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A quiet autumn breeze blew gently; rustling golden maple leaves across the neighborhood yards of Newbury.  The quiet afternoon silence broke with the ringing clangs of bells signaling the end of another school day. Hundreds of young teens and pre-teens crowded the hallways opening and shutting locker doors, loading and unloading school bags and backpacks with torn and tattered textbooks. Laughter echoed while jubilant voices raised with excitement, as students hurried to catch their bus ride home, others took to the sidewalk. 

Dodging students, bumping into lofted schoolbags he raced carelessly exiting the school entrance and darted across the street. There was no time to waste; he had two hours to spend at the library before his Father would pick him up after work. The Library, a majestic sanctuary of knowledge from present day to golden years past, a jewel of innovation to imagination, yet with all its glory a dying institution. Newbury housed one of the last true Libraries.  Still running, Jimmy zigzagged through sleepy neighborhoods, his dirty sneakers coming untied. His steps slapped against the pavement. As he turned the corner, breathing heavily, the massive stone structure loomed against the backdrop of a crowded down town community center. Jimmy stopped to catch his breath. He dropped his torn backpack from his shoulders and set it on the ground and retied his shoes. Excitement swelled within as he quickly marched up the parade of steps that led to the entrance.  Once inside the awesome tower of row after row of books upon shelves from the third floor all the way down to the bottom floor overwhelmed his senses. As he stopped for a moment and took it all in he thought to himself; “This feeling never gets old.”  Jimmy, tall and slender, had no trouble peering at the books near the top shelves, and loved to squat down almost tipping over to read the labels of books resting at the bottom. This piece of heaven was his home away from home. Books filled with history and adventure of all kinds waited their turn for Jimmy to somehow find them and fill his mind with pleasure and amazing wonder.

“It sure is a beautiful thing eh Jimmy?”

“It sure is Mr. Mac,” a not terribly ugly but nerdy Jimmy replied adjusting his black military style, birth control glasses.

“Anything I can help you find today? How about an adventure to the Orient, or how about something with a ship on the high seas, or perhaps a space odyssey? What do you think?”

“I’m not sure yet. Maybe something with Knights, and pretty maidens,” combing his fingers through his uncombed wavy blond hair.

“You’re my kind of guy Jimmy. I know just where to look, follow me.”

Mr. Mac waddled his way around a few tables with students studying and led Jimmy towards the far edge of the library. He turned up one row and then around to another finally stopping. Short and fat his shirt half tucked he scratched his crusty beard. He eyeballed book titles long and hard and then stroked his balding head. “I’ll be right back.” After a few minutes Mr. Mac wheeled a tall stepping ladder up to the very edge he studied. As he climbed to the top he smiled:

“This one your gonna love my boy,” handing the book to Jimmy.  Jimmy held the book and examined the cover. Leather bound, old and worn the book felt ancient. Large gothic lettering colored in gold read “THE TALE of the MYSTERIOUS KNIGHT.”

“This book is a special one Jimmy. It’s magic.”

“Magic?”

Mr. Mac looked over his shoulders and lowered his voice to a soft whisper. He leaned in real close to Jimmy. Jimmy in turn lowered his head down to Mr. Macs level.  “I’ve been told that this book changes lives, and not only that, but some people that have read this book have never been the same after.”

Jimmy smiled. “Awe come on Mr. Mac, how can a book change your life. You’re only kidding me, right? Who believes that stuff anyway?”

“Suit yourself kid. I only pass on what I’ve been told. I get the superstition thing is not up your alley. I respect that.”

“It does look like an interesting read though.”

“You’ll thank me later kid.” Mr. Mac waddled his way.

“Yeah, sure thing Mr. Mac, thanks for the book.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Just then a funny feeling came over him. He quickly padded his back pant pocket and felt his wallet missing. A gush of warm rushed over him. After a frantic search of his backpack he realized that his wallet was indeed gone. Haphazardly he shoved the book into the closest shelf to him and ran outside to retrace his steps. Once outside he came to the place where he had tied his shoes and scanned the whole area.

“What’s the matter Noodle can’t find your strudel?”

“It’s Noodledrough.” Staring at the ground avoiding eye contact.

“That was a nice stunt you pulled today in English. Thanks to you, Mr. Teachers Pet, we all have an additional project to do. I think I need to show you a little gratitude. Right boys?”

“That’s right Eddie” Mark and Toby echoed. The two red headed brothers stood by ready to jump in if needed. Eddie closed in on Jimmy and stood toe to toe. Jimmy, now looking at Eddie in the eyes, trembled with fear. Deep pits covered Eddie’s face like the craters on the moon, and oozing puss looked like snow capped mountains posed as volcanoes ready to explode. His hand gripped Jimmy’s shirt tightly around the collar.

“This is so you will think twice before suggesting anything in class again.”

His punch landed hard across Jimmy’s left cheek knocking his glasses off, while his firm grip held his victim upright. Eddie brought his arm back for another strike, but instead released his grip and Jimmy fell to the ground. Tears swelled in his eyes as he covered his head with both arms protecting him from any other form of attack.

“Don’t mess with us Noodle, next time I won’t be so lenient. Oh, by the way this belongs to you.” Eddie tossed a wallet that landed on Jimmy’s head and bounced off onto the sidewalk. The three-boy-gang walked away leaving Jimmy in a fetal position, crying. 

Mr. Mac saw Jimmy walk past the front counter covering his face, as if not to be seen, embarrassed. “My boy, are you O.K? What happened?”

“Leave me alone Mac.” He ran deep into the back of the library disappearing into the sea of books. Mr. Mac just watched and shook his head in dismay. “There are those who will always learn the hard way in life. Poor boy.”

Jimmy retrieved The Tale of the Mysterious Knight from the shelf and took it to a discrete corner and sat down. He thumbed through the pages watching thousands of words move quickly. He set the book down in his lap. “I am sick of getting picked on wherever I go,’ he thought. ‘No matter what school I go to they always find me.” He wiped his eyes with his forearm. “If I can only escape this world for a time.” He whispered quietly. At that moment he remembered what Mr. Mac told him about this book. He picked the book up and opened it up to the first page. On the backside of the cover someone wrote, “To all who read may all your dreams come true.” Jimmy turned the page to the start of the first chapter and began to read.

Jimmy awoke, his head aching. “Oh my head,” as he started to sit up. The hard ground could be felt underneath the thin layer of straw.

“He’s awake!” yelled a little boy out the open doorway. 

“Where am I?”

“You must rest lad, that was a mighty spill you took.” A brawny man wearing woolen shirt, trousers, and boots that were covered in mud came in and stirred the pot that was warming over an open flame. Smoke softly filled the room. 

“Where am I?” He asked again reaching for what would be his glasses, but strangely enough he did not need them, and quickly forgot that he ever had them.

“It looks as if your mind was left behind at the creek. If you must know again, my name is Thomas Jesper and you are Jim Noodledrough who must get well enough to fight in the tournament at the end of the week.”

“Fight? I’m not fighting, I don’t even know where I am.” Lying back down on the straw mattress while holding his head. 

“Forgive me, you’re in Middleton.” Stirring the pot a little more he then scooped some pottage stew into a wooden bowl. “Boy, give this to Jimmy over there. Eat up. This might help you regain your strength and hopefully your memory. We are all depending on you to win the tournament.” Thomas promptly left the cottage.  Jimmy gingerly sat up and carefully took the bowl from the boy. Still confused about where he was he brought the bowl to his lips and sipped some of the hot stew. A strange look came over his face. “Yuk, what is this?” The little boy smiled and left the room after his father. Jimmy sat with the steaming bowl wondering where he was and how he got there. “I know I should be worried, but for some reason I’m not. I feel as if I have always been here, yet something is different, I cannot explain. I suppose the old man is right. Some of this dreadful stew and more rest should solve my problem.” Sipping the stew he looked around the room. The room, dark and otherwise cold except for the fire under the kettle pot, was small. Carefully woven twigs were daubed with mud to form a sturdy wall to keep in some warmth, but mostly to keep out animals. It did not seem to keep out the bugs and ants as several ants crawled on Jimmy’s thigh. The straw roof let in small rays of light exposing the ghostly shimmers of smoke from the cooking pit. Sacks of dried peas, beans, and onions sat in one corner of the room along with small jars of spices. There were two other piles of straw mattresses situated along the edges of the wooden structure. After finishing the bean and pea stew, sleep eluded him as well as his headache. Jimmy stood up and wiped off the strands of straw that clung to his woolen trousers. He reached for a shirt that lay nearby and pulled it on. The shirt was itchy on his skin, and he scratched vigorously. “How do they wear this?” he sighed as he put on his boots. Jimmy noticed a small dull piece of glass hanging near the entrance. He looked into it and saw a handsome man in his late teens or early twenties. Jimmy looked intensely at the image and vague memories of a nerdy young boy etched in his mind started to fade. His body was full grown, his biceps muscular and his legs strong. He stepped outside and soaked in the warm rays of the sun, stretching arms to the sky. 
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