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Chapter 1

	An adventure doesn’t always start when the hero falls into it. Often an adventure has started many years earlier with many different people doing many different things. This one started not when Lucas was forced to read a book, but when a book came to find him.

	**********

	The shop sat in a row of shops on a street where people walked every day, going to wherever people went. A long time ago, when the street was busy and full of life, they used to stop and point at the display of books trying to entice them inside. Only now, the display was reduced to a faded few covers, the window streaked with the grime of life—somewhat like the people that walked on by. Because things change, so did the street. When a huge mall was built in the centre of town, everyone scrambled to find space in the new shopping plaza, except the few who liked being where they were.  

	While the world had mostly forgotten him, it hadn’t completely passed him by, and now and then, someone would enter. They would either find an out-of-date treat or leave hastily with scornful comparisons to the shiny new book chains in the mall. Those shops were full of glamour and glitz and had books about being happy, being sad, being rich, being well, being wonderful, being alone, and being together. They had books about babies and puppies and kittens, and they offered advice about every area of life—except maybe how to live it.

	The owner didn’t mind that his shop had fallen behind because it still gave him joy in every way. It was small and comfortable, and yes, maybe a bit threadbare like him, but the people who came back did so to enjoy unexpected treasures. They stroked the old books with fingers filled with fond memories and smiled when they told him what they had shared with the book. He would tell them about other stories, of other excitements yet to be experienced. He had read every one of his books several times and the stories had taken him far away to distant adventures where true hearts won and the worlds were charmed. At least he had read every book bar one.

	That particular book sat in the corner of the shop, obscured by a layer of dust and overshadowed by those of gaudier design. It had nothing to recommend it beyond a plain red leather cover, now cracked and worn with age. The title had faded to little more than a gold outline and a frayed silk page marker fell forlornly to one side. It would be easy to walk past this book because there was nothing to reveal the enchantment of the contents. No embossed fancy carvings, no antique pewter hinges to hold the cover intact, no jagged edges of ancient parchment. To the ordinary eye, it was nothing more than a boring old book.

	But to the owner of the shop it was something else; to him it was a book waiting for a place, because even his careful eyes couldn’t make sense of the jumble of letters. Try as he might, and no matter how much he squinted the letters wove and danced upon the page. That was how he knew the book was waiting and that was how he knew the story was magic. 

	He was tall and thin, with wispy brown hair, and stooped for no reason at all. He always looked like he was wearing the same clothes, which he nearly was, since he only had four shirts and two pairs of trousers. He lived upstairs because that was the right place to live. A very long time ago, he had hoped to be married and have a wife live upstairs with him. Only she never appeared and that dream, like the others, faded into dust settling in the corners.

	Each day he would open his shop, ready for a new adventure, and each day he watched as customers walked past the book. Though some picked it up, even fewer leafed through the almost translucent paper. Every time a new customer found the book, the owner watched carefully from behind the counter while he waited for it to claim a new home. At first, he thought it would be a child, because everyone knew children could see the magical in everything. They believed in the impossible and faced the improbable with unwavering sense. Surely the book would appreciate the keen eyes of a child!

	Yet none stopped to make a purchase, and he watched it shoved aside for something that looked more exciting, like books with hypnotic illusions or glittery covers. He tried showing it to parents who became impatient the moment they couldn’t read the title. After a while, he stopped, because he believed that time wasn’t always interested in straight lines.

	So the book waited as teenagers dropped it under the table in preference for stories about romances with supernatural creatures or gossip about movie stars. It became buried under a stack of self-help and how-to books while unhappy adults looked for answers anywhere else but within.

	Moments, minutes, hours, days, years passed, and even though the owner had become grey with age, he knew there were certain truths in the universe that nothing could change: chocolate was delicious, birds exaggerated, and some books waited to be found.

	Except the person who found the book was not one that he would have chosen, or even considered, because she was as shabby as the exterior of the cover.

	She stomped in from a rainy day, and once inside, shook herself like a large creature trying to dry off. She was old, but how old he couldn’t tell. She wasn’t young and she wasn’t decrepit—just old. Her grey hair was frizzy and escaped her head in all directions; her small dark eyes squinted as if she was trying to put a big picture into a tiny frame, and her mouth pursed into a tiny circle like she had been sucking lemons all day. She didn’t smell nice at all—not like flowers or pretty soap. Instead, she smelled like wet newspapers and damp carpet. Everything she wore was black, and it faded into one blob, making it impossible to see if her dress was clean or dirty, while her shoes cracked when she walked, letting the world know she was about.

	She moved around the shop slowly, and when the owner offered to help, she waved him back with a warped umbrella that didn’t look like it could be opened, even if she tried. She had thin arms and legs but a round, fat middle, and the owner thought that would be useful when swimming—like wearing your own tyre. He knew there was something different about her because she didn’t make conversation just to hear her own voice. What sounds she made had no description, so he didn’t even try to chat.

	“Kshup.”

	At first, he thought the noise was her wanting his attention, so he crossed the floor to help her. He pointed to a bookshelf that almost groaned under the weight of hundreds of books shoved into every possible space.

	“There is a selection of romances on the back wall. They are of every type: historical and hysterical and heartbreaking, and even heart-warming.”

	She waved him aside as if he was a fly annoying her. “Kshup.”

	Her beady eyes scanned the large room while her mouth became even smaller until she almost swallowed her lips.

	He tried offering her another selection. “On the left wall are adventure stories—of trekking and terror and tyranny and triumph.”

	This time she made a noise that sounded like a burp gone wrong. “Barrump.”

	Trying to find something to interest her, he continued. “We have travel, both ordinary and time; cooking, both plain and fancy; ages, both new and old.”

	He watched her reply ripple up her stomach and towards her throat as if it was about to be torn from her mouth.

	“Harumph!”

	He tried hopefully. “There is comedy and komedy, satire and slapstick, farce, farts, and irony.”

	She moved her lips again. “Kspshh.”

	A bit worried that he was harming more than helping, he stepped back to the safety of behind the counter and watched her move through the shop. She would stop by a pile of books, but instead of moving them aside, she bent over and tilted her head to read the titles at whatever angle they sat.

	She crouched down to read those in boxes below the tables and stood on her toes to read those high on the shelf. She read and read and read; yet not once did she touch a book—not even with her ugly, warped umbrella. He stopped himself from offering her help, because he knew that she knew he was there for the asking. What was the point of telling someone something they already knew? So he remained silently observing the strange lady absorb all the titles in the shop.

	The thing about life is that when you least expect it, that is when it happens. This is a truth of the universe, like the rain is full of hope and cats don’t believe in astrology. 

	She found the book hidden by other books and very carefully, like a mouse avoiding a hawk, she poked at the pile with a long, skinny finger. The rest of the books fell to the floor with a clatter, but the owner didn’t move, because he was holding his breath. He knew something was happening. He wasn’t sure what, because there is a moment in time—just a second—when good and evil could be the same thing. He froze in anticipation, for in that second she opened the cover slowly and started to read.

	He wanted to ask her if the letters made sense to her. Maybe she was just a crazy old lady moving her lips to look like she was reading. He said nothing and he did nothing as he stood like a statue, with only the blinking of his eyes to show his excitement. If he expected the world to change with a swirl or a bang, he was going to be disappointed because nothing happened while they both stayed there—two shabby creatures in a shabby shop waiting for the universe to explain itself.

	After a few minutes, she closed the book with a snap and carried it to the counter, where he stood in shock as she fished out a small change purse from her bosom.

	“How much?” Her voice was deep and dark like a cave full of bats.

	“Ten.” His voice went squeaky, and she glared at him. “Eight.” She still glared.

	“Five—”

	“This book needs to be read,” her voice boomed over his.

	He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say, so he nodded while she pulled some coins out of her purse. She threw a few on the counter and he struggled to keep her there.

	“Can you read it?”

	“What?” Her brows lifted as if she was noticing him for the first time. “Of course I can read it. Can’t you? What sort of fellow owns a bookstore if he can’t read?”

	He wasn’t insulted because he was chasing something more important; he wanted answers about the book.

	“I can’t read the letters. They are blurry and strange to me.”

	She pursed her lips and gave him a pitying look. “What you need are some glasses! Too vain for them, are you? And look what happens! You can’t even read a simple title!”

	She picked up the book and held it far away from her to get a good look.

	“The Garden of Eternal Sorrow. That sounds like a tragic tale from the title. No wonder it was shoved way at the back out of sight. Even so, I know where this belongs—and that’s not here!”

	She tapped her nose as if telling him a secret, while her eyes gleamed with knowledge, but he had no idea what she was doing. All he wanted was to pull her aside and find out where it belonged, what the story was about—anything to explain the dancing letters that wouldn’t sit still.

	Instead, she threw another coin on the counter and stomped out before he could say a word. It didn’t matter what price he might have decided for the book because he knew in his heart that some things just were. Like the way of the truths of the universe and the impossible adventures of those not looking. The owner stood behind his counter, never to know the experience that got away from him, because this story left with the old woman when she went back out into the rain.

	 


Chapter 2

	There are certain truths in the universe: magic doesn’t always stay in one place, lies can travel, and Rosemunda might indeed know everything. 

	***********

	While others might think she was unimportant to the story this old woman was, in fact, very important. She had been for many years. Her name was Rosemunda, but very few called her Rose.

	She told all the children she knew that she was 142 and had earned her long life from clean living and good shoes. No one believed her because she looked neither clean nor well shod, though none bothered to argue with her.

	If anyone did, she would start making a series of strange noises until she drowned out the conversation. According to Rosemunda, she knew everything about everything and talking back only wasted time. She hated wasting time since she considered herself a busy person: busy with ideas, busy with instructions, busy with life.

	She lived at the top of a huge house that was once a family mansion, and she partitioned bits off to rent. Her tenants also knew better than to argue with her because she charged very little rent for very big rooms, and while they might have peeling paint and strange noises in the night, it was still the best deal in town.

	Rosemunda would spend her days huffing all the way up the stairs to her rooms at the top, just to come back down again every hour to pass her wisdom along to her tenants. She banged her warped umbrella against their doors, and once opened, she would express her opinions to the impatient listener. 

	While the tenants yawned at the advice she gave away free, her eyes were watching for a moment that had never happened.

	What she did on the top floor was never known because Rosemunda didn’t allow her tenants into her space. They would hear the complaints of old things being moved about and no matter how many times people asked about the scrapes and groans, that was as many times as she didn’t answer them.

	The next morning she sat at her long, heavy table and waited for the sun to shine through the large, dusty window. The window was wider and taller than Rosemunda, and each year the dust sat a little thicker on the glass. Each year the sun would struggle a bit more to be seen through the grime. Yet Rosemunda didn’t bother with dust just as she didn’t bother with leaking sinks, ghosts, and noisy toilets.

	The book sat in front of her and she looked carefully at the letters on the cover. They stayed quite still and she easily read the gold on the red leather. It was a well-made book, for leather covers and silk bookmarks were expensive items. Like her house, it had fallen into disrepair, and she sucked on her lips while she read the title—The Garden of Eternal Sorrow.

	In truth that was all she could read of the book, something she hadn’t wanted to admit to the bookstore owner. Beyond the title the words were, like he said, moving and wobbly. She opened the book with a finger and examined the pages closely. The paper looked just like paper, and she leaned forward to sniff the book. It smelled like an old book—musty and full of secrets, but the words were not what they should be. They moved and changed as if the story was being held prisoner, and try as she might, Rosemunda couldn’t read any of it. 

	Except she still knew everything about everything, and what she knew was that this book needed to be read. She waited for the sun to light up the pages and when nothing changed, she knew the answers would be found elsewhere and by someone else, because magic had its own way of doing things.

	Rosemunda sat across from the book while she ate breakfast. She always ate the same thing: three pieces of toast and two cups of tea. She was dressed in a dress that could have been black or grey, and the leather of her shoes objected with every step. She looked out the large window, but the layers of grime kept the world no more than a blur underneath. 

	She moved her lips while she thought of everything she knew, but there was no decision to make—not when you already knew the answers.

	 So she took out her warped umbrella, put on her big coat, and put the book inside her enormous bag. When she left the top floor, she always wore her big coat and carried her enormous bag because she never knew where life would take her. Today she definitely had places to go, since this was a book waiting to be found.

	Each floor of her house had been divided into two apartments. They did not bring in a lot of money because the hot water often broke. Sometimes the pipes made haunted noises all night and there were always mice of some sort. 

	She puffed and groaned as she navigated the large stairwell until she reached the next floor. There she stood on the landing while looking at the two doors. One apartment was rented to a rail-thin woman who worked selling tickets in a train station. Her name was Joanne and she always wanted to know exactly what; Joanne could only accept facts, and so when Rosemunda spoke to her, she only said things that were absolute. Like if it was raining, not that it might rain, or if it was night, not that it was getting late.

	Joanne wore a blue uniform that made her look like a stretched ballpoint pen, and while Rosemunda thought she added nothing to the world, she tolerated her reliable rent. She also knew that people who wanted to know exactly had no time for anything that could be enchanted.

	The other apartment concerned her because a very interesting little girl lived there. She contemplated that had the book needed a child, it would have found one, except maybe this particular book needed a particular child—and this child was indeed a particular sort. There was a faint number four on the door and she gave it a brisk rap with her umbrella. The door was quickly opened by the little girl and Rosemunda could see her mother in the background talking on her phone while she ignored everyone else.

	This family had nothing to resemble happiness, since the mother was too busy to notice life or even her little girl. She fussed, she fumbled, and she fluttered about without achieving anything because she never really looked where she was going.

	Her little girl was called Cora and was fluffy like a dandelion gone to seed. She was delicate and looked as if she was about to blow away in a gust of wind. Her blond hair frizzed up in soft curls; her face had a button nose and periwinkle blue eyes. She could have been pretty, only Rosemunda didn’t notice things like that as she only noticed which way to go and the gossip of mice. She sometimes saw the girl twirling in circles on the landing or sitting on the steps while reading huge books with long names—names that she was certain the child didn’t understand, but it wasn’t her place to take books from children. She was busy setting the world in order by telling it everything she knew.

	Cora stood in the doorway eating a piece of toast and her face was smeared with jam. 

	“Hello, Rose.” The girl might be odd and her mouth full of toast, but she still had manners.

	Rosemunda, on the other hand, did not. “I have a book,” she boomed at the little girl, who scratched herself without grace. 

	“Does anyone die?” The blue of her eyes shone with curiosity.

	Rosemunda frowned at the question because she knew Cora was preoccupied with death and other stuff that maybe she shouldn’t have considered. Except she raised herself, so her thoughts were going to be her own.

	“What sort of idea is that?”

	Cora licked the top of the toast. “It’s not an idea; it’s how stories go. Someone always dies in a good story.”

	Rosemunda frowned. “I don’t know if anyone dies in it. I don’t read stories hoping someone will die. That’s a gruesome thought for someone small as you.”

	Cora looked up at her and her bright blue eyes blinked at the idea of being small. 

	“If you don’t know what the story is, then how do you know if it’s a good story?”

	She shook her head at the little girl. “Stories are either good or bad—and death is just a by-product of storytelling. I tell you what, though; if you can read the title, then it’s yours.”

	She took the book from her bag and held it in front of the little girl, who wrinkled her button nose. 

	“Why should I read a story that’s not good?”

	“Look,” fumed an exasperated Rosemunda, “no one has to die for it to be good.”

	Cora shook her head. “But in all the best ones they do.” She squinted at the page. “It’s all funny lines and stuff.”

	Rosemunda tried opening the pages to give Cora a better look, since Cora was not an ordinary girl. Only she was, because all she did was shake her head at the book. 

	“The words are moving on the page. What sort of book is this?” she asked.

	Cora’s mother was still ignoring them in the background and Rosemunda didn’t have time to tell the girl things but she wanted her to know them anyway. 

	“I will tell you later, and you need some better books to read.”

	Cora gave her a Cora smile. “I already read all the best ones.”

	“Kshup,” Rosemunda ended the conversation with the disapproving noise. She turned her back to the girl as she moved down the stairs to the first floor.

	This floor had two more apartments and one was rented to a retired gentleman called Mr. Horace Hollow. She knew he was a gentleman because he was always polite, even to sniggering girls on the street and surly boys sitting in the gutter. She knew he was retired, because that was how he introduced himself.

	No one knew exactly what he was retired from, since he would only talk about important papers in hushed tones. He spent his days at a small cafe down the street where he drank coffee with other retired gentlemen while they discussed the state of the world. People who discussed the affairs of others were always too busy to consider the state of their own. Therefore, Rosemunda knew Mr. Horace Hollow was not the right person.

	The other apartment was rented to a lady who was between young and old and called herself an artist—only she said ar−teest like it was more special that way. Rosemunda had seen her art and thought that maybe the lady would do better if she went out after life instead of staring out the window waiting for it to come to her. She never told her, and she did like having an artist as a tenant, even if she couldn’t speak like a proper person.

	Her name was Susan, but she changed it to Sasannah to allow the colours in her soul to escape. Now Rosemunda knew about colours and she knew about souls, and she also knew that calling a button a pearl didn’t make it so.

	 Still, she rapped on the door because she was convinced that having an artist as a tenant would be useful one day. Sasannah opened the door with a flourish; she did everything with a flourish as she said it was her temperament to be so. She stood covered in bright scarves in the doorway, for they were the only true colour about her person. The rest of her had faded. Her once blond hair and honey brown eyes were now beige, and to Rosemunda she would have blended into the background if not for the scarves.

	“Rosemunda!” Sasannah greeted her like an old friend. “Do come in for some tea.”

	Rosemunda nodded because one thing Sasannah did better than anyone else was tea. She had a beautiful wooden box that held rows and rows of exotic tea bags: Oolong and Yunnan and Assam and Pu-erh. Rosemunda was determined to try them all, so she followed the floating scarves back into the cluttered apartment. There were easels filled with finished paintings, almost finished paintings, and never started paintings. Sasannah chattered about everything and anything, without stopping, because her mind, like her apartment, was cluttered with things she didn’t need.

	Rosemunda didn’t actually think that Sasannah would be able to read the book, except that she had a different way of looking at the world. She had colours and shapes, and they told their stories to her, so maybe this book would do the same. 

	Rosemunda was certain she knew everything about everything—apart from this book. That was the something she knew little about, although she had certain thoughts.

	She sat down at a tiny round table, the type you find in a cramped cafe so dimly lit the customers wouldn’t realise just how wobbly the table was or how spindly the chairs. Sasannah floated around the room while Rosemunda watched the scarves dip into teapots and trail through sugar bowls.

	“Now, now, now,” muttered Sasannah as if she was trying to remember why she was there at all, “what are we doing?”

	“Tea.” Rosemunda saw no point in pointless conversation; just say what is on your mind and get on with it.

	Sasannah beamed at her guest, for she really did have a kind soul despite the ar-teest layer on top. “Yes, of course! Today is Tuesday—”

	“Wednesday,” interrupted Rosemunda. “Today is Wednesday.”

	The wrong day didn’t bother Sasannah at all. “Aha! That makes it lapsang souchong.”

	Rosemunda was very pleased since this was a tea she hadn’t tasted. She took a sip of the smoky tea, and once deciding that she liked it, Rosemunda reached inside her huge bag.

	“I have a book!”

	“Oh,” said Sasannah, “how nice.”

	Rosemunda knew that she would not be able to read the book because anyone who loved books would have demanded to know the name or the adventure, or if anyone died.

	She took the book out—maybe Sasannah might have an idea—and laid it carefully on the small, wonky table. Sasannah crinkled up her face while her eyes chased the dancing letters.

	“It won’t let me read it!”

	Rosemunda was not surprised—not one bit! Sasannah was not the sort of person a magical book would let read it.

	“I can only read the cover,” she admitted, “but nothing else inside.”

	Sasannah reached out to touch it, but Rosemunda was already shoving it back inside her large bag. “This book needs to be found,” she boomed.

	Sasannah got up and walked around her apartment as if this was going to help her solve the mysteries of everything. After a few minutes, she went over to the dusty big window that looked over the front of the building. She looked out and Rosemunda didn’t have to get up to know where she was looking. It was at the building across the street. 

	Across the street to Rosemunda was a world—no—a universe away, because that was where Mrs. Daunt lived. Rosemunda almost spat at the thought of her name. Mrs. Daunt, the know-it-all of know-it-alls. She thought she knew everything about everything, but she hardly knew anything at all.

	Sasannah turned back to her. “Her nephew spilt milk on the floor and didn’t wipe it up. Mrs. Daunt slipped on it and fell down, so now he has to look after her until her leg is mended.”

	This was old news to Rosemunda, but she still gave a pleased snort. Mrs. Daunt breaking her leg sounded just fine to her, except that Sasannah was giving her that look—the one where colours spoke and shapes sang.

	“I think you should show the book to Mrs. Daunt.”

	Rosemunda already knew the truth but she didn’t want to see it. She wanted to squeal like a cranky child and never show that nosy cow her book. Magic belonged to those who respected it. Mrs. Daunt was too busy telling others how to live to respect it. Even though Rosemunda told Cora what to read and tried to tell Mr. Hollow about life, some people still needed to stay across the street.

	Rosemunda would have complained to Sasannah, but she was humming and painting, which meant she was finished speaking for the day.

	She let herself out and walked down the final ten steps to the foyer of the house. That was when she realised the only place left to go was outside—because most adventures tended to start there.

	 


Chapter 3

	Rosemunda stood outside on the steps leading back into her house. The street she lived on was a quiet street in what was once known as the place to live. It was lined with huge old houses where a few families lived for many years, except time ran away and with it their fortunes. It was no longer the place to live, though it was still a nice street in the middle of other nice streets. Most of the families were gone, but the houses stayed, as well as a few remnants of the past like Rosemunda and Mrs. Daunt.

	Mrs. Daunt had a story; it was one Rosemunda knew, yet she tried to keep far away from the truth. Except the truth will always chase down a lie—no matter who tells it.

	She didn’t use her first name. She always introduced herself as Mrs. Daunt and nothing else. She was short—probably the shortest person Rosemunda knew—and her body was round without looking fat. Her face was pudgy and soft, her eyes were faded blue marbles, and her white hair stuck up around her head like cotton wool. She sometimes walked with a cane, although Rosemunda was convinced she was just imitating her umbrella. When it came to life, Mrs. Daunt was only a shadow of imitations—at least according to Rosemunda.

	She looked up the street and down the street, as if daring there to be any onlookers, and when she was satisfied she heaved herself down the front steps. For anyone else, the walk across the street would just be a walk across a street. For Rosemunda it was crossing into another world, because she had shunned that side of the street since she was a young woman.

	There had once been a young man called Alfred who had the rudeness to call upon both Rosemunda and Mrs. Daunt in a cheerful, cheeky and casual manner. Alfred had the biggest grin in the world, flashing dark eyes and black curly hair. He whistled because he was always happy, such was the wont of the thoughtless, and he broke hearts everywhere. He didn’t see his wandering as breaking hearts, merely exploring life, until he came to the street of Mrs. Daunt and Rosemunda.

	The two girls were different as different could be. Mrs. Daunt was yellow and creamy like butter and a summer day. Rosemunda was commanding and imposing like a stormy night. Alfred liked them both the same for a while, but when it came between day and night, he preferred to see where he was going.

	So he married Mrs. Daunt, which is how she became Mrs. Daunt. Alfred stayed for a little while before his wandering heart and measuring eyes saw something elsewhere. He left, never to return, which gave Rosemunda great satisfaction since she could never comprehend how anyone could be happy living on that side of the street.

	Mrs. Daunt didn’t appear to notice the absence of Mr. Daunt and everyone would have gossiped about how she buried him in the backyard, but they all knew he was only three streets over in a new life. Then both women had other things in life to attend to as duty called them.

	Now there are certain truths of the universe that remain true even if Rosemunda chose to ignore them. Crickets make the best fortune-tellers, knowing everything doesn’t make you right, and autumn can live in a heart forever. Hers had been a jealous heart and she looked across at the world with autumn eyes, making Rosemunda prisoner of one-half of a street.

	Except today was a day where history broke and her eyes were alive with the curiosity of magic, so she put the past where it belonged and walked over to the door of Mrs. Daunt. 

	She rapped three times with her umbrella. Not because she thought Mrs. Daunt couldn’t hear her, because Mrs. Daunt could hear a beetle washing its face. She knew this since Mrs. Daunt gossiped about everyone and everything in a manner Rosemunda considered unseemly. Then again, Rosemunda considered most things unseemly, and she kept to thinking that kept unpleasant things away. Life had enough grief, no sense adding to it.
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