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A MOMENT BEFORE THE walls started to crumble, an enormous explosion shook the entire building. For just a heartbeat, everything went dead still. The screaming began in earnest when the ceiling panel fell on top of Brian. 

The plaster began peeling off the walls in huge chunks. The steel beams of the infrastructure started to scream with the employees. The floor started to buckle a moment later, throwing everyone and everything around as though they were toys. One by one, the windows at the end of the office exploded from the pressure of the twisting building. 

Too frightened to scream, Marie managed to crawl over to Carrie’s desk. Carrie saw her friend’s head had been gouged badly by a falling object. 

“What the hell is going on?” Marie demanded, her voice frightened and trembling. 

“The building is collapsing,” Carrie managed to choke out.

“Are we going to die?” Marie started to cry. 

“I don’t know,” Carrie admitted, guiding her friend through the twisting wreckage. “I think we’re fairly safe out here by the windows now that they’re gone.” She spotted Brian, who was still quite aware and relatively undamaged, and yelled for him across the noise. Brian spotted them and managed to get across the office. 

“Push these desks together, and we can hide underneath,” Carrie said when he reached them.

“What will that do?” Marie asked. 

“It’ll give us a chance,” Brian answered. 

Marie nodded wordlessly and the three of them began to shove the furniture around. They were shortly joined by a dozen other people in the office scrambling over the mess. They had several groups of desks together in short order, creating little islands to hide under. The building began to settle down a bit from its heaving. Brian, Marie, Carrie, and Bart all crawled under their group of desks. 

“How did you think of this?” Marie asked. 

“I read an extreme survival guide once,” Carrie shrugged. 

Everything heaved again, and there were renewed cries that died when they realized it was only the building settling into its new precarious position. 

“How do you stay so calm?” Marie asked, after calming down from her last screaming jag.

“I’m too shocked to react,” Carrie reasoned. “If we survive I’ll probably collapse in a fit sometime tomorrow.” 

“Think it was a bomb?” Bart asked. 

“Sounded like it,” Brian answered. “Buildings don’t usually collapse so spectacularly. Even if they’re built on the rubble of another building.” He leaned over to Marie, and gently brushed the hair out of the gash on her forehead. “My, that’s lovely. That could be a real problem.”

“It’s just a little cut.” Marie moved his hand away. 

“No, it’s not,” Bart agreed as he managed to rip the sleeve off his shirt. He offered it to Brian, who tied it around her head tight enough to staunch the bleeding.

Marie touched the sleeve. “So, what do we do?”

“We wait,” Brian answered, “unless we smell gas, fire, or trouble.”

Carrie barked a laugh. “Trouble? We’re sitting in a building that could collapse completely at any second, and you don’t think we’re in trouble?” 

Before Brian or Bart could answer, there was a deep basso rumble beneath them. The floors and walls began to vibrate, and whatever was left attached to the beams of the structure seemed to leap off and rain down on them. The screaming of the beams began again, and this time they knew there wasn’t going to be a way out. 

The building lurched violently, sending the desks flying toward the window, exposing Carrie, Marie and Brian to the chaos around them. The three of them clawed desperately at the rubble, trying to get back under the relative safety of the desks. Marie managed to get under another set of desks, as Brian grabbed Carrie’s hand to haul her under another desk. 

Carrie looked up, and saw a huge chunk of concrete getting ready to release from its precarious hold. “Brian!” she screamed, flinging his hand from her arm. The motion sent him tumbling backward into the rubble, and he landed on his back in perfect view of the block as it fell.   

Brian was the only one who saw a strange, serene smile spread across Carrie’s face as the block came down directly on top of her. She was looking straight at it when it hit her. Carrie didn’t scream.
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CARRIE SAW A HUGE CHUNK of concrete getting ready to release from its precarious hold. “Brian!” she screamed, flinging his hand from her arm. The motion sent him tumbling backward into the rubble, and he landed on his back in perfect view of the block as it fell. 

Carrie watched as the block let go and came tumbling straight at her. She began to scream and tried to scramble away. I don’t want to die!

Her brain cracked and the world twisted in that second. And—

A body came flying at her from seemingly nowhere and tackled her out of the path of the deadly falling concrete. She hurtled dangerously close to the windows, until they finally halted by more rubble and another body. She looked up at a face she’d never seen before, and simply passed out from the shock.
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Learning a New World
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CARRIE OPENED HER EYES slowly, amazed she was still alive. 

She was in a hospital; she recognized the smells right away. The room was filled with a late afternoon light filtering through very thick, very expensive-looking drapes. She was about to stretch as she usually did, but the pain in her head halted her instantly. She groaned instead.

“Highness, are you awake?” came a kind and gentle voice.

“Yes,” Carrie managed to whisper. “Headache.”

“Of course,” the voice answered. After some scurrying, the bed inclined, allowing the nurse to put a tablet in her mouth. The nurse held the glass up and helped her drink the water. “It'll take about five minutes for the pain killer to take effect. Please, just close your eyes and relax. You've been through a lot.”

Carrie mumbled her agreement. Within a minute, she was asleep again. A talent she’d developed for her more powerful headaches. A twenty minutes nap gave the Percocet an extra ten minutes to kick in.

When she opened her eyes again, she found the headache mostly gone. Her vision had cleared a bit. It looked near sunset through the tapestry drapes on the windows. There was a thin chiffon curtain hung over the window itself. A Persian rug graced the floor and dark-stained teak wood furniture decorated the room.

What the hell kind of hospital hangs tapestry drapes on the window? Carrie thought, glancing down at the rug. With a Persian rug on the floor...and coordinates them!? Dark blues too. Her favorite color. 

There was a knock on the door as it swung open. A young, handsome doctor walked into the room. He smiled and gave her a half bow. “I'm happy to see you awake. Any complaints?”

“I had a headache,” Carrie said, “but the nurse brought me a pain killer.”

“Excellent!” he declared. “Any other problems at all?”

“No, but,” she asked, “what hospital is this?”

“St. Luke's, in Mid-town.”

Carrie nodded, and paused a moment. “Are Persian rugs in your patients' rooms standard? That doesn't make sense. There's a good chance I could lean over and just regurgitate on it.”

The nurse and the doctor exchanged glances. “It was put here on your father's request. He said it was your favorite color, and similar to the one in your rooms. We thought it would help you feel more comfortable.”

Carrie shook her head confused. She didn’t have a dark blue Persian rug at home, and especially not in her bedroom. She had to admit, though, it was one she would’ve picked out if she had. “I appreciate the effort, but there's no reason for it to be here.”

“But,” the nurse began. “What on earth should we do with it? It's your rug.”

“How can it be my rug?” She mused, touching her head where the bandage was tugging on her hair. “If it's mine, then one of you take it home or something. Nurse, you take it home.”

The nurse's face lit up like nothing she’d ever seen. Carrie was confused. How could the rug be hers? Her father put it there? There was no way this was hers. The thought of her mother's reaction to a Persian rug in a hospital room made her grimace.

The nurse and the doctor conferred quietly in the corner and in moments there was a maintenance crew into the room to roll the rug up and carry it out of the room. Carrie could immediately hear an argument outside the door once it closed, and almost instantly, the door swung open again.

A middle aged man dressed in a uniform that looked different from any she could remember, stomped in and up to her bed. He bowed formally, standing at rigid attention. “Highness, the nurse and doctor are being held outside. They’re trying to steal the rug your father bought you for your room.”

Highness? That was the second time someone had used that. “I told them to take it,” she squinted at the rank and took a chance, “Lieutenant Fraust. There’s no reason to have it in a hospital room. And why did you call me 'highness'?”

“Meaning no disrespect,” Fraust answered, “but I wouldn't be so familiar as to you call you Barbara.”

“Barbara?” she whispered, nervously. “But my name is Caroline.”

A worried look crossed the lieutenant's face. “That's your middle name, Highness,” he said. “Perhaps you’re suffering from some undetected brain trauma...”

Carrie touched the bandage again, and the pain shot through her from the wound. “I feel very fuzzy,” she confessed. He walked toward the buzzer for the doctor, but Carrie waved her hand at him to stop him. “No, wait. Please. Not the doctors again. I remember what happened. Tell me your version of it?”

He nodded. “You expressed an interest in seeing the workings of the Wall Street Journal, and your father agreed to it. While he was at the United Nations meeting you would visit the paper. We were in New York so, we arranged for a visit. The building started crumbling around us during the visit. It was a series of bombs in the basement, intending, we believe, to shut down the paper. Personally, I think it was a horrible coincidence you were in the building when it blew. However, several of the others think there may have been a connection between you and the bomb.”

Carrie couldn’t say anything. The words were stuck in her throat as her mind whirled at what he was saying. She worked at the Journal. She didn’t need to visit, and she certainly didn’t need her father’s permission to do so. Her dad worked in New Jersey—there was no reason he’d be in the city in the middle of the week, and certainly wouldn’t have anything to do with a United Nations conference unless one of the diplomats’ cars broke down. She tried to keep her attention on Fraust as he continued. 

“We were able to get you safely under a desk when the floor heaved again, and the desk was thrown away, exposing you. One of the office workers grabbed you and tried to pull you under another desk, but you must’ve seen the ceiling falling and threw them off. Corporal Wasserstein flying-tackled you, moving you out of the way of the ceiling chunk.”

Fraust paused painfully, and Carrie saw a measure of loss creep into his face. “Wasserstein died?” Dread filled the pit of her stomach.

Fraust straightened. “You don't need to be burdened with that loss, your Highness."

Hot tears burned in Carrie’s eyes. “If he died saving my life, I certainly burdened with it.”

Fraust cocked his head, clearly confused by her statement. “It’s not something you’d be concerned with.”

Why wouldn’t she owe someone who’d saved her life? He died saving her! But...who was Wasserstein and why was he even there? She raised an eyebrow, asking gently, “What's that supposed to mean?”

Fraust bowed deeply this time. “I mean no disrespect, Highness.”

“Oh, stop! Stop with the bowing and the Highness stuff!” She was getting scared. “I just want to know what you mean. Why wouldn’t I be concerned about someone dying to save my ass?”

Fraust paused again, thinking very carefully about what he wanted to say. Carrie was growing more and more frightened. Perhaps what Fraust was going to say would give her a clue and calm her down.

He finally answered, “Perhaps this near death experience has given your Highness a glimpse of the fragility of life. Perhaps, it’s helped you further your realization that life is not something to be taken for granted. Each and every life is precious.”

Carrie balked. She’d always believed life was precious; there was no revelation in that. She could feel the tears escaping. She didn’t find any comfort in his words. In fact, they only made her more confused, frustrated and scared. She answered him a long moment later, after trying to compose herself and wiping away the tears that escaped. She tried to stay away from the touchy subject of just what the hell was going on. 

“I don’t think what happened is near death. I escaped with barely a scrape and a headache.” She willed the fear out of her voice. “And I’ve never thought life was to be taken lightly. It's ridiculous to have a Persian rug in a hospital room.” Carrie put a hand to her head. “I think I need some more sleep...”

“As you wish, Highness.” Fraust bowed and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Carrie lay back on the bed. She hoped Fraust hadn’t heard how terrified she was. This was not in the normal scope of things. Highness. Could it be her friends were all playing a huge joke? There was a joke in their repertoire about royalty...but to go so far as to get the nurse and doctor involved? And brought in a rug and draperies...and a guard?

There was something else going on here, and that something scared her. She was not going to accept this at face value. She must’ve been hit in the head harder than anyone thought. Could this be a dream? She hoped it was. And if they wanted her to act like royalty in her dream, she’d accommodate them. Until she could calm down and figure out what was really going on. 

Sleep was welcoming. 

* * *
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“DARLING, ARE you all right?” Her father's voice floated through her sleep.

Carrie opened her eyes, and found the familiar face of her father standing next to the bed. A huge weight seemed to fly off. “Oh, Dad, it is you. I had the strangest dream.” She sat up carefully in the bed, rubbing her eyes. 

Her hand brushed the bandage again, and the fear came rolling back full force. Oh, God.

She looked over at her father, and froze. A suit. A suit? Her father was dressed in a suit. That wasn't right. Dad was a mechanic. What the hell was he doing in the hospital in a suit? “Is something wrong?” she blurted out before she could stop herself. Eddie? Mom? Grandma? Could something have happened to them? 

Her father answered, “Only that you're in here.”

“But you're in a suit?” she asked.

He was surprised by her question. “I always wear suits, Barbara. You know that.” He looked concerned. “The doctor said you’d hit your head. Could it have been hit harder than he thought?” He reached to lay a hand on her forehead.

“No, damn it, I'm fine,” she snapped, pushing his hand away. “Why the hell are you wearing a suit?!” 

He sat down on the bed next to her, pausing a moment before answering. “I’m wearing a suit because I’ve been at the conference all week.” He sighed. “I know this is hard on you, darling. But soon, it'll all be over. You won't have to worry about the ins and outs of the law, you won't have to worry about visiting dignitaries, and you won't have to worry about the grueling rigmarole that is my everyday. It's been hard since Edward, harder since your mother started to crumble, and now I almost lost you...”

“Crumble?” Carrie asked. There was something wrong. Mom... 

“Yes,” her father replied. “I don't know if you realized it, but your mother’s hold on reality was always tenuous at best. When you brother...” He waved it off. “I don’t think I need to bring that up. You know what’s happening.” 

What the hell had Eddie done now? He’d always managed to piss of Dad, but Mom as well this time? Carrie felt sick. She forced the horrible feeling away and held on to what calm she still had as best she could. “He was always her favorite,” Carrie mumbled, hoping it sounded like she was collected. 

“That was no secret.” Her dad nodded. “You've shouldered this so well. I don't want to lose you to too much pressure, or to the fools who are against a soft monarchy, like we have set up.” He sighed. “One more year, darling. Can you handle it?”

One more year of what? She wondered. But she answered him as if she knew exactly what he was talking about. “I can,” Carrie choked out. “Of course I can.”

“I'm very proud of you, Barbara,” he said, hugging her. “I know someday you’ll make an excellent queen, and a wonderful wife.” He let go of her and stood. “I think you should go home. You need to be there. I can handle it, and you can go home and really rest.”

Queen? She was going to be a queen? This had to be a dream. Maybe a nightmare. She shook her head slowly, trying to remain calm, still holding out hope this was all a hallucination. “No.” Carrie stated, hoping the confusion didn’t leak into her words. “How much longer does the summit last?”

“A week,” her dad answered. “But you don't have to be here.” His words were firm, but kind.

“I'm okay, Dad. Really.” She took a deep breath. “Wasserstein?”

“His family requested a quiet funeral in his hometown.” The words were heavy as he spoke them. “What could I do but agree?”

“What about his family?”

“A young wife and son,” her dad supplied. “Two sisters and a brother.”

“How are his wife and son doing?”

He turned and looked at her. This time, Carrie could see the confusion written on his face. “Why the sudden interest? Wasserstein was part of your personal guard for seven years, and you never paid this much attention...” 

A guard too?...just go with it. “The guy died saving me. I should pay attention. How are they?”

“Destroyed, really. She gave up working to raise the baby, and they were living only comfortably on his income. He’d been hoping for a promotion or raise soon, so they could have another child. That's the story Lieutenant Fraust told me anyway.”

Carrie looked down at the sheets. At least this conversation was keeping her mind occupied. “I don't like that they’re going to struggle now.”

“What can we do? It's the way life goes, darling.” He took a deep breath and stood to leave. “If you change your mind about this summit, I'll understand. It can be dreadfully boring.”

“No,” she stated firmly. “I'll be there, as soon as the doctor says I can.”

He nodded and walked out the door. Carrie stared at the door a moment, the panic stuck in her chest. Whatever it was going on around her—dream, nightmare, drug induced hallucination—she’d gleaned several important items from that conversation: she was supposedly someone important in some sort of monarchy, she was engaged to someone named Gerard, her brother Edward was being his usual jack-ass self, her mother was going—or already had arrived at—crazy, and she had a lot of responsibility hanging over her head.

Carrie took a deep, shuttering, unsure breath. This was too hard to accept. If she was someone important, she should be able to do something important for Wasserstien’s widow and kid.

There was a Persian rug in my hospital room. There must be money somewhere.

She rang the nurse, and the nurse walked in, smiling. “Your Highness, how can I help you?”

Let’s play along with the game. “Could you send in my lady-in-waiting?”

The nurse looked apologetic. “Highness, your fiancé has forbidden you to have any until you’re married.” Carrie was about to thank her, when she spoke again. “However, I can send in your nurse.”

Nurse?! How old am I? “Yes, please. As soon as possible.”

She bowed and backed out of the room. Carrie scratched her head, confused. Nurses were something babies had, weren’t they? Why would this Gerard person forbid a lady-in-waiting? Carrie climbed out of the bed to walk to the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, she squinted at the reflection. It was her face, but at the same time, it was not her. Her skin was far more flawless than she remembered it being. She had sculpted eyebrows even she was jealous of. Pushing her hair out of the way to examine the bandage, she was immediately distracted by the fact that the scar she’d gotten jumping off the bed when she was six was gone. 

She felt her eyes fill with tears. She pressed on her skin, looking and feeling for the scar. A consuming fear gripped her. If this was a dream, why wasn’t she waking up? Where were her scars? She couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks. She leaned into the mirror to see her face again through the tears, to try and find the scar at the hair line, and gasped. 

Edward.

Her brother's face was staring back with tears rolling down his cheeks. He was barely a shadow in the glass, but she could see him with amazing clarity. 

“Eddie?” she asked the mirror. She looked at him. Her stupid older brother was wearing a black suit and black tie and looked groomed. Eddie didn’t groom for anyone or anything. “Eddie!” she called, placing a hand on either side of the mirror. He still didn’t answer her. He smeared away the tears on his cheeks. “Edward! What the hell is going on? Eddie!” she screamed at the shadow. 

She saw her mother walk into the room behind Eddie. Carrie stuttered. Her mom was dressed in black, and she’d been crying as well. Her mom walked up to Eddie and said something to him, adjusting his tie. He swatted her away gently, and she sighed. Her mom left the room slowly, and Eddie turned back to the mirror. She screamed at him one more time, “EDWARD!” He touched the mirror and sighed. He turned and started to walk away. 

Carrie slammed her hands on the mirror. “EDDIE! Come back! Eddie!” she screamed. “EDWARD! Come back! Don’t leave me!” 

The bathroom door flew open behind her. The person in the door gaped for just a moment, then grabbed Carrie’s arms, pulling her away from the mirror. Carrie fought her, trying to get back to the mirror. “Edward!” 

“Your Highness, please,” the woman pleaded desperately. “Oh, God, please, stop. Please. Barbara, please stop. If they see you like this...” She pulled her away from the mirror with all of her might. She grabbed each of her wrists and yanked Carrie toward her. “Barbara, stop! If they see you like this they’ll lock you up!” 

Carrie saw the earnest pleading in the woman’s eyes and collapsed into her arms, crying. “Oh my God, what’s going on?” she wailed. “What’s going on?” 

“Highness, please,” the woman soothed. “Back in the bed. Relax.” She helped Carrie over to the bed and helped her climb in. She adjusted the pillows and sheets, and made sure Carrie was comfortable. 

“They told me you were doing better...” Concern, real earnest concern laced her words. 

“I’m fine,” Carrie said, smearing the tears away. “But my mind...” She glanced at the bathroom. “I saw my brother in the mirror in there.” 

“Edward is dead, Highness,” the woman said, softly. “He died five years ago on the racetrack.” 

Carrie’s jaw dropped open. Edward was dead?! No, that wasn’t possible! The jerk had been putting on his uniform this morning to head out to his job. How could he be dead? She twisted her mouth, and didn’t stop the tears. She looked at the woman standing next to her on the bed and took a moment to study her. Her face was lined with worry, and she realized she had no choice. She had to trust this woman. “Eddie is dead?” she asked quietly. 

“Oh, Highness,” the woman said with a hand to her mouth and tears in her eyes. She nodded. “His Highness, your brother, was killed on the racetrack. How can you not remember that?” 

Carrie tried to blink away tears that wouldn’t stop falling. She had to figure out what was going on. It appeared she wasn't dreaming. Or waking up. She quickly had to cover the gap she'd have between...before and now. She looked down at her hands, contrite for the lie she had to tell. “I have selective amnesia.” The woman inhaled sharply and moved to call a doctor. Carrie grabbed her arm. “I don't want to tell the doctor or my father about it, please. I don't remember numbers, and I don't remember names very well. I don't remember yours." She paused.“I don’t remember my brother dying...” Carrie choked on the fear and sorrow she felt.

She glanced at the woman, whose face fell even further into worry. Whoever this woman was, she was genuine. “It's Danielle, Highness,” she said, sitting down. “You’re frightening me.”

“I’m frightened too,” Carrie said, cradling herself. “Who am I supposed to be, Danielle?” Carrie asked.

Danielle was clearly taken back by the question. “You are the Princess Barbara Caroline Whitmore Albanese. You were in a building collapse while we were in New York City to accompany your father to the summit at the United Nations.”

“Danielle, I feel like...I'm so confused.” She paused again, taking a deep breath. “Something happened in that collapse. I don't know what. I know my name is Caroline. Yet everyone has called me Barbara.”

“Your birth name is Barbara Caroline,” Danielle said.

“I need a history book, Danielle,” she said. “Or, better yet, who is the President?” Eddie, Eddie, where are you? I need you, big bro’. What the hell is going on?! 

Danielle wrapped her arms around herself. “Something did happen to you.” She stared at her. “There is no president anymore. Abraham Lincoln was the last president and when he was shot, Colonel Richard Albanese seized military power in the White House. He was your four-times great grandfather. There have been kings ever since.”

Kings? In America?! “This isn't some kind of twisted joke my friends are playing on me, is it? They've gotten everyone involved to throw me off after the collapse?”

“There is no joke in someone dying,” Danielle said, a little offended. 

“Then, what the hell is going on? I remember looking up at a chunk of concrete and thinking I was going to die and didn't want to. The next thing I knew I was flying tackled by someone, I guess Wasserstein, and I passed out.”

“You didn't want to die,” Danielle whispered, dropping down on the chair nearby, “despite the fact you’ve tried to commit suicide a dozen times or more?” The disbelief in her voice was clear.

“Suicide?” Carrie echoed the disbelief. “I get depressed, but I haven't tried to kill myself!”

Danielle took her wrist gently and turned it over. There, on the other side, were several ragged scars going horizontally across her wrist, one with fairly fresh stitch marks. She yanked her hand out of Danielle's and studied the scars. She’s never had those before. She yanked the covers back to see if the scar she’d gotten out of a playground fall at seven was there on her knee.

But there was nothing. Her knee was smooth and undimpled. She began to check the other scars: the baking scar on her finger from a five hundred degree oven, gone; the scar on her upper thigh where the corner of a dresser had gotten her, gone; the one on her ankle, gone; the one on the back of her head, gone. There were no scars she could clearly see anywhere on her. The only ones on her were the ones on her wrist.

Carrie started shaking on the bed. Where was she?! What was going on? This was her and yet it wasn't. She was suddenly in someone else's body that looked just like hers, but with someone else's suicide attempt written all over her wrists! Carrie couldn't contain the hysterical tears suddenly flooding out of her. She was confused and frightened and she really wanted to talk to her friends...to someone she knew was themself.

“Highness, what is going on?” Danielle asked, suddenly wide-eyed and worried, grabbing her hand.

“I'm scared! I don't know what's going on! Where am I? What the hell happened to me?” She turned to Danielle. “Who are my friends? Where do I work?! What happened!”

“Highness, please, please calm down. Please,” Danielle pleaded. 

“You have to help me, Danielle,” Carrie pleaded, grabbing her hand with both of her own. “I don’t know who I am!”

Danielle took both of her hands. “Please, Barbara, calm down. Please. I’ll help you. Just don't let them see you hysterical like this. They’ll put you in a room...”

Carrie tried to steady herself with a few deep breaths, but the tears escaped. “Who are my friends? Do I have any?” Danielle’s hesitation was easy to see. “Tell me the truth.”

Danielle took a deep breath. “You have no real friends anymore. There are several young ladies who you keep in company...but I wouldn't call them friends. You had more friends at a younger age, before your brother was killed and before you agreed to marry Lord Gerard. Several of them have tried to remain your friend, but you’ve pushed most of them away.”

“Did I go to school?” she asked.

“Tutors, after your brother died, which was only a year. You went to Green Knoll Academy for three years before that, and to Tall Oaks Academy for Young Women for your grammar school.”

“I...haven't gone to college?” Carrie was using the questions not just to figure out what was going on, but to distract herself from processing that her brother was dead. Eddie...

“You were accepted to every one you applied to, on academic merit, but you were convinced they all just wanted you for the prestige of having the Princess in their school. You’ve been promising your father you’d go to college for five years. You haven’t kept that promise yet. You told to me there were too many things you were interested in to pick one and study it.”

“I'm an idiot,” she mumbled. “Any school I wanted and I didn't go.”

“You didn’t take your brother's death easy, Highness,” Danielle offered, and a chill ran up Carrie’s spine. “We feared for quite sometime you were going to follow your mother down into insanity.” She must’ve looked confused because Danielle continued. “She couldn't accept your brother’s death. It was simply difficult at first, so it seemed. She would wander into his rooms, look around, perhaps walk around, and then leave. She was numb at the funeral and we thought she was in shock. She was in denial as well. When the shock wore off, the wandering into the rooms became talking to him and then addressing him at dinner. Addressing him at dinner became scolding him for not eating. Scolding him became making appointments for him, and getting upset when he didn't fulfill them...and it just continued on...

“His Highness, your father, tried to talk to her. He sent her to every specialist he could think of. All the while, she was getting worse and worse. It got to the point that your father stopped letting her attend public functions. She still continued to get worse. Nothing helped.

“Finally, your father had to do...something. He wasn't able to function as a public figure with your mother walking around behind him spouting insanity. He talked to you and Gerard, and it was decided there was no choice. She had to remain in a guarded apartment with proper professional care. Your mother lives in her private apartment at Yancey Home. Your father visits her as often as he can when he’s home.”

“And home is...?”

“Grand Island, Nebraska.”

Carrie filed the information, and then made some assumptions, knowing her brother. “My brother died in a car racing accident. He went into racing against my mother's wishes. Something happened to the car...”

The association seemed to relieve Danielle a bit. “A tire problem made him lose control of the car. There was a huge wreck. Twenty cars. He was not the only one who died that day. Three other drivers died instantly and two died in the hospital in direct result of their injuries. It was all ruled an accident, but...”

“Tire problems are common, and racing is a very risky sport.”

Danielle looked at her hands folded in her lap. “Her Highness, your mother, begged him not to race that day. The track was dangerously wet from the rain the night before, and he’d been having trouble with the car for a few weeks before. But Lord Gerard convinced her it would be fine. He...I recall his Lordship being almost violent about letting him race.”

“Our own personal Rasputin,” she mumbled. She looked at Danielle. “And I'm engaged to this guy?” Carrie said.

“You were engaged six months after your brother died,” Danielle confirmed.

“I agreed to marry the guy you thought might have had a hand in my brother's death?” Carrie asked. “Didn’t you say something to me? What the hell is wrong with me? I don't go to college, I try to kill myself, I'm engaged to a guy who might have caused my brother’s death...” 

Carrie looked down at the sheets. “I don't like who I was.” She looked up again. “I don’t know what’s going on, Danielle and I’m scared. You have to help me become who I’m supposed to be.”

Danielle looked at her. There was a certain hopeful glint in the woman's eyes. “Tell me who you want to be, Barbara.”

“I want to be Caroline again,” she answered.

Danielle nodded lightly and pursed her lips before asking, “And who is Caroline, your Highness?”

“She's a twenty-three-year-old girl with a mind and will of her own,” Carrie explained. “She cares about people, and nature, and she doesn't like the way life sucks sometimes. She wants to do good.” She looked at Danielle. “Can you help me?”

“I would be honored.” Danielle smiled. “You’ve always been like a sister to me.”

Carrie nodded. “I wish I did know that.” She thought a moment, then continued. “I want Wasserstein's wife and son to continue to receive his pay, with a lieutenant's increase until he would have been of retirement age.”

Danielle stood. “Your father will never approve.”

“I didn't ask. I expect it will be taken out of my accounts.” 

Danielle looked at her, the shock clear on her face. “Out of your personal accounts?”

“Yes.” Carrie was firm. “It’s the least I can do.” Carrie took another deep breath. “My father is king, I want to see what he does everyday. So, I’d like to attend the summit.”

Danielle cringed. “I don't know if that’s such a good idea, Highness. You are still...open to suggestion.”

Carrie smirked. “A very delicate way to say I could crack, Danielle? I appreciate it. But I want to attend the summit my father has deemed so important.” If she was a princess—dream, bad Star Trek episode, fate—then by God, she was going to be a princess. 
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IT WAS THE UNITED NATIONS building, as Carrie remembered, but different somehow. Led by Lieutenant Fraust she walked into the building to the upper level offices temporarily assigned to her father. Fraust opened the door, and announced her as she walked in. It was clear everyone in the room was shocked by her presence. They leapt to their feet and bowed hastily. 

“Barbara?” her father asked, standing at his leisure. “What on earth are you doing here? I was sure you’d be back at the hotel resting.” 

“No, no.” Carrie shook her head. “I couldn’t sit still, and I thought I’d come see what you were doing.” 

Her father looked at her for a moment, then motioned her into an adjoining room. Carrie followed and closed the door. He leaned against the desk, and considered her a moment more. 

“Barbara, darling, are sure you’re okay? Did Gerard put you up to this?” 

Carrie laughed. “No, Daddy. Gerard didn’t have anything to do with it. I was just tired of sitting around in the hospital room, doing nothing. I didn’t think you’d mind if I tagged along.” 

He was quiet for a moment. “Are you sure, Barbara? I mean, I know this isn’t really in your wheelhouse.” 

“Dad.” Carrie sighed heavily; more lies to tell. “I know I was depressed and a little hysterical. But, I was nearly killed in that building. There were people who died to keep me alive. I can’t bury my head in the sand and pretend that didn’t happen—that none of this happened. I want to learn what you do, and how you do it, so perhaps I can do a good job when you step down.” 

He looked confused. “Wait. You told me a year ago you didn’t want to rule. That you didn’t want to be a queen who ruled. You’d let your husband be king. Gerard was the best choice for you. I’m spending time grooming him to be a king. He cares for you, and I don’t know if he’ll back down from the deal.” 

Carrie grimaced. What would ever make Barbara say something like that? “Dad, if Gerard loves me, it won’t matter to him who wears the crown, will it?” Carrie leaned against the desk and folded her arms, realizing her father had done the exact same thing. He stared at her a minute, then blinked slowly as if he were clearing his eyes. 

“This is not my daughter,” her father said, finally.

“I have to be a different person now, Dad,” Carrie said. “I don’t know that being Queen is for me, but I’d very much like to see what you do every day so if I do decide to void the marriage contract, I’ll know what to do.” 

“Void it?” Dad said, freezing in place. “Do you remember what that contract is worth?” 

“No, I don’t.”

“Half of your personal fortune...” 

“Just because I don’t want to marry the guy?” Carrie nearly choked on the words. “Oh, come on, Dad. Don’t tell me you didn’t see right through that?” 

“I did honey,” he confessed. “But he seems to make you happy.” 

Carrie sighed. “I was more fucked up in the head than I thought.” 

“What?”

“I was more messed up than I thought,” Carrie repeated. 

“No, Barbara,” he grabbed her arm, “you used a swear word. A serious one. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear in your life. Your mother made sure you didn’t use those words. They aren’t lady-like coming out of the mouth of a princess.” 

“There’s no one here to hear them,” Carrie said, trying to gauge if he was amused or pissed off, waving her hand to stop her father from continuing. “Let’s just say I wasn’t rational when I made that deal. Why didn’t you say anything?” 

“You weren’t rational. Our names went on the contract.” 

Carrie took a leap of faith. “What do you think of Gerard?” 

Dad looked completely trapped. She could see him trying to reason out an answer. Carrie hid her smile; it was exactly what she thought. “I want you to be honest with me, Dad. I’m trying to be a different person now than I was a few days ago. I’m not going to screw up a second chance.” 

He let out a long breath, and ran a hand down his face, a very familiar gesture. “I never really liked Gerard, but I never really disliked him. When he started courting you five years ago, I noticed there were what could only be called...inconsistencies in his behavior. But I couldn’t find anything wrong in the way he treated you. Not one thing. He insisted you be chaperoned at all times, he remembered your birthday, he was very polite and gentlemanly.

“I started to not like Gerard when Edward was killed. He begged your mother to let Edward race that day. A lot of teams pulled their primary driver that day and put in their back-up for the first two hundred laps. Earnhardt included. He was going to take over for the last two hundred. We tried to talk Edward into doing the same. 

“He got in that car and died in the twentieth lap.”

Carrie felt the bile rise. Eddie loved racing, he was always cautious. That he died in a wreck...Carrie saw how hard it was for her father to talk about this. He took a deep breath and continued. “I was going to slowly draw Gerard out of the Grand Island circles by giving him a stewardship in Alaska. It’s a wealthy state, and I thought he’d run it well. But before I could offer it to him, he came up to me with the contract and your name already signed to it. I was taken by surprised, but there was nothing specific I could object to. You seemed determined to get the burden of ruling off your shoulders. I have to think Gerard will make a good king...” Dad thought a moment, then looked at her. “Barbara, if you want me to, I’ll have the lawyers go over the contract, and see if there are any loop holes in it where you will not lose your money.”

Carrie held up a hand. “This is hardly about the money, Dad. Though I don’t like the idea of him getting half of my personal accounts, that’s not the point.” Carrie paused, but continued before her father could say anything. “I’ll just have to see how I feel about the whole thing after we get home.” Smiling at her father, she stood. “Meanwhile, I have a summit to attend with my father. The least I can do is start showing an interest.” 

Walking over to her, dad considered her for a moment, and put a hand on her cheek. “You were such a bright and beautiful child, Barbara. The apple of my eye. I wondered where you’d gone for so long, why you were so worried about you. There was always the chance your brother would be hurt, or abdicate, or killed, and I was worried about turning the kingdom over to someone who hadn’t been raised in the royal household. I see a glimpse of the Barbara I knew when you were little.” 

That was more than a confession from him. It made her sad again that she was lying about so much to him in that moment. “Dad, we should really have this heart to heart when we’re back home.” Carrie smiled. “We’re holding everything up.” 

“Ah, screw ‘em. I’m the king, I’ll be late if I want.” He hugged her. 

*  *  *
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LOOKING OUT the window, Carrie was quietly contemplative. Danielle managed to get her a high school history text. 

It was now abundantly clear this wasn't a dream. People didn't ache in the morning when they were dreaming. It wasn't a hallucination; she never started to come out of it. Carrie wasn’t quite sure what exactly had happened—she had several Quantum Leap-like ideas in her head , but she knew she wasn’t going to be able to figure it out—or fix it. She had to adapt. 

And her current situation was very, very interesting. 

The history text she was reading was the history she knew from school. Everything was the same, names, times, places, people. Up to the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. There, for some unknown reason, was the radical change. 

The Civil War hadn’t ended at Appomattox Court House in 1865. Instead, the McLean house was blown up by a group of very angry Confederate soldiers, and ended up killing everyone inside, including Generals Grant and Lee. As if that weren’t bad enough, John Wilkes Booth still managed to shoot Lincoln a few days later. And the country descended into chaos very quickly. 

Up from the ranks of the Navy came Captain Richard Albanese, leading a group of military men who were determined to save the country. Albanese’s Army laid siege to the White House and the Capitol, taking over. They quickly filled the appropriate ranks with competent men for the situations, who were loyal to the idea of Albanese’s Army. And very quickly, the entire Civil War was over, and the country began to reestablish itself. 

Carrie could almost see the propaganda wafting off the pages when she read that part.

Because the idea of the Republic seemed to be so unstable, Albanese’s Army decided they needed a steady and stable figure head to lead the country. They also decided while Washington DC was in the middle of colonial America, it wasn’t in the middle of Victorian America. 

Albanese was crowned king of the United States in 1868 in the newly constructed town of Grand Island, Nebraska, the geographical center of the country. The Palace was called Yancey Home in honor of the General who was killed in last battle of the Civil War, in November 1866. The original constitution was amended, The 15th Amendment, to allow for the powers of a king in all original amendments and all subsequent. 

It made for an interesting situation, because instead of ruling by the grace of God, the King ruled by the grace of the People. In some way, to Carrie, it really seemed to work. Everyone had all the same rights as she remembered. There was a full article attached to the amendment to explain where the king’s hand could reach and what he couldn’t touch. There was no living off the backs of the people. All the money the family had came from Richard Albanese’s decision to marry Mary Elizabeth, the only daughter of an oil magnate named Hiram Farquharson. 

King Richard the first was apparently very good with money, as they turned the large fortune Mary Elizabeth inherited into an even larger fortune, and began purchasing land and art to hold the money, and investing in appreciating sources. 

King Richard and Queen Mary Elizabeth—it seemed that everyone called her that; there was no nickname for the woman—had 3 children. Prince Andrew, Prince Gregory, and Princess Anne. Andrew took the throne after his father. 

Carrie sighed. She’d stopped there before she’d gotten into the reign of King Andrew. She did get the whole lineage, and she was only a brief mention at the bottom. The text book was several years old because it listed her brother as the current heir to the throne.

“Are you all right, Highness?” came Danielle’s quiet voice. 

Carrie looked up at her. “I think so,” she said, with what she hoped was a reassuring smile. 

“You seem quite confused.” Danielle saw right through it. 

“Oh, I still am,” Carrie said, putting the book on the table. “I guess you could chalk that up to the explosion.” 

“Everyone else can, Highness. I know better.” 

Carrie smiled again, this time not trying to hide anything. “Yes, you do. But I trust you with that information. When anyone asks me, I’ll tell them it’ll be a while before I fully recover. Speaking of which, how is the Wasserstein family doing?” 

Danielle nodded. “Well. As well as can be expected after such a loss. ”

“Do you think I could visit his family? Or have them visit me?” 

Danielle pulled out a smartphone, and paged through it. “If you like I can schedule them in for the State Dinner in two weeks. There are still several openings at the table. I’m sure they’d be delighted to join the table.” 

Carrie answered, “Too soon. Can we find something in about two months? I want it to be something they’ll remember, without being so overwhelmed by it. But, only if they want to. Make sure they understand they’re not compelled to come by any means. You’ll figure out the whole thing?” 

“Of course, Highness.” Danielle nodded at the history book. “What do you think of the history book, if I may ask?” 

“It’s the history I remember. To a point.” Carrie looked at the book. “Exactly the same until that day at Appomattox.” 

“I see.” Danielle’s answer was completely noncommittal. 

Carrie stared at her hands for a moment. “Danielle, do you think I have any chance of changing what the people believe I am? I don’t want to be known as a spoiled child. I want to change because...well...” She trailed off. 

Running a finger over the edge of the text book, Danielle took a moment before she answered. “I believe a lot of the negativity you generated was your attitude about something most people honor and hold dear to them. They believe in this country, and you were just ready to hand it off to someone not everyone is really sure about.”

“That I’m not even really all that sure about?” Carrie grimaced. 

“Well, if your theory is correct on this, you can start on a fresh page with Gerard, and make your own decision on him.” Danielle moved to picking the fabric of her chair. “Highness, are you really willing to part with half of your personal fortune to be rid of Lord Gerard?” 

“If he isn’t right for me, he can take his half, just leave me alone. It’s only money and I don’t put a price on my sanity.”

“Thank goodness.” Danielle smiled. 

“And I want to go to college,” Carrie said. “I think I need to.” 

“Any college you want will no doubt take you.” 

Carrie looked out the window again. “I have no friends?” 

Danielle sighed. “None you would call close or dependable, Highness.”  

“Damn, I’m a loser.” Carrie laughed. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to see how all of this falls out when I get back.” 

The overhead lights dimmed. “We’re almost there,” Danielle explained. “Buckle up, your Highness.” 

​
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CARRIE DIDN’T REALIZE she’d throw everyone off their game as she pushed past the Captain of the Guard and over to her father. There was clearly a routine established for debarking the plane in Grand Island, and it involved Carrie staying on the plane until the throng of people who were always there to greet the plane was gone. 

“This is not procedure,” the Captain stated. “You’re supposed to wait.” 

“I don’t want to wait,” Carrie stated, folding her arms. 

He was flabbergasted. “You have to wait until the press corps is gone.”

“I’m not waiting around until they go away. I’m walking down that staircase with my father in whatever formation we deem proper.” 

“This is not procedure,” the Captain of the Guard repeated. He was at total loss for a solution to this break in protocol. 

“Your procedure is going to have to change, captain,” Carrie stated, and shoved her way over to her father. 

“Barbara?” he asked, startled. 

“Hello, Dad.” She smiled. “Mind if I join you down the stairs?” 

“No, of course not!” He smiled at her, stunned. “Your fiancé may not like it...” 

“Suddenly, not so much a concern,” she answered. “I’m interested in what’s going on around here. We started at the summit, let’s keep going. The best way to continue is to walk down those stairs with you.” 

He nodded in agreement. “I’m liking this new you already.” 

“Good,” she said, and impulsively gave him a hug. Everyone around them gasped, and Carrie backed up, shocked and chastised. “Did I do something wrong?” 

“Wrong?” her father whispered, incredulous. “No, darling, you did nothing wrong. You simply haven’t hugged me in public since you were about seven years old, and were yelled at for doing it by one of your etiquette teachers.” 

“Now, that seems silly,” Carrie mused. 

“Yes, it does.” Dad hugged her again. “Let’s go. We don’t want to hold this party up any more than we already have.” He looked around, and Carrie could see the objections on some of the faces surrounding them, but no one was going to voice their opinions. Dad nodded. “All right then, here we go. Barbara, next to me.” It was an order that sounded as though he’d been waiting to give it for years.

The door of the plane swung open, and several of the guards walked out ahead of the rest of the party. They were followed by a group of minor officials and several of the King’s personal secretaries. Guards were positioned just outside the door of the plane, and indicated it was their turn to exit. 

Carrie hoped no one saw her hesitation. She was suddenly petrified at walking out that door. She recognized that whatever was going on with this whole new world was very likely permanent, and this was the final step in admitting it. She almost tripped. 

Before she allowed herself to do anymore thinking, she was out the door, standing next to her father, staring at a throng of people who were cheering. He waved to the people and clearly toward the press off to the side, and Carrie offered her own small—what she thought would be proper—wave. She didn’t want to come off seeming like she was radically changed, yet. Barbara couldn’t suddenly disappear. She wanted Carrie to slowly take over what Barbara had left behind. But halfway through her wave, a torrent of flashes and camera lights seemed to erupt from the press area, and the air was filled with murmurings of the press and the crowd. 

Dad walked down the stairs, carefully, and Carrie followed as demurely as she possibly could. She’d never actually taken the etiquette lessons everyone thought she had. 

He mumbled to her without turning to address her. “I’m going to be whisked away by the Prime Minster as soon as we get to the bottom. There’s a border dispute which apparently needs my immediate attention. I see Danielle is down there waiting for you already. Just follow her lead, and you can be out of this crowd in no time. I’ll see you at dinner this evening.” 

“Thank you, Dad,” she said, earnestly. 

This time he turned and looked at her. “You have nothing to thank me for, Barbara. I’m only glad you’re feeling well, and improving by the minute. I’ll see you at dinner.” He turned and walked off the stairway. 

Carrie was surprised to see he was almost literally snatched away before his feet even hit the ground. She stepped off the stairs, into the protective sphere of Danielle and Fraust and two other guards. They guided her through the throng of people and press, the latter of whom were yelling all sorts of questions at her. 

“Danielle, should I answer them?” she whispered. It seemed like something she should do. 

“At a press conference, tomorrow morning,” Danielle answered. “I have it all set up for nine a.m. We told the press you need a quiet night to yourself, and you’ll be happy to answer any questions tomorrow.”  

Carrie was whisked into the building, and out of sight. Fraust led them through a maze of tunnels, down into the ground below the airport terminal. He let out a small laugh, and stifled it quickly. 

“Lieutenant? What’s so funny?” Carrie asked.

“Not funny, your Highness, just ...interesting,” he said. “I remember part of reason you usually stay on the plane is because you don’t like the tunnels. One of your friends from when you were in school told you a story—”

“About a tunnel collapse, and how long it would take to die if the tunnel did collapse, and how she thought it would be a far worse way to go than to die from falling off a bridge,” Carrie said. “Yes, I remember. That was...” Carrie searched her mind for the name of the friend. “...Lillian, I think. Strange girl...very strange.” She looked ahead at Fraust. “Well, don’t worry, Lieutenant. Right now I think tunnels seem a lot more stable than buildings.” 

She heard the smile in Fraust’s voice. “Very good, your Highness. Now, have you changed your opinion about the Bullet?” 

Carrie looked over at Danielle, and Danielle whispered in her ear just loud enough for her to hear over their echoing footsteps. “The Bullet is a subway that takes us from the terminal building to the basement of Yancey Home, nearly forty-five miles away in just under fifteen minutes.” 

Carrie did the math as quickly as she could in her head. “That’s yet to be determined.” 

Danielle laughed. 

The Bullet looked like something out of a science fiction movie: silver and sleek, it had two mirrored windows at the front, and a very practical looking door. There was metal-clad on the exterior, and it was abundantly clear why it was called the Bullet. 

There were two men standing on off to one side of the door, looking like the pilots of the car in front of her. “Your Highness? What are you doing here?” one asked, surprised.  

The other shot him a look, then apologized. “Meaning no offense, Highness,” he snapped out, the reprimand at his cohort clear in his tone. “We’ve just never had the honor of taking you to Yancey Home before.” 

“Well, things are changing,” Carrie offered, pleasantly. “So please, take me to Yancey Home.” 

“At your command, Highness.” He smiled. 

The door to the main compartment began to crank itself open as the two men scurried to the forward door. Fraust motioned Carrie and Danielle to the car. “If you don’t mind, Highness, I’ll ride up front with the Captain.” 

“Of course not, lieutenant,” Carrie answered. Walking into the back compartment of the car, she momentarily hesitated at the door, surprised by what was inside. Catching her step, she walked in. Danielle followed, and the door began to crank closed. 

There was a small kitchen area at front end, and what she figured to be the bathroom door. At the back end was a king sized bed with a curtain tied back which was meant to partition off the bed. In the center, where she and Danielle were standing were a couch, a loveseat, a chair and a large screen television complete with a home theater. 

“There’s only one problem.” Carrie looked around. Danielle looked terrified. “I don’t like the color. It’s all in pink.” 

Danielle let out a sigh of relief. “Well, this was designed to her Highness, the Queen’s specifications for you. She was, and still is, convinced all young women should be surrounded by the feminine. Pink being one of those things.” 

“Yes, well, apparently my mother the Queen has driven herself quite mad.” Carrie realized what she’d just said a moment too late. She hadn’t meant to use her mother’s apparent illness as weapon. 

Danielle was shocked by that statement. Grimacing, Carrie sat down on the couch. She looked at Danielle, and sighed, folding her hands. She wasn't going to be able to keep the amnesia story up very long around this woman. Carrie hated lying, and Danielle knew Barbara well. The inconsistencies between Barbara and Carrie were going to keep popping up. She blinked a few times and nodded to the couch. No more lies, not to the only person she seemed to be able to trust. “Danielle, I have another secret to tell you.” Danielle sat, silently. 

Carrie looked at her fingers; even ten days after the building collapse, her fingernails were damn near perfect. It was an odd thought. She sighed, feeling scared again. “I don’t know what’s happened, but I'm not the Barbara you know. I’m sure you can tell something is different, which is why I’m confessing this. But as I was lying there watching a boulder about to come crashing down at my head, I begged whoever was listening to not let me die. 

“And whoever heard me seems to have decided that since Barbara wanted to go, and I was kind of keen on staying, we should switch,” Carrie said. She looked up at the woman sitting there, completely unreadable. “That’s my theory. Though, really, I could still be dreaming all of this.” 

Danielle was a rock. Not an ounce of emotion showed on her face. She folded and unfolded her hands and waited for Carrie to continue. Carrie swallowed and took a minute to consider her words. “If this isn't a dream, then there’s no going back for me. I’m the person you known as the Princess Barbara Albanese, and the people who knew me before now think I’m dead.”

Danielle folded her hands again, smoothing her skirt nervously. “If you're not Barbara, then who are you?” 

Carrie let out a breath. “I’m Caroline Barbara Albanese.”

Danielle nodded. She paused in her fold-unfold routine and looked around the Bullet room they were in. “I suspected something had changed. You were far too...interested. You've been letting people run everything in your life, and now you’ve done a one-eighty.” She sighed. “I find myself being hopeful and worried at the same time.” 

“Worried about what?” 

“Well, to start, the cosmic forces that did this. I hope they knew what they were doing.” 

“Me too,” Carrie agreed. 

“And your reaction to your mother...it’s not the first time you’ve been angry about a mention of her name or influence.” 

Carrie swallowed. “All the history that goes with that...” She trailed off for a moment and then cleared her throat. “We don’t get along. We never did. I don’t know how Barbara and her mother got along, but I’d bet a large sum of money it was as rocky and uneven in private as mine was in public.” 

Danielle nodded slowly and carefully. “You’re correct, Highness. You and your mother had a very formal relationship in public, and a very cold one in private. You resented her for spoiling his Highness your brother. Still, you cared about him deeply. You became a different person after he was killed. Not that you weren’t showing some of those tendencies before he died, but it was a clear, radical change after that.” 

“Tendencies?”  Carrie asked. 

“Yes, suicidal ones,” Danielle confirmed. 

Carrie nodded slowly. That was apparently the same: very dark years sometimes she still felt like she was trying to claw out of. “But you understand what I’ve said.” 

“Most clearly, Highness,” Danielle said. She looked around for a moment, seeming to take the time to sort out if she was really going to believe Carrie. She appeared she was okay with the explanation, because she continued a moment later, “Shall we have the inside of your car redone in different colors?” 
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