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For David, Haley, Chelsea, and Hunter.


How did I get so lucky?


I love you more than you will ever know.
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IN A DIMLY LIT ROOM, inside a castle, perched high on a hill above the River Thames in England, sits a dollhouse. This dollhouse isn’t for dolls. It isn’t even for children to play with. It has four floors, forty rooms, two working elevators, hot and cold running water, and electricity. There’s a grand marble staircase, a kitchen with shiny copper pots, a garage filled with luxury cars, and toilets that really flush. There are even crystal chandeliers that twinkle, a grandfather clock that chimes, and a phonograph that plays records.


This dollhouse is like no other—and it was never meant to be. It was made for the queen of England, who loved collecting miniature objects and tiny things. Hundreds of the country’s finest craftspeople were called upon to create dollhouse-size copies of everything found in the grandest homes of England. Nothing was overlooked; no detail was too small. Even the books in the library were written by England’s best-known writers and poets.


The dollhouse is more than eight feet long, four feet wide, and five feet tall—and it was made to travel. When it was finished and moved from place to place, its precious furnishings were safely stowed in little cedar drawers built into its base. Its first trip was to London, and then it was taken throughout the English countryside and put on display. When its traveling days were over, it came to rest in the dimly lit room at Windsor Castle, where it lives today.


The castle has sky-high towers and turrets and is surrounded by a moat. The dim room, on the first floor of the castle, has decorative molding and dark wood floors. In its center, the dollhouse sits on its base, elevated to eye level so visitors can easily look inside.


Nearly a million people come to see the dollhouse year in and year out. But what they can’t see are the drawers in the base hidden from view. Emptied of their contents and tucked safely out of sight, they make the perfect place for a family of mice to call home.




[image: Image]



[image: Image] 1 [image: Image]



NARROW ESCAPE


IN THE BLUISH-GRAY LIGHT OF early dawn, a young mouse slept soundly, cupped in the cushion of an old leather armchair. His long, sleek tail dangled limply over one side while a front paw draped across his charcoal brow. On the floor at the foot of the chair lay a book with its pages opened to a picture of a medieval knight dressed in a suit of armor.


Henry Whiskers felt as if he were a thousand miles away, floating in a dream. It was a happy dream, and he began to chuckle—until something interrupted it.


“Psst! Henry! Henry! Wake up!”


Henry didn’t budge.


“Henry! You have to get out of here!”


Henry slowly opened one sleepy brown eye, then the other. He smiled and yawned. He uncurled himself and stretched, shaking out his paws. Just before he closed his eyes once more, he noticed the form of a familiar mouse in the distance. Jeremy.


“Henry!” pleaded the squeaky voice. “It’s getting light out, and Warden will see you! Run!”


This time, Henry’s heavy eyelids snapped open and he bolted upright. Warden was a tour guide. Panic gushed through him, and he scrambled off the chair and scurried across the floor.


“The book, Henry! Pick up the book!” Jeremy waved his big paw frantically through the air.


At that very moment, Henry saw a light flick on in the surrounding exhibit room. He almost somersaulted over himself as he skidded to an abrupt stop and turned around. His heart sank to his feet. He’d forgotten to put the book back on the bookshelf. And now Warden was at the entrance to the exhibit room.


Henry dove onto the floor and slid over to the book on his soft, white stomach. At that same moment, Jeremy retreated up the dollhouse chimney and out of sight.


In one swift move, Henry lassoed the book with his tail and raced up the shelves. He jammed the book back into the empty-toothed gap it had left and raced back down.


Crouched under a footstool, Henry waited for Warden to put out the wooden sign letting visitors know that the famous dollhouse exhibit was open. When his cue came, Henry made a run for it. And as he ran, he promised himself over and over that he’d never sneak into the library again as long as he lived.


Henry could hardly breathe by the time he met up with Jeremy near the fireplace.


“Did he see you? What happened out there?” whispered Jeremy.


“No. I mean, I don’t know,” gasped Henry, panting hard.


“What do you mean you don’t know? How can you not know?”


“I don’t know. It was all a blur.”


A long silence followed as they thought about the possibilities.


“We better get home,” Jeremy said, “or someone will definitely notice we’re missing.”


Henry cast a quick glance back over his shoulder. The hair at the back of his neck bristled, and he clamped a paw to his mouth.


Jeremy followed Henry’s gaze. “Is that . . . ?” squeaked Jeremy.


Henry nodded, and then, as if Jeremy was reading his mind, the two of them high-tailed it out of the library, down a long hallway to a back set of stairs. Just before they plunged down the steps, they held each other back with a forepaw. A four-legged shadow with an upright tail slowly crept across the floor just below them. They spun around and darted through the pantry, leaped out of the house, and streaked across the exhibit room floor. They dove through a heating grate on the far wall and dashed down toward the ancient tunnels that weaved through their world beneath Windsor Castle.
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WHO CAME FIRST?


JEREMY WAS ONE OF HENRY’S cousins, and there were a lot of those in the Whiskers family—149, to be exact! Keeping track of who was related to whom was confusing. All Henry knew was that he and Jeremy were best friends and both related to Great-Great-Grandfather Whiskers, who’d lived a long, long time ago.


“How did you know where to find me?” asked Henry, zigging and zagging through a tunnel with Jeremy.


“Where else do you go at night?” squeaked Jeremy, leading the way.


It was true, Henry thought, remembering the first time his father had taken him to the library to read him a bedtime story.


The Whiskers lived aboveground in the storage drawers of the dollhouse. Other families of mice nested in the underground, below Windsor Castle, where they spent their days sniffing and scavenging for food, stuffing and fluffing their nests, and meeting up at the King’s Crumb or, if they were young, the Neighborhood Nibble. Luckily, cracks in the floorboards were wide enough to slip through to reach the underground, which made it easy to see friends and relatives. But there was one serious rule of caution in Henry’s family. Until the castle was closed at the end of the day and no visitors or wardens were around to discover them, Mother Mouse insisted that Henry and his siblings stay out of the dollhouse—including the library!


“Good point,” said Henry as he and Jeremy followed the out-of-the-way trail back to Jeremy’s.


“Besides, you were supposed to spend the night at my house, remember?”


“Oh, yeah. I guess I fell asleep.”


“Obviously!” Jeremy said, rolling his eyes and smiling. “It’s not exactly the first time,” he panted. “You better watch out, Henry, or one of these days, you’re going to get caught.”


Henry paused to think about what would have happened if Jeremy hadn’t come looking for him. He shuddered. Mother Mouse always warned them: “If they find one of us, they will look for all of us.” The thought of being “the one” to cause a mouse hunt was too much. Henry forced himself to think about something else.


“Hey, Jeremy, do you know the story about the very first Whiskers to live in Queen Mary’s Dollhouse?”


“I kinda forget,” said Jeremy. He could add and subtract faster than just about anyone, but remembering things like history wasn’t one of his stronger skills. “Tell me again.”


As the two mice scurried toward Jeremy’s house, keeping a careful eye out for any early-morning rat risers, Henry began to tell Jeremy the story of their famous ancestor.


“You know why he was called Henry Whiskers the First, don’t you?”


“Because somebody had to be the first?” Jeremy replied hopefully.


“Sort of,” said Henry. “It was actually because Henry was the first mouse to ever live in the dollhouse.”


“I knew that,” said Jeremy, perking up as he began to remember the story. “Wasn’t he the queen’s pet or something like that?”


“He was her son’s, Prince George’s. The prince loved him so much that when he grew up and moved away, he secretly placed Henry in the dollhouse to live for the rest of his life. The prince knew that Henry would be grateful and take good care of it. And every generation of Whiskers afterward became the caretakers of the house,” Henry explained.


“Which are you?” asked Jeremy, pausing to pick up a crumb. “How many Henrys have there been?”


“I’m the twenty-fifth,” said Henry.


“But how did the prince expect Henry the First to take care of that mouse mansion all by himself?”


“I guess Prince George thought that Henry the First would find a Mrs. Henry to help.”


Henry and Jeremy stopped talking and slowed down. They’d reached Rat Alley, the border between mice and rats. Henry never understood why, but he’d been told that “mice live in the castle’s Upper Ward and rats live in the Lower Ward. That’s just the way it is!”


They began to tiptoe and pay closer attention. They tried to quiet their breathing so they could hear if anyone might be lurking in wait for two unsuspecting mice. Henry cocked his ears back and forth as they crept along in suspicious silence.


This new tunnel gave Henry the shivers. It seemed particularly dark, and the stench in the air told him that they were well beyond their normal boundaries. “I don’t like this,” Henry whispered. “We should turn around.”


“Don’t worry so much,” said Jeremy, waving away the idea with his paw.


Henry kept following. He held a paw to his nose and tried to ignore the knot in his stomach.


“How can they stand the smell?” Jeremy said, half gagging.


Henry carefully picked his way through slimy food scraps and smelly garbage that littered Rat Alley. Trying to sidestep some of it, Henry lost his balance. All four paws flew up in the air, and he landed on his back with a thwunk.


“Did you hear something?” Jeremy whispered over his shoulder, not even noticing Henry.


“What gave you that idea?” muttered Henry, scrambling to his feet and scurrying to catch up with Jeremy. “I really think we should turn around.”
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