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For Elk, Dolphin, and Owl,

who kept me company while I was writing,

and for a little red double- decker bus

that made me happy at just

the right moment
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AS SHE FELL to her knees and burst into tears, he 
looked all around the park. Just as he’d expected, it was 
empty at this early hour. Jogging  wouldn’t be fashionable 
for a long time yet, and it was too cold for the beggars who 
slept on park benches with nothing but newspaper over 
them.

He carefully wrapped the chronograph in its cloth and 
slipped it into his backpack.

She was huddled beside one of the trees on the north 
bank of the Serpentine, on a carpet of faded crocuses.

Her shoulders  were shaking, and her sobs sounded like 
the desperate cries of an injured animal. He could hardly 
bear it. But he knew from experience that it was better to 
leave her alone. So he sat down beside her in the dew- 
covered grass, gazed at the smooth surface of the water, 
and waited.

   R OLO GU E
Hyde Park, London

8 April 1912
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“Have tissues been invented yet?” she fi nally sniff ed, 
turning her tearstained face to him.

“No idea,” he said. “But I can off er you a monogrammed 
hanky— dead right for this period.”

“G.M. Did you pinch it from Grace?”
“She gave it to me, don’t worry. You can blow your 

nose on it all you like, Princess.”
She smiled wryly as she handed him the handkerchief. 

“Now it’s ruined. Sorry about that.”
“Oh, never mind!” he said. “Just so long as you’ve 

stopped crying.”
Tears shot straight back into her eyes. “We shouldn’t 

have abandoned her. She needs us!  We’ve no idea if our 
bluff  will work . . .  and no chance of ever fi nding out now.”

“We’d have been even less use to her dead.”
“If we could only have hidden away with her some-

where far off , under other names, until she was old enough 
to—”

He interrupted her, shaking his head fi rmly. “They’d 
have found us anywhere we went;  we’ve discussed that a 
thousand times already. We didn’t abandon her. We did 
the only right thing: we made it possible for her to live in 
safety. At least for the next sixteen years.”

For a moment she said nothing. Somewhere in the 
distance a  horse whinnied, and voices drifted over from 
West Carriage Drive, although it was nearly dark now.

“I know you’re right,” she said at last. “It just hurts so 
much to know we’ll never see her again.” She gently 
rubbed her red- rimmed eyes. “At least  we’re not going to 
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be bored. Sooner or later they’ll track us down, even  here, 
and set the Guardians on us. He’s not about to give up 
either the chronograph or his plans, not without a fi ght.”

He smiled, seeing the light of adventure come back 
into her eyes. “Maybe we’ll outwit him after all. Either 
that, or in the end the other device won’t work. Then he’ll 
be fi nished.”

“Right. But if it does work,  we’re the only ones who 
can stop him.”

“That’s just why  we’ve done the right thing.” He stood 
up and brushed the earth off  his jeans. “Come on! This 
damn grass is wet, and you’re supposed to be taking things 
easy.”

She let him pull her to her feet and kiss her. “What are 
we going to do now? Look for a place to hide the chrono-
graph?” she asked, looking undecidedly at the bridge sepa-
rating Hyde Park from Kensington Gardens.

“Yes, but fi rst let’s raid the Guardians’ deposits and 
stock up with cash. Then we could take the train to South-
ampton. The Titanic leaves on Wednesday. For her maiden 
voyage.”

She laughed. “So that’s your idea of taking things easy! 
But right, I’m with you!”

He was so glad she could laugh again that he kissed 
her once more. “I was really thinking. . . .  You know that 
out at sea a ship’s captain can marry people, don’t you, 
Princess?”

“You want to marry me? On board the Titanic? Are 
you out of your mind?”
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“It would be so romantic.”
“Except the bit with the iceberg.” She laid her head on 

his chest and buried her face in his jacket. “I love you so 
much,” she murmured.

“Will you be my wife?”
“Yes,” she said, her face still buried against his chest. 

“But only if we leave the ship in Queenstown, Ireland, at 
the latest.”

“Ready for the next adventure, Princess?”
“Ready when you are,” she said softly.
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Uncontrolled time travel usually announces itself a few minutes 
in advance, but sometimes hours or even days ahead. The symp-
toms are sensations of vertigo in the head, stomach, and/or legs. 
Many gene carriers also speak of a headache similar to migraine.

The fi rst journey back in time— also known as the initiation 
journey— takes place between the sixteenth and seventeenth years 
of the gene carrier’s life.

From The Chronicles of the Guardians,
Volume 2: General Laws of Time Travel
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I FIRST FELT IT in the school canteen on Monday 
morning. For a moment it was like being on a roller 
coaster when you’re racing down from the very top. It 
lasted only two seconds, but that was long enough for me 
to dump a plateful of mashed potatoes and gravy all over 
my school uniform. I managed to catch the plate just in 
time, as my knife and fork clattered to the fl oor.

“This stuff  tastes like it’s been scraped off  the fl oor 
anyway,” said my friend Lesley while I mopped up the 
damage as well as I could. Of course everyone was looking 
at me. “You can have mine too, if you fancy spreading 
some more on your blouse.”

“No thanks.” As it happens, the blouse of the St. Len-
nox High School uniform was pretty much the color of 
mashed potatoes anyway, but you still  couldn’t miss seeing 
the remaining globs of my lunch. I buttoned up my dark 
blue blazer over it.

ON E
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“There goes Gwenny, playing with her food again!” 
said Cynthia Dale. “Don’t you sit next to me, you mucky 
pup.”

“As if I’d ever sit next to you of my own free will, 
Cyn.” It’s a fact, I’m afraid, that I did quite often have little 
accidents with school lunches. Only last week my pudding 
had hopped out of its dish and landed a few feet away, 
right in a Year Seven boy’s spaghetti carbonara. The week 
before that I’d knocked my cranberry juice over, and every-
one at our table was splashed. They looked as if they had 
measles. And I really  couldn’t count the number of times 
the stupid tie that’s part of our school uniform had been 
drenched in sauce, juice, or milk.

Only I’d never felt dizzy at the same time before.
But I was probably just imagining it. There’d been too 

much talk at home recently about dizzy feelings.
Not mine, though: my cousin Charlotte’s dizzy spells. 

Charlotte, beautiful and immaculate as ever, was sitting 
right there next to Cynthia, gracefully scooping mashed 
potatoes into her delicate mouth.

The entire family was on tenterhooks, waiting for 
Charlotte to have a dizzy fi t. On most days, my grand-
mother, Lady Arista, asked Charlotte how she was feeling 
every ten minutes. My aunt Glenda, Charlotte’s mother, 
fi lled the ten- minute gap by asking the same thing in 
between Lady Arista’s interrogations.

And whenever Charlotte said that she didn’t feel dizzy, 
Lady Arista’s lips tightened and Aunt Glenda sighed. Or 
sometimes the other way around.
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The rest of us— my mum, my sister Caroline, my 
brother Nick, and Great- aunt Maddy— rolled our eyes. Of 
course it was exciting to have someone with a time- travel 
gene in the family, but as the days went by, the excitement 
kind of wore off . Sometimes we felt that all the fuss being 
made over Charlotte was just too much.

Charlotte herself usually hid her feelings behind a 
mysterious Mona Lisa smile. In her place, I  wouldn’t have 
known whether to be excited or worried if dizzy feelings 
failed to show up. Well, to be honest, I’d probably have 
been pleased. I was more the timid sort. I liked peace and 
quiet.

“Something will happen sooner or later,” Lady Arista 
said every day. “And we must be ready.”

Sure enough, something did happen after lunch, in 
Mr. Whitman’s history class. I’d left the canteen feel-
ing hungry. I’d found a black hair in my dessert— apple 
crumble with custard— and I  couldn’t be sure if it was one 
of my own hairs or a lunch lady’s. Anyway, I didn’t fancy 
the crumble after that.

Mr. Whitman gave us back the history test we’d taken 
last week. “You obviously prepared well for it. Especially 
Charlotte. An A-plus for you, Charlotte.”

Charlotte stroked a strand of her glossy red hair back 
from her face and said, “Oh, my!” as if the result came as a 
surprise to her. Even though she always had top marks in 
everything.

But Lesley and I  were pleased with our own grades 
this time, too. We each had an A-minus, although our 
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“preparation” had consisted of eating crisps and ice cream 
while we watched Cate Blanchett in Elizabeth and then 
Elizabeth: The Golden Age on DVD. We did pay attention in 
history class, though, which I’m afraid  couldn’t be said for 
all our other courses.

Mr. Whitman’s classes  were so intriguing that you 
 couldn’t help listening. Mr. Whitman himself was also 
very interesting. Most of the girls  were secretly— or not so 
secretly— in love with him. So was our geography teacher, 
Mrs. Counter. She went bright red whenever Mr. Whit-
man passed her. And he was terribly good- looking. All the 
girls thought so, except Lesley. She thought Mr. Whitman 
looked like a cartoon squirrel.

“Whenever he looks at me with those big brown eyes, 
I feel like giving him a nut,” she said. She even started 
calling the squirrels running around in the park Mr. Whit-
mans. The silly thing is that somehow it was infectious, 
and now, whenever a squirrel scuttled past me, I always 
said, “Oh, look at that cute, fat little Mr. Whitman!”

I’m sure it was the squirrel business that made Lesley 
and me the only girls in the class who  weren’t crazy about 
Mr. Whitman. I kept trying to fall in love with him (if only 
because the boys in our class  were all somehow totally 
childish), but it was no good. The squirrel comparison had 
lodged itself in my mind and  wouldn’t go away. I mean, 
how can you feel romantic about a squirrel?

Cynthia had started the rumor that when he was 
studying, Mr. Whitman had worked as a male model on 
the side. By way of evidence, she’d cut an ad out of a glossy 
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magazine, with a picture showing a man not unlike Mr. 
Whitman lathering himself with shower gel.

Apart from Cynthia, however, no one thought Mr. 
Whitman was the man in the shower- gel ad. The model 
had a dimple in his chin, and Mr. Whitman didn’t.

The boys in our class didn’t think Mr. Whitman was 
so great. Gordon Gelderman, in par tic u lar,  couldn’t stand 
him. Because before Mr. Whitman came to teach in our 
school, all the girls in our class  were in love with Gordon. 
Including me, I have to admit, but I was only eleven at the 
time and Gordon was still quite cute. Now, at sixteen, he 
was just stupid. And his voice had been in a permanent 
state of breaking for the last two years. Unfortunately, the 
mixture of squealing and growling still didn’t keep him 
from spewing nonsense all the time.

He got very upset about getting an F on the history 
test. “That’s discrimination, Mr. Whitman. I deserve a B at 
least. You  can’t give me bad marks just because I’m a boy.”

Mr. Whitman took Gordon’s test back from him, 
turned a page, and read out, “Elizabeth I was so ugly that 
she  couldn’t get a husband. So everyone called her the Ugly 
Virgin.”

The class giggled.
“Well? I’m right, aren’t I?” Gordon defended himself. 

“I mean, look at her pop- eyes and her thin lips and that 
weird hairstyle.”

We’d gone to study the pictures of the Tudors in the 
National Portrait Gallery, and in those paintings, sure 
enough, Queen Elizabeth I didn’t look much like Cate 
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Blanchett. But fi rst, maybe people in those days thought 
thin lips and big noses  were the last word in chic, and sec-
ond, her clothes  were really wonderful. Third, no, Elizabeth 
I didn’t have a husband, but she had a lot of aff airs, among 
them one with Sir . . .  oh, what was his name? Anyway, 
Clive Owen played him in the second fi lm with Cate 
Blanchett.

“She was known as the Virgin Queen,” Mr. Whitman 
told Gordon, “because . . .” He paused and looked anx-
iously at Charlotte. “Are you feeling all right, Charlotte? 
Do you have a headache?”

Everyone looked at Charlotte, who had her head in 
her hands. “I feel . . .  I just feel dizzy,” she said, looking at 
me. “Everything’s going round and round.”

I took a deep breath. So  here we go, I thought. Lady 
Arista and Aunt Glenda would be over the moon.

“Wow, cool,” whispered Lesley. “Is she going to turn 
all transparent now?” Although Lady Arista had repeat-
edly told us that under no circumstances  were we ever to 
tell any outsider what was special about our family, I’d 
decided to ignore the ban when it came to Lesley. After 
all, she was my very best friend, and best friends don’t 
have secrets from each other.

Since I’d known Charlotte (which in fact was all my 
life), she’d always seemed somewhat helpless. But I knew 
what to do. Goodness knows Aunt Glenda had told me 
often enough.

“I’ll take Charlotte home,” I told Mr. Whitman, as I 
stood up. “If that’s okay.”
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Mr. Whitman’s gaze was fi xed on Charlotte. “I think 
that’s a good idea, Gwyneth,” he said. “I hope you feel 
better soon, Charlotte.”

“Thanks,” said Charlotte. On the way to the door, she 
swayed slightly. “Coming, Gwenny?”

I grabbed her arm. For the fi rst time I felt quite impor-
tant to Charlotte. It was a nice feeling to be needed for a 
change.

“Don’t forget to phone and tell me all about it,” Lesley 
whispered as we passed her.

Feeling slightly better outside the classroom, Char-
lotte wanted to fetch some things from her locker, but I 
held her fi rmly by the sleeve. “Not now, Charlotte! We 
have to get home as fast as possible. Lady Arista says—”

“It’s gone again,” said Charlotte.
“So? It could come back any moment.” Charlotte let me 

steer her the other way. “Where did I put that chalk?” As 
we walked on, I searched my jacket pocket. “Oh, good, 
 here it is. And my mobile. Shall I call home? Are you scared? 
Silly question, sorry. I’m so excited.”

“It’s okay. No, I’m not scared.”
I glanced sideways at her to check whether she was tell-

ing the truth. She had that snooty little Mona Lisa smile on 
her face. You could never tell what she was hiding behind it.

“Well, shall I call home?”
“What use would that be?” Charlotte replied.
“I just fi gured—”
“You can leave the thinking to me, don’t worry,” said 

Charlotte.

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   13207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   13 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



KERSTIN GIER

  14  

We went down the stone steps to the place where 
James always sat. He  rose to his feet when he saw us, but I 
just smiled at him. The trouble with James was that no 
one  else could see or hear him— only me.

James was a ghost. Which is why I avoided talking to 
him when other people  were around, except for Lesley. 
She’d never doubted James’s existence for a second. Lesley 
believed everything I said, and that was one of the reasons 
she was my best friend. She was only sorry she  couldn’t 
see and hear James herself.

But I was glad of it, because when James fi rst set eyes 
on Lesley, he said, “Good heavens above, the poor child 
has more freckles than there are stars in the sky! If she 
 doesn’t start using a good bleaching lotion at once, she’ll 
never catch herself a husband!”

Whereas the fi rst thing Lesley said when I introduced 
them to each other was “Ask him if he ever buried trea-
sure anywhere.”

Unfortunately James was not the treasure- burying 
type, and he was rather insulted that Lesley thought he 
might be. He was easily insulted.

“Is he transparent?” Lesley had asked at that fi rst meet-
ing. “Or kind of black and white?”

James looked just like anyone I’d ever met. Except for 
his clothes, of course.

“Can you walk through him?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never tried.”
“Then try now,” Lesley suggested.
James was not about to let me try that.
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“What does she mean, a ghost? The Honorable James 
Augustus Peregrine Pympoole- Bothame, heir to the four-
teenth Earl of Hardsdale, is taking no insults from young 
girls!”

Like so many ghosts, he refused to accept that he 
 wasn’t alive anymore. Try as he might, he  couldn’t remem-
ber dying. James and I had met fi ve years ago, on my fi rst 
day at St. Lennox High School, but to James it seemed 
only a few days ago that he was sitting in his club playing 
cards with friends and talking about  horses, beauty spots, 
and wigs. (He wore both a beauty spot and a wig, but they 
looked better on him than you might think.) He com-
pletely ignored the fact that I’d grown several inches since 
we fi rst met, had acquired breasts, and braces on my teeth, 
and had shed the braces again. He dismisssed the fact that 
his father’s grand town  house had become a school with 
running water, electric light, and central heating. The 
only thing he did seem to notice from time to time was 
the ever- decreasing length of our school uniform skirts. 
Obviously girls’ legs and ankles hadn’t often been on show 
in his time.

“It’s not very civil of a lady to walk past a high born 
gentleman without a word, Miss Gwyneth,” he called 
after me now. He was deeply off ended that I’d brushed 
past him.

“Sorry.  We’re in a hurry,” I said.
“If I can help you in any way, I am, of course, entirely 

at your ser vice,” James said, adjusting the lace on his cuff s.
“I don’t think so, but thanks anyway. We just have to 
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get home, fast.” As if James could possibly have helped in 
any way! He  couldn’t even open a door. “Charlotte isn’t 
feeling well,” I explained.

“I’m very sorry to hear it,” said James, who had a soft 
spot for Charlotte. Unlike “that ill- mannered girl with the 
freckles,” as he called Lesley, he thought my cousin was 
“delightful, a vision of beguiling charm.” Now he off ered 
more of his fl owery fl attery. “Pray give her my best wishes. 
And tell her she looks as enchanting as ever. A little pale, 
but as captivating as a fairy.”

“I’ll tell her,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“If you don’t stop talking to your imaginary friend,” 

snapped Charlotte, “you’ll end up in the nut house.”
Okay, then I  wouldn’t tell her. She was conceited enough 

as it was.
“James isn’t imaginary, just invisible. There’s a great 

diff erence.”
“If you say so,” replied Charlotte. She and Aunt Glenda 

thought I just made up James and the other ghosts for 
attention. Now I was sorry I’d ever told Charlotte about 
them. As a small child, though, I  couldn’t manage to keep 
my mouth shut about gargoyles coming to life— scrambling 
down the fronts of buildings before my very eyes and 
twisting their Gothic faces for me to see. The gargoyles 
 were funny, but there  were also some dark, grim- looking 
ghosts, and I was afraid of those. It took me a couple of 
years to realize that ghosts  can’t hurt you. All they can 
really do to people is scare them.
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Not James, of course. He was not frightening in the 
least.

“Lesley thinks it may be a good thing that James died 
young. With a name like Pympoole- Bothame, how would 
he ever have found a wife?” I said, after making sure James 
was out of hearing distance. “I mean, who’d marry a man 
with a name that sounds like Pimple- Bottom?”

Charlotte rolled her eyes.
“He’s not bad- looking,” I went on. “And he’s fi lthy rich 

too— if he’s telling the truth about his family. It’s just his 
habit of raising a perfumed lace hanky to his nose that 
 doesn’t exactly make me swoon.”

“What a shame there’s no one but you to admire him,” 
said Charlotte.

I thought so myself.
“And how stupid of you to talk about how weird you 

are outside the family,” added Charlotte.
That was another of Charlotte’s typical digs. It was 

meant to hurt me, and as a matter of fact, it did.
“I’m not weird!”
“Of course you are!”
“You’re a fi ne one to talk, gene carrier!”
“Well, I don’t go blabbing on about it all over the 

place,” said Charlotte. “You’re like Great- aunt Mad Maddy. 
She even tells the postman about her visions.”

“You’re a jerk.”
“And you’re naive.”
Still quarreling, we walked through the front hall, 
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past the janitor’s glazed cubicle, and out into the school 
yard. The wind was picking up, and the ominous sky held 
the promise of rain. I wished we had grabbed our coats 
from our lockers.

“Sorry I said that about you being like Great- aunt 
Maddy,” said Charlotte, suddenly sounding remorseful. 
“I’m excited, but I am a bit ner vous as well.”

I was surprised. Charlotte never apologized.
“I know,” I replied almost too quickly. I wanted her 

to know that I appreciated her apology. But in reality, I 
 couldn’t have been further from understanding how she 
felt. I’d have been scared out of my wits. In her shoes, I’d 
have been about as excited as if I  were going to the dentist. 
“Anyway, I like Great- aunt Maddy,” I added. That was true. 
Great- aunt Maddy might be a bit talkative and inclined to 
say everything four times over, but I liked that a lot better 
than the mysterious way the others carried on. And Great- 
aunt Maddy was always very generous when it came to 
handing out sherbet lemons.

But of course Charlotte didn’t like sweets.
We crossed the road and hurried on along the pavement.
“Don’t keep glancing at me sideways like that,” said 

Charlotte. “You’ll notice if I disappear, don’t worry. Then 
you’ll have to make your silly chalk mark on the pavement 
and hurry on home. But it’s not going to happen. Not today.”

“How can you know? And don’t you wonder where 
you’ll end up? I mean, when you’ll end up?”

“Yes, of course I do,” said Charlotte.
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“Let’s hope it’s not in the middle of the Great Fire of 
1664.”

“The Great Fire of London was in 1666,” said Char-
lotte. “That’s easy to remember. And at the time this part 
of the city  wasn’t built up yet, so there’d have been hardly 
anything to burn  here.”

Did I say that Charlotte was also known as Spoilsport 
and Miss Know- it- all?

But I  wasn’t dropping the subject. It may have been 
mean of me, but I wanted to wipe the silly smile off  her 
face, if only for a couple of seconds. “These school uni-
forms would probably burn like tinder,” I said casually.

“I’d know what to do” was all Charlotte said, still 
smiling.

I hated myself for admiring how cool she was right 
now. To me, the idea of suddenly landing in the past was 
totally terrifying.

The past would have been awful, no matter what 
period you landed in. There was always some horrible 
thing lurking there— war, smallpox, the plague. If you 
said the wrong thing, you could be burnt as a witch. 
Plus, everyone had fl eas, and you had to use chamber 
pots, which  were tipped out of upstairs windows in the 
morning— even if someone was walking along the street 
below.

But Charlotte had been carefully prepared to fi nd her 
way around in the past from the time she should have 
been rocking dolls in her elegant arms. She’d never had 
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time to play or make friends, go shopping, go to the cine ma, 
or date boys. Instead she’d been taught dancing, fencing, 
and riding, foreign languages, and history. And since last 
year she’d been going out every Wednesday afternoon 
with Lady Arista and Aunt Glenda, and they didn’t come 
home until late in the eve ning. They called it an introduc-
tion to the mysteries. But no one— especially not Charlotte— 
would say what kind of mysteries.

Her fi rst sentence when she learnt to talk had probably 
been “It’s a secret.” Closely followed by “That’s none of 
your business.”

Lesley always said our family must have more secrets 
than MI5 and MI6 put together. She was probably right.

Normally we took the bus home from school. The 
number 8 stopped in Berkeley Square, and it  wasn’t far 
from there to our  house. Today we went the four stops on 
foot, as Aunt Glenda had told us we should when Char-
lotte had a dizzy spell. I kept my bit of chalk at the ready 
the  whole time, but Charlotte never disappeared.

As we went up the steps to our front door, I was some-
what disappointed, because this was where my part in the 
ordeal came to an end. Now my grandmother would take 
over, and I would once again be exiled from the world of 
mysteries.

I tugged at Charlotte’s sleeve. “Look! The man in black 
is there again.”

“So?” Charlotte didn’t even look around. The man was 
standing in the entrance of number 18, opposite. As usual, 
he wore a black trench coat and a hat pulled right down 

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   20207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   20 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



RUBY RED

  21  

over his face. I’d taken him for a ghost until I realized that 
Nick, Caroline, and Lesley could see him too.

He’d been keeping watch on our  house almost around 
the clock for months. Or maybe there  were several men 
who looked exactly the same taking turns. We argued about 
whether the man was a burglar casing the joint, a private 
detective, or a wicked magician. That last one was my sis-
ter’s theory, and she fi rmly believed in it. Caroline was nine 
and loved stories about wicked magicians and good fairies. 
My brother, Nick, was twelve and thought stories about 
magicians and fairies  were silly, so he fi gured the man must 
be a burglar. Lesley and I backed the private detective.

If we tried to cross the road for a closer look at the 
man, he would either disappear into the building behind 
him or slip into a black Bentley, which was always parked 
by the curb, and drive away.

“It’s a magic car,” Caroline claimed. “It turns into a 
raven when no one’s looking. And the magician turns into 
a tiny little man and rides through the air on the raven’s 
back.”

Nick had made a note of the Bentley’s license plate, 
just in case. “Although they’re sure to paint the car after 
the burglary and fi t a new license plate,” he said.

The grown- ups acted as if they saw nothing suspicious 
about being watched day and night by a man wearing a 
hat and dressed entirely in black.

Nor did Charlotte. “What’s biting you lot about the 
poor man? He’s just standing there to smoke a cigarette, 
that’s all.”
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“Oh, really?” I was more likely to believe the story 
about the enchanted raven.

It had started raining. We reached home not a moment 
too soon.

“Do you at least feel dizzy again?” I asked as we waited 
for the door to be opened. We didn’t have our own front- 
door keys.

“Just leave me alone,” said Charlotte. “It will happen 
when the time comes.”

Mr. Bernard opened the door for us. Lesley said Mr. 
Bernard was our butler and the ultimate proof that we  were 
almost as rich as the Queen or Madonna. But I didn’t know 
exactly who or what Mr. Bernard really was. To Mum, he 
was “Grandmother’s lackey,” but Lady Arista called him “an 
old family friend.” To Caroline and Nick and me, he was 
simply Lady Arista’s rather weird manservant.

At the sight of us, his eyebrows shot up.
“Hello, Mr. Bernard,” I said. “Nasty weather.”
“Very nasty.” With his hooked nose and brown eyes 

behind his round, gold- rimmed glasses, Mr. Bernard 
always reminded me of an owl. “You really ought to wear 
your coats when you leave the  house on a day like this.”

“Er . . .  yes, we ought to,” I said.
“Where’s Lady Arista?” asked Charlotte. She was never 

particularly polite to Mr. Bernard. Perhaps because, unlike 
the rest of us, she hadn’t felt any awe of him when she was 
a child. Although, and this really was awe- inspiring, he 
seemed able to materialize out of nowhere right behind 
you in any part of the  house, moving as quietly as a cat. 
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Nothing got past Mr. Bernard, and he always seemed to be 
on the alert for something.

Mr. Bernard had been with us since before I was born, 
and Mum said he had been there when she was still a little 
girl. That made Mr. Bernard almost as old as Lady Arista, 
even if he didn’t look it. He had his own rooms on the sec-
ond fl oor, with a separate corridor in which we children 
 were forbidden even to set foot.

My brother, Nick, said Mr. Bernard had built- in trap-
doors and elaborate alarm systems up there, so that he 
could watch out for unwelcome visitors, but Nick  couldn’t 
prove it. None of us had ever dared to venture into the 
out- of- bounds area.

“Mr. Bernard needs his privacy,” Lady Arista often said.
“How right,” said Mum. “I think we could all of us do 

with some of that.” But she said it so quietly that Lady 
Arista didn’t hear her.

“Your grandmother is in the music room,” Mr. Bernard 
informed Charlotte.

“Thank you.” Charlotte left us in the hall and went 
upstairs. The music room was on the fi rst fl oor, and no one 
knew why it was called that. There  wasn’t even a piano in it.

The music room was Lady Arista’s and Great- aunt 
Maddy’s favorite place. It smelled of faded violet perfume 
and the stale smoke of Lady Arista’s cigarillos. The stuff y 
room  wasn’t aired nearly often enough, and staying in it 
for too long made you feel drowsy.

Mr. Bernard closed the front door. I took one more 
quick look past him at the other side of the street. The 
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man with the hat was still there. Was I wrong, or was he 
just raising his hand almost as if he  were waving to some-
one? Mr. Bernard, maybe, or even me?

The door closed, and I  couldn’t follow that train of 
thought any longer because my stomach suddenly fl ipped 
again, as if I  were on a roller  coaster. Everything blurred 
before my eyes. My knees gave way, and I had to lean 
against the wall to keep from falling down.

But as quickly as it had come on, the feeling was gone.
My heart was thumping like crazy. There must be 

something wrong with me. Without being on an actual 
carnival  ride, you  couldn’t possibly feel dizzy this often 
without something being terribly wrong.

Unless . . .  oh, nonsense! I was probably just growing 
too fast. Or I had . . .  I had a brain tumor? Or maybe, I 
thought, brushing that nasty notion aside, it was only that 
I was hungry.

Yes, that must be it. I hadn’t eaten anything since 
breakfast. My lunch had landed on my blouse. I breathed a 
sigh of relief.

Only then did I notice Mr. Bernard’s owlish eyes look-
ing attentively at me.

“Whoops,” he said, a little too late.
I felt myself blushing. “I’ll . . .  I’ll go and do my home-

work,” I muttered.
Mr. Bernard just nodded casually. But as I climbed the 

stairs, I could feel his eyes on my back.
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Back from Durham, where I visited Lord Montrose’s youn ger 
daughter, Grace Shepherd, whose daughter was unexpectedly 
born the day before yesterday. We are all delighted to record the 
birth of

Gwyneth Sophie Elizabeth Shepherd
5 lbs 8 oz., 20 in.

Mother and child both doing well.
Heartfelt congratulations to our Grand Master on the birth 

of his fi fth grandchild.

From The Annals of the Guardians
10 October 1994

Report: Thomas George, Inner Circle
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LESLEY SAID OUR  HOUSE was posh as a palace 
because it was so big and full of paintings, wooden panel-
ing, and antique furniture. She suspected that there was a 
secret passage behind every wall and at least one hidden 
compartment in every cupboard. When we  were younger, 
we went on journeys of exploration through the  house 
whenever Lesley came to visit. We  were strictly forbidden 
to snoop around, which made it even more exciting. We 
worked out increasingly crafty strategies for not getting 
caught. In the course of time we really did fi nd some secret 
compartments, and even a secret door. It was in the stair-
well behind an oil painting of a fi erce- looking fat, bearded 
man who was sitting, with his sword drawn, atop a great 
white  horse.

According to Great- aunt Maddy, the fi erce man was 
my great- great- great- great- great- uncle Hugh sitting on his 

T WO
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bay mare, Fat Annie. The door behind the picture hid only 
a few steps that led down to a rather unimpressive bath-
room, but the fact that it was a secret passage made it 
exciting— well, to Lesley and me anyway.

“You’re just so lucky to live  here!” Lesley always said.
Personally, I thought Lesley was the lucky one. She 

lived with her mother and father and a shaggy dog called 
Bertie in a comfortable  house with a cozy garden in North 
Kensington. There  were no secrets there, no mysterious 
servants, and no relatives to get on your nerves all the time.

We used to live in a  house like that ourselves: my 
mum, my dad, Nick, Caroline, and me. A little  house in 
Durham, in the north of En gland. But then my dad died. 
Caroline was just six months old when Mum decided to 
move us all to London. Probably because she felt lonely. 
And maybe she was short of money as well.

Mum had grown up in this  house herself, along with 
her sister, Glenda, and her brother, Harry. Uncle Harry 
was the only one who didn’t live in London now. He lived 
in Gloucestershire, with his wife.

At fi rst the  house had looked like a palace to me too. 
But when you have to share a palace with a big, annoying 
family, it  doesn’t seem quite so big after a while. Even 
though there  were a lot of unnecessary rooms that didn’t 
get used, like the ballroom on the fi rst fl oor stretching the 
entire breadth of the  house.

The ballroom would have been a great place for roller- 
skating, only we  weren’t allowed to. It was lovely, with its 

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   27207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   27 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



KERSTIN GIER

  28  

tall windows, its stucco ceiling, and all those chandeliers, 
but there’s never been a ball there, or not in my lifetime, 
not even a big party.

The only things that did happen in the ballroom  were 
Charlotte’s dancing and fencing lessons. The musicians’ 
gallery, which you reached by climbing up steps from the 
front hall, was also totally useless, except maybe for Caro-
line and her friends, who used the dark corner under the 
stairs when they  were playing hide-and-seek.

My mum, my brother and sister, and I lived on the third 
fl oor, just under the roof, where a lot of the walls  were 
slanted, but there  were two little balconies. We each had a 
cozy little room of our own. Charlotte was envious of our 
big bathroom, because the second- fl oor bathroom had no 
windows at all, but ours had two. Another reason I liked 
our fl oor was that Mum, Nick, Caroline, and I had it all to 
ourselves, which was often a blessing in that mad house.

The only disadvantage was that we  were miles away 
from the kitchen, I noted as I gloomily climbed the stairs. 
I should have grabbed myself an apple to bring up. I’d have 
to make do with butter cookies from the stock Mum kept 
in reserve on our fl oor.

I was so afraid the dizzy feeling would come back that 
I stuff ed eleven cookies into my mouth, one after another. 
Then I took off  my shoes and my jacket, sat down on the 
sewing room sofa, and stretched out fl at on my back.

It had been such a strange day. I mean, even stranger 
than usual.

It was only two  o’clock. At least another two and a 
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half hours before I could call Lesley and tell her all about 
it. My brother and sister  wouldn’t be home from school 
until four, and Mum worked until fi ve. Normally I loved 
being alone on our fl oor of the  house. I could take a bath 
in peace without anyone knocking on the door, desperate 
to go to the loo. I could turn up the music and sing along 
at the top of my voice without anyone laughing. And I 
could watch what I liked on TV without anyone whining, 
“But it’s going to be Sponge Bob in a minute.”

But I didn’t feel like doing any of that today. I didn’t 
even feel like taking a little nap. Far from it. The sofa, 
which was usually a sanctuary, felt like a wobbly raft on a 
torrential river. I was afraid I might be washed away on it 
the moment I closed my eyes.

Trying to turn my mind to something  else, I stood up 
and began tidying the sewing room a bit. It was kind of 
our own, unoffi  cial living room, because luckily neither 
the aunts nor my grandmother ever came up to the third 
fl oor. There  wasn’t a sewing machine  here either, but there 
was a narrow fl ight of steps leading up to the roof. These 
 were originally meant for a chimney sweep, but now it was 
Lesley and I who used them. The roof was one of our favor-
ite places.

Of course it was a little risky, because there was no bal-
ustrade, just a decorative knee- high galvanized iron border 
along the ledge, but you didn’t actually have to practice long 
jump up there, or dance all the way to the edge of the drop. 
The key to the door was kept in a  rose- patterned sugar 
bowl. No one in my family knew that I knew its hiding 
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place, or you can bet all hell would have broken loose. That 
was why I always made sure no one saw me sneaking up 
to the roof. You could sunbathe there, or simply hide away 
if you wanted to be left in peace. Which, like I said, I often 
did want, only not just this minute.

I folded our blankets neatly, swept cookie crumbs off  
the sofa, plumped up the cushions, and put a set of chess-
men scattered about the place back into their box. I even 
watered the azalea standing in a pot on the bureau in the 
corner and wiped down the coff ee table with a damp cloth. 
Then I looked around the now spotlessly tidy room, won-
dering what to do next. Just ten minutes had passed, and 
I wanted company even more than before.

Was Charlotte having a dizzy spell again down in the 
music room? What actually happened if you traveled from 
the fi rst fl oor of a  house in twenty- fi rst century Mayfair to 
the Mayfair of, let’s say, the fi fteenth century, when there 
 weren’t any  houses  here yet, or only very few? Did you 
arrive in midair and drop to the ground from a height of 
twenty feet or so? Maybe landing on top of an anthill? 
Poor Charlotte. But I supposed they could be teaching her 
to fl y in her secret instruction in the mysteries, so maybe 
she  wouldn’t end up with ants in her pants.

Speaking of mysteries, I suddenly thought of some-
thing to take my mind off  it all. I went into Mum’s room 
and looked down at the street. Yes, the man in black was 
still down there outside number 18. I could see his legs and 
part of his trench coat. The distance three fl oors down had 
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never seemed so great. I tried working out how far it was 
from  here to the ground.

Could you actually survive a fall from so far up? Well, 
maybe, if you  were lucky and landed in the middle of a 
marsh. Apparently all London had once been marshland, 
or that’s what Mrs. Counter, our geography teacher, said. 
A marsh was okay— at least you’d have a soft landing. But 
only to drown horribly in mud.

I swallowed. I didn’t like the turn my own thoughts 
 were taking.

I really, really didn’t want to be on my own any lon-
ger, so I decided to pay a visit to my family down in the 
music room, even if I risked being sent straight out again 
because there  were top- secret discussions going on.

WHEN I WENT IN, Great- aunt Maddy was sitting in 
her favorite armchair by the window, and Charlotte was 
standing near the other window with her hands fl at on the 
Louis Quatorze desk, although we  weren’t supposed to 
touch its colorfully lacquered and gilded surface with any 
part of the body at all. (How anything as hideous as that 
desk could be as valuable as Lady Arista always said I 
didn’t know. It didn’t even have any secret drawers. Lesley 
and I had checked that out years ago.) Charlotte had got-
ten changed, and instead of her school uniform, she was 
wearing a dress that looked like a cross between a nightie, 
a dressing  gown, and a nun’s habit.

“I’m still  here,” she said. “As you can see.”
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“Well . . .  well, that’s nice,” I said, trying not to stare at 
her dress with a noticeable expression of horror.

“This is intolerable,” said Aunt Glenda, who was pac-
ing up and down between the windows. Like Charlotte, 
she was tall and slender and had bright red, curly hair. My 
mum had the same curly hair, and my grandmother’s hair 
had once been red too. Caroline and Nick had inherited 
the red hair as well, leaving me as the only one with dark, 
straight hair like my father’s.

I used to long for red hair, but Lesley had convinced me 
that my black hair was a striking contrast to my blue eyes 
and fair skin. Lesley also managed to persuade me that the 
little crescent- shaped birthmark on my temple— the one 
Aunt Glenda always called my “funny little banana”— was 
intriguingly mysterious and chic. These days I thought I 
looked quite pretty, especially now that I no longer had 
braces, which had put my front teeth back where they ought 
to be and stopped me looking like a rabbit. Although of 
course I  wasn’t nearly such a “delightful vision of beguiling 
charm” as Charlotte, which was how James would have put 
it. Ha, ha. I wished he could see her in that shapeless sack of 
a dress.

“Gwyneth, my angel, would you like a sherbet lemon?” 
Great- aunt Maddy patted the stool next to her chair. “Sit 
down  here and take my mind off  all this a bit. Glenda is 
getting on my nerves, pacing up and down like that.”

“You have no idea of a mother’s feelings, Maddy,” said 
Aunt Glenda.

“No, I don’t suppose I do,” sighed Great- aunt Maddy. 
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Maddy was a plump little person with cheerful, blue, child-
like eyes and hair dyed golden blond. There was often a 
forgotten roller left in it.

“Where’s Lady Arista?” I asked, taking a sherbet lemon.
“Next door on the phone,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “But 

she’s speaking softly, so I’m afraid you  can’t make out a 
word of it. By the way, those  were the last sherbet lemons. 
You  wouldn’t by any chance have time to pop around to 
Selfridges and get some more, would you?”

“Of course I’ll go,” I said.
Charlotte shifted her weight from one leg to the other, 

and Aunt Glenda instantly spun around.
“Charlotte?”
“No, it’s nothing,” said Charlotte.
Aunt Glenda’s lips tightened.
“Shouldn’t you be waiting on the ground fl oor?” I 

asked Charlotte. “Then you  wouldn’t have so far to fall.”
“Shouldn’t you just shut up when you’ve no idea what 

this is all about?” Charlotte snapped back.
“Really, the last thing Charlotte can do with right now 

is silly remarks,” said Aunt Glenda.
I was already beginning to regret coming down-

stairs.
“On the fi rst occasion the gene carrier never travels 

back farther than a hundred and fi fty years,” explained 
Great- aunt Maddy kindly. “This  house was fi nished in 
1781, so Charlotte is perfectly safe  here in the music room. 
At worst she might scare a couple of ladies playing the 
harpsichord.”
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“You bet she would, in that dress,” I said, so quietly 
that only my great- aunt could hear me. She giggled.

The door swung open and Lady Arista came in. As 
usual, she looked as if she’d swallowed a ramrod. Or sev-
eral. One for each arm, one for each leg, and one holding 
it all together in the middle. Her white hair was combed 
severely back from her face and pinned into a bun at the 
back of her neck, like a ballet teacher. The strict sort you 
 wouldn’t want to tangle with. “There’s a driver on his 
way. The de Villiers family are expecting us at the Temple. 
Then Charlotte can be read into the chronograph the 
moment she returns.”

I didn’t understand a word of this.
“But suppose it  doesn’t happen today after all?” asked 

Charlotte.
“Charlotte, darling, you’ve felt dizzy three times 

 already,” said Aunt Glenda.
“It will happen sooner or later,” said Lady Arista. “Come 

along, the driver will be  here any minute now.”
Aunt Glenda took Charlotte’s arm, and together with 

Lady Arista, they left the room. As the door closed behind 
them, Great- aunt Maddy and I looked at each other.

“Some people might think a person was invisible, don’t 
you agree?” said Great- aunt Maddy. “At least a good- bye or 
hello now and then would be nice. Or something really 
clever, like Dear Maddy, did you by any chance have one of 
those visions of yours that might help us?”

“And did you?”
“No,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “Thank God, I didn’t. 
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I’m always ravenously hungry after those visions, and I 
need to lose weight as it is.” She patted her middle.

“Who are these de Villiers people?” I asked.
“A bunch of arrogant show- off s, if you ask me,” said 

Great- aunt Maddy. “All of them lawyers and bankers. They 
own the de Villiers private bank in the city. That’s where 
we have our accounts.”

That didn’t sound particularly mystical.
“So what do they have to do with Charlotte?”
“Well, let’s say they have problems like ours.”
“Meaning what?” Did they have to live under the same 

roof as a tyrannical grandmother, a frightful aunt, and a 
cousin who thought herself something special?

“The time- travel gene,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “It’s 
passed down through the male line in the de Villiers family.”

“You mean they have a Charlotte as well?”
“The male counterpart. His name’s Gideon, as far as I 

know.”
“And he’s waiting to feel dizzy too?”
“He’s already over that part of it. He’s two years older 

than Charlotte.”
“So he’s been time traveling for the last two years?”
“That’s what I assume.”
I tried to reconcile this new information with the little 

I already knew. But since Great- aunt Maddy was being so 
talkative today I allowed myself only a couple of seconds 
for that. “And what’s a chroni . . .  a chrono- thingummy?”

“Chronograph.” Great- aunt Maddy rolled her round 
blue eyes. “It’s a kind of apparatus that can be used to send 
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the gene carriers— only them, no one  else!— back to a spe-
cifi c time. It’s something to do with blood.”

“A time machine?” Fueled by blood? Good heavens!
Great- aunt Maddy shrugged. “I’ve no idea how the 

thing works. You’re forgetting, I know only what I’ve over-
heard, same as you, sitting  here acting as if butter  wouldn’t 
melt in my mouth. It’s all a deadly secret.”

“Yup. And very complicated,” I said. “How do they 
know Charlotte has the gene, anyway? I mean, why her and 
not . . .  well, let’s say you?”

“I  can’t have it, thank goodness,” she said. “We Mon-
troses  were always a funny lot, but the gene came into our 
family through your grandmother. Because my brother 
just had to go and marry her.” Aunt Maddy grinned. She 
was my late grandfather Lucas’s sister. Never having been 
married herself, she’d moved in to keep  house for him 
when they  were quite young. “The fi rst time I heard about 
this gene was after Lucas’s wedding. The last gene carrier 
in Charlotte’s hereditary line was a lady called Margaret 
Tilney, and she in her turn was the grandmother of your 
grandmother Arista.”

“So Charlotte inherited the gene from this Margaret?”
“Well, in between Lucy inherited it. Poor girl.”
“Lucy? What Lucy?”
“Your cousin Lucy. Harry’s eldest daughter.”
“Oh, that Lucy,” My uncle Harry, the one in Glouces-

tershire, was a good deal older than Glenda and my mum. 
His three children had grown up ages ago. David, the 
youn gest, was a twenty- eight- year- old British Airways 
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pi lot. Which unfortunately didn’t mean we got a discount 
on fl ights. And Janet, the middle one, had children of her 
own, pains in the neck, both of them, Poppy and Daisy by 
name. I’d never met Lucy, the eldest. I didn’t know much 
about her either. The Montroses never said a thing about 
Lucy. She was kind of the black sheep of the family. She’d 
run away from home at the age of seventeen, and nothing 
had been heard of her since.

“Lucy’s a gene carrier too?”
“Oh, yes,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “All hell broke loose 

 here when she disappeared. Your grandmother practically 
had a heart attack. It was the most shocking scandal.” She 
shook her head so vigorously that her golden curls got all 
tangled up.

“I can just imagine it.” I thought of what would hap-
pen if Charlotte simply packed her cases and made for the 
wide blue yonder.

“No, you  can’t. You don’t know the circumstances in 
which she disappeared, and it was all to do with that young 
man—Gwyneth! Take your fi nger out of your mouth this 
minute! That’s a disgusting habit.”

“Sorry.” I really hadn’t noticed myself beginning to 
bite my fi ngernails. “It’s just there’s so much going on— so 
much I don’t understand.”

“Same  here,” Great- aunt Maddy assured me. “And I’ve 
been listening to all this stuff  since I was fi fteen. What’s 
more, I have what you might call a natural talent for mys-
tery. All the Montroses love secrets. They always have. 
That’s the only reason my poor brother married your 
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grandmother in the fi rst place, if you ask me. It  can’t have 
been her alluring charms, anyway, because she didn’t 
have any.” She reached into the box of sherbet lemons, 
and sighed when her fi ngers met empty air. “Oh, dear, I’m 
afraid I must be addicted to these things.”

“I’ll run to Selfridges and get you some more,” I 
 off ered.

“You’re my darling child, you always will be. Give me 
a kiss and put your coat on, it’s raining. And never bite 
your nails again, all right?”

My coat was still in my locker at school, so I borrowed 
Mum’s raincoat and pulled the hood over my head as I 
stepped out of the front door. The man in the entrance of 
number 18 was just lighting himself a cigarette. On a sud-
den impulse I waved to him as I ran down the steps.

He didn’t wave back, of course.
“Weirdo,” I muttered as I hurried off  toward Oxford 

Street. It was raining cats and dogs, and I wished I’d put on 
my wellies. The fl owers on my favorite magnolia tree on 
the corner  were drooping in a melancholy way. Before I 
reached it, I’d already splashed through three puddles. Just 
as I was trying to steer my way around a fourth, I was 
swept suddenly off  my soggy feet. My stomach fl ip- fl opped, 
and before my eyes the street blurred into a gray river.
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Ex hoc momento pendet aeternitas.
(Eternity hangs from this moment.)

Inscription on a sundial 
in the Middle Temple, London

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   39207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   39 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



WHEN I COULD SEE properly again, I noticed a car 
was coming around the corner— a real old- timer—and 
I was kneeling on the pavement shaking with fear.

Something was wrong with this street. It didn’t look 
the same as usual. Everything had changed so suddenly.

The rain had stopped, but an icy wind was blowing, 
and it was much darker than a moment ago, almost night. 
The magnolia tree had no fl owers or leaves. I  wasn’t even 
sure whether it was still a magnolia at all.

The spikes of the fence around it  were gilded at the 
tips. I could have sworn they’d been black when I’d seen it 
not a moment before.

Another vintage car came chugging around the corner. 
A strange vehicle with tall wheels and shiny spokes. I looked 
along the pavement— the puddles  were nowhere to be seen. 
Nor  were the traffi  c signs. The paving was bumpy and out 
of shape, and even the street lamps looked diff erent. Their 

THREE
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fl ickering yellowish light hardly reached the entrance to 
the next building.

Deep down inside me, a nasty idea stirred, but I  wasn’t 
about to entertain it seriously yet.

I forced myself to breathe deeply. Then I looked around 
again, more thoroughly this time.

Okay, strictly speaking, there  wasn’t that much diff er-
ence. Most of the buildings really looked the same as usual. 
But still— the teashop where Mum bought the delicious 
Duchy Originals made by the Prince of Wales had disap-
peared, and I’d never set eyes on the colossal columned 
building on the corner.

A man wearing a hat and a dark coat looked at me with 
a touch of curiosity as he passed, but he didn’t try talking 
to me, or even helping me to stand up. Finally, I did it my-
self and brushed the dirt off  my knees.

The nasty thought that had occurred to me was slowly 
but surely becoming a ghastly certainty.

Who did I think I was kidding?
I hadn’t run into a vintage car rally, and the magnolia 

hadn’t suddenly lost all its leaves. And although I’d have 
given anything to see Nicole Kidman suddenly come 
around the corner, this was not, unfortunately, the set of a 
fi lm from a Henry James novel.

I knew exactly what had happened. I simply knew. 
And I also knew that there must be some mistake.

I’d landed in another time.
Not Charlotte. Me. Someone or other had gotten the 

 whole thing wrong.
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My teeth immediately began chattering. Not just from 
nerves but with cold as well. There was a bitter chill in 
the air.

I’d know what to do. Charlotte’s words  were still echoing 
in my ears.

Of course Charlotte would have known what to do. 
But no one had told me.

So I stood there shivering, teeth chattering, at the cor-
ner of my own street while people gaped at me. Not that 
there  were many of them out and about. A young woman 
in an ankle- length coat with a basket over her arm passed 
me, and behind her came a man in a hat with his collar 
turned up.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Can you by any chance tell me 
what year this is?”

The woman acted as if she hadn’t heard me and walked 
faster.

The man shook his head. “What impertinence!” he 
growled.

I sighed. Although the information  wouldn’t really have 
helped me much anyway. Basically it didn’t make much dif-
ference whether this was 1899 or 1923.

At least I knew where I was. I lived less than a hundred 
yards away. The obvious thing was just to go inside my 
 house.

I had to do something, after all.
The street seemed calm and peaceful in the twilight as 

I slowly walked back, looking all around me. What was 
diff erent, what hadn’t changed? The buildings looked very 
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like those of my own time, even on closer examination. I 
did have the feeling that I’d not seen certain details before, 
but perhaps it was just that so far I hadn’t noticed them. 
Automatically I glanced at number 18, but the entrance to 
it was empty— no man in black anywhere in sight.

I stopped.
Our  house looked just as it did in my own time. The 

windows on the ground fl oor and the fi rst fl oor  were 
brightly lit, and there was a light on in Mum’s room up at 
the top of the  house as well. I felt really homesick as I 
looked up. Icicles hung from the dormer windows.

I’d know what to do.
So what would Charlotte do? It would soon be dark, 

and it was already bitterly cold. Where would Charlotte 
go to keep from freezing? Home?

I stared up at the windows. Maybe my grandfather 
was still alive in there. Maybe he’d even recognize me? 
After all, he used to let me  ride on his knees when I was 
little. . . .  Oh, don’t be so stupid, I thought.

Even if he  were alive now, he could hardly recognize 
me when he hadn’t met me yet.

The cold was creeping in under Mum’s raincoat. Okay, 
I’d just ring the bell and ask for shelter for the night.

The only question was how to go about it.
“Hello, my name is Gwyneth, and I’m Lord Lucas 

Montrose’s granddaughter, but he may not have been born 
yet.”

I  couldn’t expect anyone to believe that. I’d probably 
fi nd myself in a psychiatric hospital much sooner than I 
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liked. And psychiatric hospitals  were probably dismal 
places at this period. Once inside, you might never get out 
again.

On the other hand, I had few alternatives. It  wouldn’t 
be long before it was pitch- dark, and I had to spend the 
night somewhere without freezing to death. Or being 
spotted by Jack the Ripper. Why  couldn’t I remember when 
Jack the Ripper had prowled the streets of London? And 
where? Surely not the elegant surroundings of Mayfair, I 
hoped.

If I did manage to speak to one of my ancestors, I 
might be able to convince him that I knew more about the 
family and the  house than any normal stranger could. 
Who but me, for instance, could say straight off  that the 
name of Great- great- great- great- great- uncle Hugh’s  horse 
was Fat Annie?

A gust of wind made me shiver. It was so cold. I 
 wouldn’t have been surprised if snow soon swirled down 
on top of me.

“Hello, I’m Gwyneth, and I come from the future. I 
can prove it— take a look at this zipper. I bet those  haven’t 
been invented yet, right? Or jumbo jets or TV sets or 
refrigerators . . .”

Well, it was worth a try. Taking a deep breath, I went 
up to the front door.

The steps seemed, in an odd way, both familiar and 
strange. Automatically I felt for the bell- push, but there 
 wasn’t one. Obviously electric bells hadn’t been invented 
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yet. Unfortunately, however, that still gave me no hint 
about the exact date. I didn’t even know when they’d found 
out how to use electricity. Before or after steamships? Had 
we learnt that in school? If so, I  couldn’t remember it now.

I found a handle hanging from a chain, like the one 
that fl ushed the old- fashioned toilet in Lesley’s  house. I 
pulled it, hard, and heard a bell ring behind the door.

Oh, my God.
One of the domestic staff  would probably open the 

door. What could I say to make him or her take me to a 
member of the family? Maybe Great- great- great- great- 
great- uncle Hugh was still alive? Or already alive. Alive, 
anyway. I’d simply ask for him. Or Fat Annie.

Footsteps  were coming closer, and I plucked up all my 
courage, but I never saw who opened the door, because once 
again the strange feeling swept me off  my feet, fl ung me 
through time and space, and spat me out on the other side.

I found myself back on the doormat outside our  house 
again, jumped up, and looked around. Everything seemed 
the same as when I’d left just a little while ago to go and 
buy Great- aunt Maddy’s sherbet lemons. The buildings, 
the parked cars, even the rain.

The man in black at the entrance of number 18 was 
staring across the road at me.

“And you’re not the only one to be surprised,” I 
 muttered.

How long had I been gone? Had the man in black seen 
me disappear at the corner of the street and then appear 
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again on our doormat? If so, I bet he  couldn’t believe his 
eyes. It served him right.

I rang the bell frantically. Mr. Bernard opened the 
door.

“In a hurry, are we?” he asked.
“Maybe not you, but I am!”
Mr. Bernard raised his eyebrows.
“ ’Scuse me, I forgot something important.” I made 

my way past him and ran upstairs two steps at a time.
Great- aunt Maddy looked up in surprise when I raced 

through the door. “I thought you’d already left, my love.”
Out of breath, I stared at the clock on the wall. It was 

now exactly twenty minutes since I had left the room.
“I’m glad you’re  here, though. There’s something I 

forgot to tell you. They have the same sherbet lemons at 
Selfridges but sugar- free, and the packaging looks just the 
same. But don’t buy the sugar- free sherbet lemons, what-
ever you do, because those give me . . .  well, diarrhea.”

“Aunt Maddy, why is everyone so sure that Charlotte 
has the gene?”

“Because . . .  oh, ask me something simpler,  can’t you?” 
Great- aunt Maddy was looking rather confused.

“Have they tested her blood?  Couldn’t someone  else 
have the same gene too?” My breathing was slowly calm-
ing down.

“Oh, Charlotte is defi nitely a gene carrier.”
“Because it’s been found in her DNA?”
“My little angel, you’re asking the wrong person. I 

was always useless at biology— in fact, I don’t even know 
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what DNA is. I was no good at maths either. Anything 
about numbers and formulas goes straight in one ear and 
out the other. I can only tell you that Charlotte came into 
the world on the very day calculated for her hundreds of 
years ago.”

“So your date of birth decides whether you have this 
gene or not?” I bit my lower lip. Charlotte had been born 
on the seventh of October, and I’d been born on the eighth. 
We  were only a single day apart.

“More like the other way around,” said Great- aunt 
Maddy. “The gene decides the time of the carrier’s birth. 
They’ve worked it all out.”

“Well, suppose they made a mistake?”
One day’s diff erence! It was that simple. Someone had 

mixed the dates up. It  wasn’t Charlotte who had this 
wretched gene, it was me. Or maybe we both had it. Or 
 else . . .  I sat down on the stool.

Great- aunt Maddy shook her head. “They didn’t make 
a mistake, my little angel. If there’s one thing these people 
are really good at, you can bet it’s arithmetic.”

Who  were “these people,” anyway?
“Anyone can make a mistake now and then,” I said.
Great- aunt Maddy laughed. “Not Sir Isaac Newton, 

I’m afraid.”
“Newton worked out the date of Charlotte’s birth?”
“My dear child, I understand your curiosity. When I 

was your age, I was just the same. But for one thing, it’s 
sometimes better not to know all the answers, and for 
another, I really, really would like my sherbet lemons.”
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“None of this makes any sense,” I said.
“That’s only how it looks.” Great- aunt Maddy patted 

my hand. “Even if you’re no wiser now than you  were 
 before, this conversation must stay private. If your grand-
mother fi nds out all I’ve told you, she’ll be furious. And 
when she’s furious, she’s even worse than usual.”

“I won’t say anything, Aunt Maddy. And I’ll go and get 
your sherbet lemons right now.”

“You’re a good child.”
“Just one more question. How long after gene carriers 

have fi rst traveled in time do they do it again?”
Great- aunt Maddy sighed.
“Please!” I said.
“I don’t think there are any rules,” said Great- aunt 

Maddy. “Every gene carrier is probably diff erent. But none 
of them can fi x the times for themselves. If the travel is 
uncontrolled, it can happen every day, sometimes several 
times a day. That’s why the chronograph is so important. 
With its help, as I understand, Charlotte won’t be fl ung 
around helplessly in time. She can be sent to times that 
aren’t very dangerous, where nothing can harm her. So 
don’t worry about your cousin.”

To be honest, I was much more worried about myself.
“Then when a gene carrier is in the past, how long has 

she been gone in the present?” I asked breathlessly. “And 
the second time a traveler goes back in time, could it be 
all the way to the dinosaurs, when there was nothing but 
swamps around  here?”
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My great- aunt cut me short. “That’s enough, Gwyneth. 
I’ve no more idea than you have!”

I got to my feet. “Thanks for answering my questions, 
anyway,” I said. “You’ve been a great help.”

“I don’t think so. I have a dreadfully guilty conscience. 
I really shouldn’t be satisfying your curiosity, particularly 
since I’m not supposed to know about any of it myself. In 
the old days, when I used to ask my brother— that’s your 
dear grandfather— about all these secrets, he always told 
me the same thing. The less you know, he said, the better 
for your health. Now, are you going to get me my sherbet 
lemons? And not the sugar- free kind, remember!”

Great- aunt Maddy waved as I left.
How could secrets be bad for anyone’s health? And 

how much had my grandfather known about it all?

“SIR ISAAC NEWTON?” repeated Lesley, baffl  ed. 
“Wasn’t that the force of gravity guy?”

“That’s him, all right. But he also calculated the date 
of Charlotte’s birth.” I was standing in front of the  yogurts 
in Selfridges Food Hall, holding my mobile to one ear 
with my right hand and covering the other ear with my 
left hand. “Only the crazy thing is that no one will believe 
he made a mistake. Who’d expect Newton to get his sums 
wrong? But he must have been wrong, Lesley. I was born 
one day after Charlotte, and I traveled back in time. Not 
her.”

“That’s more than mysterious. Oh, this stupid thing 
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is taking forever to start up. Come on, will you?” Lesley 
shouted at her computer.

“Lesley, it was so— so weird! I almost spoke to one 
of my ancestors! Maybe that fat man on the painting in 
front of the secret door, Great- great- great- great- great- uncle 
Hugh, for instance. Well, if it was in his time and not 
some other period. They could have had me sent off  to a 
loony bin.”

“I hate to think what could have happened to you,” 
said Lesley. “I still  can’t get my mind around this! So much 
fuss made of Charlotte all these years, and now this hap-
pens! Look, you have to tell your mum right away. You’d 
better go straight back home. It could happen again any 
moment!”

“Scary, right?”
“Very. Okay, I’m online now. First off  I’ll Google New-

ton. And you just go home! Any idea how long Selfridges 
has been there in Oxford Street? Could have been a deep 
pit in the old days, and you’d fall twelve yards down!”

“My grandmother will freak right out when she hears 
about this,” I said.

“Yes, and then there’s poor Charlotte . . .  well, just 
think, all these years she’s had to give up everything, and 
now she gets nothing in return. Ah,  here we are. Newton. 
Born 1643 in Woolsthorpe— where on earth is that?— died 
1727 in London. Blah blah blah. Nothing about time travel 
 here, just stuff  about infi nitesimal calculus—never heard 
of it, how about you? Transcendence of all spirals. . . .  

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   50207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   50 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



RUBY RED

  51  

Quadratics, optics, sky mechanics, blah blah— ah,  here we 
are,  here’s the law of gravity. . . .  Tell you what, that bit 
about transcendental spirals sounds kind of closest to time 
travel, don’t you think?”

“To be honest, no,” I said.
A couple standing next to me  were discussing the 

yogurt variety they  were going to buy at the tops of their 
voices.

“Are you by any chance still in Selfridges?” shouted 
Lesley, who had obviously overheard the yogurt orders. 
“Go home!”

“On my way,” I said, waving the yellow paper bag 
containing Great- aunt Maddy’s sherbet lemons in the 
 direction of the exit. “But, Lesley, I  can’t tell them this at 
home. They’ll think I’m crazy.”

Lesley spluttered down the phone. “Gwen! Any other 
family might well send you to the loony bin, but not yours! 
They’re always talking about time- travel genes and chro-
nometers and instruction in mysteries.”

“It’s a chronograph,” I corrected her. “The thing runs 
on blood! Is that gross or what?”

“Chro—no—graph! Okay, I’ve Googled it.”
I made my way through the crowds in Oxford Street 

to the next traffi  c lights. “Aunt Glenda will say I’m just 
making it all up to look important and steal the show 
from Charlotte.”

“So? When you next travel back in time, at the very 
latest, she’s going to notice that there’s been a mistake.”
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“And suppose I never travel back again? Suppose it was 
just the once?”

“You don’t believe that yourself, do you? Okay,  here 
we are, a chronograph seems to be a perfectly normal 
wristwatch. You can get them by the ton on eBay, ten 
pounds and upward. Oh, damn . . .  wait, I’ll Google Isaac 
Newton plus chronograph plus time travel plus blood.”

“Well?”
“Nothing that helps us. At least I don’t think so.” Lesley 

sighed. “I wish we’d looked all this up earlier. The fi rst 
thing I’m going to do is fi nd some books about it. Anything 
I can dig up on time travel. Where did I put that stupid 
 library card? Where are you now?”

“Crossing Oxford Street, then turning down Duke 
Street.” Suddenly I had to giggle. “Why? Are you planning 
to come  here and draw a chalk circle just in case our con-
nection suddenly breaks? But now I’m wondering what 
good the silly chalk circle was supposed to do Charlotte.”

“Maybe they’d have sent that other time traveler after 
her— what was his name again?”

“Gideon de Villiers.”
“Cool name! I’ll Google it. Gideon de Villiers. How do 

you spell it?”
“How should I know? Back to the chalk circle— where 

would they have sent this Gideon guy? I mean, what period? 
Charlotte could have been anywhere. In any minute, any 
hour, any year, any century. Nope, the chalk circle makes 
no sense.”
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Lesley screeched down my ear so loud that I almost 
dropped my mobile. “Gideon de Villiers. Got him!”

“Really?”
“Yep. It says  here, ‘The polo team of the Vincent 

School, Greenwich, has won the All En gland Schools 
Polo Championship again this year. Celebrating with the 
cup, from left to right, headmaster William Henderson, 
team manager John Carpenter, team captain Gideon de 
Villiers . . .’ and so on and so forth. Wow, so he’s the cap-
tain too. Only it’s such a tiny picture you  can’t make out 
where the  horses leave off  and the team members begin. 
Where are you now, Gwen?”

“Still in Duke Street. That fi gures: school in Green-
wich, polo, yeah, that must be him. And does it say he 
sometimes disappears? Maybe straight off  his  horse?”

“Oh, I’ve just noticed, this report is three years old. He 
must have left the school by now. Are you feeling dizzy 
again?”

“Not so far.”
“Where are you now?”
“Oh, Lesley, still in Duke Street. I’m walking as fast as 

I can.”
“Okay, we’ll stay on the phone until you get to your 

front door, and the moment you’re home, you have to talk 
to your mum.”

I looked at my watch. “She won’t be back from work 
yet.”

“Then wait until she is, but you really must talk to her, 
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okay? She’ll know what to do to keep you out of harm’s 
way. Are you still there? Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, I’m  here, and yes, I did. Lesley?”
“Hm?”
“I’m so glad I have you. You’re the best friend in the 

world.”
“You’re not so bad as a friend yourself,” said Lesley. “I 

mean, you’ll soon be able to bring me back cool stuff  from 
the past. What other friend can do that? And next time we 
have a history test, you can research the  whole thing on 
the spot.”

“I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you.” Listen-
ing to myself, I realized how pathetic I sounded— but what 
the hell, I was feeling pretty pathetic right now.

“Can time travelers bring stuff  back from the past?” 
asked Lesley.

“No idea. Not the faintest. I’ll try it next time. I’m in 
Grosvenor Square now.”

“Nearly home, then,” said Lesley, relieved. “Apart from 
the polo business, Google hasn’t found anything about any 
Gideon de Villiers. But there’s a  whole lot about the de Vil-
liers private bank and the de Villiers legal chambers in the 
Temple.”

“That must be them.”
“Any dizzy feelings?”
“No, but thanks for asking all the same.”
Lesley cleared her throat. “I know you’re scared of it, 

but all this is kind of cool. I mean, it’s a real adventure, 
Gwen! And you’re right in the middle of it.”

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   54207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   54 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



RUBY RED

  55  

Oh, yes, I was certainly right in the middle of it.
Just my luck.

LESLEY WAS RIGHT. There was no reason to think 
that Mum  wouldn’t believe me. She had always listened to 
my “ghost stories” as seriously as they deserved. I’d always 
been able to go to her with anything, so why should this 
time be any diff erent?

When we  were still living in Durham, I’d been fol-
lowed about for months on end by the ghost of a demon 
who was supposed to be haunting the cathedral roof in the 
form of a stone gargoyle. His name was Asrael, and he 
looked like a cross between a human, a cat, and an ea gle. 
When he realized that I could see him, he’d been so pleased 
to be able to talk to someone at last that he followed me 
everywhere, even wanting to sleep in my bed at night. 
After I got over my fi rst fright— like all gargoyles, he had a 
rather scary face— we slowly became friends. Sadly, Asrael 
hadn’t been able to move from Durham to London with 
me, and I still missed him. The few gargoyle demons I’d 
seen  here  were not very nice creatures. So far I hadn’t met 
one who was as sweet as Asrael.

If Mum had believed me about Asrael, then she’d 
probably believe me about the time- travel gene as well. I 
waited for a good moment to talk to her. But somehow the 
right moment never seemed to come. As soon as she was 
home from work, she had to discuss something with Caro-
line, who had put down her name to look after her class’s 
terrarium in the summer, particularly the class mascot, a 
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chameleon called Mr. Bean. The summer break was still 
months away, but it seemed that the discussion  couldn’t 
wait.

“You  can’t look after Mr. Bean, Caroline! You know 
perfectly well that your grandmother won’t have pets in 
the  house,” said Mum. “And Aunt Glenda is allergic.”

“But Mr. Bean  doesn’t have any fur,” said Caroline. 
“And he’ll be in his terrarium all the time. He won’t be in 
anyone’s way.”

“He’ll be in your grandmother’s way.”
“Then my grandmother is just silly!”
“Caroline, we  can’t keep him this summer. No one 

 here knows the fi rst thing about chameleons. Suppose we 
did something wrong, and Mr. Bean got sick and died?”

“He  wouldn’t. And I do know how to look after him. 
Please, Mummy! If I don’t bring him home, then Tess will 
have him again, and she’s always saying that she’s Mr. 
Bean’s favorite in the class.”

“Caroline, I said no!”
Quarter of an hour later, they  were still arguing, even 

when Mum went into the bathroom and closed the door 
behind her. Caroline stood outside the door and said, “Lady 
Arista  wouldn’t need to know. We could smuggle the ter-
rarium into the  house while she  wasn’t here. And she never 
goes into my room.”

“Can’t a person get any peace around  here, at least 
when she’s in the loo?” Mum called back.

“No,” said Caroline. She could be a terrible pain. She 
didn’t stop going on about it until Mum promised that she 
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personally would plead with Lady Arista to let Mr. Bean 
spend the summer with us.

I spent the time that Caroline and Mum  were wasting 
on their argument getting chewing gum out of Nick’s 
hair.

We  were sitting in the sewing room. He had about 
half a pound of the stuff  sticking to his head and  couldn’t 
remember how it got there.

“You must have some idea!” I said. “I’m going to have 
to cut some of these strands of hair off .”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Nick. “You can cut it all off . 
Lady Arista said I looked like a girl the other day.”

“Lady Arista thinks everyone with hair longer than 
stubble looks like a girl. It would be a real shame to cut 
your lovely curls so short.”

“They’ll grow back. Cut it all off , okay?”
“Not with nail scissors. You’ll have to go to the barber’s.”
“Oh, go on, you can do it,” said Nick confi dently. 

 Obviously he’d completely forgotten that I’d already cut 
his hair with a pair of nail scissors once, and he’d looked 
like a freshly hatched vulture chick. I’d been seven at the 
time, and he was four. I’d needed his curls to make my-
self a wig. But it hadn’t worked, and I got a scolding and 
a day’s  house arrest.

“Don’t you dare,” said Mum, who had come back into 
the room. She took the scissors away from me for safety’s 
sake. “If it has to be done, it’ll be done by a barber. Tomor-
row. We must go down to supper now.”

Nick groaned.
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“Don’t worry. Lady Arista is out today!” I grinned at 
him. “No one will scold you for the chewing gum. Or the 
dirty mark on your sweatshirt.”

“What dirty mark?” Nick looked down at himself. 
“Oh, darn. That must be pomegranate juice.”

“Like I said, you won’t get in trouble.”
“But it isn’t even Wednesday,” said Nick.
“Well, they’re not  here today either.”
“Cool.”
When Lady Arista, Charlotte, and Aunt Glenda  were 

there, dinner was tense and uncomfortable. Lady Arista 
criticized people’s table manners, mostly Caroline’s and 
Nick’s (but sometimes Great- aunt Maddy’s as well); Aunt 
Glenda was always pestering me about my marks at school 
so she could compare them with Charlotte’s. Then Char-
lotte would smile like Mona Lisa and say, “None of your 
business,” if anyone asked her anything.

All things considered, we could have done without 
these cozy get- togethers, but our grandmother insisted on 
having all of us there.

The only way you could get out of family dinner was 
if you had a note from the doctor or a noticeably infectious 
disease like the plague. Mrs. Brompton, who was the 
 house keeper during the week, cooked all our meals. 
 (Unfortunately, at weekends either Aunt Glenda or Mum 
did the cooking, which was usually so gross, Nick and I 
could barely force it down— and we never got to order out.)

But on Wednesday eve nings, when Lady Arista, Aunt 
Glenda, and Charlotte  were away, busy with their mysteries, 
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supper was much more relaxed. And we all thought it was 
great that today felt like a Wednesday eve ning, although it 
was only Monday. Not that we slurped our food, smacked 
our lips, and belched, but we did venture to interrupt each 
other, put our elbows on the table, and discuss subjects 
that Lady Arista would have thought unsuitable.

Chameleons, for instance.
“Do you like chameleons, Aunt Maddy?  Wouldn’t you 

like to have one someday? A really tame one?”
“Well, er, now that you mention it, I realize I’ve always 

wanted a chameleon,” said Great- aunt Maddy, heaping 
rosemary- seasoned potatoes on her plate. “Yes, defi nitely.”

Caroline beamed. “Maybe your wish will come true 
someday soon.”

“Did Lady Arista and Glenda leave any message?” asked 
Mum.

“Your mother called this afternoon to say they 
 wouldn’t be home for supper,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “I 
said how sorry we’d all be not to see them. I hope that was 
all right.”

“You bet.” Nick giggled.
“And Charlotte? Has she . . . ?” asked Mum.
“I don’t think so. Not yet.” Great- aunt Maddy shrugged. 

“But they’re expecting it any moment now. The poor 
girl keeps feeling dizzy, and now she has a migraine as 
well.”

“Oh, dear, I do feel sorry for her,” said Mum. She put 
her fork down and stared absentmindedly at the dark pan-
eling of the dining room, which looked as if someone had 
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confused the walls with the fl oor and covered them with 
wooden parquet.

“Suppose Charlotte  doesn’t travel back in time at all?” 
I asked.

“It will happen sooner or later,” said Nick, imitating 
our grandmother’s confi dent tones.

Everyone laughed except for Mum and me.
“But suppose it  doesn’t? Suppose they’ve made a mis-

take, and Charlotte  doesn’t have this gene after all?” I 
 persisted.

This time Nick imitated Aunt Glenda’s voice. “Even 
when she was a baby, anyone could see that Charlotte was 
born to higher things. She  can’t be compared with ordi-
nary people.”

Once again everyone laughed. Except for Mum. “What 
makes you think that, Gwyneth?”

“I was only . . .” I hesitated.
“I told you why there  can’t possibly be any mistake, 

dear,” said Great- aunt Maddy.
“Yes, because Sir Isaac Newton was a genius, and a 

genius  can’t get his sums wrong,” I said. “I know. But why 
did Newton work out Charlotte’s date of birth in the fi rst 
place?”

“Aunt Maddy!” Mum looked reproachfully at Great- 
aunt Maddy.

Great- aunt Maddy tut- tutted. “Oh, dear, she went on 
and on at me, asking questions. What was I to do? She’s 
just like you when you  were little, Grace. And apart from 
that, she promised to keep quiet as a mouse about it.”
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“Only to Grandmother,” I said. “Did Isaac Newton 
 invent that chronograph thing as well?”

“You little telltale,” said Great- aunt Maddy. “I’m not 
saying any more.”

“What chronograph thing?” asked Nick.
“It’s a time machine for sending Charlotte back into 

the past,” I explained. “And it uses Charlotte’s blood for 
fuel.”

“Gross!” said Nick, and Caroline screeched, “Yuck, 
blood!”

“Can you travel into the future with the chronograph 
as well?” asked Nick.

Mum groaned. “Now look what you’ve done, Aunt 
Maddy.”

“They’re your children, Grace,” said Great- aunt Maddy, 
smiling. “It’s only natural for them to want to know what’s 
going on.”

“Yes.” Mum looked at us one by one. “But you must 
never ask your grandmother such questions. Do you 
 understand?”

“Although she’s probably the only one who knows the 
answers,” I said.

“But she  wouldn’t give them to you.”
“And how much do you know about it all, Mum?”
“More than I like.” Mum was smiling as she said that, 

but I thought it was a sad smile. “And no, you  can’t travel 
into the future, Nick, for the simple reason that the future 
hasn’t happened yet.”

“Huh?” said Nick. “What sort of sense does that make?”
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There was a knock, and Mr. Bernard came in with the 
telephone. Lesley would probably have freaked out if she’d 
seen the phone lying on a silver platter. Sometimes Mr. 
Bernard overdid the butler thing a bit.

“A telephone call for Miss Grace,” he said.
Mum picked up the phone, and Mr. Bernard turned 

around to leave the dining room. He didn’t eat dinner with 
us unless Lady Arista invited him to, which was about 
twice a year. Nick and I suspected that he ordered out for 
Italian or Chinese meals and enjoyed them in the comfort 
of his own room.

“Yes? Oh, Mother, it’s you.”
Great- aunt Maddy’s eyes twinkled. “Your grandmother 

can read thoughts!” she whispered. “She guesses  we’re dis-
cussing forbidden subjects  here. Who’s going to clear these 
plates away? We must make room for Mrs. Brompton’s 
apple cake.”

“And the vanilla custard!” I’d eaten a huge mound of 
rosemary potatoes with glazed carrots and pork medal-
lions, but I  wasn’t full yet. All the excitement had made me 
extra hungry. I stood up and began clearing the dirty 
dishes into the dumbwaiter.

“If Charlotte goes back in time far enough, could she 
bring me back a baby dinosaur?” asked Caroline.

Great- aunt Maddy shook her head. “Animals and 
 humans without the gene  can’t move through time. And 
no one can travel that far back anyway.”

“Oh,” said Caroline, looking rather disappointed.
“Just as well, if you ask me,” I said. “Imagine what it 
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would be like if time travelers  were always bringing back 
dinosaurs and saber- toothed tigers— or Attila the Hun or 
Adolf Hitler.”

Mum had fi nished talking on the phone. “They’re 
staying the night there,” she said. “To be on the safe side.”

“Staying the night where?” asked Nick.
Mum didn’t answer. “Aunt Maddy?” she said. “Are you 

all right?”
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Twelve pillars the castle of time will bear.
Twelve creatures rule land and sea.
The ea gle is ready to soar in the air,

Five’s the foundation and also the key.
In the Circle of Twelve, Number Twelve becomes Two.

The hawk hatches seventh, yet Three is the clue.

From the secret writings of Count Saint- Germain
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GREAT- AUNT MADDY looked curiously rigid. She 
sat staring into space, her hands clutching the arms of the 
chair. All the color had drained from her face.

“Aunt Maddy? Oh, Mum, has she had a stroke? Aunt 
Maddy, can you hear me? Aunt Maddy!” I tried to take her 
hand, but Mum stopped me.

“Don’t do that! Don’t touch her.”
Caroline started crying.
“What’s the matter with her?” asked Nick. “Is some-

thing stuck in her throat?”
“We’ll have to call the doctor,” I said. “Mum, do some-

thing!”
“She hasn’t had a stroke, and there isn’t anything in 

her throat. She’s seeing a vision,” said Mum. “It will be over 
soon.”

“Are you sure?” Great- aunt Maddy’s rigid glance 

FOUR
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frightened me. Her pupils  were hugely dilated, and she 
 wasn’t blinking at all.

“It’s so cold in  here all of a sudden,” whispered Nick. 
“Don’t you feel it too?”

Caroline was whimpering quietly to herself. “Make it 
stop.”

“Lucy!” someone cried. We jumped in alarm and then 
realized that it was Great- aunt Maddy’s voice. The tem-
perature really had dropped. I looked around, but there 
 were no ghosts in the room. “Lucy, oh, the dear child! She’s 
leading me to a tree. A tree covered with red berries. Oh, 
where’s she gone? I  can’t see her anymore. There’s some-
thing lying between the roots of the tree. A huge jewel, a 
sapphire cut in the shape of an egg. A sapphire egg. It’s so 
beautiful! And valuable. But now it’s cracking— oh, it will 
break— but there’s something inside it . . .  a little chick 
hatching. A raven chick. Hopping over to the tree.” Great- 
aunt Maddy laughed, but her eyes  were still fi xed. Her 
shaky hands grappled for the arms of the chair.

“The wind’s rising.” Great- aunt Maddy’s laughter died 
away. “A stormy wind. Everything’s going around and 
around. I’m fl ying. Flying to the stars with the raven. A 
tower. A huge clock high up on the tower. There’s some-
one sitting up there on the clock dangling her legs. Come 
down at once, you silly girl!” Suddenly there was fear in 
her voice. She began to scream. “The wind will blow her 
down. She’s gone much too high. What’s she doing there? 
A shadow! A big bird circling in the sky! There! It’s swoop-
ing down on her. Gwyneth! Gwyneth!”
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I  couldn’t stand this any longer. I pushed Mum aside, 
took Great- aunt Maddy’s shoulder, and shook her gently. 
“I’m  here, Aunt Maddy! Please! Look at me!”

Great- aunt Maddy turned her head. She did look at 
me. Gradually some color came back into her face. “My 
little angel!” she said. “How silly of you to climb so high!”

“Are you okay?” I looked at Mum. “Are you sure it 
 wasn’t anything wrong with her?”

“It was a vision,” said Mum. “She’s all right.”
“No, I’m not. It was a horrible vision,” said Great- aunt 

Maddy. “Although the beginning was nice.”
Caroline had stopped crying. She and Nick  were star-

ing at Great- aunt Maddy, looking upset.
“That was eerie,” said Nick. “Did you notice how cold 

it got?”
“You  were imagining things,” I said.
“No, I  wasn’t!”
“It was eerie,” said Caroline. “I had goose bumps.”
Great- aunt Maddy reached for Mum’s hand. “I met 

your niece Lucy, Grace. She still looked the same as ever. 
That sweet smile . . .”

Mum looked as if she was going to burst into tears.
“And I just didn’t understand the rest of it,” Great- aunt 

Maddy went on. “A sapphire egg, a raven, Gwyneth on the 
clock tower, and then that horrible bird. Can you make 
anything of all that?”

Mum sighed. “Of course not, Aunt Maddy. You’re the 
one who has these visions.” She sat down on one of the 
dining chairs beside Great- aunt Maddy.
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“Yes, but that  doesn’t mean I understand them,” said 
Great- aunt Maddy. “Did you write it all down so that we 
can tell your mother about it later?”

“No, Auntie, I didn’t.”
Maddy leaned forward. “Then we’d better write it 

down at once. Right, fi rst there was Lucy, then the tree. 
Red berries . . .  could it have been a mountain ash? The 
sapphire egg was lying there. . . .  Oh, my word, I’m so 
hungry! I hope you didn’t fi nish the apple cake. I deserve 
at least two slices today. Or three.”

“THAT REALLY was very, very eerie,” I said. Caroline 
and Nick had gone to sleep, and I was sitting with Mum on 
the edge of her bed, trying to fi nd a good way to tell her 
about my problem. Mum, something funny happened to me 
this afternoon, and I’m scared it could happen again.

Mum was deeply engaged in her eve ning beauty rou-
tine. She’d fi nished her face already. Obviously good skin 
care paid off . You really  wouldn’t have thought my mum 
was over forty.

“That’s the fi rst time I’ve seen Great- aunt Maddy have 
one of her visions,” I said.

“It was the fi rst time she’s ever had one during din-
ner,” replied Mum, rubbing cream on her hands and mas-
saging it in. She always said that age showed fi rst on your 
hands and your neck.

“Do—do we take her visions seriously?”
Mum shrugged. “Hm, well. You heard all that con-

fused stuff  she was saying. And it can always be interpreted 
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diff erently. She had a vision three days before your grand-
father died. She saw a black panther jumping on his 
chest.”

“And Grandfather died of a heart attack. So that 
makes sense.”

“See what I mean? They always hold some truth. Want 
some hand cream, darling?”

“Do you believe in it? I mean, not the hand cream, Aunt 
Maddy’s vision?”

“I think Aunt Maddy really sees what she says she 
does. But that  doesn’t mean her visions predict the future, 
not by a long shot. Or that it has to mean anything in 
par tic u lar.”

“I don’t understand!” I held out my hands, and Mum 
began putting cream on them.

“It’s a bit like your ghosts, darling. I’m sure you do see 
them, just as I believe that Aunt Maddy has visions.”

“Does that mean you believe I see ghosts but you 
don’t believe they really exist?” I cried indignantly, taking 
my hands away.

“I don’t know whether they really exist or not,” said 
Mum. “What I believe has nothing to do with it.”

“But if they didn’t exist, that would mean I was just 
imagining them. And that would mean I was crazy.”

“No,” said my mum. “It would only mean that . . .  oh, 
darling, I don’t know what to say. Sometimes I get the feel-
ing we have rather too much imagination in this family. 
I suppose we’d live more restful, happier lives if we stuck 
to believing what normal people believe.”
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“I get the message,” I said. Maybe it  wouldn’t be such a 
great idea to come out with my news to night. Hey, Mum, 
we traveled back into the past this afternoon, me and my abnor-
mal imagination.

“Don’t look so sad,” said Mum. “I know, I know, there 
are more things in heaven and earth and all that. But 
maybe we make them seem far too important the more 
we think about them. I don’t think you’re crazy. Or Aunt 
Maddy either. But be honest: do you imagine Aunt Mad-
dy’s vision could have something to do with your own 
future?”

“Maybe.”
“You do? Are you planning to climb a clock tower 

sometime soon— sit on the clock and dangle your legs?”
“Of course not. But maybe it was a symbol.”
“Maybe,” said Mum. “Or maybe not. Go to sleep now, 

darling. You’ve had a long day.” She looked at the little 
clock on her bedside table. “Let’s hope it’s safely behind 
Charlotte by now. Oh, I do hope she’s fi nally done it.”

“But maybe Charlotte just has too much imagination 
as well,” I said. I stood up and gave Mum a kiss.

I’d try again tomorrow.
Maybe.
“Good night.”
“Good night, sweetie. I love you.”
“Love you too, Mum.”
When I’d closed my bedroom door behind me and 

climbed into bed, I felt guilty. I should have told my mother 
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all about it. But what she said had made me think. Yeah, 
sure, I did have a big imagination, but daydreaming is one 
thing. Imagining you’re traveling through time is quite 
another.

People who imagined that kind of thing got psychiat-
ric treatment. And they should, if you asked me. Maybe I 
was like those weirdos who claim to have been abducted 
by aliens. Completely out of my mind.

I switched off  my bedside lamp and snuggled down 
under the duvet. Which was worse? Being crazy or actu-
ally traveling back in time?

Probably the second, I thought. Maybe you could take 
tablets for the fi rst.

In the dark my fears came back. Once again I was 
wondering how far I would fall from  here to the ground 
fl oor. So I switched the bedside light on again and turned 
my face to the wall. Hoping to get to sleep, I tried thinking 
of something harmless and soothing, but I just  couldn’t 
do it. In the end I counted backward from a thousand.

I must have fallen asleep at some point, because I’d 
been dreaming of a big bird when I woke and sat up in 
bed, heart pounding.

There it was again, that horrible dizzy sensation in my 
stomach. I jumped out of bed in a panic and ran to Mum’s 
room as fast as my trembling legs would carry me. I didn’t 
care if she thought I was crazy— I just wanted it to stop. 
And I did not want to fall three fl oors down and land in a 
swamp!
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I got no farther than the passage before I was swept off  
my feet. Convinced that my last hour had come, I squeezed 
my eyes shut. But I only fell on my knees with a bump, and 
the fl oor felt just like the familiar wooden fl oorboards. 
Cautiously, I opened my eyes. It was lighter now, as if the 
sun had risen in the last second. For a moment I hoped 
that nothing had happened. Then I saw that I had indeed 
landed in our corridor, but it looked diff erent. The walls 
 were painted dark olive green, and there  were no ceiling 
lights.

I heard voices coming from Nick’s room. Female 
voices.

I stood up quickly. If anyone saw me now . . .  how was 
I going to explain where I’d suddenly come from? In my 
Hello Kitty pajamas.

“I’m so tired of getting up at the crack of dawn,” one 
voice was saying. “Walter can sleep until nine in the morn-
ing. Not us! I should’ve stayed on the farm milking cows.”

“Walter’s on duty half the night, Clarrie. Your cap’s 
crooked,” said the second voice. “Tuck your hair neatly 
under it, or Mrs. Mason will be cross.”

“She’s always cross anyway,” grumbled the fi rst voice.
“There are much stricter  house keepers, Clarrie dear. 

Come on, or we’ll be late. Mary went downstairs fi fteen 
minutes ago.”

“Yes, and she made her bed fi rst. Always busy, always 
neat, just the way Mrs. Mason likes her  house maids. Mary 
does it on purpose. Have you felt her blanket? It’s ever so 
soft. That’s not fair!”
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I had to get out of  here, fast. But where could I go? 
Good thing I knew my way around the  house.

“I’ve been given a horrid scratchy blanket,” Clarrie’s 
voice complained.

“You’ll be glad of it in winter. Come along.”
The door handle was pressed down. I raced over to the 

built- in cupboard, fl ung the door open, and shut it again 
after me, just as the door of Nick’s room opened.

“I don’t see why I have to have a scratchy blanket and 
Mary gets a nice soft one,” Clarrie’s voice went on. “It’s 
so unfair. Betty can go out into the country with Lady 
Montrose, and we have to spend all summer in the stuff y 
city air.”

“You really should try not to complain so much, 
Clarrie.”

I agreed with the other woman. This girl Clarrie was a 
real Moaning Minnie.

I heard the two of them go downstairs and breathed a 
sigh of relief. That was a close one! But now what? Should 
I just wait in the cupboard until I traveled back again? 
That was probably the safest thing to do. Sighing, I crossed 
my arms.

Behind me in the darkness, someone grunted.
I froze with horror. What, for heaven’s sake, was that?
“Is that you, Clarrie?” asked a voice from the shelf 

where the clean sheets  were stacked. It was a male voice. 
“Did I oversleep?”

Heavens above! Someone actually slept in this cup-
board! What a way to treat a person!
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“Clarrie? Mary? Who’s that?” asked the voice. Its own er 
sounded more awake now. There  were noises in the cup-
board. A hand reached out and touched my back. I  wasn’t 
hanging about, waiting for it to grab hold of me— I opened 
the cupboard door and ran for it.

“Stop! Stay where you are!”
I looked back over my shoulder. A young man in a 

long white shirt emerged from the cupboard to catch me.
I ran downstairs. Where on earth was I going to hide 

now? The footsteps of the man from the cupboard came 
closer, and he was shouting, “Stop, thief!”

Thief ? I  couldn’t believe my ears. What was I supposed 
to have stolen? His nightcap or something?

Luckily I could have run down these stairs even in my 
sleep. I was already familiar with every single step. I raced 
down two fl ights of stairs at the speed of light, and then 
past Great- great- great- great- great-uncle Hugh’s portrait— 
leaving it behind on my left with some regret, because the 
secret door behind it would have been a great way to 
get  out of this stupid situation. But the doorknob always 
jammed slightly, and in the time I’d have needed to get the 
door open, the man in the nightshirt would have caught up 
with me. No, I needed a better place to hide.

On the fi rst fl oor I almost collided with a  house maid 
carry ing a big jug. She squealed as I raced past, then dropped 
the jug, just like in a scene from a fi lm. Water splashed to 
the fl oor, along with broken china.

I hoped my pursuer would slip and fall on it— like in a 
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farce. He  wouldn’t get past the water and broken china 
too quickly, anyway. I made use of my start on him to run 
down the steps to the musicians’ gallery, open the door to 
the little storage space under it, and crouch inside. It was 
dusty and untidy in  here, the same as in my own time, and 
full of cobwebs. A little light fell in through the gaps 
 between the steps, enough for me to see that at least there 
 wasn’t anyone sleeping in this cupboard. It was crammed 
with old junk, just like in the twenty- fi rst century.

Above me, I heard loud voices. The man in the night-
shirt was talking to the poor  house maid who had dropped 
the jug.

“The girl must be a thief! I never saw her  here in the 
 house before.”

Other voices joined in.
“She ran on down. Maybe there’s a  whole pack of them 

 here.”
“Please, Mrs. Mason, I  couldn’t help it. The thief just 

ran into me. I expect they’re after her ladyship’s jewels.”
“I didn’t meet anyone on the stairs, so she must still be 

 here somewhere. Make sure the front door is locked and 
search the  house,” ordered an energetic female voice. “As 
for you, Walter, go upstairs at once and put something on 
to cover your hairy legs. Not a nice sight fi rst thing in the 
morning.”

I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. I’d hidden 
in  here about a million times when I was little, but I’d 
never been so scared of being found. Cautiously, so as not 
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to make any noise that might give me away, I squeezed 
farther in among the junk. A spider ran over my arm, such 
a big one that I almost screeched with fright.

“Lester, Mr. Jenkins, and Tott, you search the ground 
fl oor and the cellars. Mary and I will search the fi rst fl oor. 
Clarrie, guard the back door, and, Helen, you watch the 
front door.”

“Suppose she tries getting out through the kitchen?”
“She’d have to get past Mrs. Craine and her iron pans 

fi rst. Look in the cupboards under the stairs and behind all 
the curtains.”

I was fi nished.
Oh, dammit. This was all just so— so surreal!
Here I was sitting in my pajamas in a cupboard, sur-

rounded by fat spiders, dusty furniture, and— oh, my God, 
was that by any chance a stuff ed crocodile?— and waiting 
to be arrested for theft. And all because Sir Isaac Newton 
had gotten his stupid sums wrong.

I felt so angry and helpless that I started crying. Maybe 
these people would feel sorry for me when they found me. 
The crocodile’s glass eyes sparkled mockingly in the dim 
light. There  were footsteps to be heard all over the  house 
now. Dust from the steps was falling into my eyes.

But then I felt that tugging sensation in my stomach 
again. I’d never been so glad of it. The crocodile blurred 
before my eyes, everything spun wildly, and all was quiet 
again. And pitch- dark.

I heaved a huge sigh. Don’t panic, I thought. Presum-
ably I’d traveled home again. And I was probably now 
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stuck among the junk under these steps in our own time. 
When the place also had fat spiders in it.

Something soft touched my face. In a panic, I fl ailed 
my arms and hauled my legs out from under a chest of 
drawers. There was a rumbling sound, boards creaked, 
an old lamp fell over. That’s to say, I thought it was a 
lamp, but I  couldn’t see a thing. I could wriggle out, 
however. Relieved, I made my way to the cupboard 
door and crawled out of hiding. It was still dark outside 
the cupboard as well, but I could just about see the out-
line of the banisters, the tall windows, the sparkling 
chandeliers.

And a fi gure coming toward me. The beam of a fl ash-
light dazzled me.

I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound would 
come out.

“Were you looking for anything in par tic u lar in that 
cubbyhole, Miss Gwyneth?” asked the fi gure. It was Mr. 
Bernard. “I’ll be happy to help you fi nd it.”

“I, er . . .  I . . .” I still felt breathless. It was the fright 
I’d had aff ecting my lungs. “What are you doing down  here, 
Mr. Bernard?”

“I heard a noise,” said Mr. Bernard, with great dignity. 
“You seem to be a little— well, dusty.”

“Yes.” Dusty, scratched, and tearstained. I stealthily 
wiped my cheeks.

Mr. Bernard’s owl eyes  were examining me in the 
beam of the fl ashlight. I looked defi antly back at him. It 
 wasn’t forbidden to get into a cupboard in the middle of 
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the night, was it? And why I should was no business of Mr. 
Bernard’s.

Did he actually sleep in his glasses?
“It’s another two hours before the alarm clocks go 

off ,” he said at last. “I suggest you spend the time in your 
bed. I’m going to get a little more rest myself. Good night.”

“Good night, Mr. Bernard,” I said.
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Despite a thorough search of the  house, it proved impossible to 
lay hands on the girl thief seen early this morning in the town 
 house of Lord Horatio Montrose (Inner Circle) in Bourdon Place. 
She probably escaped by climbing out of a window into the gar-
den. The  house keeper, Mrs. Mason, drew up a list of items found 
to be missing: silver cutlery and valuable jewelry, the property of 
Lady Montrose, including a necklace given to Lord Montrose’s 
mother by the Duke of Wellington. Lady Montrose is at present 
in the country.

From The Annals of the Guardians
12 July 1851

Report: David Loyde, Adept 2nd Degree
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“YOU LOOK WORN OUT,” said Lesley in the school 
yard at break.

“I feel terrible.”
Lesley patted my arm. “All the same, those dark rings 

under your eyes kind of suit you,” she said, trying to cheer 
me up. “They make your eyes look extra blue.”

I smiled. Lesley was so sweet. We  were sitting on the 
bench under the chestnut tree, and we could only talk in 
whispers, because Cynthia Dale was sitting behind us with 
a girlfriend, and right beside them Gordon Gelderman was 
talking about football with two other boys from our class, 
in a voice somewhere between a duck’s quack and a bear’s 
growl. I didn’t want them to overhear us. They all thought 
I was weird enough anyway.

“Oh, Gwen, you really ought to have told your mother.”
“You’ve said that at least fi fty times now.”

FI V E
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“Yes, because it’s true. I  can’t understand why you 
didn’t.”

“Because I . . .  no, to be honest, I don’t understand why 
myself. Somehow or other, I suppose I was hoping it 
 wouldn’t happen again.”

“But that adventure in the night— I mean, just think 
what could have happened to you! Take your great- aunt’s 
vision— it has to mean you’re in danger. The clock stands 
for time travel, the tall tower for danger, and the bird . . .  
oh, you shouldn’t have woken her up! It’d probably have 
gotten really exciting at that point. I’m going to Google 
the  whole thing this afternoon— raven, sapphire, tower, 
mountain ash tree. I’ve found a Web site about extrasen-
sory phenomena—it tells you lots of stuff . And I’ve looked 
up loads of books about time travel for us. And fi lms. Back 
to the Future, parts one to three. Maybe we can fi nd out 
something from those. . . .”

I thought about what fun it had always been, sitting 
on the sofa in Lesley’s  house watching DVDs. Sometimes 
we used to mute the sound and synchronize our own 
words with the pictures.

“Are you feeling dizzy?”
I shook my head. Now I knew what it had been like for 

poor Charlotte these last few weeks. Being asked all the 
time whether I was dizzy really got on my nerves. Particu-
larly when I was always sort of listening to myself and 
waiting for the dizzy feeling.

“If we only knew when it will happen again,” said 
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Lesley. “I do think it’s unfair. Charlotte has been pre-
pared for this for ages, but you’ve been thrown in at the 
deep end.”

“I’ve no idea what Charlotte would have done last 
night if she’d been chased by the man who was sleeping in 
our built- in cupboard,” I said. “I don’t think the dancing 
and fencing lessons would have been much use there. No 
 horse in sight for her to  ride away on, either.”

I giggled, imagining Charlotte in my place, running 
all over the  house to get away from the angry young man 
called Walter who slept in the cupboard. Perhaps she’d 
have snatched a sword off  the wall in the salon and slaugh-
tered all the poor servants.

“No, silly, of course those things  wouldn’t have done 
her any good. But they  wouldn’t have happened to her, 
 because that chrono- thingy would have sent her somewhere 
 else. Somewhere nice and peaceful. A place where nothing 
could harm her! But you risk your life instead of telling your 
family they’ve been teaching the wrong person.”

“Maybe by now Charlotte has traveled in time as well. 
Then they’ll have what they wanted anyway.”

Lesley sighed and began going through the stack of 
paper on her lap. She had prepared a fi le of useful informa-
tion for me. Well, more or less useful. For instance, she 
had printed out photos of vintage cars. According to them, 
the car I’d seen on my fi rst journey through time dated 
from 1906.

“Jack the Ripper was haunting the East End in 1888. 
The stupid thing is, no one’s ever found out who he was. 
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All sorts of people have been suspected, but there’s never 
been any proof. So if you ever lose your way in the East 
End in 1888, any man you meet is potentially dangerous. 
The Great Fire of London was in 1666, and there was plague 
in the city practically all the time, but 1348, 1528, and 1665 
 were particularly bad years. Then there’s the Blitz in the 
Second World War. The air raids began in 1940 and left 
 almost all of London in ruins. You’d better fi nd out if your 
 house escaped being hit. If so, you’ll be safe there. Other-
wise St. Paul’s Cathedral would be a good place, because it 
did get hit once, but almost miraculously, it stayed stand-
ing. So, you could hide there.”

“It all sounds dreadfully dangerous,” I said.
“Yes, I always thought of time travel as more roman-

tic. I mean, I kind of imagined Charlotte in her own his-
torical fi lms. Dancing with Mr. Darcy at a ball, falling in 
love with some sexy Highlander. Telling Anne Boleyn it 
would be a really, really bad idea to marry Henry VIII. 
That kind of thing.”

“Anne Boleyn’s the one they beheaded?”
Lesley nodded. “There’s a great fi lm with Natalie Port-

man. I could borrow us the DVD. . . .  Gwen, please prom-
ise me you’ll talk to your mum today.”

“I promise. I’ll do it to night.”
“Where’s Charlotte?” Cynthia craned her neck to look 

around the tree trunk. “I wanted to copy her Shakespeare 
essay. Er— I mean I wanted to get a few ideas from it.”

“Charlotte’s not well,” I said.
“What’s the matter with her?”
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“Diarrhea,” said Lesley. “Very bad. Spends all her time 
sitting on the loo.”

“Ew, spare us the details!” said Cynthia. “Can I look at 
your essays, then, you two?”

“We  haven’t fi nished them yet,” said Lesley. “We’re 
going to watch Shakespeare in Love again fi rst.”

“You can read my essay,” Gordon Gelderman said in 
his deepest bass voice. His head appeared on the other side 
of the tree trunk. “All out of Wikipedia.”

“I might just as well look up Wikipedia for myself,” 
said Cynthia.

The bell rang, and break was over.
“Double En glish,” groaned Gordon. “For a man, that’s 

torture. But I can see Cynthia slobbering already when 
she thinks of Prince Charming.”

“Shut up, Gordon.”
Everyone knew that Gordon never shut up. “I  can’t 

imagine why you all think Mr. Whitman is so great. I 
mean, he’s such a poof!”

“He is not!” Cynthia said indignantly, standing up.
“He’s defi nitely gay!” Gordon followed her to the 

 entrance. He’d be needling Cynthia all the way up to the 
second fl oor.

Lesley rolled her eyes. “Come on,” she said, and gave 
me her hand to pull me up from the bench. “Off  we go for 
our date with Prince Charming Squirrel!”

We caught up with Cynthia and Gordon on the stairs 
up to the second fl oor. They  were still talking about Mr. 
Whitman.
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“You can tell from that weird signet ring he wears,” 
said Gordon. “Only gay guys wear that sort of thing.”

“My grandfather always wore a signet ring,” I said, 
 although I didn’t really want to get mixed up in this.

“Then your grandfather was gay too,” said Gordon.
“You’re just jealous,” said Cynthia.
“Jealous? Me?”
“Of course you are. Because Mr. Whitman is the best- 

looking, most masculine, cleverest, straightest guy ever. 
Next to him you look like a silly, weedy little boy.”

“Thanks very much for the compliment,” said Mr. 
Whitman. He’d appeared behind us, unnoticed, with a 
stack of paper under his arm and, as always, breathtak-
ingly good- looking. (Even if he did also look a bit like a 
squirrel.)

Cynthia went even redder than bright scarlet in the 
face, if that’s possible. I actually felt sorry for her.

Gordon grinned nastily.
“As for you, Gordon, maybe you ought to do a little 

research into signet rings and their wearers,” said Mr. 
Whitman. “I’d like you to write a short essay on the sub-
ject by next week.”

Now Gordon went red. But unlike Cynthia, he could 
still speak. “For En glish or history?” he squeaked.

“I’d welcome it if you would concentrate on the his-
torical aspects, but I leave you an entirely free hand there. 
Shall we say fi ve pages by Monday?” Mr. Whitman opened 
our classroom door and smiled brightly at us. “In you go.”

“I hate him,” muttered Gordon, sitting down.

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   85207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   85 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



KERSTIN GIER

  86  

Lesley patted him consolingly on the shoulder. “I 
think it’s mutual.”

“Please tell me that was just a bad dream,” said Cynthia.
“It was only a dream,” I said obligingly. “Mr. Whitman 

didn’t really hear a word about you thinking he’s the 
sexiest man alive.”

Groaning, Cynthia sank into her chair. “Earth, kindly 
open and swallow me up!”

I sat down at my place next to Lesley. “Poor thing— 
she’s still as red as a tomato.”

“And I think she’ll be a tomato to the end of her school  
days. Was that ever embarrassing!”

“Maybe Mr. Whitman will give her better marks now.”
Mr. Whitman glanced at Charlotte’s place and looked 

thoughtful.
“Mr. Whitman? Charlotte’s not well,” I said. “I’m not 

sure if my aunt called the school secretary’s offi  ce—”
“She has diarrhea!” bleated Cynthia. Obviously she 

felt an urgent need not to be the only one with something 
to be embarrassed about.

“Charlotte is excused,” said Mr. Whitman. “She’ll prob-
ably be absent for a few days. Until everything has . . .  
returned to normal.” He turned around and wrote The 
Sonnet on the board in chalk. “Can someone tell me how 
many sonnets Shakespeare wrote?”

“What did he mean by returned to normal?” I whis-
pered to Lesley.

“I didn’t get the impression he was talking about 
Charlotte’s diarrhea,” Lesley whispered back.
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Neither did I.
“Have you ever taken a close look at his signet ring?” 

Lesley whispered.
“No, have you?”
“There’s a star on it. A star with twelve points.”
“So?”
“Twelve points— like on a clock.”
“A clock  doesn’t have points.”
Lesley rolled her eyes. “Doesn’t that ring a bell with 

you? Twelve! Clock! Time! Time travel! I bet you . . .  Gwen?”
“Oh, no!” I said. My insides  were going on a roller- 

coaster  ride again.
Lesley stared at me, horrifi ed. “Oh, no!”
I was just as horrifi ed. The last thing I wanted was to 

dissolve into thin air in front of the entire class. So I got up 
and staggered to the door, my hand pressed to my stomach.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” I told Mr. Whitman. I 
didn’t wait for his answer. I fl ung the door open and tot-
tered out into the corridor.

“Maybe someone ought to go with her,” I heard Mr. 
Whitman say. “Lesley, please would you . . . ?”

Lesley came racing after me, fi rmly closing the class-
room door. “Okay, quick! Into the girls’ toilets. No one 
will see us there. Gwen? Gwenny?”

Lesley’s face blurred before my eyes. Her voice 
seemed to come from very far away. And then she’d dis-
appeared entirely. I was standing on my own in a corridor 
papered with magnifi cent gold- patterned wallpaper. In-
stead of the school’s ugly linoleum fl oor tiles, beautiful 
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wooden fl oorboards stretched ahead of me, polished to a high 
sheen, with elaborate patterns in the wood. It was obviously 
night, or at least eve ning, but candleholders with lighted 
candles  were fi xed to brackets on the walls, and chandeliers 
hung from the painted ceiling, also with candles burning in 
them. Everything was bathed in soft, golden light.

My fi rst thought was Great, I didn’t fall over this time. 
My second thought was Where can I hide around  here before 
anyone sees me?

Because I  wasn’t alone in this  house. I heard music 
from below. Violin music. And voices.

A lot of voices.
The familiar school corridor was almost unrecogniz-

able now. I tried to remember the way the space  here was 
divided up. Behind me had to be my classroom door, and 
in the room opposite, Mrs. Counter was now teaching 
 geography to Year Six. Next to the Year Six classroom was 
a stockroom for equipment. If I hid in there, at least no 
one would see me materializing when I came back.

On the other hand, the stockroom was usually locked, 
so it might not be a great idea to hide there after all. If I 
traveled forward again through time and landed in a locked 
room, then supposing I found a way to get out, I’d also 
have to think up some plausible explanation of how on 
earth I got there in the fi rst place.

But if I hid in one of the other rooms, when I traveled 
to my own time again, I’d be materializing out of nowhere 
in front of an entire classroom, including a teacher. 
 Explaining that would probably be a lot harder.
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I thought maybe I should just stay in this corridor and 
hope it  wouldn’t last long. After all, I’d been gone for only 
a few minutes both times I’d traveled into the past.

I leaned against the brocade wallpaper and waited 
hopefully for the dizzy sensation. Confused voices and 
laughter drifted up from down below. I heard glasses clink-
ing and then the violins playing again. It sounded as if a lot 
of people  were having a good time down there. Maybe 
James was at the party. After all, he used to live  here. I imag-
ined him very much alive, dancing somewhere downstairs.

A pity I  couldn’t meet him. But he probably  wouldn’t 
have been pleased if I told him how we knew each other. I 
mean how we would know each other some day, long after 
he died . . .  er, long after he would be dead.

If I only knew what he’d died from, maybe I could 
warn him. Listen, James, on the fi fteenth of July a tile will fall 
on your head in Park Lane, so you’d better stay at home that day. 
The stupid thing was that James didn’t know what he’d 
died of. He didn’t even know he was dead. Er, was going 
to die. Would be dead.

The longer you thought about this time travel stuff , 
the more complicated it got.

I heard footsteps on the stairs. Someone was running 
up them. No, two someones. Dammit,  couldn’t you even 
stand around  here for a couple of minutes in peace and 
quiet? Now where? I decided on the room opposite, the 
one that in my own time was the Year Six classroom. The 
door handle stuck. It took me a couple of seconds to real-
ize I must push it up and not down.

207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   89207-45672_ch01_6P.indd   89 2/15/11   10:34 AM2/15/11   10:34 AM



KERSTIN GIER

  90  

When I fi nally managed to slip into the room, the foot-
steps  were quite close. There  were candles burning in 
brackets on the walls  here, too. How careless to leave 
them alight with no one in the room! At home I’d be dead 
if I forgot to blow out a tea light in the sewing room in 
the eve ning.

I looked around for somewhere to hide, but there 
 wasn’t much furniture in this room. Some kind of sofa 
with curvy gilded legs, a desk, upholstered chairs, nothing 
you could hide behind if you  were any larger than a mouse. 
So all I could do was get behind one of the fl oor- length 
golden yellow curtains— not a very original hiding place. 
But so far no one was looking for me.

I could hear voices out in the corridor now.
“Where do you think you’re going?” asked a man’s 

voice. It sounded rather angry.
“Anywhere! Away from you, that’s all,” replied another 

voice. It was the voice of a girl, a girl in fl oods of tears, to be 
precise. To my alarm, she came right into the room. And the 
man came after her. Through the curtain I could see their 
shadows moving.

Of course, what did I expect? Of all the rooms up  here, 
they had to choose the one where I was hiding.

“Leave me alone,” said the girl’s voice.
“I  can’t leave you alone,” said the man. “Whenever I 

leave you alone, you do something rash without thinking 
fi rst.”

“Go away!” said the girl again.
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“No, I won’t. Listen, I’m sorry that happened. I ought 
not to have allowed it.”

“But you did! Because you had eyes only for her!”
The man laughed a little. “You’re jealous!”
“You’d like that,  wouldn’t you?”
Oh, great! A couple in the middle of a lovers’ tiff . This 

could go on forever. I’d be kicking my heels behind this 
curtain until I traveled back and suddenly materialized in 
front of the windows in Mrs. Counter’s geography lesson. 
Maybe I could tell her I’d been doing a physics experi-
ment. Or I’d been there all the time and she just hadn’t 
noticed me.

“The count will wonder where we are,” said the man’s 
voice.

“Then he can just send his Transylvanian friend look-
ing for us, that’s what your count can do. He’s not even 
really a count. His title’s as much of a fake as the rosy cheeks 
of that . . .  what was her name again?” The girl gave an 
angry little snort through her nose as she spoke.

Somehow or other, I knew that sound. I knew it very 
well. I cautiously peered out from behind the curtain. The 
two of them  were standing right in front of the door, with 
their profi les turned to me. The girl really was only a girl, 
wearing a fantastic dress, midnight blue silk and embroi-
dered brocade, with a skirt so wide she’d probably have 
trouble getting through a normal doorway in it. She had 
snow- white hair piled up into a strange sort of mountain 
on top of her head, with ringlets falling to her shoulders. It 
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had to be a wig. The man had white hair too, held together 
with a ribbon at the nape of his neck. In spite of having 
hair like se nior citizens, they both looked very young and 
very attractive, especially the man. He was more of a boy, 
really, maybe eigh teen or nineteen years old. But stagger-
ingly good- looking. A perfect masculine profi le. I  couldn’t 
take my eyes off  him. I leaned much farther out of my 
hiding place than I really meant to.

“I’ve forgotten her name already,” said the boy, still 
laughing.

“Liar!”
“The count’s not responsible for Rakoczy’s behavior,” 

said the boy, serious again now. “He’ll certainly be repri-
manded for that. You don’t have to like the count, you 
only have to respect him.”

The girl snorted scornfully again, and again it sounded 
strangely familiar. “I don’t have to do anything,” she said, 
abruptly turning toward the window. That meant turning 
to me. I wanted to disappear right behind the curtain, but 
I froze mid- movement.

This was impossible!
The girl had my face. I was looking into my own star-

tled eyes!
She seemed as surprised as I was, but she got over her 

shock faster. She made a movement with her hand.
Hide! her gesture clearly said. Disappear!
Breathing hard, I put my head back behind the cur-

tain. Who was she? There just  couldn’t be such a likeness 
between us. I simply had to look again.
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“What was that?” I heard the boy saying.
“Nothing!” said the girl. Was that by any chance also 

my voice?
“At the window.”
“Nothing, I said.”
“There could be someone standing behind the curtain 

listening to . . .” What ever he was saying was cut short by 
his sound of surprise. Suddenly there was silence. Now 
what had happened?

Without thinking, I pushed the curtain aside. The girl 
who looked like me had planted her lips right on the boy’s 
mouth. He took it passively at fi rst, then he put his arms 
around her waist and pulled her closer. The girl shut her 
eyes.

Suddenly there  were butterfl ies dancing in my stom-
ach. It was odd, watching yourself kiss someone. I thought 
I did it pretty well. I realized that the girl was kissing the 
boy only to take his mind off  me. Nice of her, but why 
was she doing it? And how was I going to get past them 
unnoticed?

The butterfl ies in my stomach turned to a fl ock of 
birds in fl ight, and the picture of the couple kissing blurred 
before my eyes. And then, suddenly, I was in the Year Six 
classroom with my nerves in shreds.

All was still.
I’d expected an outcry from all the students when I 

suddenly appeared, and someone— maybe Mrs. Counter— 
falling down in a faint with the shock of it.

But the classroom was empty. I groaned with relief. At 
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least I’d been lucky this time. I dropped into a chair and 
put my head down on the desk in front of it. What had just 
happened was more than I could take in for the moment. 
The girl, the gorgeous guy, the kiss. . . .  

The girl hadn’t just looked like me.
The girl was me.
There was no possible mistake. I’d recognized myself, 

beyond any shadow of doubt, by the little birthmark in the 
shape of a half- moon on my temple, the one Aunt Glenda 
always called Gwenny’s funny little banana.

There  couldn’t be two diff erent people who looked so 
much alike.
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