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Dedicated to my wife, May, for all the memories made and the adventures still to come. (NMINOO! VWDDR!)




Part One:



DOORWAYS




The Quiet Death of Mr Webber

In Kellner Books on the Upper East Side of New York City, a few minutes before his death, John Webber was reading The Count of Monte Cristo. He was sitting at his usual table in the middle of the store with his overcoat folded neatly over the back of his chair and the novel on the table in front of him. He stopped for a moment to take a sip of his coffee, closing the book and marking his place with a soft leather bookmark.

‘How are you doing, Mr Webber?’ Cassie asked, as she made her way through the store with a stack of books under her arm. It was late in the day and Mr Webber was the only customer.

‘Oh, old and tired and falling apart,’ he replied, as he always did when Cassie asked how he was. ‘But otherwise I can’t complain.’

Mr Webber was a regular face in the bookstore and one of the customers Cassie always made an effort to speak to. He was a gentleman, softly spoken and always neatly dressed in what appeared to be expensive clothes. His age showed in the wrinkled skin of his hands and neck, but not in the smooth skin of his face or his full head of white hair. He was lonely, Cassie knew, but he carried it lightly, never imposing his loneliness on others.

‘Reading The Count of Monte Cristo,’ he confided, nodding at the book. The bookmark stuck out at Cassie like the tongue of a snake. ‘I’ve read it before, but as I get older, I find comfort in rereading favourites. It’s like spending time with old friends.’ He coughed a self-deprecating laugh, signalling to Cassie that he knew he was being silly. ‘Have you read it?’

‘I have,’ Cassie said, hitching the pile of books up under her arm. ‘I read it when I was ten, I think.’ She recalled long rainy days one autumn weekend when The Count of Monte Cristo, like so many other books, had taken her away.

‘I don’t remember being ten,’ Mr Webber murmured with a smile. ‘I think I was born middle-aged and wearing a suit. What did you think of it when you read it?’

‘It’s a classic, of course,’ Cassie said. ‘But the bit in the middle, that whole section in Rome – that was too long. I always wanted to get to the revenge stuff at the end.’

Mr Webber nodded. ‘He certainly makes you wait for the pay-off.’

‘Mmm,’ Cassie agreed.

The moment expanded, the silence filled by the soft jazz music playing through the speakers on the wall.

‘Have you ever been to Rome?’ Mr Webber asked, rubbing his hands together as if they were cold. Cassie knew that he had been a pianist and composer before he had retired, and he had the sort of long, delicate fingers that would dance easily across a keyboard.

‘Yeah, I’ve been to Rome,’ Cassie said. ‘I don’t remember much about it.’ She had spent a week in Rome years earlier when she had travelled around Europe and she remembered it well, but she wanted to let Mr Webber speak. He was a man full of stories of a life well lived; a man with more tales than people to tell them to.

‘I loved Rome,’ he said, relaxing back into his chair. ‘Of all the places I travelled to – and I travelled a lot – Rome was one of my favourites. You could walk around and just imagine what it was like five hundred years ago.’

‘Mmm,’ Cassie murmured, watching as Mr Webber’s attention drifted off into his memories. He seemed happy there.

‘You know, I stayed in a small hotel near the Trevi Fountain,’ he said, suddenly seized by a memory. ‘And they would bring me coffee in bed every morning, whether I wanted it or not. Seven a.m. sharp. A quick knock and then the old woman who ran the place would march in, bang it down on the nightstand and march out again. On my first morning I was standing naked in the middle of the room just contemplating getting dressed, and then she burst in, coffee in hand. She gave me one look, up and down, thoroughly unimpressed by what she saw, and walked back out again.’ He laughed at his memory. ‘She saw me in my … entirety.’

‘Oh my god,’ Cassie said, laughing with him.

He studied her as she laughed, drawing a conclusion. ‘I’ve told you that before, haven’t I?’

‘No,’ she lied. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘You indulge me too much, Cassie. I’ve turned into one of those old people who bores youngsters with their stories.’

‘A good story is just as good the second time round,’ she said.

He shook his head, as if annoyed at himself.

‘Do you still travel, Mr Webber?’ Cassie asked, pulling him away from his annoyance.

‘Oh, I never go anywhere now,’ he said. ‘Too old and too weak. I doubt I’d survive a long flight.’ He clasped his hands over his stomach and stared at the table, lost in that thought.

‘That’s a bit morbid,’ Cassie said.

‘Realistic,’ he said, smiling. He looked at her seriously then. ‘It’s important to be realistic. Life is like a train that just keeps getting faster and faster and the sooner you realize that, the better. I am hurtling towards the final stop; I know that. But I’ve lived my life and I’ve got no complaints. But young people like you, Cassie – you must get out and see the world while you can. There is so much to see beyond these four walls. Don’t let the world pass you by.’

‘I’ve seen plenty, Mr Webber, don’t worry about that,’ Cassie said, uncomfortable with the conversation turning towards her. She nodded at the books under her arm. ‘Let me take these through the back before my arm falls off.’

She headed past the coffee counter – now closed for the day – and through to the windowless cave of boxes and staff lockers in the back room. She dropped the books on the cluttered desk for Mrs K to deal with the following day when she opened up.

‘Cassie, I wasn’t trying to tell you how to live your life,’ Mr Webber said when she reappeared, his expression serious. ‘I hope I didn’t insult you.’

‘Insult me?’ Cassie asked, genuinely puzzled. ‘Don’t be silly. I didn’t give it a second thought.’

‘Well, what I mean to say, really, is please don’t let Mrs Kellner know that I was suggesting you might abandon her and her bookstore.’

‘She would ban you for life,’ Cassie said, grinning. ‘But don’t worry. I won’t say anything. And I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.’

As she tidied mugs and plates from the tables, Cassie looked around the store, the place she had worked ever since arriving in New York City six years earlier. It was everything a bookstore should be, with shelves and tables laden with books, soft music always playing in the background and lights dangling on cables from the high ceiling, creating spots of brightness and cosy gloom. There were comfy chairs in corners and in between the shelves, and mismatched artwork on the walls. The paint hadn’t been redone in ten years, and the shelves had probably been first bought in the 1960s, but it felt appropriately shabby rather than run-down. It was a comfortable place, the sort of store that felt familiar the first time you stepped through the door.

She nodded down at Mr Webber’s coffee cup. ‘Do you want a last refill before I close up?’

‘I’ve had more than enough,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’ll be up and down like an elevator all night to pee.’

Cassie pulled a face, half amused, half disgusted.

‘I offer you a window into the life of an old person,’ Mr Webber said, unapologetic. ‘It’s a constant pleasure. Now, give me a few minutes to gather my strength and then I’ll be out of your way.’

‘Take as long as you want,’ she said. ‘It’s nice to have the company at the end of the day.’

‘Yes,’ Mr Webber agreed, gazing down at the table, his hand resting on the cover of his book. ‘Yes, it is.’ He looked up and smiled at her a little shyly. She patted him once on the shoulder as she passed. At the front of the store the large window spilled soft light out into the night, a fireplace in the dark room of the city, and as Cassie perched on her stool, she saw that it was starting to snow, flakes spiralling like dust motes through the haze of light.

‘Lovely,’ she murmured in delight.

She watched the snow for a while as it grew heavier, the buildings across the street a crossword puzzle of lit and unlit windows. Passers-by pulled their hoods up and ducked their heads against the onslaught, and diners in the small sushi bar directly opposite Kellner Books peered out at the weather with chopsticks in hand and concern on their faces.

‘The best place to enjoy a stormy night is in a warm room with a book in your lap,’ Cassie said to herself. She smiled sadly because someone she missed had once said those words to her.

She glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was time to lock up. At his table, Mr Webber was sitting with his head tilted awkwardly to the side, like a man who thought he’d heard someone calling his name. Cassie frowned and a finger of unease tickled something deep in her gut.

‘Mr Webber?’ she asked, rising from her stool.

She hurried across the store, the easy-listening background jazz jangling against her sudden discomfort. When she put a hand on Mr Webber’s shoulder he didn’t respond. His expression was fixed, his eyes open and lifeless, his lips slightly apart.

‘Mr Webber?’ she tried again, even though she knew it was pointless.

Cassie knew what death looked like. The first time that she had seen death, many years previously, it had stolen from her the man who had raised her and the only family she had ever known. Now death had come again, and this time it had taken a nice man whom she hardly knew, while she had been distracted by the snow.

‘Oh, Mr Webber,’ she said, as sadness swelled within her.

The EMTs came first, bustling noisily into the store and shaking snow from their clothes and hair. They were energetic, as if there was a chance of saving Mr Webber, but as soon as they saw him all of their urgency drained away.

‘He’s gone,’ one of them told her, and the three of them stood around in an awkward silence like strangers at a party. Mr Webber watched nothing in the middle distance with glassy eyes.

Then the police came, a young man and an older man, both of them asking her questions as the EMTs lifted Mr Webber from his chair and strapped him on to a stretcher.

‘He comes in the evening, two or three times a week,’ she explained to them. ‘Just before the coffee counter closes for the day. He gets a drink and then sits there and reads his book until I close up the store.’

The young police officer looked bored, standing with his hands on his hips and watching the EMTs as they worked. ‘Probably lonely,’ he said.

‘He likes books,’ Cassie said, and the cop looked at her. ‘Sometimes we talk about books we’ve read, books he’s reading. He likes the classics.’ She realized that she was prattling even as the words continued to tumble from her lips. She folded her arms to stop herself. Something about the police made her self-conscious, excruciatingly aware of everything she was doing.

‘Right,’ the cop said, watching her with professional indifference.

‘I guess he liked talking to you, ma’am,’ the older cop said, and Cassie thought he was trying to be nice. He was thumbing through the contents of Mr Webber’s wallet, seeking an address or next of kin. It seemed oddly obscene to Cassie, like rummaging through someone’s underwear drawer.

‘Nothing like a pretty lady to give an old man something to look forward to,’ the younger cop said, a mischievous smile tugging the corner of his mouth. The older cop shook his head in disapproval without looking up from Mr Webber’s wallet.

‘It wasn’t that,’ Cassie snapped, her words sharp with irritation. ‘He was just a nice man. Don’t make it something it wasn’t.’

The young cop nodded an approximation of an apology but made no attempt to hide the loaded glance he then threw at his colleague. He walked to the door to hold it open for the EMTs.

‘Here we go,’ the older cop said, pulling out Mr Webber’s driving licence. ‘Apartment 4, 300 East 94th Street. Nice neighbourhood.’ He returned the driving licence to the wallet and folded it shut. ‘We’ll let you know if we need any more information,’ he said to Cassie. ‘But call us if you think of anything.’ He handed her a NYPD business card with a phone number on it.

‘Like what?’ Cassie asked.

The cop shrugged loosely. ‘Just anything we need to know.’

Cassie nodded as if this was a good answer, even though it wasn’t. ‘What about his family?’

‘We’ll deal with that,’ the older cop said.

‘If he has any,’ the younger cop added, waiting by the door. He wanted to go, Cassie saw; this was boring for him, and she hated him for it. Mr Webber deserved better. Everyone deserved better.

‘You gonna be all right, miss?’ the older cop asked her. Everything about the man seemed tired, but he was still doing his job, and doing it better than his younger partner.

‘Yeah,’ Cassie said, frowning in annoyance. ‘Of course.’

He watched her for a moment.

‘Hey, sometimes people just die,’ he said, trying his best to say something consoling. ‘That’s just the way of it.’

Cassie nodded. She knew. Sometimes people just died.

Cassie stood at the front of the shop and watched them go, the ambulance first and then the cop car. Her own reflection was a ghost in the window – the tall, awkward girl dressed in thrift-shop clothes: an old woollen crew-neck sweater, and blue jeans that were almost worn through at the knees.

‘Goodbye, Mr Webber,’ she said, pulling the sleeves of her sweater up to her elbows absently.

She told herself not to be sad – Mr Webber had been old, and he had died peacefully and swiftly, it seemed, in a place that gave him joy – but her sadness was stubborn, a constant bass note rumbling in the background of her thoughts.

She picked up the phone and called Mrs Kellner at home.

‘Dead?’ Mrs Kellner said, when Cassie told her what had happened. The word was a bullet from a gun, a short, sharp bang.

Cassie waited, and she heard a long, tired sigh.

‘Poor Mr Webber,’ Mrs Kellner said, and Cassie could hear her shaking her head. ‘But there are worse ways to go. Certainly Mr Webber would think so. How are you, Cassie?’

The question surprised Cassie, as it always did when someone enquired about how she was doing.

‘Oh, I’m fine,’ she lied, brushing it off. ‘Just shocked, I guess.’

‘Mmm, well. It comes to us all, and Mr Webber was a good age. It’s sad, but no reason to be depressed, you hear?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Cassie said, enjoying Mrs Kellner’s robustly given, kind advice.

‘You lock up now and get on home. It’s a blizzard out there and I don’t want you getting hypothermia. That’s an instruction, not a request.’

Cassie said goodnight to Mrs Kellner and got to work tidying up, wondering how well the Kellners had known Mr Webber. They seemed to know most people who came into the store regularly. Not that Mr Kellner knew much of anything any more, dementia having stolen his memories from him a few years ago. Cassie’s mind wandered, trying to remember when Mr Kellner had last been in the store. It had been years, she was sure. Now Mrs Kellner barely spoke about her husband at all.

When Cassie swept the floor around the coffee tables, around Mr Webber’s seat, she saw that his copy of The Count of Monte Cristo was still lying on the table by the half-empty coffee cup. The sight of the book hit her like a punch in the gut, as if Mr Webber had been taken away without his most prized possession. Then she saw another book next to it, a smaller book with a brown leather cover, faded and cracked like weathered paint on a door. Cassie hadn’t noticed the book earlier – not when Mr Webber had arrived, not during all the activity with the EMTs and the cops. Had she just overlooked it?

She cradled the broom against her shoulder and picked up the book. It felt oddly light, as if it were more insubstantial than it should have been. The leather spine creaked pleasantly as she opened it. The pages were thick and coarse, and covered in what looked like scribbled text in dark ink, but in a language and script that Cassie didn’t recognize. As Cassie flicked through the book, she saw that there were sketched images and doodles as well, some dotted around the text, others taking up whole pages. It looked like a journal of some kind, a place where someone had collected their thoughts over many years, but chaotically so. The text didn’t run in a single direction; it was up and down and cutting through and curling around images.

On the very first page of the book, Cassie saw a few lines written in the same handwriting as the text on every other page, but in English:

This is the Book of Doors.

Hold it in your hand, and any door is every door.


Below those lines there was another message, written in an obviously different script. Cassie gasped when she saw that it was a message to her:

Cassie, this book is for you, a gift in thanks for your kindness.

May you enjoy the places it takes you to and the friends you find there.

John Webber


Cassie frowned then, surprised and touched by the gift. She flicked through the pages again, stopping about a third of the way into the book where a single page had been given over to a sketch of a doorway. The doorway was penned in simple black ink, the door wide open, but through the opening Cassie saw what appeared to be a room in darkness, with a window on the far wall. Beyond that window was bright sunlight and a rich blue sky, the many colours of spring flowers in bloom among vibrantly green grass. Everything was sketched in black except the view from the window; that was drawn in full, glorious colour.

Cassie closed the book, stroking the cracked leather.

Had she been so kind to Mr Webber? Had he meant to give her the book that evening? Maybe he had taken it out of his pocket while she had been distracted by the snow, just before he had died?

She debated what to do for a moment, wondering whether she should call the cops and tell them about the book, both books. She could just see the younger cop rolling his eyes: Some crazy person’s notebook he wanted to give to you …?

‘Stupid,’ she muttered to herself.

Mr Webber had wanted her to have it. She would take it as a memento of the nice man who had often kept her company at the end of the day. And she would take his copy of The Count of Monte Cristo as well; she would see that it got to a good home.

When she left the store a short while later, wrapped up in her old grey greatcoat and burgundy scarf and bobble hat, the sharp edges of the wind cut into her, but she didn’t notice, so distracted was she by the contents of the odd notebook. After only a few steps she stopped under a streetlight and pulled the notebook from her pocket, entirely unaware of the figure watching her in the shadows of a doorway across the street.

She flicked through the pages again: more text, lines seemingly drawn at random, as if the pages could be taken out of the book and placed together in a different order to reveal some grand, secret design. In the very centre of the notebook she saw that a hundred or more doorways had been drawn in neat rows right across the two pages, each of them slightly different in shape or size or feature, as varied as the doorways on any street. It was odd but beautiful, enigmatic and inviting, and Cassie wanted to pore over the pages and dream about whoever it was that had spent so many hours scribbling in the book. It felt like a treasure to her, this book, a mystery to occupy her mind.

She wiped snowflakes from the pages and slipped the book back into her pocket, then started on her way through the snow-silenced streets, heading for the subway three blocks away, her mind alive with images and strange words scribbled in black ink.

The figure in the doorway did not follow.




The Favourite Game

When Cassie reached home, she took Mr Webber’s copy of The Count of Monte Cristo and found a space for it among the paperbacks on the bookcase at the end of her bed.

The bookcase was a map of her life: the books she had devoured as a child, books she had bought or picked up on her travels through Europe, the books she had read and treasured since living in New York. Her own battered copy of The Count of Monte Cristo was there, an old paperback that had originally belonged to her grandfather. Cassie remembered reading it in her grandpa’s studio back in Myrtle Creek, wedged into a beanbag in the corner as he worked, the smell of wood and oil in the air as heavy rain beat the ground outside. She pulled the book off the shelf and flicked the pages, catching the ghost of a scent that made her heart crumple at the memories and emotions it conjured, the contentment and comfort of those days in her childhood.

She slid the book back into its place and pulled off her old sweater to dump it in the laundry pile. She caught her reflection in the mirror on the back of the door and regarded herself dispassionately. She was always slightly disappointed whenever she saw herself in reflections or photographs. To her own eyes she was too tall and too thin. She thought her hips were too narrow and her chest too flat, and her eyes were big and wide, like a startled deer’s. She never wore make-up, because she had never really learned how to do it, and her blonde hair was always flying off in different directions no matter how much she brushed it.

‘You home, then?’ Izzy called from the living area.

‘Yeah,’ Cassie said. She opened the bedroom door, pushing her reflection out of sight, and wandered through to find Izzy cross-legged on the couch, dressed for bed in an oversized T-shirt and pyjama bottoms.

‘How was the work thing?’ Cassie asked. ‘Must have been good since you’re at home and in your pyjamas.’

Izzy rolled her eyes wearily. ‘We went to a few places. Couple of guys tried to pick us up in the last bar we were in. This big guy tried to use his charm on me. He was horrible. All muscles and monobrow. He suggested that we go down to Times Square together and watch the lights.’

‘Wow,’ Cassie said.

‘Right?’ Izzy agreed. ‘Who the hell wants to go to Times Square? The only people interested in Times Square are tourists and terrorists.’

Cassie smiled, enjoying the sound of her friend’s voice and the distraction from her lingering sadness. The journey home on an empty subway train and through snow-smothered streets had felt long and lonely.

‘I said that to him,’ Izzy continued, as Cassie joined her on the couch. ‘Nobody cares about Times Square except tourists and terrorists. He acted all offended, like I’d said something awful.’ She pulled a face, affecting a lower voice. ‘“That’s so distasteful; you know terrorists kill people.”’

‘That’s pretty special,’ Cassie said, grinning.

‘It kinda spoiled the mood, so we called it a night. Lucky, too.’ She nodded at the window, the snow still falling.

Izzy worked in the jewellery department in Bloomingdale’s and every couple of weeks she would go out drinking with her colleagues after work. Her world was full of expensive products and rich people and wide-eyed tourists. It was a world Cassie neither understood nor cared about, but Izzy loved her job. At one time she had wanted to be an actress. She had moved to New York from Florida as a teenager with dreams of singing and acting on Broadway. When they had first met, Izzy had been working at Kellner Books while auditioning and performing in tiny theatres. After a few years of getting steadily nowhere, she had given up on her dream.

‘Can you think of anything worse?’ she had said to Cassie, one evening when they had gone for drinks at the rooftop bar of the Library Hotel. ‘Being thirty-something and watching all these beautiful young women come into the same auditions as you, looking at you exactly how I look at all the older women now? The world has an endless supply of beautiful women, Cassie. There’s always a newer, younger one coming along. I am not a good enough actress that my looks don’t matter.’

Cassie and Izzy had worked together at Kellner Books for over a year, and they had fallen into being friends almost immediately. They were very different people, with different interests, but somehow they had always got on well. It was a natural, easy friendship, the type that comes out of nowhere and changes your life. When Cassie had started looking for an apartment to rent, Izzy had suggested that they try to find a place together to save on costs. They had shared a third-floor two-bed walk-up in Lower Manhattan ever since. Their building was on the edge of Little Italy, above a cheesecake shop and a dry-cleaner’s. It was cold in the winter and hot in the summer, and because of the landlord’s subdivisions none of the rooms were the right shape or size, and none of the furniture really fitted where it should. But it worked for them, and they had continued living together even after Izzy had left the bookstore to work at Bloomingdale’s. Izzy tended to work during the day while Cassie preferred to work the late shift and weekends. As a result they often didn’t see each other for days at a time, but that stopped them getting in each other’s way and prevented the living arrangement spoiling the friendship. Every three or four days their paths would cross, and Izzy would give a rapid rundown of all the events in her life while Cassie listened. And then, when Izzy’s stream of consciousness dried up, she would look at Cassie with a maternal expression and ask, ‘And how are you, Cassie? What’s going on in your world?’

Izzy looked at her now with that expression on her face, her hair tied up in a mess of curls behind her head. She was a beautiful woman, with high cheekbones and large brown eyes. She was the sort of woman department stores loved to have behind their counters, the sort of woman who might have been a film star if she had been able to act. Cassie felt plain in comparison, but Izzy had never done anything to make her feel that way. That fact said everything about the sort of person Izzy was.

‘What’s going on in my world?’ Cassie pre-empted.

‘What’s going on in your world?’

‘Nothing,’ Cassie said. ‘Not much.’

‘Come on,’ Izzy said, unfolding her legs and jumping up to wander over to the kitchen counter. ‘Let me get you a classy mug of wine and you can tell me your nothing and not much.’

Izzy switched on the uplighter behind the door, splashing soft light across the walls.

‘Mr Webber died today,’ Cassie said. She looked down, realizing she was still holding the book he had given her. She had meant to leave it on the bookshelf in her bedroom.

‘Oh my god, that’s horrible,’ Izzy said. ‘Who’s Mr Webber?’

‘Just this old guy,’ Cassie said. ‘He comes into the store every now and then. Gets a coffee and reads.’

‘God, it is so cold – what is with this weather?’ Izzy muttered, closing the door to the hall as she padded back to the sofa and passed Cassie a mug. They didn’t drink wine from glasses, not in the apartment.

‘I think he was just lonely. And he liked the bookstore.’

‘So what happened?’ Izzy asked, pouring the wine. ‘Did he trip and fall or something? My uncle Michael died like that. He fell, broke his hip and couldn’t get up. Died on his living room floor.’ She shuddered.

‘No, nothing like that,’ Cassie said. She took the mug of wine even though she wasn’t interested in drinking it. ‘He just died. Just sitting there. Like it was his time.’

Izzy nodded but seemed disappointed.

‘That’s what the cops said, anyway,’ Cassie reflected. ‘Sometimes people just die.’

Izzy settled more comfortably into the sofa, crossing her legs beneath her. Cassie took a sip of wine, and they were companionably quiet together for a few moments.

‘Look at the snow,’ Izzy murmured, gazing out of the window. The buildings on the opposite side of the street were almost hidden by the storm. The wind seemed to have died but the flakes were bigger and softer now, tumbling slowly but steadily from the sky.

‘It’s so pretty,’ Cassie said.

‘What’s that?’ Izzy pointed at the notebook in Cassie’s lap, and Cassie passed
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Prologue: The Atlas of Lost Things (2015)

Imelda Sparks was alone and exhausted in the wilderness of Nevada, and she had never been happier.

She perched on a rock at the edge of the hiking trail, dropped her shoulder bag to her feet and pulled out a bottle of water. The evening sun was a rich orange smear just above the horizon, and the sky over the Great Basin Desert was slowly turning the colour of candy floss and peaches. Thunder-clouds towered up from the flat brown ground in the distance like smoke from campfires and Imelda thought the view was one of the most beautiful she had ever seen.

She glanced down past her feet to where the hillside dropped away steeply. The bottom of the gully was a pool of shadows that was slowly rising up towards her. Soon it would be too dark to have any chance of finding what she had come looking for, maybe even so dark that the hour-long hike back to the car would become treacherous.

‘Stupid,’ she muttered. She slid her water bottle back into her bag and her hand brushed the flower that Magda had cross-stitched into the canvas flap all those years ago. Imelda wondered how Magda had spent her day back in London. Probably work, and then an evening writing. Magda wanted to be a novelist and that seemed to demand all of her time and attention. Imelda worried sometimes that Magda wasn’t leaving room in her life for friends or for love, but her daughter had always known her own mind, even as a toddler. Imelda smiled as she remembered Magda at a much younger age, stomping around the house and pretending to be a dinosaur long after she’d been told to go to bed. That happy memory faded as Imelda turned her eyes to the distance and saw the sun touching the horizon, the bright orange smear flattening at the bottom.

‘Come on, get on with it,’ she muttered to herself.

She removed a square of paper from her back pocket and unfolded it to study in the golden-pink light. It was a hand-drawn map, with sketched lines in black ink that detailed Imelda’s surroundings, and a scribbled star in the centre of the page indicating the location of the lost thing – like an ‘X’ marking the spot in some movie-prop treasure map. The sketch had changed since Imelda had last looked at it fifteen minutes earlier; the image on the paper shifted constantly, in fact, because this was not an ordinary map. This was the Atlas of Lost Things, a guide to lost magical artefacts.

The Atlas had already taken Imelda on a journey across Europe. She had found the worn gold coin in a small museum in Bavaria, the crucifix in a cluttered antique shop in the Trastevere neighbourhood of Rome, and the blue carnation, which Imelda had retrieved only a couple of days earlier, in the lapel of a wizened bulb-grower working in the tulip fields east of Amsterdam. After obtaining the flower – which had taken some gentle persuasion and a generous financial donation to the old man – the Atlas had shown Imelda that another lost thing could be found in the Nevada desert, in the United States. She had jumped on a flight at Schiphol, hired a car at the airport in Las Vegas when she had arrived earlier that day, and then she had driven for four hours out into the wilderness, north along Highway 93 before turning west onto the mountain trail.

As Imelda peered at the Atlas now in the low light at the end of the day, her vision blurred with fatigue. Her neck was stiff from the hours behind the wheel, and the throbbing in her knees and lower back were grumpy companions, spoiling the hike with incessant complaints.

She shook her head to clear her vision and focused on the Atlas. The lost thing was near, perhaps only a few feet away from where she was perched. If she could find it quickly, she could be on her way back to the car before all the light drained from the day. She closed her eyes, anticipating a couple of nights of luxury in an expensive hotel back in Vegas, a big bath of bubbles and a tray of room-service food.

‘That would be lovely,’ she murmured.

She was tired, she knew, not just from an hour of walking on sixty-year-old legs, but from three months of travelling and adventure. Imelda had always had an easy life, the child of wealthy (if absent and occasionally problematic) parents and an adulthood spent working as an artist, living comfortably off her inheritance while painting landscapes and portraits with some modest success. When Magda had come along – unexpectedly, when Imelda had been in her mid-thirties – Imelda had focused her energy on being the sort of parent that Imelda herself had never had: present, attentive and loving. But Magda was an adult now, and increasingly Imelda had found that she had more time to herself than she knew what to do with. That was why three months earlier she had relished the idea of going off on a big adventure by herself in search of lost things.

And it had been an adventure, and a successful one too. For she would be going back to Frank with items to add into the Society collection. Including, hopefully, whatever she might find on the hiking trail.

‘If you get on with it,’ she murmured. ‘Instead of standing here daydreaming.’

She studied the Atlas once more and it showed her that she was now standing directly on top of the lost thing.

‘But that makes no sense,’ she muttered in confusion, rotating the paper in case she was misreading it (easily done with a map that changed constantly). She stood up and pivoted on her heel, running her eyes over the hillside and the boulders, the bare ground that surrounded her, all of it now washed in a thin, colourless light. ‘It was right here.’

The coming darkness was a threat that Imelda was trying to ignore, but thick shadows were crouching in corners like animals, waiting to pounce as soon as the sun was gone. She was running out of time.

She exhaled in frustration, ignoring the sinking sun, and tried to make sense of the Atlas, but the lost thing had moved again and now appeared slightly behind her and to the right. Was it in a stream maybe? Or floating in the air on thermals? How could it be moving? She sighed in frustration and kicked a small rock, sending it flying out into space before it dropped and bounced its way down the hillside into the gully.

‘I don’t have time for this,’ she exclaimed to the sky.

She glanced up to the hillside, scanning back and forth for answers or inspiration but seeing only more rocks and scrub and boulders. And …

Someone is watching you!

Imelda gasped in surprise, a hand going up to her chest as her heart performed an impromptu drum fill. There was a stranger on the hillside, a man, only three or four strides up from the trail. And he was watching her.

What on earth?

The man was entirely motionless, squatting down with his arms around his knees, but he was facing towards Imelda, and she could tell – she knew – that he was watching her.

That he had, in fact, been watching her the whole time she had been perched on the rock.

Imelda’s scalp prickled, warnings and worries running through her mind.

Why wouldn’t he let me know he was there? Who does that?

When it became obvious that Imelda had spotted him, the man stood up in one quick movement. He was wearing old blue jeans and a brown waxed overcoat over a checked flannel shirt and a T-shirt, a faded blue baseball cap on his head. He stood motionless for a moment, the breeze flicking the collar of his shirt, his arms out slightly from his body as if he was deciding what to do.

Watching him, Imelda felt uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t identify. It wasn’t just her unease that this man had been observing her, it was something else, something she couldn’t put her finger on, something about the way her eyes and her brain felt when she was looking at him. The only thing she could think to compare it to was seasickness, but that made no sense at all.

‘I wasn’t doing anything,’ the man said suddenly, his voice almost a whine. ‘I wasn’t watching you.’

Yes you were. That’s a lie. The first thing you’ve said to me is a lie.

‘That’s OK,’ Imelda replied, careful to keep her voice neutral.

Her eyes flicked away to the ground and her mind conjured for her the memory of an encounter many years before, when she had been a much younger woman alone in an underground station in London at the end of a long night on the town. There had been a homeless man there that night and he had been charming at first, a happy drunk sharing a joke with Imelda. But then, in one shocking moment, he had changed. Imelda could still picture how his smile had instantly become an aggressive sneer, how for no reason, because of nothing she had done, he had suddenly attacked her for the money he had assumed she was carrying. He had charmed her into lowering her guard and then he had beaten her, only relenting when the rush of air and the screech of brakes signalled the arrival of the train. Imelda had never forgotten how vulnerable and weak she had felt that night, lying in tears on the platform as her attacker had fled. Now, on the trail with this strange man who had been watching her and who made her feel seasick, that same horrible vulnerability chilled her to the core.

You’re alone and an hour from the car and it’s almost dark. And there’s something not right about him. What a mess you’ve got yourself into, Imelda.

The man spoke again: ‘I was here before you.’

Imelda nodded, trying to be agreeable and calm even as adrenaline coursed through her.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

The man took three awkward, scampering steps down the hillside and came to a stop a few feet in front of her. Imelda moved backwards in response, trying to judge his intent even as her whole body implored her to turn and run.

Turn and hobble maybe. You’re not going to run anywhere in your condition. You can’t outrun him, can you?

Beneath the cap the man’s face was long and thin, tanned and weather-worn, as if he spent a lot of time outdoors, and his dark eyes kept moving, never settling anywhere and avoiding meeting Imelda’s gaze. She thought he was younger than her, maybe only just into his forties, but it was hard to be sure. The hair beneath his cap was brown, though, with no hint of grey, and he had stubble across his cheeks. There was nothing specifically wrong with the man – if anything, his features might have been considered objectively handsome.

And yet …

The hairs on the back of Imelda’s neck prickled at the thought of the man watching her without her knowing. What might he have done if she hadn’t noticed him? And why was he out here in the wilderness at sunset by himself?

‘I wasn’t watching you,’ he said again, his eyes meeting Imelda’s and then darting away.

He has a shifty look. That’s what that is. Shifty.

‘I believe you,’ Imelda lied.

The man dropped his gaze to Imelda’s bag where it sat on the ground like a half-deflated football. Then he ran his eyes slowly up and down her body, dispassionately, like a dressmaker assessing an outfit on a model. Imelda shivered, her mind working furiously against the overpowering seasickness, trying to understand what it was that was upsetting her sensibilities.

He has the lost thing!

The answer came out of nowhere, immediately making sense of the world. The Atlas had led her to a lost thing somewhere nearby, and the man had been there the whole time. He had to have it, perhaps in one of his pockets. It had to be the lost thing that was making her feel so unwell.

But that answer led to other questions, other things to worry about.

What thing does he have? What might he do with it? What might he do to you, Imelda?

Imelda took another step backwards, wary of an unknown lost thing in the possession of this odd man. She would pick up her bag and make her excuses and then be on her way. Yet the man’s eyes narrowed as she moved and that simple change in his expression, like a cloud passing over the sun, multiplied her discomfort. It was too much like the change she had seen on the face of the homeless man in the underground all those years ago, too much like the moment before her attack.

It’s happening again!

Panic exploded out of the restraints she had tried to bind it with, and all rational thought shattered into pieces. Her body made decisions for her, taking two hurried steps backwards towards her bag. On the second stride her foot found only empty space where there should have been solid ground.

Shit!

She realized her mistake immediately and a gasp escaped her. She was suddenly off-kilter, leaning backwards with nothing to counterbalance her. Her arms cartwheeled automatically, seeking purchase, and the Atlas of Lost Things fluttered out of her grip, flapping in the breeze like a baby bird trying to fly. The man’s eyes and mouth widened in surprise. He darted forward, just as Imelda felt herself tipping backwards beyond the point of no return, and grasped at her with thick, dirty fingers as if trying to catch her. Imelda found that she hated the thought of him touching her, even if it was to stop her falling. His fingers made contact, scraping her clothes and catching on the crucifix that was hanging from its chain, the crucifix she had found weeks earlier in Rome. Imelda felt the chain take her weight at the back of her neck, and relief and disbelief washed over her. Then there was an audible snik as the chain snapped, and Imelda was released into the air, tumbling out of the light and down into the shadows of the rock-strewn gully.

A memory came to her: an image of the last time she had flown, many years before, Magda smiling beside her in the air. Then the back of Imelda’s head smashed into a boulder twenty feet down the hillside and she was dead instantly.

She would stay that way for almost two years.




Part One:



ADVENTURE IN THE ELECTRIC NIGHT




Magda Sparks’s Favourite Place (2025)

Magda Sparks’s favourite place was to be found at 114 Bell Street in London’s Marylebone, in an unspectacular four-storey Georgian townhouse that was identical to many other buildings on the street.

The ground floor of the building and the two floors above were occupied by a second-hand and antiquarian bookshop called Bell Street Books. In these rooms the walls were lined with shelves from floor to ceiling, and bookcases sat on the old wooden floorboards wherever there was space. Books were squeezed into every available corner, hardbacks and picture albums, paperbacks with yellowed pages and cracked spines, and even vintage comics, their colours faded with age. The shop was more book than brick, and all the better for it in Magda’s view. She had spent many hours in happy solitude in Bell Street Books, discovering long-forgotten novels, sometimes with handwritten notes in the margins or on the title page, faded ink and pencil marks from people long gone. But as much as she loved the shop, Bell Street Books was not the reason that 114 Bell Street was Magda’s favourite place in the world.

The top floor of the townhouse had been converted into an apartment where the owner of the shop, Frank Simpson, had lived alone for as long as Magda had known him. Frank was the closest thing Magda had ever had to a father. Magda was, as her mother Imelda had once told her, the beautiful product of a decidedly average and anonymous drunken dalliance, and she had been raised solely (and entirely successfully, in Magda’s view) by her mother, Imelda. But Imelda had always loved books and she had frequented the shop often during Magda’s childhood, seeding Magda’s own love for books at a very young age. There had been many weekends when Imelda had taken Magda for cakes and milkshakes at a nearby café, or for ice cream in one of the busy parlours in Covent Garden, where they watched the tourists, and then afterwards they would head to Bell Street so they could both pick up some new books. Frank would be there, shelving books or reading in his chair behind the old writing desk he used as a counter. His face would light up whenever Magda and her mother appeared, and he would bounce Magda on his knee and call her Sparks because of her bright red hair, or delight as she clattered around the shop in search of picture books and comics.

‘Bookshops shouldn’t be quiet and sombre!’ he would pronounce, if ever any of his customers tutted or frowned at Magda’s ebullience. ‘This is not a library! We are a place of stories and adventure, and children should make noise if they want!’

Sometimes Magda and her mother would visit Frank in his apartment and Frank would give her cake or chocolates from a cupboard he always referred to – with a secret wink just for Magda, or with a twinkle in his eye – as Magda’s Magic Pantry. In later years, when Magda was studying Law at university and living in student accommodation, she would visit weekly and she and Frank would catch up, the radio playing in the background while they ate and chatted or played board games. Frank lived alone, but his apartment never seemed to be a lonely place – it was comfortable and welcoming, with table lamps that threw honey-coloured light into the corners and soft seats that felt like a hug from a friend when you sank into them. The apartment had dormer windows that afforded a view of the rooftops of Marylebone, and Magda remembered sitting in those windows as a young girl, watching the world below, the strawberry-coloured tops of double-decker buses cruising past on nearby streets. She had formed many happy memories just like this in Frank’s apartment, as a child and as an adult, but even this was not why 114 Bell Street was her favourite place in the world.

Hidden away out of sight, with no outward signs of its existence, there was a basement beneath Bell Street Books. At one time, in the Georgian and Victorian eras, this space had been where servants had lived, working long, hard hours for the wealthy Londoners who occupied the upper floors. In the first part of the twentieth century, the ground floor of the building had become a tailor’s shop, and the basement had been converted into a storeroom for fabrics and wool and offcuts. And then, when the tailor’s shop had become a bookshop in the middle of the century, the basement had become something else entirely, and it was the basement of 114 Bell Street that was Magda Sparks’s favourite place in the world.

Because this was a place where an incredible secret was kept within its walls, a place of mysteries and magic.

This was the meeting place of the Society of Unknowable Objects.
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