house again. Bit of a shock to find out after all these years that my best friend and trusted therapist has been in secret cahoots with my sworn enemies.’

Elvis pursed the lips. ‘Thought you n’ Janet was real close.’

‘How would you know?’

‘Elvis knows everything,’ whispered Sean in passing.

‘Tis my task t’ know,’ said Elvis. ‘As Watch n’ Ward o’ the Blood Royal.’

She pouted. ‘Everyone’s against me.’ 

‘We’re not. We’re on your side.’

‘You’ve a strange way of showing it.’
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DRAGONS LIKE MARMALADE?
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SEAN PASSED BY WITH another box full of marmalade. 

Anna noticed the markings from Fortum and Mason then found cardboard boxes of the stuff in the boot and dozens of jars scattered on the back seat and the floor. 

‘All this marmalade was in the freight lift! You’re jam thieves!’

‘We’re not thieves. We’re in the import-export business!’ sang Elvis. ‘Got us a Royal Warrant t’ trade between realms.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Our twins up in Reality send the sun-drenched preserves of garden n’ orchard down t’ us here in Annwn. We send preserves from the dark n’ damp up t’ them in Dyflas! All profits n’ proceeds supportin’ the noble endeavors o’ the Celtic Knights.’

‘Yes, Billy told me you’re the Grand Master.’

‘Bless his heart.’

‘As well as the groundskeeper at his school.’

‘Watch n’ Ward o’ the Blood Royal.’

‘In dream land, where everything is wonky and humals dwell.’

Elvis nodded. ‘A place we call Annwn, the Welsh name for the Underworld.’

‘Surreality,’ added Sean. ‘Also known as Level Two.’

She felt a tingly shiver as she pictured the sign in the tube station at the terminus of her journey through the Portal. 

‘This can’t be real.’

‘You’re right,’ said Sean. ‘It’s surreal.’

‘Shut up.’

‘Trying to help.’

‘Help? You abducted me.’

‘You broke my finger,’ he replied, displaying the swollen injury.

‘Good. Now we’re even.’ She massaged her temples. ‘This is all too bizarre. I mean, I’ve had some strange nightmares lately, but nothing as tortuous and complicated as this one.’

‘Difference is, this dream’s real,’ said Elvis.

She sneered back. 

‘Yeah, right. Like there’s such thing as a real dream?’

‘With whipped cream.’

She noticed the coat of arms on the door of the classic, old convertible. 

‘You stole Chauncey’s car?’

Sean reprised Elvis’ quip. ‘Holy men have need of the royal donkey.’

‘Holy, my foot.’

Elvis caressed the canvas top. ‘A fool’s ass for a fool’s errand.’ 

‘You are in so much trouble.’

‘It’ll be worth it.’

She studied the car again. ‘Wait a minute. This is Chauncey’s old Vanden Plas. It never leaves his garage.’ 

‘Garaged in Reality maybe but his twin likes t’ drive it around down here.’

She noted the wine stains and candle wax on the windscreen, bonnet and canvas top of this car as well. Stepping around to the front, she found the dented fender and bumper and confounded, put a hand to her forehead. 

‘How could the gypsy cart have crashed into this Bentley as well?’

Elvis smiled. ‘Ev’ry twin has a twin. You, me, Sean with the broken finger, the Bentley n’ the gypsy cart. You’re either in the Surreal Realm below or the Mirrored Realm above. You’re in the Realm below.’

‘Parallel Reality,’ added Sean, closing the boot with a thump.

She gulped and recovered. ‘Nice try but no way. This is a dream. I’m imagining you, Elvis, all the stupid things you’re saying and all the crazy stuff that’s happening. You can’t surprise me, scare me or impress me. This is all in my subconscious.’

‘Truer words n’er been spoken,’ said Elvis. 

‘This has got to be my most creative nightmare ever.’

‘We’re just gettin’ warmed up!’ 

He slid behind the giant, antique steering wheel. Sean opened the passenger door and climbed in the back seat, shoved aside all the jam jars and plopped down. Holding the door, Rajput waited for Anna to join them. 

She took a wary step back. ‘I’m not very comfy with this arrangement.’

Elvis beckoned. ‘Come on, lass. Water’s risin’ fast. Ya don’t want t’ be marooned out here on Thorny Isle.’

The term was new to her. ‘Thorny Isle?’

‘Ancient name o’ the mound of brambles in the river on which the abbey now stands. Comin’?’

Nibbling a fingernail, she peered in the window at Sean seated in the back. If she got in, they’d probably kidnap her again. If she didn’t, they’d drive away and the opportunity to be with Sean would be lost. And she wanted to be with him more than anything. What a long, lonely dream drought it had been. She’d missed him dreadfully and now here he was, served on a plate, tempting her, yet so smarty-pants, so aloof, so aggravating.

Elvis thumped impatient thumbs on the steering wheel. ‘Come on, lass. We’re burnin’ starlight.’

She took two gulps. One to swallow her pride, the other her fear. 

‘Promise you’ll take me home?’

‘Home or where the heart is.’

Dismissing his cryptic reply, she climbed in the back, swept the marmalade jars off the seat and sat down beside Sean.

Rajput joined Elvis in front and closed the door. She was in, committed, trapped. Elvis slipped Sean a sly wink in his mirror. 

She caught it. ‘I saw that.’

Elvis ground the clutch, found first gear, drove the old Bentley across the squashy lawn and into Parliament Lake, still teeming with half-submerged taxis, autobuses, canoes and flat-bottomed wherries. At the oars in foul weather gear, pilots ferried all sorts of passengers, human and humal.

Sean took up some jars of marmalade and tossed them out his open window. He leaned over her lap to throw some more out hers.

She observed in wonder and had to ask. 

‘What are you doing?’

‘Chummin’ the dragon!’ sang Elvis. 

She tensed. ‘The dragon is here?’

‘Here or near.’

‘And the marmalade?’

Elvis nodded. ‘She loves the stuff.’

She snorted, amused. 

‘She’s a she-dragon? What’s her name?’

‘Tammuz. Call her Tammy if ya like. Named by the early Romans after the Babylonian god o’ death n’ resurrection. They named the river after her too. Flumen Thamesis. She’s from the basilisk family, so don’t look her way.’

‘And if I do?’

‘You’ll be turned t’ stone.’

She reviewed the warnings she’d been given thus far. 

‘So, if I look at the dragon, I’ll be petrified. And if I look at my twin, I’ll fritz.’

Elvis found her face in his mirror. ‘Who told ya about The Fritz?’

‘You did.’

‘When?’

‘When Sean put me on the motorcycle. Remember? You threw my coat over my head so I couldn’t see.’

‘Oh. That was my twin.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Know what happens if ya fritz?’

‘Yes. You told me. Marbles lost. Game over.’

‘That’s right. Ya don’t wanna end up like Schrodinger’s Cat.’

She had no idea what he was talking about so offered some nonsense.

‘Or worse, a Phosphorescent Cat.’

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s an orange ice cream sundae they serve at Fortnum’s Fountain Restaurant. Or they did when I was a girl anyway. And as to Schrodinger’s Cat, it’s an ice cream strudel, isn’t it?’

Elvis endured it then answered slowly. ‘No, Schrodinger’s Cat is the state o’ Quantum Superposition where oscillatin’ waves overlap n’ cancel each other out. Likewise, eye contact with your twin crosses your wires with your alter ego, fryin’ both eggs on the spot.’

‘Frying my eggs?’

‘Ya both lose your mind.’

‘Oh! You mean, I’ll go crazy?’ she asked, as if it would be fun.

‘An’ your twin too.’

Sean whispered. ‘Your twin already has.’ 

She played along. ‘Really? So, she’s worse than me? What happened to her? Never mind. I don’t want t’ know. Actually, I already do. And I seem to be tracking her in her absurd footsteps.’

Elvis tossed a quote over the seat into her lap. ‘Accepting the absurdity of everythin’ arouses a revolt that’s often fruitful.’

‘Who said that? You?’

‘Camus.’  

Rajput pointed to a swirl in the water to starboard. 

‘Thar she blows!’ cheered Elvis.

Anna saw the back of a huge, submerged beast breech the surface. Swimming along languidly, it consumed the marmalade jars bobbing on the surface.

‘Holy Escada!’

Sean covered her eyes. ‘Don’t look!’ 

She removed his hands. 

‘It’s okay. When she looks back, I’ll look away.’ She watched the dragon and wondered. ‘How does such a big creature swim in such shallow water?’ 

Elvis speculated. ‘Dunno. Maybe she’s a shapeshifter dragon. Flattens herself like a flounder, given the need.’ 

‘Why not? This is fun. As things go along you just make things up to make sense.’

The bump in the water headed for a small boat with a codfish at the oars. Spotting the approaching monster, he desperately rowed for his life. Next moment, an upended boat atop a frothing mound of water was all that remained. 

Anna clutched her head. ‘Tammy ate him!’

‘Looks that way,’ said Elvis.

Nearby, a chimneysweep contentedly pedaled his bicycle loaded with brushes and brooms, floodwaters to the handlebars. 

Anna stuck her head out her window. 

‘Dragon!’

The poor Sweep had a second to panic followed by a great splash. When the waters calmed, only brooms bobbed on the surface.

She couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘I hate Tammuz!’ 

‘Lucky we got the jam out,’ said Elvis.

‘What do you mean, “lucky”?! Your stupid marmalade attracts her!’ 

‘Ya think we’re makin’ it worse?’

‘Yes! Idiot.’

The Bentley passed a wherry rowed by a badger ferrying a suited gentleman in a top hat, his fluffy wife and three daughters in ringlets and bonnets, all blissfully unaware. Anna gasped as Tammuz approached the family from behind.

‘Dragon!’ 

The ferryman badger rowed in a frenzy. The family squealed in panic.

Rajput and Sean threw a fusillade of jars in the path of the slithering reptile. 

Splish-splash-sploosh! 

Anna gazed amazed as the beast circled to consume them. 

‘There. Ya see?’ said Elvis. ‘Works like a charm.’

‘Hors d'oeuvres consumed, Tammuz turned for the main course. The badger rowed spastically to outrun the beast. To the terror of all aboard, the scaled submarine rammed the little boat, flipping it over. Dunked in the drink, the badger and family flailed, splashed and screamed. Anna held her ears and watched helplessly as one by one, they were sucked under, leaving lace bonnets swirling on the surface.

‘This can’t be happening.’ 
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ANNA’S FIRST BRIEFING
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THE BENTLEY CAME ASHORE on Birdcage Walk, shed water like a spaniel emerging from a pond, and continued at a snail’s pace up the road. 

Anna looked out the back window at the deadly waters. 

‘Your dragon eats helpless children!’

‘She’s not our dragon,’ said Sean.

‘We did our best,’ said Elvis.

‘You did not!’ She slugged his back. ‘Knights are supposed to slay dragons! Not give them treats!’

‘Temptations are distractions, lass. Ask King David.’

She sat back, arms folded tight, flushed and fuming.

He found her in his mirror. ‘They knew there’s a Dragon Alert on.’

‘Oh, really?! And then they went for a pleasant boating outing on the flood, knowing they’d be attacked and eaten?’

‘One’s a calamity. Two’s a catastrophe. Three’s t’ be expected.’

‘Says the cold-hearted philosopher who dresses up as a cleric.’

‘This is just the beginnin’. Tammuz will be followin’ the high tide n’ storm surge upstream, eatin’ any n’ all who make a splash or dip an oar.’ 

‘I hate this dream.’ 

‘Dream?’ asked Elvis. ‘Ya still thinkin’ you’re amidst a reverie here?’

‘What else could it be? I’ve been kidnapped by a monk, manhandled by a pianist, dropped with a rabbit down a hellhole to this ridiculous dystopia where a dragon tips over boats and eats little girls, where a dyslexic parrot auctions paintings at random prices with no one bidding and where crazies with animal faces cheer me as their Queen.’ 

Elvis and Sean laughed.

She observed the passing trees in St. James Park that barely passed at all. 

‘I can walk faster than this.’

‘Progress is different down here.’

‘Stop it! This is not “down here”! This is a dream!’

Sean nudged her. ‘Pretend you’re in a Greek film without subtitles.’

She socked him.

Elvis found her sour face in his mirror. ‘Ya really think you’re dreamin’ all this?’

‘Yes.’

‘What do ya think a dream is?’

‘Dumb and obvious question. A dream is a vision of things that I imagine are happening when I’m asleep. Sometimes it’s a nightmare. Sometimes it’s nice, like in Cinderella, a wish your heart makes.’

Elvis and Sean shook their heads. 

Her cheeks dimpled with annoyance. 

‘Okay. What is it then?’

Elvis found her face in his mirror. ‘A dream is your unconscious gettin’ a glimpse o’ your subconscious twin livin’ her life down here in the Underworld.’

‘Really. I’ve never heard that one.’

‘It’s true.’

‘No, it isn’t. Know why? I don’t have a twin and there is no such thing as the underworld.’

He continued. ‘Dreamin’ is you asleep on Level One, eavesdroppin’ on your other half as she lives her life down here on Level Two. A dream is lookin’ through the veil. The veil ya passed through when ya came through the Portal. You’re on the other side now, lass.’

‘So, I have a twin.’

‘We all got one. Sean does. Rajput, Hilda, Chauncey, me.’

She tried to imagine. 

‘Hilda has a twin? That’s not good.’ 

‘But unlike all of us, tonight you’ve been switched. We sent her up n’ brought you down t’ take her place.’

‘You switched me for my twin?’

‘Yup.’

‘Why?’

‘She wasn’t up t’ the task.’

‘I see. Out goes the nutter and in comes the brighter penny.’

‘We hope,’ said Sean. 

She slugged him.

Elvis elaborated.  ‘Ya got a good dose o’ radiation n’ cosmic rays in transit, but ya seem t’ have come through alright.’

‘I’m so glad.’

‘An’ now, you’re gonna change the course o’ history.’

‘Really? All by myself?’ 

‘An’ your your destiny.’

‘What if I like my destiny as it is?’

‘Do ya?’

She sighed.

‘No. But knowing the dismal life you’ve got is better than the not knowing something worse to come.’ 

‘Taking the place of your subconscious twin is a rare opportunity t’ change things. The subconscious rules the conscious. Alter your course down here in Surreality n’ your destination will change in Reality above.’

‘I see. So, this dream comes true.’

‘Ya got the helm for one night t’ make wrongs right. Make the most of it.’

‘Uh-huh. And what’s in this for you? You brought me down here. What do you want from me?’

‘We’d like ya t’ join us on our quest.’

‘Your quest? Small world Janet and her Bright pals are on a quest as well.’ She looked at Sean. ‘Do you want me to come?’

He smiled. ‘I dare you to come.’

‘Can I just go home, go to bed and dream about this instead?’

‘An’ waste this one in a lifetime opportunity?’ asked Elvis.

‘I think it would be the more prudent course.’

‘Happy up there with your life as it is, are ya?’ 

She sighed, distraught. 

‘No. I’m quite unhappy with it actually. My life is miserable, stagnant, tortured, thwarted, lonely and loveless. But the misery’s manageable.’

‘What do ya want?’ 

She glanced at Sean. ‘What I want isn’t on the menu.’

‘So, order à la carte. What’ll it be? Make three wishes.’

‘Well . . .’ She didn’t care if she embarrassed herself. ‘I wish that the one I love loved me. But that can never be. There’s an evil spell on us both so that’s kaput.’

Sean looked away out his window and smiled.

Elvis looked sympathetic to her plight. ‘Aye, nice t’ be loved by someone special. Sorry t’ hear yours be a lonely heart. Next wish.’

Anna thought for a moment. ‘I wish I could be free.’

‘From?’

‘The Royals.’

‘Don’t blame ya there either. Wish Number Three?’ 

She thought a bit then nodded decisively. ‘Revenge on Hilda and Chauncey.’

‘Why? What did they do to ya?’

‘Oh, nothing really. Cheated me, slandered me, toasted my marriage, my sense of self, my sense of place, my sanity. Just ruined my life is all. Not much fun when you’re in the world’s fishbowl, with everyone’s face pressed to the glass, staring at you, waiting for the next shoe to drop. Where have you been?’

Elvis reminded her. ‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord.’  

‘Yeah. He has all the fun.’

‘If ya come on the quest, we’ll see to it your three wishes come true.’

‘Says you.’

‘Make it happen down here n’ it’ll happen up there. Remember, the subconscious rules the conscious.’

‘My three wishes will come true? Impossible and yet tempting. I’ve never been on a surreal adventure. But I’m not too keen on dungeons and dragons.’

‘No worries. The Celtic Knights will be at your side all the way, come what may.’

‘What you’re questing for?’ 

‘The Lost Treasure o’ the Stuarts.’

She threw up her hands, laughing. 

‘You as well?! The Royals and Brights and now the Celtic Knights! You people. You’re all chasing the same mirage. She tapped Rajput on the head. ‘And I have you to thank. Pulled out of Hilda’s frying pan then dumped into Elvis’ campfire. Well done, good and faithful servant.’ 

‘Don’t be makin’ fun now,’ scolded Elvis. ‘We’re the good guys.’

‘Oh, come on. You’re kidnappers, marmalade thieves and car-jackers.’

‘The Celtic Knights are not here for ya t’ take for granted n’ belittle.’

‘The Celtic Knights,’ she muttered. ‘Sounds like a motorcycle gang.’ 

Elvis took offense. ‘Hey now. We’re a holy order untarnished by covetousness or vainglory, takin’ no payment for our services or sacrifices, seekin’ n’ savin’ the enchanted talismans lost, hidden or misappropriated. Been in business over a thousand years, reputation intact.’ 

‘I’m sure. And just what is an “enchanted talisman”?’ 

‘A spiritually empowered relic of heavenly origin.’

‘Who misappropriates them?’

‘Mortals unworthy o’ the honor o’ possession, proud n’ mighty n’ secret. Ya might call ’em the Elite.’

‘Are we talking about the Royals and Brights?’ guessed Anna. 

‘Yup.’

And tonight, you intend to deprive them of these misappropriated, enchanted talismans?’’

‘Yup.’

‘Because they’re unworthy?’

Elvis nodded. 

She wondered. ‘Chauncey and Aga are Royals. Are they also Brights?’

‘They think so but not really.’

‘And Hilda? She’s not a Royal. Not yet. But is she already a Bright?’ 

He nodded again. ‘The most ambitious n’ crafty one o’ the bunch. She’s grafted herself into the Royal Family as Chauncey’s mistress n’ she’s a blood member o’ the Brights by inheritance through her grandfather who co-founded the club. She’s on rapid ascent n’ goin’ for greatness.’

‘This is true.’

‘An’ you’re in the way.’

‘I know. Bit of a tight spot.’

‘But when you’re empowered by the enchantment of your Stuart Treasures, she’ll be no match for ya.’

‘My Stuart treasures?’ 

‘As the last Stuart standin’, it’s all yours.’

‘For me to find and for you to keep.’

‘Not for ourselves,’ said Elvis. ‘But we’ll be happy t’ hold the loot for ya in our secret vault.’

‘I’m sure you will.’

‘You misunderstand. The Celtic Knights own n’ operate the vault but the Stuart Treasure you find will remain yours, on deposit, in your segregated account.’ 

‘I see. And where is this secret vault of yours?’

‘In Wales.’

‘Where in Wales?’

‘On an island.’

‘In Alibaba’s cave?’

‘What ya find tonight will be held, safe n’ sound underground forever more.’

‘Really. And what is your fee for this absurdly generous service in perpetuity?’

‘No charge.’

‘Surely there’s something in this for you.’ 

Elvis beamed. ‘The satisfaction in the repatriation of a noble, enchanted treasure n’ deprivin’ our opponents of holy talismans they’re unworthy t’ possess. There’s much at stake this Queen’s Eve.’

She laughed at the silly, grandiosity of it all. 

‘I wish you luck’

‘Not comin’?’

She glanced at Sean. ‘Tempting, but no thanks.’

‘Because?’ asked Elvis.

‘You’re biting off more than I can chew.’

‘Still want us t’ take ya home?’

‘Yes, please.’
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THE PLEIADES
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THE SLOW-MOVING BENTLEY crawled into the Victoria Monument roundabout in front of Buckingham Palace. 

Anna leaned over the front seat and pointed the way.

‘Go around then up Constitution Hill Road.’ 
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